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THE CORPSE THAT WASN'T THERE

A Junior Handlers Mystery

INTRODUCTION:






His name is Champion Gwyntwyll Myrddin Emrys,
and he's psychic. Or at least I think he is, and so do my friends.
You wouldn't know it right now, the way he's sprawled on his back
against my pillows. Not the most dignified, or mysterious, position
for a breed that is supposed to be elegant and sophisticated.
Merlin's a Saluki, oldest kind of dog in the world--one of those
long-legged, narrow-waisted types, sort of like a greyhound, with
long silky fringes on his ears and tail. At the moment he's an
upside down Saluki. And he's snoring.

Mom says it's me that has the nose for trouble,
and Merlin just gets dragged along because he's always on the other
end of the leash. Mom just prefers to think of it that way; I guess
it sounds more logical to her. Mothers are strange like that.

They're strange about a lot of things, really.
My name is Rhiannon Antonio. See what I mean? The second part is
Italian. Dad's family had been from a place called Calabria in
Italy. When he was alive, people always commented on how
"Mediterranean" he looked--and said that I looked just like him.
The first part of my name, though is Welsh. That's from Mom's side,
and she's really into her family's history. Rhiannon was some kind
of goddess back in ancient Wales, and I wound up with her name.

Rhiannon's an okay name. My friends all call me
Ree anyway, and Ree Antonio doesn't sound too terrible. My two best
friends are Junior Handlers like me; we love to show dogs, and do
so in special dog show classes just for kids. Besides dogs and dog
shows, I also like to write stories. I guess a lot of kids like to
do that, but there's a difference between my stories and
theirs.

I've got a psychic dog who can find a drop of
trouble from miles away.

And my stories are true
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CHAPTER ONE






Right up until that hot, July day, I thought he
was just a normal dog. Well, as normal as a Saluki can be,
anyway.

There we were, lined up in the Open Intermediate
ring. The sun was beating down, and I couldn't wait to get back
under the tent. I was sweating and Merlin's tongue hung out the
side of his mouth, totally ruining the dignified show stance I was
trying to get him to hold. He'd messed up his down-and-back, too,
turning around as we got halfway back to the judge as if he heard
someone calling him from behind. It just wasn't like him.

A puff of light wind blew through the show
grounds. It rippled the brightly striped tent behind us, and felt
wonderful as it fanned my navy-colored skirt against my legs. I
didn't care about the long dark hair that had fallen loose from its
neat braid and blown across my face. The wind could make me look
like a mess as long as it cooled the sweat. Between the sun and
Merlin's odd behavior, it had been one of the longest classes I'd
ever shown in.

Hoards of milling owners and handlers, their
dogs panting on the ends of the thin show leads, stopped for a
moment to enjoy the breeze. The judge handed me a third place
ribbon--I hadn't expected to do that well. There were little rivers
of sweat trickling down her forehead from under the big straw hat
she wore, and her smiling face was red. I thanked her, and gave
Merlin a scratch behind the ears.

The steward, a lady I didn't recognize, came up
to me with a frown on her face, staring at the catalog. "Rhiannon
Antonio?" She was scribbling the judge's results in the border on
the page next to Merlin's and my names. She looked pretty
confused.

"Yes, ma'am." I had a feeling I knew what was
coming. A lot of people get confused the first time they meet one
of Mom's Salukis. They always think someone typed in a few too many
d's and l's.

"Would you take a look at the catalog and make
sure your dog's name is spelled right? I wouldn't want to see the
records get confused."

"It's right, thanks." I pronounced it for her,
'Goointooi(hiss) Murrthin Emrris'.

She looked at me with her eyebrows raised.

"It's Welsh,"I explained, "My mom's family is
from Wales."

She chuckled, shrugged and finished scribbling,
double checking my arm band just to be sure. "You'd expect a Corgi
or a Welsh Terrier attached to a name like that, not a breed whose
origins are the Arabian desert."

I smiled politely. "Everyone says that."
Everyone did.

I took a step toward the ring exit, but hit a
wall—a wall of Saluki who refused to budge. He stared off into the
distance across the show grounds, his dark eyes glaring, and
although he wasn't growling, the hair on the back of his neck was
starting to stand up in a little peak. I didn't know why, but the
hair on my own neck began to do a little dance, and despite the
awful heat, I got a chill. I had to tug on him to get his
attention, and he still resisted as I coaxed him out of the ring to
where Jake was waiting for me.

Maybe it was because he was tired out from a
long weekend of showing. It was the third day of a four-day run,
after all. Or maybe it was the heat. He didn't act tired, though,
and he'd shown in weather like this plenty of times.

Jake was watching Merlin, a concerned look on
his face. He knew that something was bothering the dog, too.
“What's with him?” he asked, tucking a first-place rose ribbon into
his pocket.

I never minded losing to Jake Clifton. He was my
best friend, and he had a really cool dog. Finnegan was an Irish
Setter, dumb as a rock, but he moved as smooth as rippling water.
And he had really shown well that day. Jake was good at what he
did, probably the best handler in our group of friends. But Merlin
was a better show dog than he had been today. Even though we'd come
out of the ring with a ribbon, I was disappointed in him.

Stacy was already there, her arms around
Finnegan's smooth auburn neck. She was the youngest member of our
gang, just turned ten in March, and had only begun to show. She
hadn't won anything better than fourth place in a class of five,
because she got really nervous when she went in the ring, and
forgot a lot of important stuff like making sure the judge always
had a clear view of her dog. She idolized Finn--not hard to do when
your own dog is a sweet but somewhat clumsy Basset Hound named
Clyde--and Jake had to practically pull him out of her arms to get
out of the way of the Novice Seniors entering the ring after
us.

"Oh, Jake, he was Bee-Youtiful out there!" Stacy
crooned and followed the big Irish like a groupie. Clyde ambled
along, his long ears dragging on the ground behind his
ever-sniffing nose.

Jake grinned. "He did good, didn't he?"

"So did you." I tried to keep the smile painted
over the worry I felt.

Merlin dragged at the end of the leash, trying
hard to turn me around in the opposite direction.

"Mer, heel, what's the matter with you?"

He gave me a look that told me I shouldn't have
to ask, and pulled harder.

"Is he feeling all right?" Jake stopped and
waited for me to get my dog under control.

"I don't know. He doesn't really seem sick--just
weird."

"Maybe he's tired. It's been a long, hot
weekend."

"Maybe.... " I tugged on the leash to get Merlin
to heel.

He tugged back.

I took hold of the thin chain collar and tried
to turn him around.

The unforgivable happened, so fast that I
couldn't stop it. He jerked backward and slipped his collar!

"Loose dog!" someone shouted from the other side
of the ring.

"Merlin, come!" I cried through the tight panic
gripping my throat.

I took off after him. Not a chance of a
twelve-year-old kid catching up to a Saluki, but I had to try. His
cream-colored plume of a tail vanished around the side of a
vendor's stand doing about 35 miles-per-hour.

"Loose dog!" The shouts echoed in a dozen
different voices from all over the show grounds.

"Merlin, COME!"

I rounded the corner after him. Where did he
go?

"Ro Ro Ro!"

I followed the noise of other dogs--barking
hysterically at the racing intruder--between a row of motor homes
parked along the back side of the grounds. I could hear Jake and
Stacy behind me, their feet thudding, their breath coming hard, as
they tried to keep their dogs under control.

"MERLIN!!"

The chase took me toward the far end of the
grounds. Merlin streaked between parked cars and across the empty
stretches that were too rocky or muddy to use for parking. A row of
storage sheds, badly in need of painting, lined up in the distance.
He was headed for them--and reached them long before I'd hit the
halfway point of the field.

"Ree! Wait up!" Jake panted and puffed ten paces
behind me.

I ignored him. I had to catch my dog!

By the time I hit the corner of the first shed,
there was no cream Saluki in sight. I stopped just past the
building and leaned against it for a moment. My chest felt like it
was going to explode, my breath came in painful bursts, and my
throat was sore.

Jake pulled up beside me, wheezing for air. Finn
bounced and frolicked around him like this was all some sort of
hilarious game.

I fought back the tears that burned behind my
eyes. I would not cry. I would not cry.

"MERLIN!" It hurt like mad to force his name out
of my aching throat.

But it was worth it. He answered me!

