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    	Name: Boris Blohm, called Bo



    	Age: 13



    	Distinguishing features: actually none (as he says himself).

  


  
    

  


  
    	Name: Simon Böttcher


    	Alter: 13



    	Distinguishing features: dreamy, nature freak, teeny heartthrob, has a small language problem.

  


  
    

  


  
    	Name: Mariekje Marienhoff, called MM



    	Age: 13



    	Distinguishing features: sea blue eyes, math genius and computer freak.

  


  
    

  


  
    	Name: Yorick, calledYoYo



    	Age: 13



    	Distinguishing features: loudmouth, chubby, into fashion and trendy hair.

  


  
    

  


  
    	Name: Mia Blohm



    	Age: just turned 12



    	Distinguishing features: Bo’s sister, precocious, likes standing in front of the mirror, talks everyone’s ear off.
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    	Name: Ulrich Renz, called U



    	Alter: middle aged


    	Distinguishing features: loves Spaetzle (a sort of Southern German noodles), likes making music, used to be a doctor, now writes books for children and grown-ups. More at www.bo-and-friends.com.
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    	Name: Samuel Cotten, calledSam



    	Age: quite a bit younger than the author



    	Distinguishing features: grew up in California, currently doing his master's thesis in Medical Neuroscience at the Humboldt University in Berlin, also an avid home-beer brewing enthusiast.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Disappeared Without a Trace


  
    

  


  “If he isn’t back by 8:00 pm, we’ll call the police,” said Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger, her voice just a whisper. Her usually lively face was expressionless. Her black glasses sat askew on her nose, and the blonde highlights in her hair were completely messed up. Her eyes wandered restlessly from one table to the other, where the children were sitting silently in front of their cleaned out plates. It had probably never been as quiet in the dining room of a youth hostel as it was at that moment in Wulfshausen castle. Even the minis, the third-graders in the adjoining room behind the half-open sliding door, didn’t make a sound. Normally, their squeaking was hardly bearable. Now the only sound was the ticking of the clock above the counter in front of the kitchen.


  Ten minutes to eight.


  The history teacher walked slowly back to the teachers’ table. The clacking of her boots echoed through the high hall like hammer blows. She sat down on her seat next to Zilinski, who was slumped in his chair, staring into space. He was still wearing the tracksuit and sneakers from the afternoon. The characteristic crease in his cheek was now a deep furrow. The trainee from the 7a1 ran her fingers absently through her curly red mane, which had earned her the nickname “Red Zora.” Delius had his elbows on his knees and hung his head so that only his shiny, bald dome with the ring of hair around it was visible. He, too, was far away in his thoughts.


  Outside the windows it was approaching dusk. Bo imagined Tobi out there somewhere, wandering through the forest. What would he do if he were Tobi and had lost the way? He would walk in one direction, always in a straight line, until eventually finding a road where he would be able to stop a car. But where was the next road? Were there any roads at all in this forest, except the one they had arrived on by bus? Maybe Tobi had found shelter for the night, in some cabin, or in one of the old mine shafts in the area? Bo shuddered involuntarily. A night alone in the woods...


  From the teachers’ table came the muffled sound of a throat clearing. Zilinski straightened himself to catch a glimpse of the clock behind him. Eight minutes to eight.


  The “forest run” had been his idea. “Kiddos, ol’ Zilinski has come up with something quite special for you,” he had announced in his thundering voice after breakfast. “Today, you are free to really live it up and go for a run through the forest. Follow your noses into the wilderness...” As always, he was grinning so broadly that his whole face seemed to consist only of teeth. He had once been something like a champion in cross country running, and even now at fifty-odd years old he ran his six miles through the city park every day before school, always together with his mixed breed poodle, Chico.


  “One who runs, thinks better. One who runs a lot, will become a genius sooner or later. So kiddos, the start is on the lawn in front of the castle garden and then off it goes through the woods, up the hill to the lookout point above, twenty minutes up, ten back if you take it slow. At the top is a bag of candy, everyone takes one out, but don’t eat it straight away! The candy is proof that you really were up there. The first five that come back down with their candy are off kitchen duty.” He rubbed his hands and looked around expectantly with his Zilinski-grin. Proper jubilation did not arise, but, of course, no one objected. It was clear, anyway, that Zilinski would not let up. He did that kind of cross-country run on every school trip. Only Blondi had to let the world know that it would be impossible for her to run through the muck with her new Subishi sneakers. Zilinski once again had the opportunity to make his favorite point: “Life is not a pony farm.” He was grinning like a Cheshire cat.


  On the road outside, a car could be heard. For a moment it seemed to Bo as if it were slowing down at the junction to the castle. Was it possibly bringing Tobi back? But soon the engine noise was lost in the distance.


  Of all people, little Tobi. If only it had been Dimitri, who, at six feet tall and with a bodybuilder’s physique, would’ve slashed his way through somehow. Or Lasse; Bo wouldn’t have begrudged him a night outdoors. It would have done quite well for his big mouth. But Tobi, the only one of the boys in school who could still fit through the window to the boiler room when the ping-pong ball was lost during lunch break. Everything about him was tender, and if he’d let his blonde locks grow a little longer, you might have taken him for a girl. Everyone in class liked him, even though he sometimes lived in his own world a bit and you could never be quite sure if he really meant something seriously, or if he was just playing the clown.


  His stormy passion for Tatyana had especially been the source of much merriment and teasing, yet he endured it with a knowing smile. Bo, however, was sure that there was more to it than theater. In class, his seat was right behind Tobi’s, and quite a few times he’d noticed that Tobi had his eyes glued to Tatyana. Of all the girls, Tatyana. She was two heads taller than him, looked like a walking sex bomb, and was into the cool skater boys from the ninth grade. The only thing that they had somewhat reasonably in common was their hair color. A few weeks ago, Tobi had shown up wearing a T-Shirt with a small heart and “Tatyana” printed in the center. But apparently Tatyana had made it clear that she didn’t return his love, because the next day Tobi’s T-Shirt read, “Tatyana, I can wait.”


  
    

  


  Bo looked at the clock on the wall. Five minutes to eight. The room was quiet as a mouse. Only behind him, at the Russians’ room’s table, was there some whispering.


  Bo’s gaze shifted to his friends by his side: MM’s face was in her hands, and had completely disappeared behind her shiny, black hair. Simon stared somewhere on the floor, as if something devastatingly important were taking place there. From time to time he shook the blond mane from his face with a small head movement. YoYo had one leg over the other and was leaning back. He probably wanted to appear casual, but Bo could tell from his eyes that Tobi’s disappearance affected him just as deeply as everyone else. Bo still hadn’t gotten entirely used to YoYo’s tie, not to mention the tight side part on his sharp new hairstyle. He had turned up looking like this for the first time after Easter break: white shirt, fine cloth trousers, and a black tie. To top it off, he also wore a dark blue jacket with a golden crest on it. Together with his wise guy glasses, he looked like a model boy for a British boarding school. Only his obesity didn’t fit into the picture so well.


  The others in class considered his style to be the latest version of the Mod movement, but anyone acquainted with YoYo knew that he would never copy any style that already existed. He took his motto “To be always one step ahead of the trend” quite seriously.


  Once again, YoYo made a state secret out of the way he had come by his new style. He had at least dropped a few hints to Bo, which suggested, once again, that it had something to do with a movie. Over Easter break, YoYo had visited his father in Hamburg for the very first time since he had moved out many years ago. They saw a movie together, the exact name of which Bo couldn’t remember; but the story took place in a fine British all-boys boarding school where a few students formed a secret association, met in a forbidden cave at night, and recited self-written poems to one another. At the end, the poet’s club was busted and everything ended badly – Bo couldn’t remember much else about the plot.


  This much, in any case, was clear: The film had worked. In a big way.


  YoYo was intent on at once establishing such a club himself, “where you can meet somewhere at night and recite homemade poetry.”


  “Poetry” was his new favorite word. When Bo asked him if he’d written a poem himself yet, YoYo shook his head. He wasn’t “inwardly ready” yet; first off he needed to “discover the poet within himself.” He’d packed a whole suitcase full of poetry books for the class trip. No one knew how he had gotten ahold of them. Of course, he’d also brought his favorite book, half of which he already knew by heart: “Hymns to the Night,” by a poet named Novalis. YoYo had very cryptically let Bo take a look inside, but Bo didn’t get past the first five lines. It felt like the text was written in some foreign language unfamiliar to him. “Poetry isn’t about understanding,” YoYo lectured him, “it’s about feeling. And that’s what you have to soak up. You just have to open yourself to it.”


  He’d obviously already opened himself a lot to his poetic feeling. He’d already acquired a rich treasure trove of verses, which he would deploy on both suitable and unsuitable occasions. “Wind is coming. We must try to live,” he had said today at the start of the forest run, as Zilinski gave them their final instructions. He covered how important it was to run at a steady pace and never “Understood, kiddos? NEVER!” stand still. He was looking straight at YoYo, who had never managed to complete a run without a solid break.


  
    

  


  At the tables, a whispering and murmuring had begun. Everyone looked at the clock. One minute to eight. Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger stood up, as if in slow motion. Very gently, as if she wanted to kill a little time, she walked toward the door. She stopped there and looked once more back to the clock. Very softly the hand made a click.


  “I’ll call the police now.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  “I hereby declare...”


  
    

  


  A child can’t just disappear like that, MM thought again and again.


  Bo, who was sitting beside her on the lower bunk bed, was obviously thinking the same thing. “He can’t just be gone, though …” he murmured softly. He had his arms wrapped tightly around his legs, his tousle-haired head placed on his knees.


  From the others there was no sound to be heard. Simon, on the bunk above them, swung his leg back and forth on the edge of the bed. YoYo lay stretched out on the lower bunk opposite them – the one that actually belonged to Abel. The latter was still on his digestive walk, which he always took after meals.


  MM noticed the sauce stain on YoYo’s white shirt next to his tie. She wondered briefly if she should point it out, but there were really more important things now than a stain on a shirt.


  “The case is crystal clear,” YoYo started, and placed Abel’s frog pillow under his neck. He had put his superstar YoYo face on, as he always did when he wanted to show his genius to the audience.


  “Aha, crystal clear,” Bo immediately responded. Lately, he’d let himself get easily provoked by YoYo’s swagger. “Tobi suddenly disappears from the face of earth, and no one sees or hears anything... I actually don’t know what could be crystal clear about that.”


  “Don’t you know that Tobi’s father owns that lawn mower company in the Rosenbaum district?” YoYo continued, undeterred. “It figures they’re loaded, you all know the villa they live in.” He took off his glasses, as he always did when something particularly important was to come. “Tobi has been kidnapped. The ransom note will be here no later than tomorrow morning, you’ll see.” He adjusted Abel’s frog around his neck and was pleased with himself.


  “The most likely scenario is still that he got lost,” MM said. “As Mehmet said, he has a totally bad sense of direction.”


  “Yes, I think so, too,” Simon joined in from above. “Tobi has for sure only gotten loosed...”


  “Lost, you mean,” MM and Bo said almost simultaneously. Simon had now been back from America for many months, but every now and then his famous Yankee-mistakes would still slip out.


  “Well,” YoYo grumbled, “once up the hill and down again, how can someone get lost there?”


  “After all, Silly and Betti got lost, too,” Bo returned.


  “Yeah, that’s what they claimed afterward,” YoYo said. “They were probably just smoking somewhere in the bushes.”


  “Or they were hoping that Zilinski would send Simon to look for them... Betti at least.” Bo couldn’t resist.


  As a punishment, Simon hurled his pillow at Bo’s face.


  Poor Simon. They wouldn’t stop teasing him about Betti since that stupid “Revoke-the-Smoke” workshop for which Mo-Kri had dragged the whole class into the health department. They’d formed a circle of chairs and everyone had to tell Betti one reason why she should quit smoking. Simon, who was sitting next to Betti, was the last one to speak. Unfortunately for him, everything had already been said. Again and again he shook the blond mane from his face and finally disgorged: “I would be very sad if you died.” Betti looked at him as if he were the Savior in person and burst into burning tears. “No one has ever said that to me,” she sobbed, “no one in my whole life!” And suddenly Simon had a howling Betti in his arms, and she never wanted to let go of him. Ever since, his friends teased him over that incidence. Of course, everyone knew that Simon wasn’t into Betti, and that Betti only hung out with Silly and her crew of goth-types, anyway.


  MM was just barely able to get out of the line of fire before a sneaker flew down from above immediately followed by Simon’s fists, which Bo tried to parry off with his feet. Someone who didn’t know them might have thought it to be a serious fight. “Okay, I surrender!” Bo snorted. “I revoke my statement formally and officially!”


  In the meantime, YoYo had popped open his favorite book of poetry. When Simon and Bo had calmed down, he said dreamily: “Why search every low and high, when good things couldn’t be closer by.”


  To that he added a reverently muttered “Goethe.” Of course, no one knew what he wanted to say with Goethe’s words. But after a minute’s silence he condescended to make a statement: “I just mean: Sure he may have gotten lost as a professional you can’t exclude any possibility. But I would rate it as highly unlikely.”


  “Maybe he had an accident?” The question came from Simon. “And now he lies somewhere with a broke leg”


  “A broken leg,” MM murmured automatically. “But then we’d have heard him scream, right?”


  “Maybe he was unconscious?” Bo said.


  “We have searched every square inch of that mountain twice,” MM said. The search operation was still vivid in her memory. Zilinski had made all the students line up in the parking lot in the forest, ten yards apart from one another. Like this they’d then combed through the woods, step by step like in the movies, when the police are looking for a corpse. They trudged through the forest like that until supper, as far as beyond Sheep’s Hill and back again. Mrs. Billerbeck, with her squeaking minis, was also part of the search. They were supposed to cover the “western flank”, as Zilinski put it, but the kids didn’t want anything to do with a forest where someone could vanish just like that. They crowded together like chicks around their big duck mom who then waddled home with them.


  “Do you think there might have been some trouble in Tobi’s room?” Bo asked.


  “Mo-Kri already asked Mehmet and Julian the same question they haven’t got a clue,” YoYo said.


  “And Tatyana?” Bo asked. “Maybe she noticed something?”


  “She was completely ticked off a little while ago at dinner, because first Mo-Kri and then the Red Zora came into her room to ask her exactly that. – ‘What am I supposed to have to do with this? Is it my fault that the little one has a crush on me? I’m not a kindergarten teacher, am I?’ “


  “And homesickness?” The thought just crossed MM’s mind.


  “But where in the world would he have taken off to? By the way, Tobi has never, ever been homesick.”


  There was a long silence while everyone was busy with their own thoughts.


  “And the guys from the quarry, these Sinte or Roma or whatever they’re called?” Simon asked.


  “What do you mean by that?” was MM’s first reaction. “Do you really think they kidnapped Tobi? They just want to be left in peace.”


  She thought back to the memorable “forest tour” with the old gentleman from the Folklife Association who had shown them the abandoned mines in the forest. Most of them were buried or had collapsed, but in some of the tunnels you could still walk a bit. Here and there stood rusted carts that were once pulled by donkeys and on which ore had been transported to Marienburg. The Folklife tour guide was sweet, but a bit overzealous. “Back in the day, the ore from Marienburg was famous throughout Europe, and its quarrying is a glorious tale of heroism...” was how he ranted. “Today, unfortunately, it has faded into obscurity, and with it, the fate of the glorious men and women who immortalized themselves by their hard work.”


  The path led them past an old quarry, in which as their guide told them the gravel for the Marienburg Railway had once been mined. That, too, was a “glorious tale of heroism” to him. In one corner of the quarry, a large camper van was parked. Nearby was an old tractor with a rusted trailer attached. There was garbage pretty much everywhere on the ground.


  “A real problem,” the old man sighed. “The family settled here a few years ago. They come from somewhere in the Balkans and hardly speak German. They hoof around here with their little circus and show tricks. The father plays the ”Big Zampano” who breaks chains with his muscle power... By now there are five children, the oldest is already of school age now and should technically attend elementary school in Marienburg technically, but the family lives on their circus, and the children have to help out, as well. The boy does some animal acts with his pony.” He sighed again. “A real problem... The father himself has never gone to school and does not see why his son should either. Now and then the boy shows up at school for a few days, and then he goes on tour again. The class teacher, Mrs. Brüser, says he’s pretty bright and incredibly eager to learn. But most of the time he’s just on the move. A couple of times the police have come for the boy to bring him to school, but that’s not a good solution, either.” Just at that moment a tanned boy with black hair and eyes just as black stormed out of the trailer. He might have been eight years old. When he saw the children, he stopped and looked at them with wide eyes. On his shoulder sat some sort of animal.


  “A rat,” the guide said. “He took it to school once, it escaped and jumped onto the teacher’s desk. Mrs. Brüser is a very sensitive and elderly lady and fainted straightway... A real problem...” He couldn’t stop sighing.


  When they had moved on, the boy gazed after them for a long time. Somehow MM felt sorry for him. Growing up in the woods all alone without friends...


  “This rusty trailer,” Simon said, swinging his leg, “it looked like a large cage...”


  “You mean you think they locked Tobi up in there?” MM said. “Have you lost your marbles?”


  “Maybe they want to demand some rent.”


  “Ransom,” she corrected him. “And how should they know that Tobi’s father is rich, do you think they’ve got a class list with details about the parents’ financial situations?”