"Ahroooooooooo!" The howl came from behind a
shed, three down from where we were standing and set back farther
into the woods that surrounded the field.

Stacy and Clyde appeared, panting, between the
buildings, and we were off again. "Ree!" she shouted, annoyed, and
doubled over with exhaustion. "Oh, go chase your dumb dog, I'll
catch up in a minute!"

"Merlin!"

"Ahrooo!"

He wasn't moving forward. Panic drizzled down my
back and I picked up speed. What if he was hurt?

Jake and I rounded the corner of the back shed,
and found Merlin, whining and agitated. He was digging at the
ground around a big cluster of trash cans and garbage bags behind
the shed. It smelled really bad.

So did he.

He had broken open a bag, and there were old
food scraps all over the place where he was digging. Finn dove
right for the trash, and Jake had to haul hard on the lead to pull
him away from it. But Merlin wasn't paying attention to the rotting
food at all. He was digging a damp, muddy hole between two of the
largest trash cans, his rump and hind legs just showing from behind
the broken bag and the cans themselves.

"Come here, you bad thing!" I threw my arms
around his neck and managed to slide the collar back over his head.
I tried to get him away from the garbage, but he howled louder and
lunged. He yanked the lead out of my hand and went back to his
frantic digging.

"What's wrong with him?" Jake struggled to keep
Finn away from a fly-covered pile of chicken bones.

"I don't know!" I had the lead again, as well as
a hand around the thin show collar, and fought Merlin with all my
strength. He refused to give up his digging.

"What's going on, did you catch him? Pew, it
stinks back here!" Stacy and Clyde came around the corner and
stopped short. She, too, was suddenly in a battle of strength with
a garbage-crazed hound.

Jake got Finn away from the trash and then
helped Stacy to haul Clyde back. "Come on, Ree, get Merlin away
from there and let's get back to ringside. Our folks will be
looking for us!"

"I'm trying!"

This was too much. My dog had gone nuts! The
harder I pulled on him, the harder Merlin fought me. He was
desperate to get between those trash cans. The strangeness of his
actions suddenly hit home, and I stared at him. Icy chills prickled
against the back of my head. Something was definitely....

"Weird.... "

"What's weird?" Jake's voice was quieter. He'd
caught the sudden change in my tone.

"There's something back there."

"Back where, what is it, Ree?"

"I don't know. It looks like.... "

I pushed past Merlin toward the two big cans.
His crazed actions stopped as strangely as they had started, and he
wagged his feathery tail slowly. The look in his dark eyes seemed
to say, "It's about time!" His stare made my stomach lurch. He
stood stock still, trembling slightly as I grabbed the handle of
one of the cans and hauled on it with all my strength.

It moved aside.

Something tumbled out from between the cans with
a thud. It was an old work boot....

...and it still had a foot in it.
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CHAPTER TWO






"Is he...dead?"

Jake pressed up against my back to see over me,
and I could feel his heart pounding through his sweaty shirt. I
knew it wasn't just thudding from the wild run. Finn and Clyde were
going at the garbage, forgotten by their owners when the foot
appeared. Merlin sat, quietly, staring at me. His tail was still
wagging.

I swallowed hard, afraid that I might get sick
if I opened my mouth to answer. "Yeah," I managed, "It sure looks
like it."

"Maybe we should, um, uncover him so we can see
for sure."

I took a step backward and nearly knocked Jake
over.

Merlin barked once.

The body was mostly buried in bags of garbage.
Just its legs and feet were showing, and the one leg was still
propped up in an awkward, bent-sideways position, against the big
trash can. It looked like someone had dumped it there and tried to
hide it with the bags.

"Maybe he's just sleeping." The squeak came from
Stacy, who was slowly backing up, trying to get around the corner
and away from the sight of the boot. She hit the end of Clyde's
leash, and didn't seem to have the strength to fight her dog so
that she could go further. Clyde's head and front legs had
disappeared inside the torn bag of garbage.

"No," I answered, not altogether sure which of
my friends I was actually answering. No, he definitely wasn't
sleeping. And no, no way was I going to go any closer to the body
to uncover it. "We, we gotta tell somebody."

I shook off the shock and horror enough to tug
on Merlin's leash and pick up speed. It took me a moment to realize
I was still walking backward. Once I did, I turned--and ran.

"Come on!" I shouted back over my shoulder.

My sudden action snapped my friends out of their
frozen positions, and they headed after me. Aside from Merlin, who
was straining at the end of his leash to get me to go faster, the
dogs were resisting. They wanted more of that garbage.

"Ree! There you are!" It was my mother, with
Merlin's sister Minne trotting lightly beside her. She was jogging
across the parking lot, a worried look on her face. "I've looked
everywhere for you! Jake's father is-- "

I buzzed right by her at a run. "Not now, Mom,
there's a dead guy behind the sheds!"

"Wha-- ?" The sound of her voice shifted
directions, and a third pair of human foot-beats joined the frantic
parade that was following me. "Ree, you stop right now and explain
yourself!"

I didn't. I made a beeline for the show
chairman's tent in the hopes that they could contact security or
the police or somebody. I almost knocked down a lady with four or
five Cocker Spaniels winding their leashes around her legs, and
dodged a guy with a Mini Schnauzer that tried to take a bite out of
Merlin as we whizzed past. The crowd around the tent was thick,
everyone trying to find some shade in the heat.

"Pardon me, please, I have to get through, it's
an emergency!" My tone wasn't very polite or patient, and I got
some annoyed looks from hot sweaty dog-people. Mom was still
telling me to stop. From somewhere behind her I could hear
someone's breath coming out raspy and with little whines. Stacy was
crying.

We finally got through the crowd. Merlin, out
ahead of me, got to the chairman's table first. He rose up and
slammed his paws down right in front of a gray-haired woman in a
light blue dress. Paperwork and catalogs scattered everywhere. A
paper cup filled with lemonade and ice cubes toppled with a
splash.

"Young lady, get that dog.... "

"There's a body behind the sheds!"

Silence. Dead silence. Everyone was staring at
me in shock--except for Mom. Her look was more like "intent to
kill".

"A body," I repeated, saying the word
slowly just in case they hadn't understood me the first time.
"Dead body."

They all still stared. Lemonade drizzled off the
table into the lap of the lady in the blue dress, and she didn't
even try to stop it. An ice cube was sliding in the puddle, slowly,
to join it.

Merlin barked.

That seemed to help. At least the lady's mouth
shut, and she moved. She looked at my mother. "What's all this
about?"

Mom was panting and scowling. Minne lapped
daintily at the lemonade that was pouring onto the ground on our
side of the table, then shook her head and sneezed.

"I...have no...idea." Between gasps for breath,
she reached over and grabbed my shoulder. She turned me to face
her. "What is this...nonsense?"

"It's not nonsense, Mrs. A!" Stacy said,
trying to sniffle back the tears that were starting to run out of
her nose. "It's true! Merlin found it!"

Mom dug into her bait pocket and came up with a
wad of tissues that must have smelled like dried liver. She handed
them to Stacy. "Merlin?"

Jake nodded, still panting too hard to talk, his
freckled face pale between the dots and his brown eyes rounder than
they'd ever been before.

"Rhiannon, if this is some kind of story....
"

"Mom! Would I come running to the show
chairman's tent if it was only pretend? There's a real dead guy out
there!"

The crowd that had been gathered to seek shade
was now gathered out of curiosity. I heard someone halfway back
through it laugh. They didn't believe me!

"You do have quite the over-active imagination,
Ree." Mom's voice was softening, but I wasn't sure whether it was
because she was starting to actually listen to what I was saying,
or because she'd almost caught her breath. "Are you sure you didn't
just see something you mistook for a body?"

"Mrs. Antonio, she's telling the truth, and it
was no mistake." Jake moved forward, and Finnegan snatched an ice
cube off the saturated table. "He's buried under garbage bags
behind the sheds. We all saw him."

The woman with the lemonade in her lap suddenly
came to. "If you kids are pulling a fast one on us, you're going to
be in big trouble, you know." Despite her words, she reached for
the microphone of the PA system and pressed the button. It squealed
for a second before she said, "Security to the show committee tent,
please."

Thank goodness!

The people had started to buzz and whisper
behind me, and more laughter, muffled and scattered, met my ears. I
could feel the heat in my face, and it wasn't just because of the
long run, the sun, and the weather. I gritted my teeth and said
nothing. Security would be here in a minute, and all I had to do
was show them.

I knew they'd arrived when the crowd split and a
path formed to the back of the tent. Two men with hotdogs in their
hands walked in, laughing and chewing. They wore short sleeved gray
shirts and dark gray pants and badges on their chests.

"Is there a problem, Mrs. Fanley?" the older man
asked, and took another bite of his lunch.

"These children seem to think there is a dead
body out behind the storage sheds."

I thought for a moment he was going to choke on
his hotdog. The guard coughed and chewed fast and swallowed a big
lump and coughed again. "A what?"

"Body," I said, looking back and forth between
the chairman and the security officer. "B-O-D-Y, Body! Why doesn't
anyone take me seriously?! There's a dead guy behind the
sheds!"

Stacy and Jake both started to talk at once and
the guards bounced their stares between the three of us.

"Okay, hold it!" The older man shouted at last.
"Let's clear this up right now. Kids, you take us and show us this
so-called 'body', and the rest of you," he turned to the crowd, "go
on about your business. I'm sure it's just a case of overactive
imagination combined with the heat here. Nothing to worry about.
Nothing at all."

I'd show him 'overactive imagination combined
with the heat'! I was mad now, really mad, and from the look on
Jake's face he was getting that way, too. Stacy sniffled
louder.

"We're not imagining things, and we'll
prove it!" I know I shouldn't talk to my elders like that, but I
just couldn't help it. I turned and started to shove my way back
through the crowd, Merlin pulling ahead of me and Jake stomping at
my heels. "Come on!"

The laughter of one of the security guards made
me even angrier. I felt a little better when Mrs. Fanley instructed
her assistant to take over the tent so she could come with us. She
might not believe us, but at least we'd gotten her attention.

We marched across the show grounds and through
the parking lot. I felt like a military leader with a line of
troops following behind. Jake was almost at my side, hindered a
little by Finn, who still thought this was all some kind of fun
game and was bouncing around with his leash in his mouth. My second
in command. Stacy walked with my Mom, Mrs. Fanley and the two
security guards. Jake's mom and dad and Stacy's aunt had joined us,
too. I'm not sure when they'd gotten to the tent in all the
confusion, but I could hear Mr. Clifton talking to my Mom. And
behind them came a little group of people from the crowd who were
just too curious to go back to their own business. Most of them had
dogs. The Canine Corps.

The closer we got to the sheds, though, the more
I worried. Merlin had stopped his straight line to where the body
had been. He hesitated, ranged right and left, and kept pausing to
make little leaps into the air, as if seeking prey. He acted like
he knew something, just like he'd acted all morning long. My
stomach started to crunch and twist.

When we reached the far edge of the parking lot,
Stacy said, "I don't want to go back there again."

I didn't want to, either. Merlin appeared to
agree, as he tried to tug me toward the trees at the end of the
line of sheds. I put a hand on his neck, both to calm him, and to
calm myself. We were both trembling.

I swallowed hard, and hesitated in front of the
shed where we'd seen the body. The Security guards came up behind
me, the younger man had a stick in his hand. I don't know what he
planned to do with it, but he held it like a weapon. Did someone
actually believe there might be some kind of danger? More likely it
was so he didn't have to touch the garbage with his hands.

"He was back there, behind the cans and under
the trash bags." I pointed and let the guards move past me. I was
really relieved with one of them said:

"Wait here, we'll go see."

It made me feel a little better when only
the security guards went behind the shed. At least my story had
made everyone nervous enough not to really want to find out for
themselves. The men were back there for some time, and I could hear
trash cans rattling and the thump and rustle of bags being tossed
around. Finally the sounds moved back toward us, and the guards
came around the corner.

The older man looked really, really angry. The
younger man was trying not to laugh.

"Young lady, do you realize that some people
might have been hurt by a practical joke like that? If anyone had
taken you seriously, we could have had a panic situation. In a big
crowd on a hot day, and with dogs all over, who knows what kind of
trouble that would have caused?"

"Oh, Ree.... " Mom shook her head. "How could
you kids do that?"

For a minute, Jake, Stacy and I just stared at
him. Practical joke?

"There was a body!" I shouted when I found my
voice, and shoved past the guards. One of them tried to grab me,
but I slipped by. Jake and Stacy followed.

There were the cans, not quite where we'd left
them. There were the chicken bones, the torn trash bags, the
scattered mess, and the huge pile of garbage.

But the body was gone.

******


CHAPTER THREE






"All Junior Showmanship class winners, please
report to ring one!"

The sound of the PA system in the distance
barely registered. My mouth was open as if I actually had words to
say, but nothing was coming out.

"Jake!" It was Mr. Clifton.

He appeared between the sheds with two Irish
Setters, and Finn bounced on them in greeting.

I stared at the cloud of silky mahogany hair
that leaped and floated around him, my brain in a fog. What had
happened? How could I get them to believe that there had been a
body? And where had it gone? It certainly hadn't walked away on its
own!

"That's you!" Mr. Clifton grabbed his son by the
shoulder and nudged him back toward the show grounds.

"What? Oh, man!"

Jake snapped to. Junior Showmanship class
winners! It must be time to judge for Best Junior Handler! He took
two steps, at a run.

Mrs. Fanley snagged his sleeve. "Wait a minute,
young man!"

We all turned to look at her. She was frowning
and glaring at Jake.

"This is a serious offense, children. I'm not
sure if I should allow Mr. Clifton here to continue to compete
today! Pulling a stunt like this may well be grounds for
disqualification--perhaps I should even put you on probation so
that you can't show for a while!" Boy was she mad!

Jake only needed a couple more wins to qualify
to show in the big Junior Showmanship competition at Westminster in
February. She couldn't put him on probation now. I had to think
fast!

"Wait, it's all my fault! I... I tricked him,
too. Jake had nothing to do with it!"

Fast, but not very smart.

Now Mrs. Fanley's angry eyes were fastened on
me. "So you admit it was a practical joke?"

I didn't answer her directly. "Please don't D-Q
Jake." Now how was I going to get them to believe me about the
body?

Once again the PA system sounded in the
distance, announcing the last call for the Best Junior class.

"Go." Mrs. Fanley gave Jake a nudge, and he took
off across the lot, the tireless Finn leaping at his side. "And
you, young lady, will report to the chairman's tent." She started
back toward the show rings, her jaw clenched in annoyance.

"Can I watch Jake compete first?" I stomped
after her, my mother close beside me like she was expecting me to
try to make a getaway. Merlin whined and pulled at the leash,
aiming toward a grove of pine trees along a nearby edge of the
parking lot. "Knock it off, you've caused enough trouble!" I
whispered to him and tugged him back into line.

Mrs. Fanley sighed. "I suppose so. But right
after the class is over!"

"I'll see that she gets there," Mom said, and I
knew she meant it.

The class had already begun by the time we got
back to Ring One. The girl who'd won Novice Intermediate was just
completing her pattern, and stopped neat and square in front of the
judge. The judge motioned her around, and she ran one final circuit
of the ring and stopped at the end of the line of four handlers.
Jake was next--he slipped into line just in time to stack Finn--and
then the Novice Senior. The Open Senior, at the end of the line,
was a girl I didn't know. She was showing a lovely Borzoi. I was
sort of pleased to see a sighthound in the lineup, but of course I
was rooting for Jake.

The judge approached Finn, and reached out as if
to run a hand along his topline. She stopped suddenly and leaned
back. I couldn't see her eyes within the shadow of her wide-brimmed
hat, but her nose was wrinkled and her lips pressed together in
distaste. She said something to Jake, who looked mortified.

He hesitated for a moment and answered her, and
I could see him blushing from all the way across the ring.

The judge took a backward step away from them,
and just looked over the dog from a distance. Then she motioned for
them to begin their pattern. Jake managed to work through his
embarrassment and performed a precise triangle. Smooth as silk,
Finn rippled beside him, and they floated back to the judge. She
nodded and signaled for them to go straight down to the corner and
back. Jake's handling was flawless. I was jealous. After the time
we'd had, I'm sure I'd have been tripping over my own feet in
distraction.

The judge had no problem touching and examining
the next dog. I felt so bad for Jake.