  YoYo put an end to the discussion: “Principle number one for pros: You have to take all leads seriously. Let’s take a closer look at the quarry tomorrow.”


  Maybe Tobi will already be back by then, MM thought. She looked instinctively to the window, almost expecting to see him out in the yard. But there was nothing but the pitch-black night. Suddenly she shivered.


  Poor Tobi! What if YoYo was right, and he’d really fallen into the hands of criminals? Another thought crept into her mind: Technically, they were all subject to an investigation ban a “strict investigation ban,” as her mother had put it. “Hunting criminals is a task of the police! Do you follow me?” As a matter of fact, she wasn’t entirely wrong. The thing with Giant Blue could have, by a hair, taken a bad end. It was only due to a tiny coincidence that Bo’s little sister Mia had survived the night in that underground bunker... Bo had once told MM that his parents, too, had demanded that they stop with their investigations. Bo’s father had called him a “repeat offender” the thing with Giant Blue having already been their second case. He probably meant it in jest, but Bo had to solemnly promise to his mother that in the future he would keep his hands off any investigations.


  As if he’d read her thoughts, Bo said: “My parents will kill me if they catch wind of it.”


  “Mine, too... at least my mother,” MM murmured.


  “Mine, too... both of them,” came softly from above.


  YoYo sat up abruptly and shook his head impatiently. “How are your parents going to find out about what’s going on here?” He crossed his arms over his stomach. “So I’ll just investigate on my own... if you want to skip out on me... and Tobi... then go ahead!” He lay down again and demonstratively buried his nose in his book.


  MM and Bo looked at each other helplessly.


  “Besides, we are not investigating. We’re just collecting some pieces of information... What’s forbidden about that?” came from behind YoYo’s book.


  MM looked again outside into the darkness. Actually, YoYo was right. They were sitting here in the warm, while Tobi was out there...


  “Of course we won’t skip out on Tobi,” she heard Bo whisper beside her.


  “No way,” Simon said quietly.


  “If it’s going to get dangerous, we can still stop,” MM said.


  YoYo’s face promptly lit up. “I knew it!” He looked over to his friends with a wink. “Without you, I wouldn’t have continued investigating either.”


  With an elegant hop he was out of bed and walking back and forth excitedly. At the table in front of the window he came to rest, one hand leaning on the back of the chair. He took off his glasses and cleaned them thoroughly with his shirttail. He had that solemn facial expression that he always had before his speeches. After an extensive clearing of the throat, he looked at his friends one after the other and said: “I hereby declare our third case open.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  The Logbook


  
    

  


  YoYo was shaking hands with each member of his “investigation team” (as he was now dubbing his friends) when there was knocking at the door. Three knocks consecutively – a pause – two consecutive knocks – a pause – and then a loud knock, followed by a soft one. Then again, three knocks in succession. Apparently Abel had finished digesting.


  Each boys’ room had come to have its own special knocking code. Uninvited guests didn’t stand a chance of getting in, as the fact that the youth hostel chairs fit perfectly underneath the door handles was now common knowledge. But after Max and his hoodlums from class 7d had started the code system, nobody wanted to be second to them. Without some code or password, you couldn’t gain entrance anywhere anymore. And, of course, no code was as complicated as the one YoYo had worked out for the Poets’ room (as everybody was now calling it).


  According to YoYo, the “ingenious” thing about the code was that it kept changing constantly. A loud knock was added with every even hour, and with every odd hour, a faint one. The ingenious result was, of course, that the boys themselves were constantly messing up the code, especially YoYo, who had forever been at war with numbers. MM knew that he always had a little slip of paper in his pocket, on which the code was noted. She was the only one who’d easily mastered the system. She and Abel.


  Although his knock had been loud and clear, the guys seemed not to have heard anything, and made themselves comfortable on their beds again. MM darted a prompting glance at Bo, but to no effect. The boys always acted as if sharing the room with Abel were the greatest punishment they could receive. He had been left over at the distribution of the rooms on the first night, and Zilinski had unceremoniously saddled the Poets’ room with him. (At that point, in MM’s opinion, Zilinski could have left out his favorite saying “Well, kiddos, life is not a pony farm.”)


  Of course, Abel was a bit strange; his permanent smile was especially irritating. But MM also pitied him; she knew what it felt like to be an outsider. She still vividly remembered the time when she was new in class and no one wanted to have anything to do with her. Just because she’d skipped a grade, everyone thought she was an overachiever. Well, she’d been lucky in the end, luckier than Abel. He just was born an outsider – but oddly enough, it didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest.


  With an annoyed growl, MM started to the door and let Abel in.


  He had his ever-present frog scarf hung around his neck, its light green color making him look even paler than he already was. Abel really belonged to a collection of curiosities, just with his beanpole physique and excessively long arms and legs alone. But the strangest thing about him was his frog furor all of his clothes had frogs on them: his satchel, his wash bag, his sweater, everything.


  Unfortunately, he also almost looked a bit like a frog, with his broad, curved mouth and the wide-set eyes, which seemed to protrude slightly due to his thick glasses.


  Although Abel was almost always smiling, he hardly said anything. But woe to anyone who brought up one of his favorite topics then he would talk like a waterfall and couldn’t stop. His favorite subjects were: certain types of microbes, chemical formulas, hydrogen bonds, and the Nobel Prize, which he one day planned on “accepting with pleasure.” He was already working diligently on it. A few weeks ago he had actually won a newcomer award from the magazine Young Scientist, for a study on the question of how many germs could be living on a toilet seat. For weeks he had taken samples in his home and put them under the microscope. “I keep an especially close eye on the diarrheal pathogens,” he once explained, in all seriousness, whereupon YoYo replied: “If you’re keeping them in your eye, then you shouldn’t have to look for them on the toilet seat.” Abel didn’t find that funny at all and muttered, “you have no idea how much can go wrong with digestion.”


  Abel was simply taken with digestion. He had undoubtedly acquired the obsession from his mother. She’d had the gall, just upon their departure, to enter the bus and talk to her son insistently “A walk after each meal, do you hear me? After each meal! You know how important it is for your digestive system. And most of all, don’t forget to eat your yoghurt in the morning!” Anyone else would have wished that the ground would open and swallow them, but Abel just smiled away. He actually had a giant glass of homemade yoghurt with him, which he had placed in the fridge in the kitchen. Every morning at breakfast, he took two spoonfuls (or three, if his digestion longed for it), together with a good portion of oatmeal, of which he had three packs in his suitcase.


  In any case, this much was for certain: Abel was the weirdest person MM had ever met. But he wasn’t a bad guy, either. Quite the contrary: MM once witnessed how he’d spoken to a fifth-grader who was crying after school next to his bike. Some prankster had chained it to the railing in front of the gym with a combination lock. While the boy’s “friends” had long since gone home without him, Abel tried through all of the possible combinations for a solid hour until the lock was open.


  The guys shouldn’t make such a fuss. It could really have been worse.


  Like in her case, for example. Ironically, she’d ended up with the three hyper-girlies, Blondi, Mara, and Nele. They had literally nothing in their heads except clothes and “styling.” They constantly talked about how stupid everyone else looked, including MM. When it came to the others’ appearance, Blondi’s favorite word was “absurd.” “Absurd” was anything that wasn’t “cool,” and “cool” was what she was wearing at that moment. Currently, everything that had Kishimoto, Kawasaki, or some other Japanese brand name written on it was cool. “Japan is so cool,” Blondi announced again and again. She was the Girlies’ undisputed leader. Her name was actually Jennifer, but since she started bleaching her naturally rather nondescript hair, she let her followers call her Blondi. Blondi was also the name of the cheerleader in the teen series they always watched in the afternoon. The three of them had brought six cubic feet of fashion magazines, over which they pored constantly during every free minute, determining which looks were “cool” and which were “absurd.” Fortunately, MM could usually skedaddle to her friends in the Poets’ room. There was simply nothing that interested her less than clothes.


  
    

  


  Abel was still standing in the doorway. Smiling helplessly, he looked over at YoYo, who was relaxing on his bed. Abel didn’t say anything, and just stayed where he was.


  MM suddenly recognized the thick book that Abel had under his arm.


  “Damn, the logbook!” Apparently Bo had discovered it, too.


  “Shitty!” Simon yelled from above.


  “The evening is over,” grumbled YoYo.


  The logbook was supposed to be something like the chronicle of the school trip. Every day it was another room’s turn to record the events of the day. The idea was to later make a real novel out of the logbook in Siegwart’s German class. How that was going to work was his secret. “Four pages minimum, and neatly and tightly written,” he had told them before their departure. And this morning at breakfast Mo-Kri had reminded them once again “I’m, of course, particularly curious today about the Poets’ room’s post,” she said with a sideways glance at YoYo.


  “So, guys, get to work!” YoYo said, getting himself up with a jerk to sit on the edge of the bed. If he hadn’t been so small, he would’ve hit his head on the top bunk. “Who’s going to write?”


  There was a big silence.


  “If you think I’m doing this for you, you’re mistaken,” MM said preemptively. Her room had its turn the day after tomorrow, and with those illiterate fashion dolls it was already clear that the work would have to be done by her. “Besides, I have to clear out in half an hour anyway.” She looked at the time. “In 28 minutes, to be exact.”


  After all that had happened on the first night, the teachers were now sticking to the details: Everyone had to be in their rooms at 10:00 pm on the dot, “without exception,” as it was written in the “disciplinary agreement” that they all had to sign by their own hand. And at 11:00 pm the lights had to be turned off – also “without exception.”


  “Bo, you’ve got the best handwriting,” YoYo begged. When it came to writing, YoYo, with his scrawl, was definitely off the hook.


  “Okay …” Bo gave a resigned sigh. “But you tell me what to write.” Smiling, Abel came over with the book and put it on Bo’s lap.


  Bo opened it up to the first blank page. “Okay, you can get started...”


  MM had been expecting this. Nobody said anything.


  But what was there to be said about this day? she thought. Tobi was gone; everything else was completely irrelevant. It would be best to write “Tobi is gone,” until the four pages were full.


  Well, in the morning they had made this trip to the local museum in Marienburg. On the way there, the bus broke down, leaving only half an hour for the tour. Fifteen minutes would have been enough, though except for a few copper engravings and some coins there was nothing to be seen.


  “Come on, tell me what you want me to write...” Bo looked at her almost pleadingly. She gave him a friendly smile and shrugged.


  With a sigh, Bo flipped back through the pages of the logbook. Apparently he was in search of ideas.


  “Look at that!” Bo had arrived at the first page. “First Day,” was written in Pinki-Susi’s ornate writing. The whole page was colored in with crayons – all over there were flowers (in pink), hearts (the same) and at the margin a smiling sun (yellow, the exception). It looked like the poetry album of a second-grader, and also sounded like one:


  “At 2:06 pm our nice coach arrives at the nice Castle Wulfshausen. Full of anticipation we look at this nice and venerable building where we are going to spend our nice school trip together. Castle Wulfhausen was built in 1642 by the Count of Breitenbuch...”


  The next two pages had apparently been copied from the travel guide. As always, Pinki-Susi and her Pinki-friends had to do a 150-percent-job, just like in school. Their homework was always ready for printing, and they had a standing order on extra points for neat handwriting. Every morning they would meet half an hour before class started in order to “prepare for the school day” that is, to sharpen their pencils, fill up their pens, rub clean their erasers, and sort their books. Since fifth grade they’d been volunteering to do blackboard monitor service and empty the trash every day.


  “Thanks are due to Mr. Rudolph, our nice bus driver, for bringing us here so nicely and safely.”


  Nice bus driver... Walter, as he wanted to be called by the children, was actually pretty nice. But he overdid it just a bit with his stale jokes, especially considering that he was usually the only one laughing.


  “Nice... beautiful...” Bo muttered and shook his head.


  “Come on, read aloud,” YoYo jostled.


  “Just upon arrival,” Bo read, “our nice housemaster, the Countess of Wulfhausen, welcomes us into the castle’s beautiful Knights’ Hall.”


  Actually, no one knew if she was really a countess, or if she was even a descendant of the castle’s former owners. Anyway, they had dubbed her “the Countess” because she seemed so noble. When she’d stood in front of them during the address in the large Knights’ Hall in her high-necked velvet dress, she looked pretty much as if she had just climbed out of one of the oil paintings with the strict-looking gentlemen and ladies which covered the walls. She leaned on a cane with an ornate silver handle. Judging from her wrinkled face, she had to be very old. It reminded one a little bit of a parrot, and the same was true for her voice; she cawed as though she were a chain-smoker. In contrast to her voice, though, her eyes were friendly and warm.


  “After the Countess’ address we make the first acquaintance with our caretaker, Mr. Stecher,” Bo kept reading. “Politely but firmly, he points out to Tobi that the gravel of the courtyard should not be altered.”


  Politely but firmly... They really had to be kidding. Tobi had used his shoe to draw a huge heart in the gravel of the courtyard with “Tatyana” in the middle. The caretaker threw a veritable temper tantrum. “Where do you think you are? If I see this again, you’ll really get to know me!”


  After that, everyone called him the poison dwarf. With the exception, of course, of Pinki-Susie and her friends.


  No one was safe from the poison dwarf’s tantrums, which always ended with the phrase, “no one listens to me anyway, I’m nothing but the doormat here!” He really looked like Rumpelstiltskin: a lopsided, little man with a constantly sore and pale face.


  Mehmet and Julian claimed to have once seen him in his garden behind the castle with a bottle in his hand, making a toast to his tomato plants. “Garden” was perhaps carrying things a bit too far, it was actually more of a bramble. There was a kind of shack, which he probably used primarily for beverage storage.


  “Listen to this!” Bo nudged MM from the side.


  “Thankfully, we had the afternoon off, which was used by some of our classmates to play soccer. Another group dedicated itself to the task of arranging their rooms nicely and cozily.”


  With the “other group,” of course, they meant themselves. Their room looked like a second-hand shop. All over it they had placed their stuffed animals, which they had brought jammed in several suitcases. They had covered the wall with family photos, but, of course, not without first asking Mo-Kri for permission (whom they called “Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger,” even amongst themselves, because of their firm believe that one shouldn’t nickname teachers).


  “Is there also something about what happened during the night?” Simon’s voice brought MM back to the present.


  Bo turned the page. “Hmm... yes... here it is... the second day... looks quite like Tatyana’s handwriting... “After breakfast, serious debate with the Countess and Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger concerning the incidents of the night.”


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Incidents of the Night


  
    

  


  Incidents of the night... Bo had to shake his head. Tatyana’s handwriting was simply amazing. The up and down lines were sweeping, and the dots over the i’s were curls as big as marbles. More than two words didn’t fit in a row side by side. The logbook page was pretty much the exact opposite of what Siegwart had probably imagined as “neatly and tightly written.” The writing fit Tatyana perfectly. “Hi there, here I come!” seemed to be her life motto.


  “Serious debate with the Countess and Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger concerning incidents of the night,” was pretty much everything that Tatyana had written about what happened the first night. And it was better that way. You never knew who might take a look at the logbook later. “No hard feelings!” Mo-Kri had said in the end, and that’s how it was going to stay.


  How did the whole disaster actually get started? Bo asked himself. Right, with Dimitri’s stupid phrase, “I’m party.” That’s what he was boasting after dinner, but he probably didn’t even know himself exactly what he meant by it. But suddenly the rumor was born that there was really something crazy going on in the Russians’ room. And though they didn’t actually feel like partying, Bo and his friends stopped by at the Russians’ – just for a sec, to make sure they weren’t missing out on something. What they found were all of the other boys, who were also coming around “just for a sec,” and who were now all cooling their heels there. The crowd was big enough to spill into the hallway. Except for the babble and chatter, nothing at all was going on, except Dimitri was annoyed that he and his friends had been disturbed during their eternal Munchkin card game. That no teacher showed up despite the noise level had as it turned out later to do with the fact that they were discussing the “pedagogical concept” for the coming days behind the thick walls of the Knights’ Hall. And that the Countess had for the occasion taken out her thirty-year-old whiskey from the cupboard, to drink to the success of the class trip.


  As Bo and his friends were just about to retreat into their room, the next rumor came up: Max and his hoodlums had a crate of beer in their room. Not that they were desperate to drink beer, but they just had to find out. Maybe there really was something to the whole thing. The others obviously felt the same way, because before long there was a stampede over to the Hoodlums’ room. However, it turned out rather soon that the crate of beer was just three cans of their favorite energy drink, but at that point it was too late, as the new arrivals were already pushing their way in from behind until the room was literally bursting at the seams. With a loud crash, the two bunk beds collapsed, and shortly afterward the clang of a windowpane breaking could be heard.


  For a moment there was an awkward silence, but with Roberto’s battle cry, “Let’s storm the girls’ rooms!” the real commotion commenced. One group of boys, under the leadership of the Hoodlums’ room, set out to quietly sneak down the hallway, while another group walked around the castle to attack from the rear. YoYo had the brilliant idea of starting a “surprise attack from the air,” whereby he meant the way across the roof of the addition.


  The girls, of course, had already gotten wind of the matter and welcomed the boys with every defensive trick in the book pillows, sneakers, and missiles of all kinds. Tatyana’s room successfully used the toothbrush cups from the washroom to fend off the attackers and to flood the hallway. The combat operations got completely out of control when Mehmet took the fire extinguisher and transformed Pinki-Susie’s room into a bubble bath, making the Pinki-Girls look like snow trolls, when they came running out into the hall. Their shrieking almost drowned out the bang of the cupboard tumbling over in Tatyana’s room, and that of the lamp crashing down from the ceiling.


  YoYo’s airstrike didn’t have a happy ending, despite its ingenious planning. He had indeed managed to scramble up the roof by the skin of his teeth, but when he tried to climb down again, the gutter gave way, and with a big splash he landed in the middle of the rain barrel. To make matters worse, when he crawled out of the barrel in his suit and tie, soaking wet and spluttering, Delius was standing in front of him. Although YoYo had, as usual, an immediate excuse that he had just wanted a quick refreshing bath, “because I was sweating... you know,” Delius didn’t show any inclination to believe him, most likely because he was still holding a chunk of the gutter in his hand.


  
    

  


  “Eight broken chairs, two doors, three window panes, two lamps, a wardrobe, a foam-covered room, and the water damage. Not to mention the gutter,” the Countess listed the next morning, when they had all gathered in the Knights’ Hall after breakfast for the “reappraisal.” “Plus one room with puke all over, and two students completely intoxicated.” During the combat operations, the two punk girls, Sandra and Sina, had calmly gotten drunk with a bottle of vodka that they had smuggled into the castle in their luggage. Sandra was once again lovesick, because her adored Roberto had taken a seat next to Mariam on the bus.


  The Countess let a stern look from her parrot eyes wander over the children, whose eyes, in turn, were magically drawn to the oak flooring underfoot.


  The awkward silence was interrupted by the poison dwarf’s voice. “To the boot camp, all of them!”


  “Dear Mr. Stecher,” the Countess sharply cut in, “you may leave it to the people in charge to decide what measures should be taken.”


  “I’m nothing but the doormat here,” the poison dwarf grumbled, before sinking into a seething silence.


  The Countess continued to croak, saying that “such things” had indeed happened before, but “a long, long time ago.” A school trip was only possible, she explained, if you could trust the children, and that now it was up to them to do everything possible to regain the trust they had lost. Of course, she didn’t fail to mention that they were all lucky to be staying in such a beautiful castle.


  After the Countess, it was Mo-Kri’s turn. She had on her usual gray pantsuit and had, as always, applied the pink lipstick that accentuated her blue eyes. Judging by the icy silence that she maintained as an introduction, the kids knew they’d better brace themselves for a tirade. Although Mo-Kri was actually nice and friendly, everyone knew that she could also be very systematic.


  “What happened last night affected me deeply,” she began. Her voice sounded more troubled than strict. Her face had suddenly lost its hardness and assumed a worried expression.


  “To be honest,” she continued, “at first, we were on the verge of canceling the trip. Only, if we did that, we would also have punished those who didn’t do anything wrong. And they, after all, are the majority.” The way she said this almost sounded somewhat encouraging. “At least I hope so, as the facts can’t be reconstructed very accurately any more. The faint smile on her face gave them hope that they would be spared a major scolding. “We have therefore decided to give you a second chance.”


  The second chance had one condition: All of them had to sign a “disciplinary agreement,” in which they committed themselves to meticulously comply with the house rules.


  “Which means, kiddos,” Zilinski barged in, “that whoever gets up to anything will be sitting on the train home two hours later.” To that, he of course added his pony farm saying.


  “For the time being, the damages will be paid from the class fund,” Mo-Kri took over again, “and then we’ll consider together how we can replenish it. I’m thinking, for example, of the next Christmas market, for which you certainly would very much like to craft something, wouldn’t you?”


  “Maybe something will come to our minds in art class,” Delius said. He wasn’t looking at the children, but instead at the Red Zora, who returned his gaze with a beatific smile on her lips.


  Mo-Kri walked up and down a few steps and stopped beside the glass cabinet with the knight’s armor. “I know you are sorry. And I also know that back in our school years we were no angels, either, especially on school trips. So...” she looked at all of them, her eyebrows raised over the rim of her mega glasses “No hard feelings!”


  There was an audible sigh of relief. And judging from YoYo’s face, he wasn’t entirely dissatisfied with his sentence for the wrecked gutter one week of kitchen duty.


  
    

  


  The logbook pages in front of Bo were still completely empty except for the heading “Day Five.” He looked at the time. 9:45 pm. He couldn’t help but glance at MM next to him, but only got back an ironic wink from her ocean-blue eyes. “You’ll get along quite well without me. In ten minutes I’m gone anyway!”


  For better or for worse, he had to give YoYo and Simon a try. “Now come on, tell me what to write!”


  Instead of an answer, there was a timid knock at the door.


  “We just want to drop off some information,” Alina’s squeaky voice could be heard.


  “It is super important... really!” Hannah whispered so urgently that one would think her life depended on the door opening instantly.


  The Veggies! That was all they needed now. “We’re already informed,” Bo grumbled.


  “Overinformed,” YoYo added.


  Alina and Hannah with their Veggie campaign. It had all started a few months ago, when Alina’s guinea pig (which, oddly enough, answered to the name “Mousie”) died. Since then, Alina had become an uncompromising vegetarian (at the beginning, she described herself in all seriousness as a “die-hard vegetarian,” until Delius pointed out during art class that the term, from a strictly linguistic viewpoint, was not well chosen). Now, every time she saw sausages or meat, she couldn’t help but think of her poor Mousie lying under the dirt of the flowerbed in the garden. She simply couldn’t eat meat anymore. And soon, she also couldn’t watch others eat meat. “Mousie shall not have died in vain,” she always said, sniffling, “her death opened my eyes to the fact that every creature is infinitely valuable, and that it is a sin to kill.” Her wide eyes almost fell from her face.


  From that point, her goal in life was to save as many “creatures” as possible from the jaws of the “meat munchers.” Alina’s zeal had rapidly infected her whole clique, so that now they were launching a veritable campaign against the meat munchers. She told everyone, whether they liked it or not, that every year X million chickens were slaughtered, along with Y million pigs, and Z million cows. “Killed just like that,” Alina always squeaked, and Hannah chirped behind her, “just like that!” The numbers were so impressive (and got higher and higher every day) that now half the girls in class considered themselves vegetarians.


  Lately, Alina and her Veggies were becoming more radical. On the way to the school camp they distributed leaflets on the bus, demanding meat-free meals in the hostel.


  Bo was used to vegetarian organic food at home anyway. And, of course, he knew that meatless food was healthier and better for the world’s nourishment, and the environment as well. In geography class they had learned that humans’ emission of greenhouse gases would plunge by one fifth if people ate only plant-based foods, and that hunger in the world would be defeated with one blow. From the resources that the production of a single hamburger consumed, five people could be provided with a meal of rice.


  Nevertheless, he enjoyed the meat and sausage here in the school camp though not without a bit of a bad conscience toward his mother, who just yesterday had sent him a package with the full arsenal of her organic “treats,” ranging from green rye crackers to Tofu-celeriac-rolls. He had immediately passed the whole package on to the Veggies, who since then regarded him as their new ally.


  “Shove off, we are resistant,” Simon called to the door.


  “But then at least read our information leaflets,” the voice came beeping back, “okay?”


  “Really, you can help the poor animals,” Hannah chirped after.


  Then the “information leaflets” came sliding in through under the door. “MEAT IS MURDER,” read one of them in big, colorful letters, beneath which they had written, “How can one be so cruel?” with drawings of cute calves and sheep having their heads cut off with an axe. Underneath, it read: “On behalf of the innocent baby lambkins, baby calves and baby piglets, we wholeheartedly ask you to stop eating meat from now on.” The “now” was capitalized and underlined three times.


  The second leaflet proclaimed the good news “MOUSIE LIVES!” apparently expressing Alina’s feeling that her guinea pig had not died in vain which led YoYo to the comment that he wished he could celebrate Mousie’s resurrection with a proper burger now.


  Just in time for the class trip, YoYo had ended his now legendary “Anti Fast Food Diet,” which had kept him away from McDonalds and Burger King for a full two weeks. In any case, the Big Bertha of the school hostel kitchen could always count on him when she advertised her sausages, chicken wings, or cutlets, of which she regularly had leftovers since the Veggies had started their campaign. “You children must be meshugge to leave such good meat over,” she kept saying in her Polish accent, shaking her head when she had to clear away the mountains of leftover meat. “YoYo, my boy, take another one!” YoYo never had to be asked twice.


  Bo crumpled up the “information leaflet” and threw it at YoYo. “Shake a leg now, we still have four logbook pages to write. And you, Abel and Simon, you can tax your brains as well, otherwise we’ll be sitting here until tomorrow morning!”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Tracks in the Mud


  
    

  


  They didn’t end up working on the log all night long, but certainly half of it. At least that’s how it felt to Bo. At 11:00 pm on the dot they had to turn off the lights, and by then they hadn’t even finished a single page. Luckily, there was no shortage of flashlights. Simon played the illuminator for Bo. From his upper bed he aimed the light beam down onto the logbook while Bo wrote. Apart from that, there were no major contributions coming from Simon. After all, he wasn’t really much of a language artist. YoYo’s panache was also quickly exhausted. Instead of formulations, there were soft sounds of snoring emanating from his bed. In contrast, Abel was completely focused on the task. In whispers he dictated sentence by sentence, until all four pages were full. Bo had just put the last word on paper, as the flashlight fell down from Simon’s hand. A regular snoring was now coming from him as well.


  “Thank you,” Bo whispered over to Abel’s bed into the darkness.


  “No problem! After all, I also belong to your room.” After a short break and a small throat clearing Abel said, “Um, Bo “‒


  “Yes?”


  “I didn’t tell you about the tracks, yet”


  “What tracks?” Bo felt his heart throb.


  Abel told Bo that on his digestive walk after dinner he had noticed some tire tracks in the hiking trail parking lot. According to his estimation, they could hardly be more than a few hours old.


  “Do you think Tobi may have been abducted by car?” he whispered to Abel.


  “In any case we should have a closer look at the tracks tomorrow. But let’s sleep now, I’m bone-tired. Good night, Bo!”


  “Good night!”


  Unlike Abel, Bo was wide awake now. The hiking trail parking lot appeared again and again in his mind’s eye. It was right at the foot of Sheep’s Hill, not far from the meadow where they had started their forest run. Had somebody been lying in wait for Tobi in a car? Bo’s heart couldn’t calm down anymore. They had to check out the tracks as soon as possible. Perhaps there were some footprints, too? Maybe they could even find evidence that there had been a fight? The thoughts went around in Bo’s mind, until exhaustion eventually began to overwhelm him. Maybe this was all just his own imagination, and Tobi would be back again safely the next morning... With that thought, he fell asleep.


  
    

  


  But the next morning, Tobi’s seat at the breakfast table remained empty. Everyone talked with strangely muffled voices, even though none of the teachers were in the room. They were apparently still in a meeting with the police in the Knights’ Hall. Only Mrs. Billerbeck held the fort in the neighboring hall next to her chicks; Bo could see her through the open sliding door reading a story to them. She looked tired; she’d probably pulled an all-nighter calming down her minis.


  Suddenly, a murmur went through the room. It was obviously about the policeman who was standing in the doorway behind the Countess. It almost seemed as if he’d had trouble getting his massive body through the doorway. Everything about him looked like high blood pressure. His head was shining bright red over his dark blue uniform. Bo had to think of a balloon a red balloon just about to burst. He didn’t have a single hair on his head, but a lot of sweat beads.


  “Police Chief Commissioner Möller,” the Countess introduced him, “who is head of the police investigation.” Next to the Commissioner she looked like a first-grader. She had to lean her head back to talk to him. “Perhaps you should just briefly explain the state of affairs to the children. Please, Mr. Möller.”


  “To make a long story short...” He pressed the words out, as if with great effort. “We don’t think that we are dealing with a crime.”


  Bo darted a furtive glance at YoYo.


  “A child disappearing from a school camp is nothing unusual, first of all. Multiple students have run away from here, too, in the past. The year before last there were even three runaways at once. Most of them are found in Berlin, where they are trying to experience life in the big city.” While he spoke, he shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, as if he had pressure in his bladder as well.


  He paused, and mopped his bald head with a handkerchief.


  “Is that loaded?” A boy with black, curly hair asked in the midst of the silence from the minis. Mouth wide open, he pointed at the pistol belt on the policeman’s belly. Most of the kids had clustered around their big duck mom, staring at the red giant with a mixture of curiosity and fear.


  The police chief was apparently not willing to give an answer. He just cleared his throat and continued. “Although we do not assume a crime, we’ll search the site by helicopter. We have ordered a vessel from the Frankenfeld air squadron, it will arrive during the day.”


  He cast a searching glance around the room.


  “One more thing. My colleagues will conduct initial interviews with individual students right after breakfast.” He briefly turned around to the four uniformed people, two men and two women, who had taken up position behind him like bodyguards. The fair-headed woman rose to speak. “Don’t be afraid, we just need to ask a few questions. These are not interrogations; we only want to collect as much information as possible, as we always do in such cases. So please stay in your rooms until lunch.” She smiled encouragingly at the children.


  “Not that we would have to run after you,” panted the Balloon, and got even a touch redder.


  Now Mo-Kri took the floor. “We have turned over and over in our minds whether to cancel this class trip. After consulting with the headmaster, we have decided not to do so, at least until further notice. Tobi’s parents have, of course, been informed. Until Tobi is back, however, we teachers will be very busy. I sincerely hope that you won’t take advantage of this. You know our agreement.” She let a stern glance wander over the rim of her giant glasses.


  “So, let’s let the police do their work. After clearing the tables, everyone go to your rooms. The afternoon is at your own disposal. The weather is good.” She paused, furrowing her brow. “As a precaution... if you go out, please do so only in groups of at least four students. And be back no later than 6:00 pm, please. There is a list on the billboard; everyone leaving the building must enter their name on it.”


  
    

  


  “Hiking tour on the nature trail,” was what they had entered into the column “Object and purpose of the activity.” From their gear you’d think they were a real touring company. YoYo had a huge backpack on his back; it almost looked as if he were lugging a second YoYo around with him. In it, he’d stashed a ton of candy bars and soda cans that he’d gotten from the vending machine in the table tennis room. In addition, he had a decent supply of leftover chicken thighs with him. The Big Bertha had lovingly packed them into a bag for him.


  The remaining contents of his backpack, however, didn’t quite fit to a hiking tour: two bags of flour, a sieve, and a yardstick.


  On the way, YoYo once again shared the story of how he had wheedled the flour and sieve out of the Big Bertha. He had told her something about a group project, in which they wanted to study the famous Shostakovich reaction. “I don’t know no Shostakovich,” the Big Bertha had said, but had gladly given him the flour anyway. The sieve, too, she forked over without hesitation, with the comment: “Also Shostakovich, right?”


  Bo didn’t know what YoYo found so amusing about it, but at least he’d regained his good mood. He’d needed the whole morning to get over the fact that the idea of preserving the tire tracks hadn’t, for once, been his own.


  Right after getting up, Abel had produced a map from his bag and spread it out on the table. “Concerning the tracks, once again,” he had smiled over to YoYo, who, like every other morning, was still struggling with the decision of whether he should really get up or maybe just close his eyes again.


  “What tracks?” grumbled YoYo.


  “The tracks on the trail parking lot.”


  “Frog tracks or what?” With this, YoYo pulled the blanket back over his ears again.


  Abel acted as if he hadn’t heard anything. “At the parking lot there are tire tracks, I came across them yesterday when taking my walk. At the very edge, in the mud. Really big tire tracks. We should preserve them.”


  “What exactly do you mean by ‘we’?” Apparently YoYo had had his ears wide open under the blanket. He jumped out of bed and got dressed without a word. You could literally feel it stewing in him. An idea that didn’t come from him could only be a bad idea. But this one... When he had tied his tie, a jolt went through his body. “It’s clear as day! Preservation of traces is the first step, every beginner knows that. We’ll get going as soon as possible.”


  “Where are we going to get flour?” Abel asked, as if nothing had happened.


  “Flour, eh?” YoYo looked at him blankly.


  “The tire track in the dark mud is likely to be difficult to see on the photo,” Abel said casually, “and so I thought, if we slightly dust some white powder over it, preferably a little bit from the side, this should give a good contrast that will nicely highlight the track. Flour, for example.”


  YoYo swallowed audibly. “Sure we need to increase the contrast. The professionals do so with the dusting technique,” he said, as if he were the world expert on the “dusting technique.” He underlined his competence by taking off his glasses. “Flour is not quite optimal, of course, but we’ve simply got nothing better.” He put his glasses back on and suavely added: “You’ve got to cut your coat according to your cloth. Even professionals have to.” A misty-eyed expression was spreading over his face. Clearly, deep emotions were churning inside him. “Many people miss the small happiness while they wait for the big one in vain.” He was so moved by his own words that he let out a loud gulp, almost as if he were choking back tears.


  
    

  


  YoYo decided that his “investigation team” should make a detour around Sheep’s Hill. “Not everyone needs to pick up on what we’re pulling, right?”


  In the distance, a faint humming sound could be heard.


  “Finally, the heli” YoYo said.