As good as all the kids were, the Open Senior
girl put them to shame with her performance. Every step was
perfect, and she showed all her Borzoi's best qualities to the
judge. I wondered who she was, and made a mental note to seek her
out and introduce myself later. That is, if Mrs. Fanley didn't toss
me off the show grounds. She took the ribbon and the Best Junior
Handler trophy for the day.

After the class, Jake joined Stacy and me. Mom
wasn't with us, but had given me instructions to head right to Ring
Nine, where Salukis were being judged, when Best Junior was done.
She was probably in the ring with Minne right about now.

"Thanks, Ree," Jake said. His smile wasn't very
sincere. I could see that he was disappointed. "I mean, for taking
the blame so I could compete."

"It's okay. He stinks, huh?"

We gathered ourselves up and headed toward the
other side of the grounds, weaving around the people and their dogs
that stood watching the competition on the outer edge of the row of
rings.

He rolled his eyes. "Guess we'd spent enough
time with that garbage that I didn't even smell him. But the judge
sure did. My dad's gonna kill me."

"I doubt it," I reassured him, although I didn't
feel all that sure I'd survive this particular day, either.

Stacy, tugging at Clyde's leash to pull him away
from a little Yorkshire Terrier he was trying to make friends with,
said, "But there was a body." It was about the twentieth time she'd
said it in the past half hour.

"I know, Stace." I felt rotten. I'd lied to
protect Jake, and now we were all going to be in deeper
trouble.

I looked at Clyde, who trotted along on his
short little legs, smiling and panting. The Basset had slept
through the Best Juniors class--this whole ordeal hadn't bothered
him at all. I wished Merlin had taken a nap. I'd spent the entire
time trying to get him to relax. He'd no sooner lie down than he'd
hop right back up, whining. Now, once again, he tried to pull me in
the direction of the parking lot.

"Oh, no, not this time." I tugged him back in to
me, and veered toward the Saluki ring, just as Mom was leaving it.
She had a yellow ribbon in her hand. Minne had taken third, but Mom
was smiling—until she spotted me.

"Well, looks like I don't have to stick around
for Winners," she said, glancing wistfully back at the ring, when
she reached us. "Melyn took Open, and may get the points, but I
promised Mrs. Fanley to get you right over there."

The winners of all the bitch classes were filing
back into the ring. Melyn was Merlin and Minne's litter mate, and
might finish her championship today--and Mom was going to miss
it.

My future was looking pretty grim.

"Wait, Mrs. Antonio," Jake trotted after us,
Stacy on his heels. "We're coming, too."

My mother turned and looked at him. "You don't
have to, kids. I don't understand why she did this, but Ree....
"

"Unh unh." He shook his head and kept jogging
when he reached us, forcing the whole group to move faster. "Ree
lied."

"I know Ree lied, she admitted that already."
Mom sounded slightly confused.

"No, I mean she lied about fooling me, not about
the body. She said that so I could finish the competition today.
There really was a dead guy."

We were under the chairman's tent by this time,
and Mom just turned and stared at him, her eyebrows raised so high
they disappeared under her short curly bangs.

Mrs. Fanley, still scowling, saw us and headed
across the tent. "Well, Miss Antonio, what do you have to say for
yourself?"

My mother said, "You don't want to know."

Half an hour later, we were still gathered
around the table, now wiped up and free of spilled lemonade and
melted ice, trying not to argue.

Mom looked like she couldn't decide whether to
ground me for life or cry because her baby had gone insane. Every
once in a while, though, she'd shake her head and say, "They must
have seen something."

Mrs. Clifton was collapsed in a chair, fanning
herself with a premium list she'd picked up off the table. Jake's
dad stood at the edge of the little group, his arms folded across
his chest, looking angry and confused. Stacy's Aunt Carol had cried
a couple of times--she and Stacy were a lot alike--but was now
sitting with Clyde in her lap, shaking her head. The older of the
two security guards was back.

My mother didn't say any more about missing the
Winners Bitch competition, but I was sure it was bothering her.
Even though this show weekend was local to our little town (we only
lived half a mile down the road), it was still a pretty important
dog show in the area, and a favorite of people far and wide. The
grounds were the local community college, which had been a wealthy
estate, and now housed a planetarium and museum as well as college
facilities. The museum often held special exhibits in conjunction
with the shows, and both the kennel club and the college benefited.
It also meant that some of the best dogs of all breeds were
gathered here. To finish a Champion at this show would be a huge
credit to Mom's bloodlines.

Once more (as calmly as I could with my dog
stretched to the edge of his leash and pacing a path into the grass
under the tent) I told the whole story. I'd stopped trying to
explain that I thought Merlin had deliberately led us there, and
shifted to the possibility that we'd found the body by accident
while we were chasing a loose dog. It was not exactly true, but the
adults seemed more willing to listen.

"Then where is it now?" The guard was sitting on
the edge of the table, clearly impatient with the whole thing.

"I don't know. Someone moved it." A chill passed
over me, and goosebumps stood up on my arms. "Someone moved it..."
I repeated, and turned to look at Jake, “...after we found it.”

His eyes went round. "Oh. Wow. I hadn't thought
of that!"

Stacy looked back and forth between us. "Thought
of what?"

"Why would someone move the body, unless they
knew it had been discovered?"

"How would they.... Oh." Her face went white and
she swallowed hard. Tears started to pool in her eyes and her hands
shook. “Oh, oh, oh....”

Merlin stopped his pacing, and turned to stare
at Stacy. He took two steps toward her, a low whimper in his
throat. The hair on the back of my neck did a dance that sent a
shiver down my spine.

"Maybe we should call the police." Mom's voice
came in a shaky whisper. Her eyes were fixed on Stacy.

"Mrs. Antonio!" Mrs. Fanley said. "Do you really
want to encourage this?"

"Look at her. This child is really frightened."
Mom looked from Stacy to me to Jake and then to Mrs. Fanley. "They
all are. I've had my doubts all along, not sure why Ree would
suddenly take to pulling pranks, wondering what they might have
seen that made them think it was a body. Now I'm sure there's
something to this whole thing. Why would they be this scared if
this was all a practical joke?"

Merlin's dark gaze left Stacy's face and turned
to Mrs. Fanley's. He trembled slightly, the way he always did when
waiting for a chase to start. Even though no one else seemed to
notice the Saluki, I couldn't take my eyes off him.

"Well, I.... " Doubt crept into the chairman's
eyes. For the first time, the adults were actually considering that
we might be telling the truth.

The security guard wasn't so sure. "Ma'am, we
have no body, no evidence, no witnesses--just the word of three
children. Do you really think the police would even bother?"

"But if they did see something real," Jake's Dad
moved closer to the table, "Then the fact that the 'body' was moved
means they might be in danger."

"Danger?" Aunt Carol wrung her hands
together.

I swallowed hard. "We were the only ones to see
that body. And the murderer knows who we are."

Merlin began to howl.
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CHAPTER FOUR






It seemed to take no time at all for the police
car to pull up to the show committee tent after Mrs. Fanley called.
I held onto Merlin, who'd resumed pacing and whining, and wondered
if they had already been on campus for some reason. A movement
behind me and a voice caught my attention.

"Are they looking for the missing exhibit?"

I spun around to see the girl who'd won Best
Junior standing there. Her lovely Borzoi wagged her tail and
touched noses with Merlin. Mer then jumped up to put his paws
gently on the girl's shoulders, as if they were old friends. I
blinked in surprise.

"Wow, he doesn't usually take right to
strangers!"

She smiled and scratched his neck. "He's a
sweetie. I love all sighthounds. Why are the police here; are they
looking for the missing exhibit?"

"I don't know what you mean," I said. Two men
had gotten out of the patrol car, a uniformed officer and a man in
a sports shirt, open at the collar. I could see the jacket of the
suit draped over the passenger seat of the car. Both their faces
were red with the heat, and the plain-clothes man looked a little
annoyed. They were talking to Mrs. Fanley.

"Oh, nothing really," the girl said. "There was
just an empty spot before where there should have been an exhibit,
so I figured...well, maybe Aunt Linda took it down for adjustments
or something."