  Heli – that was the name the policeman had used when he visited them in their room earlier, asking his questions about Tobi. He had wanted to know on what terms they all were with Tobi, and whether they had noticed anything unusual about him recently. The official had introduced himself as “Manfred Beiermeier, Assistant to the Chief Commissioner.” With his prissily trimmed mustache and gelled-back hair he looked like a savings bank employee one of the nice kinds, as it soon turned out, as he began to tell about the “heli” that everyone was waiting for. It had taken some time for Bo to figure out that he was not talking about a colleague, but a search helicopter. Mr. Beiermeier literally went into raptures describing what the heli could do. It had all kinds of special cameras on board, even a thermal imaging camera that could track living things, even if they were hidden under the trees or somewhere in the bushes.


  The humming noise ebbed and flowed, getting louder and getting quieter. Apparently the pilot was scanning the area around Sheep’s Hill systematically.


  It took a while for them to arrive at the hiking trail parking lot. The tire tracks immediately struck the eye. Just as Abel had said, they were on the edge of the parking lot next to the gravel, where the undergrowth began. The tread of the tire had etched itself deeply in the damp forest floor.


  “SUV, clear case,” YoYo said professionally.


  They set out to work straight away. Abel sat on the floor and held the sieve about ten inches above the imprint. Bo had the honorable (but mindless) task of repeatedly filling the sieve with flour, and continually stirring it with a spoon. Abel blew cautiously from the side on the stream of flour trickling down. Slowly the tire tread emerged more and more clearly. MM captured the results with her camera. YoYo confined himself to giving instructions, such as “Add flour! Higher! Lower! Further to the right!” You had to let him have his fun.


  Simon, meanwhile, searched the parking lot for more tracks.


  “You absolutely must find the imprint of the other tire,” commanded YoYo, “so that we can ascertain the distance between the wheels!”


  “Aye aye, Captain,” Simon muttered as he bent over the ground. Although the harsh gravel didn’t reveal any tire marks at first glance, a few minutes later he had apparently discovered the trace. Wordlessly, he folded out the yardstick and applied it. “72.4 inches,” was the only thing he said.


  They were just about to pack up the rest of the flour and sieve again, when from the forest the sound of engines could be heard approaching fast. A few seconds later, Bo and his friends were surrounded by at least ten roaring motorcycles. The drivers might have been 17 or 18 years old, and all of them were wearing black vests. Bo spotted a single girl among them. The engines revved threateningly, as though the gang were about to hurtle toward the children at any moment.


  The teenager standing close to Bo and his friends was wearing a black, wooly hat. He gave a hand signal, whereupon all the engines stopped. Clearly, he was the leader. He calmly lit himself a cigarette, and the others did exactly the same. Apparently it was part of being in a motorcycle gang to always do the same as the boss.


  “Well, what’s this going to be when it’s finished?” he finally asked, blowing a cloud of smoke into the children’s faces. “Artwork or something?”


  “Does it concern you?” YoYo said.


  “Hehe, little fatso. Pipe down a bit!” He pushed his chin forward menacingly. “Just so you know, this is our territory, and we get to decide what goes on and what doesn’t, you got that?”


  Again he took a drag from his cigarette and blew the smoke into YoYo’s face.


  “Ever heard of the Bad Boys?” He pointed to one of his buddies’ back, where in bold red font “Bad Boys” was emblazoned. “And, in case anyone asks, I’m the boss here. My people call me Bandito. You should remember my name.”


  Again he targeted the flour trail on the ground and creased his face into a sneering grimace. “Better push off, if you aren’t looking for trouble... I’ll show you what a real piece of art looks like!”


  He flicked away his cigarette and revved up his engine. The bike gave a little jolt, making the front wheel rise into the air. Not a moment too soon the children managed to leap over to the side. Bandito let out a little whoop and drove his bike directly into the white stripe with his rear wheel. Now the other Bad Boys started their bikes, too. Of course, they had to copy their leader on the spot. Helplessly, the children watched one motorcycle after the other ride over the tracks, turning them into a gray hole of mud. After a minute the nightmare was over and the motorcycle gang disappeared into the forest. Only the smell of diesel still hung in the air.


  Bo looked helplessly at his friends, their faces at least as abashed as his own. Only MM was beaming with her bright blue eyes. She waved the camera: “We’ve got all of it here, no worries!”


  CHAPTER SIX


  The Quarry


  
    

  


  The humming of the helicopter was slowly approaching. Soon it was hovering directly above them. Simon could feel the roaring of the rotors in his stomach. He ducked instinctively. He imagined what it probably looked like from up there: four guys and a girl having a picnic on a pile of logs.


  Finally, the helicopter veered toward Marienburg.


  “They certainly filmed us,” MM said after the noise had abated a bit, making a face at the departing helicopter.


  “They definitely also took a closer look at the parking lot,” YoYo said, smacking his lips. “Let’s see what they think about the mud hole.” He once again reached greedily into the greasy chicken bag and then held it under the others’ noses as well. “A little snack before we go?”


  Everyone declined with thanks.


  “Have you become Veggies now, too?” YoYo muttered sulkily.


  “Nonsense, but they say there are people who aren’t already hungry again one hour after eating,” Bo said.


  “Besides, you don’t need to be a Veggie to consider it unhealthy to polish off a ton of meat per day,” MM muttered.


  “Yeah, yeah, I know...” He packed the chicken thighs away with a soft sigh and looked thoughtfully into the distance, as he always did when planning a poetic major offensive.


  This would certainly have followed, if at that very moment Simon’s phone hadn’t gone off with its wolf howl ringtone.


  He didn’t even need to look at the display. “Mia,” he muttered with a sideways glance at Bo.


  “Condolences,” everyone said in unison.


  Simon let out a deep sigh. He was in for it. Because he just couldn’t say no. In a weak moment he had told Mia that he needed someone to take care of his animals during the school trip. His own sisters were too young, and his parents didn’t have time. Mia was on fire straight away, and had whined for so long that he had eventually agreed. Of course, Simon knew that for Mia, this was less about the animals than about a reason to call him every day.


  He answered.


  Mia, once again, put on airs. She lengthily reported what had been going on with the animals today: The kittens were alive and kicking and sooo sweet. Nala, the fawn with three legs, had eaten well, and so had Hugo, the old Dalmatian with hiccups. She told him how much straw she had given to the donkey, and reported that Kutschulu, the sparrow, still didn’t want to fly.


  Once she got going, she wouldn’t stop for quite some time. Simon exchanged a helpless grin with Bo, who made a “let us listen in on it” gesture with his hands.


  Simon put the speaker on.


  “So, have you been thinking about me at all?” was the first thing to be heard. Simon really should have known. The question came every time. You could bet on it, dollars for doughnuts. And as always, he didn’t quite know what to say.


  “Sometimes, when he really wants to get the creeps,” Bo shouted into the phone. He knew exactly how to make his sister go ballistic, and he just couldn’t miss an opportunity to do so. And now Simon could carry the can again. He had to listen to her declarations of what a mean, immature and antisocial brother she had, and that no one properly understood her anyway “How I really am, you know...” – except for Simon, of course, her “Sisi.” Mia’s special nickname for him made Bo and YoYo smirk so much that Simon put the phone back on mute and went a few steps away from the others.


  He just let her talk. It was simply the price for her help, for which he was actually grateful. He knew that the animals were really in good hands with her. She even got along well with his current problem children: the kittens Mary, Lucy, and Browny. Simon’s neighbors had found them nearly famished and dead from thirst and committed them to his care. They were now already out of the woods, but still had to get the bottle twice a day. Mia therefore cycled out to his home into the development area every day after school and once again in the evening – she didn’t seem to mind. What she had a harder time doing, probably, was not applying any perfume in order to not disturb the animals’ delicate sense of smell. (“And don’t you wear lipstick!” Bo, of course, had to take it an extra step. “It scares the poor things!” He was unable to stand the way his sister always painted herself.)


  “About time now,” YoYo growled impatiently, when he finally hung up.


  He already had his mega backpack on and was apparently itching to announce the final instructions for the second part of today’s hiking program, operation “Singed-Knee-Trauma.” That was how YoYo had officially christened the venture at the “briefing” in the Poets’ room. The name had nothing to do with any knee injury, but with the fact that YoYo had dozed off while the Red Zora was evaluating the forest tour that the old man from the Folklife Association had given them. She was referring to the people living in this camper van in the quarry, and had explained to them that you shouldn’t call them “gypsies,” but rather use one of the names they had given themselves, “Sinte” or “Roma.” And that had apparently gotten through as “Singed-Knee-Trauma” to YoYo’s half-sleeping mind. They had nearly died of laughter at the briefing when YoYo officially announced the name (which indeed offended YoYo a lot, but still didn’t deter him from using his neologism).


  
    

  


  They followed the trail with the yellow oak leaf marks, and soon arrived at the destination of the Singed-Knee-Trauma operation: the high path above the old quarry that led toward Marienburg.


  “We’ll split into two groups,” YoYo whispered when they arrived at the top of the trail. He, YoYo, and Bo would go a little further to the small ledge with the little birch tree on it, where they would get the best view down into the quarry. Simon would stay put with MM and Abel and sneak through the tall grass to the edge of the quarry, where MM would have the best conditions for the “photographic documentation” using her Mega Power Zoom camera. “Take pictures of everything suspicious!” YoYo ordered her.


  “You don’t say!” MM replied, rolling her eyes.


  Simon, MM, and Abel crawled cautiously through the tall grass. After a few yards, they had arrived at the rim of the quarry.


  Looking down, Simon felt a bit queasy. The drop was at least ten yards, and basically vertical. He looked around searchingly for YoYo and Bo. They had already arrived at the ledge with the birch. Bo gave him a thumbs-up sign for “everything okay.”


  Simon turned back toward the scene below him. The camper van was optimally visible. It looked spacious and homely. One door stood open, and in front of it, a little kid was playing in a sand pile. From underneath the old tractor that was a little further away, two short, sturdy legs peeked out; apparently the dad was fixing something. A constant groaning came out from under the vehicle, and now and again a curse in a language he didn’t understand.


  Somewhat further up in the corner of the quarry was a wagon that was probably being used as a trailer or had been used as one. Rusted as it was, Simon couldn’t imagine that it was still in use.


  From the door of the camper van a small woman in a colorful dress and a headscarf emerged with an infant bound to her back. In her hand she held a well-filled bowl, which she was carrying to the rusted wagon in the corner. Simon couldn’t exactly see what she was doing there around the back, but he heard the squeak of a hinge and a low murmur. Was she talking to someone? Shortly thereafter, she came back to the camper with the empty bowl.


  There must be someone in the trailer! thought Simon. He looked at MM, who was lying beside him with the camera at the ready.


  “I’ve got everything in my box,” she whispered excitedly.


  Simon’s eyes searched for his friends on the ledge. Bo was crouched under the birch next to YoYo’s backpack. YoYo himself was lying with a crimson head at the very front of the quarry edge, his binoculars pointed down.


  Simon suddenly noticed that the spot upon which YoYo was lying was dangerously hollowed out beneath the sod. The only things that still stabilized it were the roots of the surrounding bushes, which were already exposed in many places. The earth had crumbled away over the years, and now formed a slope below the sledge that reached down steeply into the quarry.


  That could break any moment! thought Simon.


  Apparently, MM had recognized the danger as well. She waved her arms wildly to give YoYo a sign.


  He seemed to have actually noticed her. He nodded his red head, waved back friendly and pushed himself a little further forward.


  To his horror, Simon saw a bulky clod of earth fall off under YoYo and slide down the escarpment.


  What could he do? If he started running, it would take a full minute to reach YoYo.


  Should he scream, even if it revealed their position? As if in response, he heard a different scream – that of YoYo. The entire ledge had broken free and was rumbling down the slope. YoYo had barely caught hold of a root, and now hung with both hands clamped to it, his feet suspended above the abyss. He cast a panicked glance upward, where Bo was now kneeling on the edge reaching out for him.


  But it was too late. With a loud crack, the root gave way. YoYo tumbled into the depths below in free fall, landed on the embankment and slid, rumbling down the slope in a cloud of dust. It looked like an avalanche bombing down into the valley – eventually spitting out a round body, which still rolled a few yards further and came to a stop directly at the father’s feet, who had jumped out from under his car and was now standing open-mouthed in front of the dirt-smeared bundle that lay motionlessly before him.


  The seconds passed like eternities.


  Finally the bundle began to move. YoYo slowly pulled himself into a sitting position. He was a complete mess. Everything about him was earth-colored: His hair, his face, his jacket, and his shirt. He didn’t have his glasses on his nose anymore, his trousers were shredded, and he had lost a shoe. Somehow, his tie was still in impeccable order. In one hand he was holding the binoculars.


  The fat dad made no move to help YoYo, but rather planted himself in front of him threateningly. His face was smeared with oil, and he had pliers in his hand. He began brandishing them and bawling incomprehensible words at YoYo. His sweeping mustache bobbed up and down menacingly. The faster he spoke and waved his hands, the more it looked as if he were going to beat YoYo.


  Simon darted a bewildered glance at MM. What should they do?


  At that moment a loud clatter came from the corner of the quarry behind the camper van, and a horse and his rider at full gallop hurtled toward the little, chubby man and YoYo. No, not a horse, Simon noticed, a pony. And on the pony sat the boy from the quarry, whom they already knew from the forest tour.


  Simon thought the pony might have bolted and knocked the two of them down, when it suddenly stopped dead in its tracks. The boy sprang from its back and flew through the air with a breathtaking triple somersault. After he had landed elegantly on both feet exactly in front of his father, he immediately began to talk to him pacifyingly. The dad’s face relaxed noticeably, and soon he stretched out his hand to YoYo and pulled him up. Then he retreated to his tractor and let YoYo and the boy alone. Meanwhile, the pony had trotted back to its master and let him stroke its neck. The conversation between the two of them reached Simon only as an indistinct murmur, but so much was clear: it was in a friendly tone.


  
    

  


  “Without glasses, I’m really in trouble,” YoYo said as he came from the laundry facility into the Poets’ room, showered and in fresh clothes. “And reading is over now, too.” He still looked pretty dented, but at least somewhat like YoYo again. When they had arrived in the castle with him half an hour ago, they’d had a difficult time dissuading Zilinski from calling the ambulance. When asked what had happened to him, YoYo instantly had an excuse up his sleeve: that he was training for the next forest run and had clashed with a horde of boars.


  YoYo plonked himself down on Abel’s bed. “Boy, oh boy, that quarry edge had to be so crumbly...”


  “Maybe it wasn’t designed for your weight,” Bo retorted.


  “Now don’t pretend that it couldn’t have happened to anyone else!” Only after a longer, offended pause YoYo went on: “At least we are one step further now. We can strike these Sinte and Roma or however they are called from our list.”


  Everyone looked at him in surprise. “What makes you so sure?” MM asked.


  YoYo kept them in suspense again and calmly stroked his tie.


  “Now tell us already.”


  “So...” He pushed Abel’s frog pillow under his head. “The Poppa – that’s how the boy from the quarry calls his dad – first meant to kill me, sure as hell... “


  “It really looked like it,” MM muttered.


  “But we thought we’d wait a bit before coming out of hiding,” Simon teased him.


  “Yeah, really nice of you, I knew I could rely on you.” Again YoYo put in his dramatic pause before he continued: “I didn’t get a word of the Poppa’s tirade, you know, fortunately the boy had flown in by then. His name is Santino, by the way. He was my salvation.” Why, of all things, he was stroking his belly at that moment, was his secret. “He told me afterward that the reason his Poppa was so upset was that the police had already been there shortly before. The officers had been rude and had suspected him of having something to do with Tobi’s disappearance. You know, he’s already constantly being hassled by the police, because of the school. It seems that the policemen had been snooping around everywhere, even at that rusted wagon, and had apparently made the Poppa’s beloved bear freak out”


  “Bear?!” all of them asked in unison.


  “Yes, kids, it’s a bear they have in there, the back of the wagon consists of bars, it’s a kind of cage, the beast always goes up and down in it. It is an old dancing bear that can’t dance anymore. Apparently they used to roam around with it, but now that’s forbidden.”


  “For good reason, it is nothing other than animal crudity,” Simon said. The moment the words slipped out, he already knew they couldn’t be entirely right.


  “Cruelty,” MM and Bo had already corrected him.


  “But they have a special permit to keep it in the wagon,” YoYo continued. “It’s too old, and no zoo wants it.” He pulled his tie straight. “By the way, the little one knows that we are investigating.”


  “What!?”


  “How does he know?”


  “Seems pretty shrewd, that guy... Looks like he roves about a lot in the woods and saw us during the preservation of evidence. And he also witnessed the thing with the Bad Boys and, of course, that we have been observing their camp.” YoYo grinned over at Simon. “Apparently he was sitting somewhere in the bushes behind you guys. He asked me if I could bring him a book at some point; it seems he has more or less taught himself to read. He would like to go to school, but his Poppa doesn’t let him, because they bully him all the time and call him ‘dirty gypsy.’ Santino says he could handle it, but apparently his father is a stubborn man. And at home he doesn’t have a single book.” Suddenly his voice turned soft. “I’m thinking of giving him ‘Hymns to the Night.’ It’s got everything...” He made a pensive movement with his hands, which was probably meant to include the whole world, and the universe as well.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  
    

  


  Finally there was calm next door. Screaming children could drive him crazy. Good thing that he had enough of that sedative drug with him, and that it always acted so fast! Not that he was afraid that someone could hear the screams the sound insulation really didn’t let the slightest noise outside. But he just couldn’t bear this yelling.


  For the second time he tested whether he had really locked the door to the boy’s cell, even though he’d tied his hands and feet with duct tape. Better safe than sorry.


  Satisfied, he went up the stairs. Now for a beer! And finally, he could take off this annoying mask under which he was sweating so disgustingly. But better the boy didn’t recognize him. He’d therefore only discussed the essentials with him, and only in a disguised voice. Better safe than sorry.


  Ah, the first sip was always the best!


  So far, everything had gone smoothly. Only at the beginning, in the parking lot, had it been a bit dicey. He hadn’t expected the boy would fight back. That such a little twerp could make such a fuss! The boy had struggled so much that he barely managed to give him the injection. Even when he had already pushed the stuff in he didn’t stop fidgeting, so that in the end he’d sent the syringe flying into the bushes. Fortunately, he had enough of them left; a whole pack of ten. God, how glad he’d been when he finally had the boy in the car!


  If he didn’t make a mistake now, they were going to make a fortune. In two or three days at the latest they would have reached the border, where Drago and his men were ready to take the catch.


  Now they only had to wait until the other kid fell into their trap.


  He went to the fridge and took another beer.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  The Tirade


  
    

  


  When Bo woke up the next day, he was still in the middle of his dream. Something with dogs had occurred in it, a whole pack, which had been chasing him barking. He was just about to turn to the other side, when he actually heard dogs barking. He sat up with a start. So it hadn’t been a dream. The barking came from the courtyard outside.


  “K9 unit,” he heard YoYo’s voice. “About time.”


  Through the window they could see several police cars parked in the yard next to Mo-Kri’s yellow convertible speedster. All around were policemen in blue uniforms, some of them with German shepherds on leashes.


  “They’re pulling off the full program,” YoYo commented, yawning – the pro that he was.


  In the breakfast room, everyone was talking about the dog unit. The minis in the side room were in a complete uproar. Mrs. Billerbeck’s powerful voice brought some calmness from time to time, but it never lasted long. When Mo-Kri, however, entered the room, together with the Balloon and Mr. Beiermeier, there was immediate silence.


  “Dear students,” Mo-Kri began in an earnest tone, “our hopes that Tobi would soon be back have been dashed. We still haven’t found any trace of him. The school office has informed your parents about what happened. Last night I called Ms. Schmidt-Weber, our school psychologist, and she has agreed to” She hesitated a moment, “‒ give us some support here. I mean, maybe a few of you may feel the need to talk through Tobi’s disappearance. Ms. Schmidt-Weber is already on her way here. I’ll pick her up at Marienburg station around noon.”


  Bo couldn’t quite picture how Mo-Kri imagined this “talking through,” and how Ms. Schmidt-Weber should help in doing so. She had joined the school faculty only a few months ago, and had at that time made some kind of inaugural visit to all of the classes. She was small and delicate, and Bo still remembered her bright, alert eyes behind her thin, golden glasses. “My door is always open for you,” she had said with a gentle and accepting voice. She hadn’t made any further appearance since then.


  Mo-Kri turned to the Balloon. “Chief Commissioner Möller has agreed to tell us about the state of things. Please, Mr. Möller...”


  “The helicopter operation didn’t yield any results,” the Balloon started immediately. Apparently he wanted to cut it short. “The questioning of the students negative, too. From now on we can’t rule out a crime any longer. We have formed a Task Force under my leadership.”


  “An investigation team,” Mo-Kri interjected, as if the students didn’t know what a Task Force was. The interruption didn’t seem to please him. He instantly turned a tone redder and impatiently let out an extra gasp. “We have set up our temporary headquarters in the Knights’ Hall. We have requested the K9 unit from Frankenfeld, and my colleagues are already working on picking up scents.” He broke off. “I mean... uh... the dogs...” He sent a withering look to Tatyana’s table, from where a suppressed giggle was coming. “We’ll systematically scour the forest terrain around the Sheep’s Hill during the day. In order to collect evidence, the room of the victim... I mean, missing person... is already sealed, and will remain so until further notice.”


  As he spoke, the squeaking from the neighboring room grew louder. Judging from her face, Mrs. Billerbeck had reached the end of her nerves. Her minis were jostling around her anxiously, some of them crying.


  “Let’s go and play ballgames,” she said in an ostentatiously calm tone.


  “No, not outside, that’s where the dogs are!” one of the children shouted instantly. “They bite!” shouted another one. Then the twin girls joined in and blared together in their private twin language: “No out, there woofwoof!”


  Mrs. Billerbeck’s face flushed. “Well, then we’ll just stay indoors, in the table tennis room!”


  “No! Not in the basement!” someone shouted promptly. “That’s for sure where the bad man is hiding!”


  “So into your rooms then!” thundered Mrs. Billerbeck.


  The answer was even more raucous. “But we want to stay with you!” The twin girls started their duet again: “Want Mama, home!”


  Mrs. Billerbeck only shook her head. Somehow, she finally managed to maneuver her flock to somewhere outside.


  The Balloon continued. “One more request...” It didn’t sound like a request, though. More like a command. “Because we can’t rule out a crime any longer, we have decided to inform the press. There is a legitimate public interest in the case, and it is therefore to be expected that journalists will appear here shortly. According to press law they are not allowed to interview minors, and I expect that you, too, will adhere to that and not interact with the reporters.”


  “And now one more thing.” The pressure in his balloon face had suddenly grown. He awkwardly pulled out a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and put his glasses on. “The following students are to report to me immediately: Boris Blohm”


  Bo’s heart skipped a beat. What did the Balloon want from him? He surreptitiously glanced around at his friends and hesitantly lifted his hand.


  “‒ Simon Böttcher,” the Balloon read on, “Mariekje Marienhoff, and Abel Damerius.” One after another they lifted their hands cautiously. Only YoYo’s hand, at the sounding of the name “Johannes Keßeböhmer,” shot up into the air like a metal spring. It was almost as if he feared that he’d been forgotten.


  The Balloon pierced them with his gaze, one after another. “So here they are, the little devils,” he murmured to his assistant, Beiermeier, who was standing at attention behind him. “You come to see me in the Knights’ Hall. Right after breakfast!” And with that he stomped out of the room.


  “Certainly because of the tracks on the parking lot,” YoYo whispered.


  “But how do they know we have something to do with it?” Bo asked.


  “They must have taken footage of us from the helicopter and presented it to the teachers.”


  
    

  


  YoYo was apparently right. They hadn’t even closed the door to the Knights’ Hall behind them, before the Balloon started rumbling: “How did you come up with the idea to sprinkle flour around on the parking lot?”


  Sprinkle around, what a strange choice of words, Bo was thinking. The Balloon sat behind the Countess’ heavy oak desk. From the wall behind him, one of the castle’s former lords in armor looked down at them grimly out of his huge painting. The Balloon’s gaze was just as grim.


  “Well, come on, I asked you something!” His gaze flicked from one child to the other. Again and again his eyes caught YoYo’s tie, each time accompanied by an irritated shake of his head.


  Bo looked furtively around to the others. All of them seemed to be seeking something on the floor. Only Abel was grinning to himself.


  “What’s there to grin about?” the Balloon barked at him.


  Abel continued grinning wordlessly.


  “He always grins,” MM said softly.


  “Uhum, he always grins...” The Balloon just didn’t stop shaking his head. “Maybe for once he can open his mouth to talk, too?”


  “We were just preserving tracks,” Abel suddenly let out, “with the dusting technique”


  “Dusting technique, huh?” the Balloon snapped.


  “Yes, dusting technique. The powder is dusted horizontally, that is, from the side”


  “I know what horizontally means!” the Balloon interrupted him, his face turning redder and redder.


  “‒ dusted horizontally on a track,” Abel went on calmly, “so that the contrasts are enhanced when one takes photos. Actually, magnesium oxide is better, but we had to make do with flour...”


  Abel was unstoppable. The Balloon was about to burst.


  “That’s enough!” he roared. “Can someone happen to tell me what kind of tracks you wanted to preserve there and why?”


  “Car tires,” YoYo broke in. “Tobi was kidnapped by car.”


  “Aha.” The Balloon was gasping for air. “And so you decided to sprinkle on the tracks and destroy them. Are you guys completely out of your minds? Don’t you know you’ve destroyed evidence? We ourselves have just narrowly been able to preserve some tracks that are still reasonably usable!”


  “We didn’t destroy them, it was the Bad Boys,” Bo heard MM mutter next to him.


  “Bad Boys, right.” The Balloon wasn’t listening any more. Bo desperately looked to the Lord in the oil painting, while the Balloon spoke of “amateurs,” “imbeciles,” and even worse.


  He felt his fear slowly draining away and anger rising in him. After all, they were not completely stupid, he thought. Apparently the Balloon hadn’t heard of the cases they had solved...


  He took a deep breath.


  But MM was quicker. “Now you listen!” Her eyes were narrow slits, from which the ocean blue was glaring angrily.


  The Balloon was so surprised that Bo almost expected to hear a “pff” of the escaping air. His mouth snapped shut abruptly.


  “As I said before,” MM began. Her voice was not loud, but determined. “We didn’t destroy the tracks, it was these teenagers who call themselves the Bad Boys. They used their motorcycles! Why don’t you ask them why they did it?!”


  The Balloon was obviously at a loss for words.


  A throat clearing from YoYo indicated that he, too, had planned an entrance. He took an extra step forward and reached for his glasses – which were not there.


  “We did, of course, photograph the tire marks before their destruction. As we have proved in our previous cases,” he lectured, “we are, naturally, at all times willing to share the results of our investigations with the proper authorities, within the frame of administrative cooperation, so to speak.”


  The Balloon’s pressure curve went up again. “ ‘Within the frame of administrative cooperation,’ aha... I guess you’ve all completely lost it,” he snorted in disbelief.


  YoYo continued, undeterred: “It will be a big concern of ours to cooperate with the police body in the investigation of this case.” With the word “police body,” he looked at the Balloon from top to bottom.


  Instead of throwing a tantrum, the Balloon just made a resigned nod to the door, which Bo happily obeyed.


  CHAPTER NINE


  The Love Note


  
    

  


  M M closed the laptop and threw a hasty glance at the time. Lunch had already begun. “Hurry up! We are exactly seven minutes late.”


  “This will earn us a scolding,” sighed YoYo.


  MM hid the device under Bo’s bedspread. According to a decision made by the upperclassmen, laptops, together with DVD players and cell phones, were considered “entertainment electronics,” and therefore not allowed on school trips. For days she’d debated whether or not she should bring it – but now she was very glad to have her beloved mini laptop Little Blue. The wireless network she had hacked into apparently belonged to the Countess’ office – the password was “Youth Hostel,” and in cracking it she had broken her own personal record. Getting into the database of the State Police of North Rhine Westphalia had required a bit more effort, but it was worth it: In a single file, every type of tire produced in the last ten years was listed, including images of the tire treads. Of the 48 entries in the category “tire width 8.465 inches,” a single imprint pattern matched the photos they had taken: RFS 33 by Continental. This type of tire was, as the database noted, almost exclusively used by heavy SUVs just as they had expected.


  In order to find out exactly which brand of vehicle it could have been installed on, MM underwent the painstaking work of comparing the distance they had measured between the two wheels with the specifications of the various manufacturers of off-road vehicles. At the end, they were pretty sure it had to be a Volvo X23 series.


  
    

  


  “Ten minutes,” Bo gasped, as they turned at a run into the hallway to the dining room. “Zilinski will rip our heads off!”


  “Does that mean that we’re going to be sent home?” Abel asked, real panic in his voice.


  “Don’t wet your pants,” YoYo comforted him. “By the way, today’s meal is lentils with sausages!” Abel didn’t look as if that calmed him down.


  Lentils – that was exactly what it smelled like when they arrived at the door to the dining room. MM couldn’t stand lentils.


  The moment they entered the room, she realized that something must have happened. Or was it just because the familiar squeaking of the minis was lacking, as they had left that morning? In the dining room behind the half-open sliding door there was now a gaping void. In its place was an excited whispering all over the tables and in the line leading to the front of the counter.


  “Can you tell me what’s going on here?” she asked Betti, behind whom she had lined up with her tray.


  “You really didn’t hear about it yet?”


  “Hear about what?”


  “The thing with Tatyana!”


  “What’s the matter with Tatyana?” A terrible thought suddenly shot through her head. “Has she also –”


  “No, no, something completely different … She’s just being interrogated by the police, by the boss himself.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “Apparently one of the officers came to her room just before lunch, the blonde one with the ponytail. Tatyana had to accompany her to the Knights’ Hall. The Boss wanted to talk with her.”


  “And no one knows why?” MM asked again.


  “Nope, but it has to have something to do with Tobi, otherwise why else would she be interrogated?”


  The whispering and gossiping had now become so loud that Mo-Kri stood up. She was visibly tense and hadn’t noticed that her blouse was hanging halfway out of her trousers at the front.


  “Quiet please,” she began with an uncertain voice. “Since there is already so much talking about it –” She cleared her throat. “Tatyana is currently being questioned by the police. I ask for your understanding that we can’t comment on this ongoing process at the moment.”


  She sat down, and now the talking began more than ever until Zilinski’s voice of thunder resounded. “Kiddos, may I remind you of the deal we made?”


  At once there was silence in the hall.


  “Well then, let’s continue with the planning of the day.” He rubbed his hands. “At 3:00 pm the volleyball tournament will take place on the sports field, as scheduled. Looks like we’re lucky again with the weather. Since I’ll be busy with meetings, our nice trainee has volunteered to play the referee.” He grinned at the Red Zora with his toothpaste-advertisement smile.


  
    

  


  When MM and the other students arrived at the sports field there was a group of teenagers hanging around on the lawn the Bad Boys!


  “Where have you left the little fatso?” Bandito greeted them instantly.


  MM didn’t answer.


  “This is our turf, understand?” Bandito threw a challenging look at the children. When he saw the Red Zora, he asked: “Is that your teacher? She looks damn flashy!”


  “Flashy or not,” the Red Zora replied, “you know perfectly well that this field belongs to the hostel. You are welcome to watch, but you’ve got to leave the field to us for the next two hours.”


  A ferocious grin appeared on Bandito’s face. “Well, we’ll be nice to you then,” he said and gave his Bad Boys a sign. Without any words they climbed onto their machines, started the engines, and with deafening noise sped in circles around the children, who soon found themselves coughing and sniffling in a cloud of exhaust fumes.


  Finally, the gang disappeared with sneering grimaces into the forest, and the Red Zora started dividing up the teams. Each team consisted of one boys’ room and one girls’ room together. As the luck of the draw would have it, MM’s room was to team up with, of all rooms, that of the Poets.


  The guys were really to be pitied, MM thought to herself. The fashion babes were definitely not about to catch a thing, as she already knew from Physical Education class.


  “Well, pal, let’s make the most of it,” she whispered to Bo as the game began. Ironically, their opponents were the Russian’s room and Heike from the parallel class with her clique, all of whom were six feet tall and had reached the finals of “Youth Training for the Olympics.”


  So the inevitable happened. Blondi and her fashion babes had only one concern – to do anything to avoid contacting the ball, so as to not bring their fingernails into danger. Abel stood around like a beanpole and moved just like one, too – that is, not at all. Actually, YoYo was the only one missing on their hopeless team, thought MM, half-blind as he was without his glasses. He was still busy with his kitchen duty. Simon was the star of their team. He lunged after every lost ball and smashed and blocked like a pro. Bo, too, did his best, but he was by no means blessed with talent. Unfortunately, MM wasn’t particularly gifted, either. At least the game was over quickly, with a final score of 21 to 1.


  “Life goes on,” Bo joked after the game. Only Simon couldn’t get over it for quite a while, he spoke of the “embattering backseat,” by which he meant the embarrassing setback they had just experienced.


  MM had just made herself comfortable on the grass, when Bo came up to her excitedly and whispered into her ear: “YoYo just sent me a text message, we have to meet immediately for a briefing! Something must have happened! Meeting place on the woodpile at the hiking trail parking lot in the forest! Let’s break away from here without attracting attention, best if everyone leaves individually. No sense in advertising that something is going on here.”


  
    

  


  YoYo once more had to keep everyone in suspense. He sat cross-legged on the woodpile and stroked his tie extensively. He finally contented himself with a single sentence: “You won’t believe it!”


  “Believe what?”


  “Come on and tell us!” his friends assailed him.


  Finally, he acquiesced.


  “They found a note in Tobi’s room, written by Tatyana.” He reached for his non-existent glasses. “A love note.”


  No, that simply couldn’t be true, thought MM. “How in the world do you know?”


  “I’ve got my sources,” YoYo played important again, but then spat it out: While cleaning the dishes he overheard a conversation between two policemen savoring Bertha’s lentils. According to them, the police had found a note during the search of Tobi’s room. It was in the closet, hidden well among his clothes. And this little letter had apparently come from Tatyana.


  “Okay then,” MM said, somewhat disappointed, “but what does that have to do with Tobi’s disappearance?”


  “You’ll see...” He pulled a paper napkin from his jacket pocket, upon which he had apparently been taking notes. “On Tatyana’s paper the following was written: Forest run – Meeting point at the trail parking lot, 3:45 pm sharp. Remember: Not a peep to anyone! Tatyana.”


  Not a peep to anyone... That sounded peculiar!


  “And below that, there was a little heart painted.” YoYo looked around, as if waiting for applause.