"Aunt Linda?" I turned back to her. She was a
tall girl and on the thin side. Her eyes were dark, sparkling
brown, and her features long and lean. She wore her blond hair in a
ponytail that curled up at the end. I smiled, thinking that she was
one of those people who looked like their dogs.

"I'm sorry," she blushed slightly and her eyes
shifted around as if she wasn't sure where to look. "I'm Leigh
Johnston. My Aunt Linda is the dresser for the American Workers
exhibit."

"Hi, I'm Rhiannon Antonio--Ree. Are you from
around here?"

She shook her head. "Washington. State, I mean,
not D.C. Aunt Linda was scheduled to travel here with the exhibit,
and my mom knew about the dog shows this weekend. So she asked if I
could come with her. I mostly only show right around our area, and
she thought it would be a nice change. Plus it's a big show, and
that's good to have on my record. I only need one more win for
Westminster."

"That's great. I still need four. I didn't do so
great today."

"You did pretty well. Your dog seemed nervous,
though."

"You were watching me?" I was a little
surprised--I didn't recall seeing her.

She smiled and nodded. "Your friend is a good
handler, the one with the Irish?"

As if on cue, Jake and Stacy wandered over with
their dogs. They'd been talking with Jake's parents, and both of
them looked pretty bummed. Finn was bouncing on Clyde, trying to
get him to play. Clyde's nose, as usual, was on the ground looking
for goodies to sniff.

"Jake Clifton and Stacy Rogers, this is Leigh
Johnston from Washington...state."

It was "hi's" all around, and quiet compliments
on one another's dogs. Everything was done with an overhanging air
of nervousness, all of us wondering what Mrs. Fanley and the police
were saying. We wouldn't have to wonder much longer, though,
because they were walking toward us now. My mom had joined them,
and she looked pretty grim.

"Rhiannon?" the policeman in the shirtsleeves
looked back and forth between us, as if undecided which one was
me.

"That's me," I said, my heart starting to thump
harder.

"I'm Detective Aaron. Let's go over here and
talk, young lady."

He took my arm and led me over to stand by the
patrol car, where Jake and Stacy couldn't hear us. I had a feeling
it was going to be like in the movies, when the cops interrogate
all the people involved separately, so that they can compare
stories later and try to catch them in a lie.

I was right.

He asked me a bunch of questions about where
we'd found the body, how we had come across it, whether we touched
anything, how long it had been between seeing it the first time and
getting back to the shed with the security guards. The whole while,
Merlin was nudging at his hands. The detective would stroke the
Saluki's head, and continue talking. I gave half a thought to
making Merlin stop, but Detective Aaron didn't seem to mind.

I answered the questions honestly, and as
completely as I could. Then he asked me to go back and stand with
my mom, and he took Jake aside.

I watched Jake nod and shake his head, and would
bet that he was being asked all the same questions. Finn kept
chewing on Jake's hand, trying to get him to play. Jake
absentmindedly tried to shake him off, and spattered the detective
with setter-spit.

The man raised his eyebrows and wiped his shirt
off but didn't say anything.

Jake looked like he wanted to die.

It was Stacy's turn. She left Clyde with her
aunt. Stacy learns fast. We'd compare notes later.

Then Detective Aaron asked us all to show him
where we'd seen the body. Once again, I led the group across the
parking lot and behind the shed. This time the troops traveled in a
sort of frightened, nervous silence, as if the battle was over, but
we were still worried that snipers might be lurking in the bushes.
Leigh, curious, came with us.

Merlin seemed almost content for the first time
all day. Was calling the police what he had wanted us to do all
along? Did we dare to hope that his weird behavior would be over at
last, now that he'd gotten his way? He sat quietly with Mom and
Minne while I showed the detective and the other officer the trash
cans the body had been behind. I described the position of the feet
and legs, and pointed out the group of garbage bags that had
covered the upper half.

"This ground is all dug up here," Aaron scowled
and glanced at me in an annoyed sort of way. "If there were any
footprints or other clues, they'd have been defaced."

I felt my cheeks get hot."My dog did that."

He raised an eyebrow briefly in my direction.
"No kidding." He pointed to the claw marks as if I should have
known how obvious that fact was.

I began to feel angry again. Kids get really
tired of always being treated like...well, kids.

"Just about everything in this area has been
moved and tossed around." He carefully turned over a bag of
garbage, his lips pressed in a tight line under the thin little
mustache that sat on top of them. He had little wrinkles, like a
row of sergeant's stripes, between his eyebrows that got deeper
when he frowned.

"The security guards were looking for the
body."

"Mmm hmmm."

More bags and cans got moved, garbage shoved
aside and then back again with his foot. The uniformed officer
stood alongside with a notebook open, but wasn't writing anything.
He looked really hot and bothered by the whole thing.

"Well," Detective Aaron stood up and stretched,
"There is no blood, no marks, no sign of any sort of violence or
struggle, no sign that there was ever a body here at all, young
lady. The only definite evidence I can find is what was left by
you, your dog, and the security guards."

I tried hard not to pout. "I know. But there was
a body."

"Mmm hmmm," again. He nodded and smiled a
little.

His attitude surprised me. I blinked up at him
for a second. "You believe me?"

"I believe you saw something. I actually came
back here looking for an old empty boot or janitor's uniform or
something that might have shown you what it was you really saw. You
and all your friends told the exact same story. I don't see any
sign that you're lying. But I don't see any sign of a 'body',
either."

I didn't quite know what to say. The relief that
someone actually was taking me seriously reminded me of that cool
breeze that had briefly fanned us while I was in the ring earlier.
"Thanks."

I turned to leave the area behind the sheds when
something caught my eye. In the soft, slightly muddy, dirt in the
shade under the shed overhang was a mark. I moved closer to it,
leaned over, and gasped. "Detective Aaron!"

"What is it?" He came up behind me.

"It looks like a heel print--from a woman's
shoe." I said it tentatively, fearing he'd say I was as mistaken
about that as I was about the body.

Instead, he said, "Well, that it does." He and
the other officer spent several minutes jotting notes, taking
measurements, and talking. Roping off the area was discussed as a
possibility, but the thought was dismissed. After all, that heel
print could be anyone's. Eventually, they decided that it didn't
prove anything, but they'd keep the tidbit logged away for future
reference should they need it.

I felt like a pardoned criminal when he patted
me on the shoulder and said, "Good observation, young lady."

By the time we rejoined the group that had come
across the lot with us, I think I had managed to stop grinning.

Detective Aaron explained to the others what
we'd found...and hadn't found.

Mom said, "I'm glad to hear you say you don't
think the kids are lying. I wish there were some way to clear up
just what they did see, though."

"Mmmmm." Mom's words seemed to get Aaron
thinking. He jotted something in the little notebook, closed it and
tucked it in his shirt pocket, then turned and looked back behind
the shed again.

"Excuse me, sir?" Jake touched his arm.

"Yeah?" Detective Aaron turned to him without
really looking at him, as if his mind were still busy
elsewhere.

"How'd you get here so fast when Mrs. Fanley
called?"

"I was already on campus, at the museum," his
words seemed to shake him from his thoughts, and he started back
across the parking lot toward the police car. "And I've got to get
back there. There's an exhibit missing."

"I knew it!" It was the first thing Leigh had
said since the police had started questioning us.

He stopped and looked at her. "Oh? And who are
you?"

She blushed, and looked a little like she'd
wished she'd kept her mouth shut. "Um, Leigh Johnston. Linda
Johnston's niece--she's the dresser for the exhibit."

"Dresser?"

Leigh nodded. "She puts the clothes on the
mannequins and gets them ready for display."

Mannequins? There went that prickle at
the back of my neck again.
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CHAPTER FIVE






"Mom, can we go to the museum?" I stared at her,
looking for some sign that I'd redeemed myself in her eyes.

"Well...."

The fact that she was even considering letting
me see the museum meant that I wasn't in trouble any more.

"Please, I'd really like to see the
exhibit."

She raised an eyebrow and smiled. "Since when
are you so interested in American History?"

I wasn't, really--and I knew she knew that. From
the look Jake was giving me, he thought the idea was a real
no-brainer, too. Was I the only one who'd gotten that weird feeling
when Leigh said "mannequin"?

Merlin jumped up and placed his paws on my
shoulders. He looked straight into my face as if to say, "I did,
too!"

I blinked and stared at his deep brown, shining
eyes. No, of course that was impossible. He couldn't have known
what I was thinking. He was just a dog.

Just a dog?

"Ree? Are you all right?" Mom's hand landed on
my shoulder and she squeezed. "You're acting a little spacey, hon.
I think maybe going home early and having yourself a nap might be
more in the cards for you. You've had one exhausting day."

Nap! The word shook me out of my
Merlin-staredown, and I turned to her, scowling. "Moooommm!" I
whispered, annoyed, and glanced around to see if my friends had
heard. Stacy was talking to Leigh, but Jake was looking at the
ground with strange fascination, as if he thought the grass might
magically start sprouting diamonds or something. Yeah, he'd
heard.

Mom realized she'd embarrassed me, and mouthed,
Sorry. "Well, it has been a strange day. Maybe a trip to the
museum might take our minds off of all the upsetting things that
have happened."

Jake butted in. "We missed a lot of the show
today because of the bod...whatever it was we saw behind the shed.
I don't know about you, Ree, but I came here today for a dog show."
His mouth twisted slightly to one side and his nose wrinkled a
little, a few freckles disappearing into the crease.

He was right. Merlin's strange behavior and the
adventure that followed had sort of ruined the day for a lot of
people. The sun was well past the height of its path, and none of
us had even had any lunch.

"Well, how about we catch some of the show, and
then go to the museum?" I was going to get there one way or
other.

Mr. Clifton overheard, and glanced at his watch.
"Groups start in about ten minutes. Why don't we get some food,
watch Sporting and Hounds, and then call it a day for the show. I'm
not interested in the museum, so I'll take the dogs back to the
exercise pens while you all go and take it in. I don't mind
dog-sitting in the shade, sipping lemonade for an hour or two." He
grinned.

I smiled back at him. It sounded like a good
compromise to me. Everyone else seemed to think so, too, because
the whole group headed for the food vendor tents.

The Groups were interesting, and although my
thoughts were mostly on mannequins and museums, I was glad we went
to watch them. All of the Best of Breed winners of the different
breeds compete in the Groups. Mom found Melyn and her owner, and
was thrilled to discover that Melyn had indeed taken the points and
finished her Championship.

The Hound Group was won by the Basset Hound. I
thought Stacy was going to bounce right off her chair.

Watching the Groups did give us a chance to
catch our breath, but I couldn't get that American Workers exhibit
and its mannequins out of my mind.

"Can we go now, Mom?" I didn't waste much time,
as the Hound Group winners hadn't even left the ring yet.

She smiled and shrugged. "I suppose. I don't
know why you're so excited about this, but I guess you deserve it
after the day you've had."

Mr. Clifton began gathering leashes from
everyone, and was having a time keeping them from tangling one
another up. He had three Irish, two Salukis, and a Basset Hound. It
was a good thing the dogs all knew each other and were pals, or
he'd have really had his hands full!

Leigh had watched the Hound Group with us, and
she and her Borzoi, whose name was Mishka, were invited to join
us.

"I have Mishka's crate over behind the museum
near the kitchen, and my aunt asked me to come right back there
after the Groups. She's not used to having kids around, and I think
she's a little nervous about being responsible for me." She
gathered up her dog and prepared to leave. "I'll look for you
there, though. It's been really nice making new friends so far from
home."

I felt a twinge of regret that Leigh lived so
far away. It was always a little sad to know that a new friendship
was only going to be for a weekend.

"Okay, we'll see you over there, then."

Leigh said goodbye to Mr. Clifton, who was
finally untangled and starting for the shade and the x-pens. He
waved, and both of them headed in their respective directions.

Merlin tugged and fought and tried to get back
to me the whole while. I watched him go, feeling guilty and
nervous, without being quite sure why.

The museum was just through the woods--across
the parking lot. The sheds that had been the site of all our
trouble were in view down the tree line from us, and I noticed that
neither Jake nor Stacy would even look in that direction.

The path was well kept, and the forest cool and
shady and buzzing with summer insects and the chatter of the birds.
The students on campus included some forestry majors, who had
cleared little nature trails all through these woods over the
years. Stacy, Jake and I knew them all by heart, since we lived
within walking distance of the grounds. I preferred the unmarked,
wilder woods near my own house, but had learned a lot on these
trails about what kinds of trees and wild flowers grow in the area.
I knew what was on the little plaques stuck in the ground along the
path without even having to read most of them.

There wasn't much time to take in the scenery,
because we were out of the trees and standing beside the museum
within minutes. We went around to the front door and inside.

A woman in a dark blue dress, wire-rimmed
glasses sliding down her nose, was in the middle of the entry way.
She'd heard the door open, and was turning to greet her
visitors.

"Good afternoon," she said politely, "I'm Mrs.
Kennedy, the curator." She walked toward us, smiling, but there was
something about the smile that wasn't very sincere. She glanced
over Stacy, Jake and I, and her lips twitched slightly to the side.
It was Mom's hand that she shook first, and then Stacy's Aunt's and
Jake's Mom.

"We're here to see the traveling exhibit," Mrs.
Clifton said. "Our kids showed alongside the niece of one of the
workers, who was telling us about it."

"Oh, you're dog show people. Yes, we've had
quite a few through in the past few days. Not usually till later in
the day, though." She turned rather abruptly and motioned for us to
follow her. "It's right down this hall, a very nice display, I
think you'll enjoy it."

Jake and I exchanged glances. Stacy giggled, and
I saw Mrs. Kennedy slow down as if she heard, and then continue
through a door at the beginning of the hall. The sign that pointed
down the long hallway said, "American Workers Through Five
Centuries". We found ourselves in a large room filled with
mannequins, similar to the ones in department stores but with more
detail. They looked almost real. They were set up on pedestals, in
lifelike positions, and dressed in various outfits from
history.

"This first room contains costuming, tools and
other details from the time of the earliest settlers up until the
beginning of the eighteenth century," the curator said rather
mechanically, as if she'd repeated the words a thousand times.
"Many of the earlier costumes are reproductions, as not much
original material of that nature survives to this day, but the
tools you see--" she gestured to a display that depicted a woman,
with a tiny cherub-faced child hiding behind her skirts, seated
before a rather crude wooden loom, coarse wool thread partly woven
through it and a large skein of it on the floor at her feet, "Are
restored originals from their time periods."

I looked more closely at the loom, and could see
that sections of it had been rebuilt, but for the most part it was
very old, held together with wooden pegs, and carefully
preserved.

Stacy was fascinated by the face of the child
who peered over her mother's lap. "They look alive!"

Mrs. Kennedy nodded. "The owners and workers of
this exhibit have taken great pains to present a realistic and
authentic show."

I wandered up and down the room, going from
display to display, looking at...feet. I saw moccasins on the
Native Americans, classic black buckle-side boots on the Pilgrims,
various combinations of cloth and leather footwear, and lots of
bare toes on the children.

No brown leather work boots.

"Can we see the other rooms?" I asked, and
everyone turned toward me.

Mom was examining the clothing and horse-drawn
plow on a farm family display. "Ree, we've only seen half of this
room so far."

Jake and Stacy were standing next to a replica
of a 1600's school room. "You were the one that wanted to come
here," Jake said with a grin, "Now I'm actually interested and you
want to rush through?"

I shrugged. "Sorry. Mom, would you mind if I
wander ahead?"

"Well, I suppose.... "

"Children should be supervised in a museum,"
Mrs. Kennedy interrupted.

I'd been wondering why the curator was sticking
with our little tour group, when I was sure she probably had more
important things to do. After all, all the displays were clearly
marked--it wasn't like we needed her to show us around. Was she
just afraid to let potentially rowdy kids out of her sight? My
stomach did a fluttery little dance. Or was it something more?

"I won't touch anything. I'm just looking for
something."

Mom looked surprised. "Are you interested in a
particular time in history, Ree?"

"Something like that. Can I?"

"Well.... " Mrs. Kennedy hesitated, looking at
my mother instead of me. "If you can guarantee the child is
respectful of other peoples' property and won't damage
anything."

"I'll guarantee it," Mom answered, and sounded
like she might be just a little bit insulted.

"I promise," I added, as if it would make a
difference. I turned to Jake and Stacy, "You want to come with
me?"

"One child." Mrs. Kennedy said firmly. "Groups
of children tend to forget their promises too easily."