  “Did you see that piece of paper?” she asked.


  “No, but they left a copy on the tray. Bertha discovered it in the kitchen while cleaning up, and of course returned it immediately.” He blinked his little eyes. “But before she did, I was able to take a few notes.”


  “And Tatyana, what does she say to that?” MM asked.


  “She claims that she didn’t write the note!”


  “But come on,” Simon interjected, “even a blind person could recognize Tatyana’s handwriting!”


  “That’s exactly the strange thing about it: It’s clearly Tatyana’s handwriting, she apparently admitted it herself. But she still insists that she didn’t write it,” YoYo said. “Reportedly she was totally upset during the interrogation, claiming the paper was a fake, and that someone wanted to pin the blame for something on her. But they don’t really believe her.”


  “And if she really didn’t write it?” Bo said. “I can’t believe that she’s that cunning.”


  Neither do I, thought MM. She believed even less that Tatyana had something to do with Tobi in secret “With some practice you can imitate any handwriting,” she said and suddenly realized what she’d actually meant by that: Someone had lured Tobi to the parking lot with that little note.


  “Someone set a trap for Tobi,” said Bo, as if he had read her mind.


  “Namely someone who – number one knew that he had a crush on Tatyana,” said YoYo, counting his fingers, “and – number two knew the terrain of the forest run and – number three knew Tatyana’s handwriting.” He looked around triumphantly.


  MM thought about a fourth thing. “Somehow the note must have come to Tobi. Either someone gave it to him personally, then it must have been someone Tobi knew. Or someone smuggled the piece of paper into his room, under the pillow maybe, somewhere where he would have found it. And that would mean: The perpetrator must be familiar with the hostel.”


  MM suddenly realized what she had just said. She swallowed and very softly said: “This means that the culprit is here in the castle, in our midst.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  Operation Busted Shack


  
    

  


  In the moonlight, the dilapidated shack looked almost idyllic. There was a light in the small roof windows, so they knew the poison dwarf was home. Besides that, there were no signs of life.


  Bo had the urge to stretch his legs. He and Simon had already been lying crouched in the blackberry bushes for half an eternity. He moved cautiously. Simon followed his example.


  “We’re going to turn into compost before long,” Bo whispered.


  “Besides, I could really go to the bathroom,” Simon replied.


  “Too much red tea?”


  Simon was the only one who actually liked the strawberry tea from the hostel; he drank it by the pot.


  At that moment the door of the shack opened with a loud bang. The two boys ducked reflexively. The lopsided form of the poison dwarf appeared in the doorway. He glanced quickly to the garden gate, shook his head, and disappeared into the hut again, cursing silently.


  Bo caught a quizzical look from Simon and shrugged his shoulders, equally perplexed.


  Suddenly Simon touched his forehead and pointed at the camera in his hand. Out of sheer shock he had forgotten to take photos.


  “No problem,” Bo comforted him in a whisper.


  He looked at the time: 10:45 pm. They’d been sitting in their hiding place for more than two hours now! YoYo was certainly going crazy with all that waiting. They had agreed that they would notify him by text whenever “something happened.” Unfortunately, that hadn’t been the case yet.


  They had trouble convincing YoYo that he’d better stay in the room with Abel during “Operation Busted Shack.” Without his glasses, he was simply useless on an observation mission. As for Abel, it was clear anyway he wouldn’t join them (“I couldn’t do that to my mother! Other people’s private property... If we get caught...” he mumbled sheepishly).


  So far, everything had gone according to plan: They’d slipped out of their room through the window and out into the night without being noticed, and then had cautiously crept along the wall to the corner of the courtyard, further on through the park, and from there under cover of the hedge to the poison dwarf’s garden. They hadn’t even used the torches; the moon provided enough light. They had already spied out the hiding spot in the blackberry thicket earlier that afternoon. It was an absolutely perfect place not far from the little entrance gate, and only a few yards from the trail that led to the shack.


  What was the poison dwarf doing in the shack? Why in the world did he spend his evenings out here, even though he had an official residence at the castle? There was a light on out there every night, as Abel had discovered on his digestive walks. Just before, when the poison dwarf had appeared in the doorway, he had looked as if he were expecting someone.


  “The culprit is here in the castle, in our midst” – Bo suddenly remembered what MM had said during the strategic briefing that afternoon. This much was certain: The poison dwarf was fulfilling all of the points on their list. He knew exactly when and where Zilinski’s forest run was going to take place. And from the very first day, when Tobi had scraped the heart into the gravel, he had known about Tobi’s passion for Tatyana. As for Tatyana’s handwriting, he could have looked it up at any time in the logbook in the entrance hall and calmly made a copy of it. He also had unrestricted access to all areas of the castle. Only, what kind of motive could he have? For YoYo the case was “crystal clear”: “Lack of money – considering the amounts he drinks away!”


  Suddenly, the sound of an engine could be heard in the distance. Simon poked Bo in the side. Somewhere along the dirt road that led from the street to the sports ground a car must have been driving along. It was clearly coming toward them.


  Suddenly, there was silence again. The thud of a car door echoed through the night. Shortly afterward came another. So there were at least two of them. By Bo’s reckoning they had parked in the gravel lot in front of the sports field. What were these people doing there in the middle of the night?


  As if to answer, footsteps could be heard in the distance, approaching rapidly. Bo ducked deeper. From the corner of his eye he saw Simon aiming his camera at the garden door.


  “Did you turn off the flash?” he whispered.


  “Of course, man,” he whispered back.


  At that moment two figures appeared, a slim one and a thick one. The little gate uttered a faint creaking. If they really were going to the hut, then they would pass right by their hiding place. Damned moon, thought Bo, pressing himself to the ground completely and holding his breath.


  “He’s still there,” said a man’s voice.


  “And probably already loaded like a howitzer,” replied another male voice.


  “You bet! But anyway, the main thing is that the shipment is here.”


  Bo caught a meaningful glance from Simon.


  “Well, I definitely hope so!”


  The voices moved away toward the shack.


  Bo picked himself up again and peered through the leaves. The figures had now arrived at the door. The sound of a soft knock came through the bushes to Bo.


  From inside no reaction. The knock repeated itself, this time somewhat more impatiently.


  Suddenly there was a noise that sounded like the door being torn off its hinges.


  “Olli and Holli, old brandy noses!” the poison dwarf’s voice resounded. “Almost didn’t expect you anymore!” He was staggering dangerously back and forth in the doorway.


  “We couldn’t leave any earlier. Holli’s old lady, you know... she doesn’t grant him anything.”


  “Yeah, I know,” the poison dwarf babbled back, “mine never used to grant me anything, either. That’s why she’s gone. But now come on in for a quick drink!”


  The door slammed shut behind the three men.


  “I’m gonna sneak up there,” Bo whispered to Simon. “Maybe I’ll be able to hear something!” He scurried toward the shack and listened at the door. Muffled murmurs reached his ears, but unfortunately they were completely incomprehensible. He gently pushed himself along the wall of the hut and pressed his ear to the boards. No chance. The paint peeled off from his touch, but it was impossible to understand anything.


  “No use,” he whispered when he got back to Simon in the hiding place.


  Simon was busy with his camera. “Have a look at the pictures!” The men on the display were razor sharp. The lean one was well dressed and had a silk scarf around his neck that made him look like a businessman. The big one, on the other hand, looked more like a construction worker. They both had generic faces that didn’t remind Simon of anyone.


  In the next image one could catch a glimpse inside the shack through the door. Simon zoomed in to magnify the segment of the photo. A few chairs, beer crates, and a spiral staircase that led upward. Apart from that, nothing unusual.


  “Come on, let’s send a text to YoYo,” Bo whispered and took his cell phone in his hand. “He’s probably about to go crazy.”


  Highly suspicious occurrences, he typed.


  A few seconds later the answer was already there: As I told you!


  “And if they stay here all night?” Simon whispered.


  As if in answer, the door opened and spat out the three men.


  “S…sorry once again,” the poison dwarf could be heard mumbling, “but now, with all the cops snooping around here … It was just too hot for me. In a few days, when the air is clear again, I’ll call you, okay?”


  “No problem, buddy!” The big one patted the poison dwarf on the shoulder.


  “But I … I’ve got a problem,” the poison dwarf replied.


  “What problem?” the thin one said suspiciously.


  “Surely he wants a down payment,” the big one whispered to him.


  “Aha, I see.” The thin one pulled his wallet from his coat pocket and pressed a few bills into the poison dwarf’s hand. “This will do for now,” he said in a sharp voice, “the rest upon delivery, and not a moment earlier!”


  The two ditched the poison dwarf and started on their way to the little gate. “He’ll drink his brain away,” Bo heard one of them say as they passed the hiding place. “Pissing his pants over a few cops!”


  Then their steps faded into the night.


  Meanwhile, the poison dwarf was struggling at the door. He put the heavy iron bar in front of it, and it took him an eternity to finally lock the padlock.


  Staggering, he set out on the trail back to the castle.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Nothing but Hot Air


  
    

  


  BOY MISSING FROM SCHOOL CAMP!


  
    

  


  The headline filled the entire width of the Marienburg Messenger.


  
    

  


  The Marienburg police headquarters disclosed yesterday that a 13-year-old student, whose name was quoted as Tobias A., disappeared Friday from the school camp at Castle Wulfhausen. Despite a large-scale search operation during which a helicopter on loan from the Frankenfeld air squadron was deployed, no trace of the missing person has been found so far. The police initially assumed that the boy must have run away. Since then, however, they report that a crime can no longer be ruled out.


  
    

  


  Several copies of the Marienburg Messenger had already gone from table to table during breakfast, inducing excited whispering. By now, the noise level in the dining room could have easily kept up with that of a train station at rush hour. Breakfast was finished long ago; the dishes were cleared and all the tables neatly wiped by YoYo, who finished his last kitchen service today. The children were only waiting for the teachers to return from their meeting in the Knights’ Hall.


  Bo noticed the furtive glances that were being directed at Tatyana from all sides. So the affair of the little note had made its rounds. Tatyana pretended not to notice anything.


  What a fluke that they’d managed to get ahold of Mo-Kri this morning before breakfast! They had caught her on her way to the Knights’ Hall and had reported all they’d seen that night at the poison dwarf’s shack: about the two guys, the thick one and the thin one (who YoYo had instantly deemed the “probable masterminds”), the strange delivery the two of them were expecting and that had allegedly been delayed, the advance payment, and the fact that the poison dwarf was apparently scared of the police.


  Mo-Kri’s jubilation about the hot lead, however, remained limited by Bo’s standards. “How did you figure this all out?” was her first reaction. The suspicion in her voice was hard to miss.


  YoYo steered somewhat clear of the truth in his response – they had made a little walk in the evening, since currently the moonlight was so “magical,” and they were eager to “take it in.” And there he was, reciting a poem to her. It sounded quite as though he’d just made it up: “Buried in the moonlight lies still the whole world, full of bliss and peace, holding it in embrace.” On their moonlight walk they had passed the caretaker’s garden “by the purest of coincidences,” and there, they had – also by the purest of coincidences overheard the three men talking.


  Mo-Kri still looked quite skeptical, but promised that she would inform the Balloon immediately. “I don’t have to tell him right away from whom the hint is coming... I know you are currently somewhat in his bad books,” she said with a faint smile. She added in parting, “I sometimes forget that you’ve proven your detective noses already before,” almost as if to apologize that she hadn’t been psyched right from the start.


  The Balloon was the first to appear in the dining room. At a stroke, it was quiet. Behind him, his assistant Beiermeier came through the door, followed by the teachers. Ms. Schmidt-Weber scuttled in behind them. All of them took position side by side in front of the counter, as if they were going to recite a song. Ordered exactly by size, Bo noticed.


  As usual, the Balloon came straight to the point. “Despite our most intensive efforts, we still don’t know anything about the whereabouts of Tobias A.” He snorted unwillingly a few times. “However, we now consider the suggestion that he could have gotten lost in the woods impossible. For this reason, we have dropped the search from the air in the absence of prospects of success.” After a little throat-clearing he went on: “Since we are only at the beginning of our investigation, I ask you to understand that I still can’t give any precise information on the progress of our work.” He paused for a moment and continued: “Thankfully, we’ve just received a valuable tip from a few students, which we are currently pursuing.”


  A heavy murmur arose amongst the students.


  Don’t react, Bo thought, otherwise everyone will know right away. He let a furtive gaze wander to his friends. Apparently they were feeling the same way. MM was fighting a blush that was rising in her face. Simon stared frantically to his toes. Only YoYo stroked his tie contentedly, beaming like a child in front of his Christmas presents.


  When the unrest had somewhat died down, the Balloon continued: “At this point, my grateful acknowledgments on behalf of the whole special commission to those who provided the tip.”


  Bo couldn’t believe his ears when he heard an enthusiastic “You’re welcome” coming from YoYo’s mouth next to him. He said it in a soft tone, but it was still audible to everyone. You idiot, he wanted to yell at YoYo, but now it was too late.


  The comeuppance came instantly.


  Judging by the wrinkles that had appeared on the Balloon’s face, he seemed to have a problem with the fact that the hot tip came, of all people, from his little friend with the tie. He literally pierced YoYo with his gaze. Shaking his head, he made his way to the door.


  “And the tire tracks? What’s up with those? Wasn’t Tobi kidnapped by car?” The interjection came from Betti, who today looked particularly ominous with her black dog collar. Where did she get the information about the tire tracks? From the Bad Boys, Bo suddenly realized. It was an open secret that Betti let Alexandra, the girl from the motorcycle gang, supply her with cigarettes. The two had already been spotted several times smoking on the sports grounds.


  The Balloon shot the next glance at YoYo. “It is true that we have secured tire marks in the parking lot and have drawn our conclusions from that,” he muttered reluctantly, “concerning vehicle types, for instance, if you really want to know.”


  “Volvo X23,” YoYo suddenly muttered. It was barely audible, but the Balloon nonetheless had to have picked it up. His jaw dropped, his eyebrows went up and his mouth formed a big “O.” He looked like he’d seen a ghost. He started shaking his head again while he made his way to the door.


  “And what about Tatyana’s love note?” The question came from Blondi, and was accompanied by a nasty glance at Tatyana. She couldn’t stand Tatyana. Nobody knew why, but she was probably jealous of her being so swarmed by guys, despite her “absurd” clothes – whereas a boy had never, ever been interested in Blondi, despite the fact that she spent half her life in front of the mirror and only wore “cool” things.


  The Balloon looked hesitantly at Mo-Kri, who nodded at him encouragingly. “Well, we have found a paper note that could possibly be associated with Tobias A.’s disappearance. The document is currently in the writing analysis laboratory of the State Police for further examination. We are expecting the first results in the course of”


  He swallowed the rest. Tatyana had jumped up from her chair. “So, now I’ve also got something to say!” She looked around the whole room with flashing eyes. “Paper note... document... What’s all this beating around the bush, everyone knows that it’s about a little letter that I’ve allegedly written to Tobi. Okay, I can see myself that the handwriting looks like mine, and I can also understand that I’m the first person the police suspect. But”


  “Young lady,” the Balloon cut her short, “you’ll have to leave the investigative work to the po…”


  “Dear Mr. Möller,” he was now interrupted himself by Ms. Schmidt-Weber, who had taken a few steps toward him. Next to him she looked even shorter, almost like a child. Her voice was soft and gentle as always, and yet so determined that it filled the room. “Please let Tatyana finish speaking. Do you like to be interrupted all the time? I think it’s better for all of us here if Tatyana can tell us what’s on her mind after all, she now has to bear a special burden. By the way, the presumption of innocence applies to her as well.” She nodded encouragingly to Tatyana: “Please continue!”


  The pressure in the Balloon dropped abruptly. His features relaxed, and he looked down at Ms. Schmidt-Weber uncertainly and swallowed.


  “I didn’t write that note,” Tatyana continued, “and I said so to the police. You can believe me or not, I don’t care. But I do care how I’m being stared at by some of you all the time!” She was now almost screaming. “All of you know that I don’t have anything with Tobi. I cannot help it that he has a crush on me. But what really pisses me off is that a few of you seem to think me capable of making one of our classmates disappear. Thanks for the confidence!” After a pause she quietly continued. “I was thinking of leaving...” She darted a venomous glance at Blondi. “But I won’t do you that favor!” And with that she sat down again.


  Mo-Kri began to speak. “Thank you, Tatyana, for your openness. I can only speak for myself, but you have my confidence, completely.”


  
    

  


  They had the whole afternoon at their disposal, because it had started raining just in time for the soccer tournament that they had originally planned. Not the “get wet once and then it’s over” type. No, it was drizzle of the worst kind, the one with an unlimited guarantee. The entire sky was one single tone of wet gray.


  So the free afternoon took place indoors. Without further ado, the Red Zora renamed her painting class from “landscape painting” to “bouquet painting.” Besides Pinki-Suzi and her friends, however, no one showed up.


  Ms. Schmidt-Weber offered a discussion group, in which Tobi’s disappearance could be “talked through.” Here the teachers were among their kind.


  Most of the guys with the exception of the Russians’ room, which, of course, sat at their eternal card game played table tennis or soccer in the basement. The Veggies met for their propaganda paintings in, of all places, the dining room under the wary eyes of the Big Bertha, who was preparing her meat platters for dinner.