I had to wonder what the woman had against kids,
but I agreed to go alone. "I'll be right back."

The curator stood in the hallway, just outside
the door of the room, and watched me as I wandered in and out of
rooms. I figured she couldn't decide whether to keep an eye on me,
or on the "group of children" made up of Stacy and Jake. When I
came out of the third display room, however, she was no longer
there.

So far no work boots that I recognized...not
that I really thought I'd find them. It dawned on me that I was
being pretty silly, searching for something I had a real strong
feeling wasn't there. How would I know when I didn't find it?

The last room at the end of the hallway answered
my question. As soon as I walked into it, I knew just what I was
looking for. Taking up one entire side of the room was a display of
the inside of a cave. It was lit with miners' lamps, and an old
coal car stood on a section of track in the foreground. Behind the
track, two coal miners leaned against the wall. One was wiping
sweat off his brow with one hand, and leaning on a pickaxe with the
other. The second had a lunch pail in his hand, and looked like he
was about to open it. But there was something off balance about the
display. On the far side was a rock, perfect height for sitting on,
and another lunch pail sat open on a little ledge alongside it. On
the floor at the base of the rock was an abandoned pickaxe. A tin
cup lay just inside the rope that marked the edge of the display,
as if the missing miner had dropped it.

Both of the miners in the display were wearing
work boots exactly like the ones on the body behind the shed.
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CHAPTER SIX






I picked up the tin cup and stared at it. I
don't know what I thought I'd find--mannequins certainly don't
leave fingerprints. I could see marks drawn on the fake rock, and
holes drilled into it, where the display would have been fastened.
The missing exhibit's partners seemed to be staring at me, and they
gave me the shivers. Their life-like eyes followed me wherever I
walked, and my brain imagined hearing them call out to me:

Find our friend!

Geez, I was losing it!

I shuddered and put down the cup.

"I'm workin' on it!" I whispered, and cast the
two miners an annoyed glance.

The floor of the cave held no more clues. I
suppose I was looking for a piece of hair or a button pulled off
the shirt of the thief or something--like they always find in
mystery stories. Nothing. The display was clean as a whistle,
absolutely perfect--except for the fact that a chunk of it wasn't
there.

I was standing there with my arms folded, trying
to figure out what to do next, when a sound from the hallway caused
me to tense. Footsteps. I don't know why I was suddenly afraid of
getting caught in this room--everyone knew I was wandering down the
hall to see the displays on my own. But these weren't the footsteps
of my group. One person was coming toward me, and I figured it had
to be Mrs. Kennedy.

I quickly moved away from the cave display, to
one near the door. This one included several tables with big sewing
machines on them, and women leaning over them looking tired and
overworked. A little girl of about seven years old was carrying a
bag over her shoulders, picking up scraps of material next to the
first machine table. I leaned over as if to examine her dress, and
the position allowed me to look out into the hallway. It was Mrs.
Kennedy. She was walking slowly, because she was carrying a large
bundle over her shoulder, and it looked like it was heavy.

I pretended not to be looking at her, and
practically held my breath while she passed. What was in that sack?
Could it be the missing mannequin?

What else could it be?!

But why would she have brought it inside in
broad daylight--unless she was afraid we'd discover it, and needed
to move it to a better hiding place? Why would the museum curator
steal an exhibit from a visiting show? Was there something extra
valuable about that mannequin?

She moved slowly past the room I was in and I
could hear her footsteps go down the hall and around the corner. I
peeked out the door, just in time to see her shadow following her
down the hallway. And then I did the dumbest thing I'd done all
that long, aggravating day.

I followed her.

The voices of my mother and friends came from
behind me, as I quietly moved after her. The sound of a door
clicking shut stopped me at the corner. I leaned against the wall
and poked my head around. No one was there. There were several
doorways in this corridor, and at the end of it the floor dropped
away, and another door was just beyond it. It looked like a
one-step drop to a small landing, maybe to a basement. The steps
hadn't sounded like they'd gone down any stairs before I heard the
door shut, though. I had no way of knowing which door she had gone
into--and knew there was no way I could follow her into a closed
room without being caught.

I tugged at my braid in frustration, trying to
decide what to do. Should I keep going? I suppose I could always
say I thought there might be more exhibits set up down this hall.
Sure, the sign at the corner said, "Staff Only", but kids never
read signs, right? I took a breath and started down the hall,
looking at each door for some clue that it might have been the one
she'd gone through. I had no idea what that clue might be--or what
I'd do if I found it. I got to the end of the hall without finding
a trace of where she'd gone, and was about to turn back. Another
hall joined this one at the end. The smell of cooking food drifted
up it--Leigh had mentioned kitchens at the back of the building. I
was sure she hadn't gone down there.

I frowned and leaned against the wall at the
corner and looked down, thinking hard. The drop-off had indeed been
only one step, and a light without a cover glared in the ceiling of
a little alcove with an old, worn-looking door in the opposite
wall. It took a minute before I realized that something looked
strange--and another minute before it became clear what that
strangeness was. The floor to that cubicle was covered with dust,
as if it hadn't been walked on in ages. Yet right at the very
center was a clear path--not just footprints, but swept clean. It
looked as if something had been dragged across it...something just
about the width of a human being.

The door on the other side of the little landing
was smaller than most in the museum, with scratches and cracks in
the wood. It was padlocked shut.

I was about to break my "dumbest thing I'd done
all day" record. I hesitated about ten seconds. If someone caught
me here I'd be trapped--the cubicle was like a cave with only one
opening, and no excuses about taking wrong turns and not reading
signs. Shrugging away the worry, I stepped down and found myself
staring at the locked door.

What on earth was I doing here, anyway? I
certainly couldn't pass through....

Wait. There was something strange about the
lock. The shafts didn't look like they were lined up with the base.
I looked closer, and sure enough--one shaft had been cut through,
as if with one of those lock cutter things the janitor uses to
rescue you when you forget your combination.

Thoughts of fingerprints and a weird wish I had
a glove to put on flitted through my criminal brain for a second.
Just a second, though, and in another one I had the lock off and
was pulling on the doorknob.

At first the door didn't budge. It was jammed
tight. I had to brace a foot against the sill and pull with all my
strength to open it. With a crunch and a scrape it came out at me,
and I held my breath and stood stock still. Had anyone heard
that?

If they had, no one bothered to check it out,
because there were no voices or footsteps rushing down the
corridor. I thought about tucking the broken lock into my pocket,
but decided against it. I hung it on the loop of the open latch,
and started down a rickety set of cellar stairs.

It was dark at first, but only took a minute for
my eyes to adjust. The first half of the stairs were dimly lit by
the light in the hallway above. There was a window in the
basement--one of those high narrow ones that swing inward to
open--that shed dusky yellow light all around below. On the way
down, I noticed that the dust on the stairs had been disturbed as
well. Someone had been here recently--and after the basement hadn't
been used in a very long time.

The floor below was piled with boxes and crates,
and there was an old work table of some sort under the window. This
room must have been used for storing and preparing displays at one
time. Now it seemed like it wasn't used for anything. Even the
boxes looked like they'd been here for ages, and most of them were
discolored and damp. It smelled like mildew.

I snooped around the cardboard clutter for a
minute, lifting boxes while trying not to move them. I didn't want
to leave too much evidence that I'd been down here. Behind the
stairs was a darker corner, and the boxes there looked like they'd
been thrown instead of piled. They were all jumbled around, and I
had trouble moving through them. I struggled around a particularly
large one--and stepped on something hard.

"What...?"

I shouldered the box aside and reached down to
move whatever it was. My hand closed around...fingers.

"Geez!"

I jumped backwards. Stumbled. Boxes scattered. I
landed on my bottom on the cold cement floor.

A hand protruded from under that big troublesome
carton--a faded plaid flannel shirt cuff wrapped around the
wrist.

The memory of Jake's voice floated through my
mind: Maybe we should, um, uncover him so we can see for
sure.

This time I'd listen. Of course this time I knew
it wasn't a real corpse, too. I wasn't exactly being courageous. I
shoved the box aside with my foot.

There lay the missing miner, complete with
helmet still attached to his head. He stared up at the ceiling,
looking more like a dead body than he did the first time when he
was just boots and legs.

"Well, it's about time," I said to him, as if
talking to an old friend I had been trying to meet up with, "I've
been looking all over for you."

He didn't answer. Darned good thing, too.

I was about to stand up and run back up the
stairs. I was going to run for Mom--get her down here quick before
someone moved the thing again! But I didn't. I stopped halfway
up--crouched. Frozen. Hairs were standing up on my scalp.

Footsteps in the hallway, I was sure of it. Slow
and stealthy.

I held my breath. The door opened wider--I could
see the patch of light from above grow long and bright. In the
center of it was a shadow--a woman's shadow. It snaked down the
stairs, long and slithery, and expanded as the person started down.
One step. Two. The shadow grew longer, thicker. Closer. My stomach
started to churn. My heart raced.

For a moment I thought that someone might be
looking for me. But if it were a friendly search, they would have
called out my name, right?

This was no friend.






******







CHAPTER SEVEN






A dog barked from outside. The footsteps and
shadow stopped, hesitated. They started again, one more step
downward. The barking repeated, close now, and was followed by a
man's shouting voice.

"Merlin, COME!"

All right! The cavalry to the rescue!

More barking! Loud, deep, ferocious. It boomed
through the damp basement, echoing off the stone foundation walls.
A shadow blocked the light from the narrow window. The woman on the
stairs had stopped again. When the window swung open, and a long
lean head and neck shoved through it, she retreated and the door
creaked closed. The basement grew darker, now lit only by the
window. Merlin barked again, this time with his head in the
basement, and I could faintly hear the footsteps tread away down
the hallway above the basement door.

"Merlin!" I burst from my hiding place and
rushed for the window. The work table was solid and steady as I
stood on it, and I shoved the window upward so I could wrap my arms
around my hero's neck. He rubbed his cheek against mine and stuck
his nose in my ear in greeting. "You wonderful dog, you!"

"Rhiannon? Is that you?" The mostly-blocked
light coming through the window was blotted out the rest of the
way, and Mr. Clifton's face appeared. "What on earth are you doing
down there?" Hands reached out and snapped a leash to Merlin's
collar. "Gotcha!"

"How did Merlin get here?"

"He went berserk on me all of a sudden and
sailed over the exercise pen. I had to leave the other dogs there
barking their heads off and chase.... Why are you in a
museum basement!?"

Whoa. I was in a museum basement, and
that door at the top of the stairs had been pushed shut. What if
she'd locked it?

"I'll tell you later. Find my Mom, please, she's
inside somewhere with the rest of the gang. I might be locked in
down here."

"Yeah, okay. You try to get out--we'll find the
curator and get a key or something."

Curator?

"Wait, um, no, um," Mrs. Kennedy was probably
the worst choice of rescuers at this moment. "The lock was broken,
just see if you can find Mom without drawing too much
attention."

He was silent for a moment. "Rhiannon, what have
you gotten yourself into?" His voice had a suspicious ring to
it.

"A basement." Okay, so it wasn't exactly the
answer he wanted. I'd deal with that later. "Merlin, go find
Mom!"

I couldn't believe it. It actually worked! The
dog took off, barking. Mr. Clifton hesitated for half a second,
shouted, "Aw, geez!" and raced after him.

I dashed up the stairs, trying not to trip in
the near darkness. The door at the top was shut. I hoped to
goodness she hadn't had time to lock me in here. I shoved on the
door. It creaked, but didn't open. Great.

But it had stuck when I pulled on it from the
outside, too. Just maybe....

Bracing one foot against a railing post, I
leaned back as far as I could without falling down the stairs...and
lunged forward. My shoulder slammed into the door.

It burst outward with a wrenching crash.

Freedom!

I left the recess with one leap and raced down
the hallway. Around the corner and toward the lobby; my heart was
pounding faster than my feet. I glanced in each room of the
American Workers Exhibit as I blew past them: no sign of Mom or our
friends.

Sounds from the lobby drew me in that direction.
Just as I got there, the front door of the museum opened, and
through it raced....

Merlin!

He was trailing a blue nylon leash, and Mr.
Clifton, red-faced and looking just a little bit ticked-off, was on
his heels.

Merlin lost a little footing on the polished
floors of the lobby, but still crossed the big room at lightning
speed. His paws were on my shoulder and I was hugging him before I
heard a voice shout:

"What is that animal doing in here!?"

It was Mrs. Kennedy. She rushed out of a hallway
on the other side of the lobby, coming from the far side of the
museum from where I'd been. How could she have gotten all the way
over there already?

Mom and my friends were in the middle of the
lobby, looking really, really confused.

"Ree, we've been looking all over for you! Where
did you disappear to? And what in the world is Merlin doing
here?"

"She was in the basement!" Mr. Clifton puffed.
"Merlin went nuts all of a sudden, and jumped the x-pen fence. He
made a beeline right for the basement window--and we found Ree down
there!"

Mom's mouth dropped open and she stared at the
dog. His paws were still on my shoulders, but he twisted his head
so that he could look around at her, his mouth open wide as if he
was giving her a great big smile.

Mrs. Kennedy looked really flustered. "No
animals allowed in the building," she said, but she was blinking
and looking back and forth between all of us as if she couldn't
quite decide who was responsible for all this confusion.

Merlin hopped down from his hug, and trotted
toward her, his tail wagging. She drew her hands into her
mid-section and backed up with quick, jerky steps. I caught his
leash and stopped him before he got to her, and Mrs. Kennedy
relaxed a little.

"We're sorry," Mom said, "We hadn't intended to
bring a dog with us. It seems that he had ideas of his own."

"I, I...don't allow dogs.... " she blinked at
Merlin for a second, and suddenly seemed to gather her thoughts.
She cleared her throat and smoothed her dress out and looked at me.
"What were you doing in the basement, young lady?"

Yep, that pretty well cornered me, didn't it?
There really was only one plan of action here. The truth.

"I was looking for the missing mannequin, and I
found it!"

It worked. The whole group started to buzz with
questions. Where, how? I expected everyone to be surprised, but
Mrs. Kennedy's reaction really threw me. I don't know what I
thought she would do--go running off in guilty fear, get angry and
try to deny her involvement, something that would implicate her
guilt.

But she smiled. Smiled! Well, just a
little smile, and one eye was still on the dog.

"The mannequin? You found the miner? Where did
you find it?"

"I, uh-- " I had to stop myself from staring at
her. She was happy? "It's in the basement, behind the stairs and
under some cardboard boxes. How come the basement door was
locked?"

"Oh, I'm so glad it's been found. I was so
concerned that the company who owns the exhibit would hold me
responsible for it. How on earth did it get there? Oh...the lock.
Yes, that door started to stick badly several years ago; this
building is so old and in need of repair. We used the basement for
storage and repairing damaged displays for a long time, but once
the door started sticking and workers kept getting trapped in the
basement on us, we decided to clear out the area and lock the door
till we could afford to get it repaired. Wait...how did you get
down there when the door is padlocked?!"

"The lock's been cut through, and then replaced
to make it look like it was locked."

Mrs. Kennedy turned a little pale and the
confusion came back into her eyes. "My, my."

My mom spoke up, moving toward the curator.
"Perhaps you should call the police back, Mrs. Kennedy. I have a
feeling that mannequin has been moved around several times today.
Someone is hard pressed to keep it hidden for some reason."

Mrs. Kennedy scowled. "The police? Yes, I
suppose I should. They said to notify them if anything turned up,
but.... Young lady, why don't you show us where you found it
first?"

"Okay, I'll show you." I started back toward the
basement.

The group followed.

"You know that you could have been hurt down
there," Mrs. Kennedy said. "I'm still upset that you disobeyed and
didn't stay with the exhibit." She was walking along the wall, as
far away from Merlin as she could, and kept glancing at him
nervously.

Merlin seemed pretty unconcerned. He was pulling
at the lead toward the basement stairs. When we got there, I
stepped down onto the lower level, expecting Mrs. Kennedy to
follow.

"Would you leave the dog out here, please?" She
hung back, her hands clasped together at her waist.

Jake's Dad took Merlin, and Mrs. Kennedy and Mom
joined me. The door was closed.

I knew I had left it open.

My stomach did a little flip-flop and I groaned.
"No, not again."

"What?" Mom looked at me, frowning in
confusion.

"The door. I left it open. Don't tell me....
"
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