  Outside, the photographers’ cars were parked on the street below. They had been besieging the castle in droves since the morning. Some of them had set up umbrellas, under which their telephoto lenses were peeking out like cannon barrels. At least they now adhered to the ban that the Countess had enacted after a reporter had marched straight into the castle with his camera, as if he lived there. The Countess had kicked him out straightaway with the words, “If I ever see you here again, young man, you’ll be a case for the Marienburg hospital. And please tell that to your colleagues, too.” She waved her stick around so wildly that the reporter shot out of the castle like a bat out of hell.


  Bo and his friends had gathered in the Poets’ room for briefing. Their mood was not much better than the weather outside. Since lunch, they had learned that their hot lead had actually led to nothing.


  “What a bummer!” Bo cursed. “We should’ve known!”


  From the others there was no response. Everyone was busy with their thoughts.


  Mo-Kri had taken Bo and his friends to the side after lunch. “The police pursued your hint immediately. They have questioned the caretaker and even obtained a search warrant for his shack from the prosecutor. To make it short: The caretaker has nothing to do with Tobi’s disappearance. Unfortunately, I almost have to say. He instantly admitted that he is selling contraband goods in his shack cigarettes, liquor, pirated DVDs. He’s supplied with the stuff by a gang that has long been targeted by the police. The cabin is sort of their booth. But besides that, there was nothing suspicious. Except that it looks like a pigsty there. He is a heavy drinker, you know.”


  That was pretty obvious.


  “By the way, I also let the inspector know that you are the children who have already solved two criminal cases. He had asked me about you all. Especially the ‘Tie Twerp’...” She smiled at YoYo. “Somehow he’s got it in for you. He spoke about you having stolen some investigation secrets. I made it clear to him that I consider that completely out of question, and that you don’t have anything to do with the destruction of the tracks on the parking lot. I think he really believed me. Nevertheless, I have the official order to tell you quite bluntly that he does not tolerate any as he put it ‘private investigations by children, regardless of what kind.’ ” She sternly raised an eyebrow. “So please...”


  
    

  


  Bo stared into the watery mess outside the window. Their hot lead had only been a fantasy; they were back at square one.


  It was little consolation that the police were apparently in the exact same situation. The result of the handwriting analysis was actually “clearly negative,” as Tatyana had said after lunch at a sort of unofficial press conference in the table tennis room. The nice cop with the ponytail had told her after lunch that the suspicions against her had smashed. She’d also spilled the beans that the tests had revealed that the writing had been faked in a “highly professional” way, and that on the piece of paper there were no fingerprints whatsoever. “And for us police officers,” she added, “that means that we are dealing with a professional. Or several of them.”


  
    

  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  
    

  


  The hiding place was chosen perfectly, for that Drago had to be given his due. The old shaft was deep enough below ground that it was beyond the reach of the thermal imaging cameras of the police. All around, there was nothing but woods for miles. The only beings possibly coming astray here would be some wild boars. Thanks to the turbo all-wheel drive of the Volvo, he’d come easily up the gorge, and from there it was less than five hundred yards to the entrance into the shaft, which was hidden under dense ivy thicket. Drago had scouted and prepared the hiding place weeks ago, as soon as it was clear where the school trip was to be held.


  What a blessing that the police had given up the search from the air, now he could finally get out into the fresh air and calmly have a smoke. Down there one got moldy from cold and moisture. And always having those bleak, damp stone walls under your nose!


  What annoyed him the most, though, was the boy’s constant roar. Whenever he woke up he’d start screaming like a banshee, for his mom or his dad, or for some Paula, who probably was his sister, or some kind of pet. No amount of coaxing could help. He had promised him that he would get as much chocolate as he wanted, and that he could take off his shackles, at least during the day, as long as he kept his trap shut. But it was hopeless. He had tried all possible threats: that he would blow up his Paula at the next opportunity, and his parents with her. That had worked for just a few minutes, and then the real blaring began. Yesterday, the kid had even bitten him on the hand when he was bringing him his food. Now he just put the food somewhere into the corner. He hardly ate anything anyway. He didn’t let him go to the bathroom either, but he had given him a bucket. Damn, how it stank all over! But better safe than sorry.


  Luckily, it was only a matter of time before they could get out of here. All they needed was the right opportunity to get the girl. Everything was prepared to the minutest detail. She would disappear just the same way as the boy: Without leaving a trace. Exactly as you would expect from professionals.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  The Trail of Blood


  
    

  


  “So they are professionals,” YoYo said. “I knew it.”


  If only once he would say that he didn’t know something, Simon thought. And if he would just shut up when he really did know something.


  “So perhaps you also know why they kidnapped Tobi?” Bo asked. He also was noticeably annoyed.


  “No, I don’t,” YoYo said softly. He had once again hogged Abel’s bed, while Abel was sitting at the table, absorbed in his enormous bacteria textbook. Simon wondered if he really preferred to sit at the table, or if he just didn’t dare chase YoYo from his bed.


  “By the way,” YoYo continued. His voice was husky. “I’m sorry... for what happened this morning... It just slipped out of me suddenly.”


  “It’s all right,” MM muttered. She had made herself comfortable next to Bo on the bunk bed beneath Simon.


  “Well, he didn’t tear off our heads, at least,” Bo said.


  “Sure... but it was so stupid of me... totally stupid... unprofessional!” YoYo’s moments of self-criticism were indeed rare, but when they occurred, they were celebrated extensively. “I could kick my own ass!”


  “Just don’t worry about it,” Bo tried to calm him.


  But YoYo didn’t want to calm down. “I have betrayed my own principles. Discretion is the lifeblood of any investigative procedure!” He was getting more and more twisted up.


  Simon already knew what was coming.


  “There’s a poem...” YoYo took a deep breath. “No man is free from blemish. But in the knowledge of his weakness is man’s true nobility.”


  Simon already had the “Amen” on the tip of his tongue, but he stifled it.


  “Very nice,” said Bo, and cleared his throat. “But let’s proceed with the briefing...”


  “Yes,” MM said, “somehow I’ve got the feeling that we haven’t thought enough about why Tobi was kidnapped.”


  “The question of the motive, you mean.” YoYo sat up with momentum. Apparently he had overcome his identity crisis. “You’re absolutely right, that’s where we need to start. When you know the motive, you also know the perpetrator first principle of professionals.” YoYo stroked his tie.


  “Maybe they want to sell Tobi?” MM said. “To a rich Arab couple who cannot have children, for example?”


  “But don’t children get adopted when they are still little?” Bo said. “Tobi is already far too old for that, isn’t he?”


  “And child molesters?” In a soft tone, MM had spoken out loud what had been going through Simon’s head for quite a while. He merely hadn’t dared to come out with it. He recalled that last year a girl from his little sister Leonie’s class had nearly fallen into the hands of a child molester. On her way home from school, a car had stopped beside her. The driver had asked her if she wanted to pet a bunny. In the back seat he had a box with a small, fluffy little something sitting in it. Of course she wanted to! Fortunately, a pedestrian on the other side of the street had been watching the scene and had intervened just in time. The car sped off with screeching tires. A few days later the man was caught. It turned out that he had already been in jail for kidnapping a child.


  Outside, it was still drizzling away. You could almost believe it was already evening, judging by the gray outside. No one felt like talking.


  “Be right back!” MM jumped on her feet with a start and was already out the door.


  Simon caught the quizzical looks of his friends. “Maybe she has to go to the bathroom,” he muttered.


  “Well, she could have told us,” YoYo replied. “Or has she now become elegant?”


  At that moment Simon’s cell phone started ringing.


  “Mia longing for her Sisi,” the gossip started straight away, from all sides.


  Simon threw his pillow down with a blast and answered the phone. Of course Mia. And, of course, she instantly started with her Sisi fuss. “Sisi! I’m so glad I managed to reach you! Something terrible has happened!” She was completely beside herself.


  Probably something about the kittens, he thought immediately. And, he was completely right. His little sister Judith that much was he able to take from Mia’s rant – had wanted to properly pamper “her” Lucy and had given her a bowl of fizzy powder. One packet of Lemon and one of Wild Berry, Judith’s favorite varieties, nicely mixed.


  “That nut!” Simon exclaimed. It wasn’t long ago that his sisters had nearly fed his fawn Nala to death – that time with chocolate. The girls had solemnly promised him never to do such a thing again. “But fizzy powder is no chocolate!” Judith had apparently sobbed when Mia scolded her.


  “How is she now?”


  “She’s still crying”


  “No, the kitten!”


  “She seems bloated and is meowing miserably. She just puked all the stuff out.”


  “Good! She’ll get better soon then, I presume!”


  But rather than calming down, Mia’s voice suddenly got tearful. “Sisi, why didn’t you tell me anything about Tobi having disappeared?”


  Oh no, not that! Simon preferred to keep silent.


  “The whole school is talking about it! And I didn’t have the slightest idea!” She began to sob. “Even though I was on the phone with you every day! Every single day!” She could hardly get the words out through all her howling. “And you’ve probably already started investigating... I thought I meant a little more than that to you...” She couldn’t continue.


  Simon looked around at the others for help. He would have preferred to pass the phone on to Bo, but all he could expect from him was a rolling of his eyes.


  It took an eternity for him to get rid of Mia. He was glad that there was a knock at the door at that very moment; otherwise he would have had to listen to the compassionate commentary of his friends as well.


  Simon had long since given up trying to truly understand the knocking code. So had Bo and YoYo, but apparently no one wanted to admit weakness and be the one to open up to the wrong person.


  “Now come on and let me in, you code specialists!” MM laughed on the outside.


  When she was in the room, she pulled something out from under her sweater Little Blue. She put the laptop on the table, sat down on the empty chair opposite Abel, and lifted open the screen.


  “Do you have anything particular in mind?” YoYo asked, somewhat irritated.


  “Well, we finally need to make some progress,” was her reply. “We should check out whether there have been any similar cases.” She clattered away on the keyboard. “Didn’t the police say that we are dealing with professionals? So it could be that they’ve kidnapped a child before, right?”


  “Serial offenders,” came, out of the blue, from Abel’s mouth. Everyone looked at him. Never had a smile been so out of place as this one.


  “Serial offenders, sure, there might be something to it,” said YoYo. He almost sounded a bit bored, but his face indicated how electrified he was. With one bound he was next to MM and pressed his nose to the screen. There couldn’t be much to see for him, though, without glasses.


  Abel took the opportunity and moved into his bed with his bacteria page-turner. Bo, too, joined the others at the computer. For the moment, Simon remained lying in his cozy bed.


  MM typed something on the keyboard. “Here! Child disappeared on a school trip! A yellow teddy bear was the last thing they found of him,” she read breathlessly. “Dennis... eight years old...”


  “When was that?” Bo asked.


  “A few years ago.”


  “And did he show up again?


  “No, they found his body... A child molester... They caught him a few weeks later.”


  “We can check that off,” YoYo muttered as callously as he could.


  “Here!” MM was apparently already at the next case. “Deadly class trip... A child disappeared... Had sneaked away with a few others, then probably drowned in a river...”


  “Nothing for us either,” YoYo muttered.


  “Avalanche accident on skiing trip...”


  “Also, nothing.”


  “Here!” The outcry came from Bo’s and MM’s mouths simultaneously. What they were reading left them speechless.


  “Now come on and read!” Simon begged.


  “Mysterious case...” MM murmured as if in a trance. “Child disappeared on a school trip... Never solved. Ten-year-old boy... Suddenly gone... Then after a few weeks shows up again, not knowing anything, complete memory lapse...” She broke off. “Did you read that? The doctor diagnosed it as severe anemia. The child must have lost half a gallon of blood, but he was completely unharmed. No wounds, no broken bones, nothing!”


  “A blood disease?” Simon interrupted her.


  “No, somebody must have taken blood from him, that’s the only explanation the police had.”


  “How so?”


  “First let me finish reading!”


  After a pause she continued: “Apparently the child had an extremely rare blood type.”


  “What’s that supposed to be, a rare blood type?” They had dealt with blood types just a few weeks ago in biology class with Mr. Auermann. “You’ve got to think of blood types like different varieties of blood,” he had explained. “You can mix blood only when these varieties fit together.” This was especially important for organ transplantation, he had taught them: “The blood type of the donor must exactly match the blood type of the recipient. Otherwise a rejection may occur, which is often fatal.”


  Mr. Auermann had even let all of them determine their own blood type. Everyone had to poke their finger with a small lancet and let a few drops of blood drip onto a special paper. “Everyone has to know his or her blood type,” he said in his Bavarian accent.


  Since he had come to the school three years ago, he did his blood type experiment with every class, even though someone passed out every time. In their class, it was Mariam, though she had regained consciousness instantly when Auermann tipped a bowl of cold water onto her face. Simon could still remember that she was completely furious and had slapped the teacher when she woke up.


  “But why are rare blood types in such demand?” Bo asked.


  “Because they are rare,” came from Abel, who didn’t even look up from his book.


  “Huh?” Simon felt as smart as before.


  MM clattered on the keyboard. “I’ve found something about it, an article with background information,” she murmured. “Blood bank... Blood donation... International business... Some rare blood types are so sought after that a ruthless business has developed... To the point of criminal activities... Listen to that!” Her voice almost broke. “It happens again and again that people with rare blood types disappear... mostly kids... some of them forever. There have already been several cases worldwide. Most of the children are abducted from orphanages, mostly in poorer countries. In Germany, a case of three missing children caused a sensation in the 1990s...” MM was now reading so fast that Simon could only understand single fragments of words. “... Jacobus Children’s Home... All following the same pattern... Two have reappeared, one is still missing... Police groped in the dark for a long time... The attending pediatrician attracted the investigators’ attention...”


  Simon couldn’t understand a word anymore. With a leap, he, too, was at the screen.


  
    

  


  Police initially stumbled in the dark for months before the case took a new turn, purely by chance. A homeless woman looking for something to eat in a dumpster came across a list of hundreds of names with dates of birth, abbreviations, and formulas that were incomprehensible to her. As it turned out, what she had found was the register of the blood types of all of the children in the Jacobus Children’s Home. Three of the children were highlighted with a fluorescent marker. The list drew suspicion to the pediatrician responsible for the Jacobus Children’s Home, Dr. Stefan Nitsch who disappeared without a trace immediately afterward. As it turned out, the alleged perpetrator was not even a pediatrician, but had fraudulently obtained his medical degree using a fake diploma after repeatedly failing his board exams. His assistant disappeared as well, and is also suspected in the case. The police believe that the two were acting on behalf of an international mafia gang that has specialized in illegal transactions with rare blood types. The group has consequently been dubbed the “Bloodsucker Gang.”


  
    

  


  “Bloodsucker gang,” Simon muttered, feeling a shiver going down his spine.


  “Now listen to this!” MM almost jumped out of her chair. “School camp in Westerstadt … twelve-year-old boy disappeared... never solved.”


  There was a sudden silence in the room. Only MM’s fingers were clattering on the keyboard.


  “That can’t be a coincidence,” YoYo said slowly. “There has to be some sort of connection to our case!”


  He was interrupted by MM. “And here’s the police report from that case!” she muttered to herself. “Child lured away with a trick... Perpetrators must have been familiar with the circumstances … During a free morning, the victim receives a text message, sender is supposedly his favorite uncle, a sales manager of a marzipan factory... Here is the text: ‘I happen to be in your area! If you want, come to the junction to Korntal at 11:30 am. But remember: Not a peep to anyone!’ “


  Simon could scarcely believe his ears. Not a peep to anyone exactly the same wording as in the note!


  YoYo’s voice jolted him out of his stupor. “To Mo-Kri, at once!”


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  The Syringe


  
    

  


  Bo turned around for the hundredth time, but he couldn’t fall asleep. It must have been well after midnight, and he’d given up trying to check the time.


  As much as he forced himself to think of something else, the thoughts would resurface as soon as he closed his eyes. Had Tobi perhaps fallen into the hands of this bloodsucker gang? Would he, too, eventually reappear like a zombie, pale and bloodless? He remembered the phrase from the article on the internet that MM had read out loud: “Some disappear forever.”


  He opened his eyes and stared into the dark room. Outside the window, the gentle drizzle of the rain could be heard. A faint snoring was coming from YoYo’s direction. Above him, Simon had one leg hanging over the edge of the bed, as always. Only it wasn’t swinging back and forth.


  Once again, Bo’s thoughts were with the bloodsuckers. None of the cases had ever been solved. The fake pediatrician, with the three children from the Jacobus Children’s Home on his conscience, had gone underground. Which basically meant that he was running free. If the criminals were really interested in Tobi’s blood, the abduction must have been prepared well in advance.


  Where had they taken Tobi? And how would the police be able to track him down anyway? Maybe he was long gone, taken to some distant country! Now calm down, he told himself, try to sleep! The police know about it now, and are doing their work. There’s nothing else you can do.


  How might the Balloon have reacted when Mo-Kri told him about their suspicion against the bloodsuckers? She’d promised to leave Bo and his friends out of the matter for the time being. She would pretend, at first, to have come across the lead by herself.


  It had taken an eternity for them to get the news from the internet off their chests that afternoon. They searched for Mo-Kri everywhere, but in vain. In the dining room there were only the Veggies hanging around with brushes and pencils over their posters, and in the table tennis basement they only heard Lasse’s comment “Well, our top detectives are at it again?” But they still couldn’t find any trace of Mo-Kri. The Knights’ Hall was locked up. Luckily, Bo remembered Ms. Schmidt-Weber’s discussion group. Too bad they didn’t recall where it was taking place. “In the Hall of Mirrors,” the Red Zora informed them after they’d burst into the painting course that she was giving to the Pinkies. Fortunately, Bo still remembered from the castle tour on the first day where the Hall of Mirrors was and that, oddly enough, it didn’t contain a single mirror, all of them having disappeared during the war.


  Bo’s heart was throbbing to the neck when they arrived in front of the large double door. He took a deep breath and knocked.


  “Don’t you see that we are in the middle of a discussion?” Ms. Schmidt-Weber was pretty angry when she opened the door.


  “Yes, I do,” said Bo. He caught a glimpse into the hall, where the teachers and the Countess were sitting in a small circle of chairs in the middle of the room.


  “Kiddos, what’s the matter with you?” Zilinski grinned at them. “Looks like you have something on your minds.”


  “We do,” Bo muttered.


  “Then let’s hear it!”


  Bo turned his gaze to the others. Judging by their helpless faces, they apparently all had the same thought as him – that they were about to tell the assembled teachers’ faculty that they’d smuggled a computer on the trip and surfed the internet, not to mention having hacked the password, and the fact that the Balloon had clearly forbidden them from “continuing to stick their noses into the investigation.”


  “It’s just that... we discovered... something...” they all stuttered.


  Fortunately, Zilinski intervened again. “Looks to me like a case for the class teacher,” he said with a wide grin to Mo-Kri. “The kiddos have apparently done something wrong.” He bared his teeth even further. “Confessor Elvira, sounds good, right?”


  Mo-Kri rose with a little sigh and turned to the children. “You have something on your minds that you don’t want to shout from the rooftops, am I right?” She made the children follow her outside into the hallway.


  The door had just closed shut behind them when YoYo gushed out: “Due to intensive research, we have succeeded in finding the trail of the vampires.” Why he persistently spoke of “vampires” instead of “bloodsuckers” was his secret. “They are clearly after his blood...” The more he talked, the more perplexed Mo-Kri looked.


  Luckily, MM managed to politely but firmly interrupt YoYo in time and give Mo-Kri a clear summary of what they had discovered. As MM spoke, Mo-Kri paced up and down the hallway with increasing unrest. When MM came to the case of the school camp, she interrupted her with a voice that almost made Bo a little scared. “Have you told anyone of it? Your classmates?”


  “No, why?” MM returned.


  “Because the school camp would be over! Bloodsuckers... serial offenders... within minutes we would have a mass panic.” Her lower lip was trembling with excitement. “So please, keep this information to yourselves. If it should be necessary to inform the student body, I shall do so at the appropriate time.”


  MM continued reporting. With every detail Mo-Kri’s unrest increased. Bo could read from her face that she was barely holding herself together.


  “The police need to know this immediately!” she shouted when MM had finished. “I’ll take care of it.” She kept shaking her head in disbelief. “Oh my god, I’ve got to sort out my thoughts first... Terrible, that people can be so evil!”


  Before she disappeared back into the Hall of Mirrors, she shook each of their hands. “I didn’t even thank you yet!” She tried a little smile. “Thank you for all you’ve figured out. And thank you for your confidence.”


  
    

  


  Mo-Kri hadn’t said a word about them having been on the internet, Bo realized only now. There veritably were more important issues at hand. He turned onto his back and stared at the ceiling. Had the bloodsuckers already taken blood from Tobi? He suddenly saw him in front of him, pale and haggard like a ghost. Poor Tobi, if only we could do something for you. Bo suddenly felt a knot in his throat.


  YoYo’s snoring had now become a full symphony. The gentle sound of the rain outside still drifted through the window.


  Suddenly there was another sound, too. It sounded like someone walking over the gravel. Bo listened intently nothing. He was about to pull the covers over his head and turn around when his heart jumped. Someone was knocking on the window. Bo didn’t move and held his breath. The knock was repeated, very softly and timidly. Should he turn on the lights? Better not to. He reached for his cell phone and let the display beam toward the window. There! He could dimly see a child’s face in the darkness. The boy from the quarry!


  Bo jumped out of his bed and shook YoYo and Simon.


  He carefully opened the window. The boy was soaking wet, his black hair hanging in strands across his face. He had put a finger to his mouth and looked at him with wide eyes. Now Bo recalled his name Santino.


  Meanwhile, YoYo and Simon had appeared next to Bo.


  “I found something,” whispered Santino. He dug his hand into a plastic bag reading “ALDI” and pulled out something that looked like a sock, and a used one at that, judging by its smell. “Your glasses,” he said to YoYo, beaming from ear to ear, “I wrapped them up.”


  YoYo’s face lit up with a smile. “Where did you get them from?”


  “I found them in the dirt, where you came sliding down to us.”


  YoYo fumbled his glasses out of the sock and put them on at once. They were slightly bent, but the lenses were intact.


  “I can see you guys again!” He cheered so loudly that the others had to warn him with a “Psst!”


  “Another thing,” the boy whispered. “I know you’re seeking the evil man who caught the poor boy... I’ll help you!” With that he pulled out a kind of Tupperware box from his jacket pocket. “A syringe.”


  “A syringe? Where did you get that from?”


  “Found it … near the car parking lot in the forest, in the bushes, on the side where you discovered the tracks.”


  YoYo opened the box. Indeed a syringe with a needle on it.


  “But don’t tell the police that I’m the one who found it. I’m afraid of them... please!”


  “I promise,” YoYo said. “Wait!”


  He disappeared into the room and came back with his binoculars. “These are for you!”


  Despite the darkness, the boy’s eyes were flashing like headlights. He affectionately pressed his gift close to himself. With a quiet “Thank you!” he disappeared into the darkness.


  “That’s pretty heavy!” YoYo gloomed at the syringe with the flashlight. “Whatever you do, don’t touch it, because of the fingerprints!”


  “At the car park in the bushes,” Bo said. “Maybe Tobi was put under with the syringe?”


  “Hm,” Simon interjected, “but if they are pros, they wouldn’t just throw the sprayer”


  “The syringe”


  “‒ away!”


  “Didn’t have to be intentional, right?” Bo returned. “I can hardly imagine it, but... maybe Tobi fought back?”


  “Anyway,” said YoYo. In his pajamas he looked like a giant baby. “It’s clear that the syringe needs to get to the police, and as quickly as possible. Tomorrow morning they have their usual meeting in the Knights’ Hall.”


  “But, well,” Bo interrupted, “the Balloon has forbidden us from”


  “What do you mean, forbidden?” YoYo was again way too loud. “He’ll kiss our feet! Don’t you see? This is the hot lead that they’ve been looking for the whole time! Maybe they’ll find fingerprints or traces of some sedative drug!”


  “And how are we supposed to tell the police all of that without betraying Santino?” Bo asked.


  “I found the syringe on my digestive walk.” – Oh, Abel did still exist as well.


  “In the bushes?” YoYo asked. “Then your digestion must have really gotten started.”


  They all laughed.


  “Very funny,” Abel said, also laughing.


  It took a while for them to calm down.


  YoYo still had the Tupperware box in his hand. “Where to put it?” he asked, somewhat baffled.


  “Just put it in the closet,” said Bo.


  “There’s still room in the lower compartment!” Abel said.


  YoYo wrapped the box carefully with the ALDI bag and packed it into the closet. When he had closed it, a satisfied smile showed up on his face. “You know what?”


  Everyone looked at him questioningly.


  He took off his glasses and said ceremoniously: “This is the ultimate breakthrough!”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  A Traitor


  
    

  


  “What did you find? A syringe?” The Balloon went back and forth behind the Countess’ oak desk like a caged tiger. The wrinkles on his forehead didn’t bode well for what was coming.


  “Ten milliliters,” YoYo said unblinkingly, “with a needle on it.”


  The Balloon looked at YoYo from head to toe. “So the children are still snooping around,” he muttered in the direction of his assistant Beiermeier, who stood at attention beside him. He looked as if he had bathed in hair gel today. Now Bo knew where the smell was coming from.


  The Balloon’s gaze got stuck on the blue and white plastic bag that YoYo had in his hand. “Where did you find the syringe?”


  YoYo held his poker face. “In the bushes next to the hiking trail parking lot.”


  “I see, the hiking trail parking lot... Did you sprinkle around flour, again?”


  YoYo was much too noble to respond to that question. “We go for a walk there from time to time”


  “For digestioration.” Simon, apparently, felt the need to say something, too.


  “For digestion, he means,” Bo threw in quickly. Actually, Abel had wanted to take on the matter of the after-dinner walk, but when they set out for the Knights’ Hall he was nowhere to be found.


  “I see, an after-dinner walk...” One of the Balloon’s eyebrows became autonomous and wandered up his forehead. “Really, I’ve never seen such oddballs before,” he muttered.


  “Maybe they should talk to the school psychologist,” said Beiermeier. His unmoved face didn’t reveal whether or not he meant the proposal seriously. Bo, however, thought he recognized a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.


  The Balloon looked at him suspiciously. “I don’t know, this school psychologist...” he grumbled. He turned back to YoYo: “So, your digestive walk then brought you to the parking lot. When was that, by the way?”


  “Yesterday evening after dinner.”


  Beiermeier eagerly took notes.


  “And there you suddenly discovered a syringe in the bushes, just like that.” He darted Beiermeier a knowing glance. “In the pitch-black dark.”


  “Yes, it was actually that I...” YoYo looked at the ground as if something really embarrassing had occurred to him. Very softly he said: “I had to... relieve myself.” He shifted from one foot to the other, as if just now it was terribly urgent.


  “Aha, relieve yourself...” Once again, the Balloon’s eyes searched Beiermeier. “Digest... relieve yourself... Maybe you should really see your psycho auntie, after all,” he grumbled.


  “So I disappeared into the bushes,” YoYo continued, after a small harrumph.


  “And there you discovered the syringe.”


  “Yes, it was shining there like a jewel in the silvery moonlight–”


  Moonlight? Bo inconspicuously gave YoYo a little bump with his elbow, but he was already completely carried away by his poetic feeling. “This moonlight, so intense and full of delicate vibrations, as if it were sent to us from another, better world up there –” He broke off. Apparently the pressure rise in the Balloon’s face had told him that he should stop.


  “Maybe there was moonlight in your head, but it seemed to me that it was raining all of last night.” His voice was low, but it was clearly not going to remain so for long.


  If only Mo-Kri would show up, Bo thought by himself. Maybe she was back on her feet by now. This morning she couldn’t be found anywhere. In the hallway outside of the dining room they had bumped into Zilinski, who told them that Mo-Kri was out of action due to a migraine. She had probably taken some medicine and locked herself up in her room. For better or for worse, they’d then set out for the Knights’ Hall alone...


  
    

  


  “What are you waiting for? Give me that thing!” The Balloon panted hard.


  With a flourish, YoYo dug into the bag and pulled out the Tupperware container. He handed it over to the Balloon so carefully that you’d have thought it contained the crown jewels of the United Kingdom.


  “Hopefully you didn’t pee on it, cause the people at forensics wouldn’t appreciate that much,” said Beiermeier. From the friendly smile on his face Bo recognized that he wanted to defuse the situation with a little joke.


  As for the Balloon, the attempt apparently had thoroughly failed. He looked as if a sledgehammer had fallen on his foot.


  “No, not with me!” he roared. “You think you can mess with me!” He gasped and waved wildly with the container, and suddenly Bo realized what had infuriated him so much: There wasn’t any sound coming from the container. The Tupperware box was empty.


  YoYo shot a confused glance at his friends and reached searchingly into the bag. But all he unearthed was an old sock red, with two white stripes on the cuffs, and apparently no longer fresh, judging by the smell.


  “The socker... for the glasses,” Simon said unnecessarily.


  This tipped the Balloon over the edge altogether. “That’s enough!” he roared so loudly that it seemed the ancestors were going to tumble off the wall.


  “Get out of here!”


  He didn’t need to tell them twice. In no time, Bo and his friends were at the door which at that exact moment swung open and revealed a gray pantsuit. Mo-Kri! Her face was pale as clay.


  “You’re just in time,” snorted the Balloon, waving her impatiently inside. “You wait outside!” he barked at the children.


  None of them said a word as the door shut with a soft click.


  Bo had only one thought: I don’t want to go in there ever again. Through the door the Balloon’s voice could be heard. It sounded like machine gun fire. From time to time it was interrupted by Mo-Kri’s low voice.


  Eventually the door opened. “You may come in!” Mo-Kri’s voice was probably meant to sound encouraging, but when he crept into the hall with the others, Bo felt as though he were walking to his own execution.


  “Have a seat, first of all.” Mo-Kri pointed to the big round oak table.


  The wooden chairs were cold and hard.


  “Children, children,” Mo-Kri began, “I must tell you that I’m pretty angry. To be honest, I’m disappointed.” Her boots clacked on the floor as she walked back and forth in front of the windows. “I have defended you over and over, first with the matter of the flour dusting, then,” she paused “well, let’s drop it.” Her arms were crossed in front of her body as if she wanted to protect herself. “Can you imagine how I look now?” She glanced at each of the children, one after another. “Don’t get me wrong I like you kids, and I also like that you have so much imagination. But what happened now with this alleged syringe simply goes too far. And I can really understand that Mr. Möller is pretty...” She hesitated, “… sore. And, honestly, I am, too.”


  “But...” Bo’s voice was barely audible. “But we really did have the syringe!”


  “Dear Boris,” Mo-Kri said, her forehead wrinkled. “Honestly, I would love to believe you. Really. But don’t you see that you can’t be believed? After what has happened?” At least her voice sounded somewhat more forgiving now.


  None of the children said anything.


  “Actually, I only have one explanation for this,” she continued. “You were so insanely successful in your past cases. And have earned so many merits,” she added with a glance to the Balloon, “and these shall not be forgotten. But now, it’s gotten to the point where...” She looked at them, one after the other, “... where I feel that I must keep a bit of an eye on you, if you know what I mean.”


  On her face, something that almost looked like a smile appeared. “So, all of you please shake hands with Mr. Möller now, as a sign of apology. And then: No hard feelings!” And with that she clacked toward the door.


  On her way out, she turned around again. “Remember, at 10:00 am sharp we’re leaving for the zoo!”


  Squeezing the Balloon’s hand was no fun at all, but at least it allowed them to escape from the hall of horrors.


  
    

  


  “There’s something fishy going on here,” YoYo said when they arrived in the Poets’ room. “Mega fishy.” He headed straight for the cupboard and began to dig around like a madman. “I swear that I put the syringe in there yesterday night, down here, in the empty shelf!”


  The others searched the floor, in the beds, under the chairs, everywhere. Within minutes, the room was completely devastated. But still, no trace of the syringe.


  YoYo launched himself onto Abel’s bed. “Let’s stay cool!” He grabbed his tie and looked at the ceiling above Abel’s bunk, as if the answer were written there. “We know that Santino brought us the syringe yesterday, right?”


  “Right,” all of them grumbled at the same time.


  “And we know that it was still in the Tupperware container yesterday night. And that I then stored the box in the closet.”


  Again, an approving hum.


  “And none of us opened the closet until just then after breakfast, when we fetched the bag to take it to the Balloon.” He sat up. “And at that moment the box was still exactly in its place.”


  “But it must have been empty already,” added Bo.


  YoYo made a long pause and then said softly: “You know what that means?”


  “Logically,” Bo said, “someone stole the syringe, and someone–”


  “Who knew about the syringe,” added MM.


  “Santino, then?” Simon asked.


  “Why should he bring us the syringe first and then let it disappear?” MM said, “That’s completely absurd!”


  “And besides,” Bo said, “how could he have come in here? The window was closed all night. And the door was blocked with the chair, as always.”


  “There is only one possibility,” YoYo said thoughtfully. “The syringe disappeared while we were sitting at breakfast.”


  As YoYo spoke, Bo suddenly remember something: Abel, as he was getting up from the breakfast table. “I forgot my oatmeal,” he smiled. It was as though someone had drawn the curtains from his eyes: There was a reason that Abel hadn’t come with them to see the Balloon! He knew only too well what they were going to expect there.


  “Where in the world is Abel?” he asked quietly.


  As if in answer, there was a knock at the door. Three consecutive knocks pause – two knocks pause then a loud one and a soft one. It could only be Abel. With a leap, Bo was at the door.


  “Where did you put the syringe?” he snapped at him at once.


  Abel was still standing in the open doorway, his gaze wandering uncertainly back and forth between Bo, YoYo, MM, and Simon. At each of their faces he paused, his smile freezing a little more.


  “Now tell us, where did you put the syringe?” YoYo stepped in. He sat with his legs crossed in Abel’s bunk, and looked as relaxed as a Majorca vacationer on his deck chair. But his voice was sharp as a razor.


  From Abel’s mouth came something that sounded like “Huh?”


  “So?” Bo was ready to pounce on him.


  “I... the syringe? But you just took it to the Balloon, didn’t you?” Abel stuttered. “I couldn’t come with you... because I had kitchen duty...” His usual smile was back again.


  Bo would have liked to shoot him down in flames. “Do you know what you are? A frog-mouthed asshole! A pig of a traitor!”


  “And a meaning one,” Simon added angrily.


  “Mean one,” muttered MM.


  “And you aren’t even ashamed,” hissed Bo.


  “If only we had shunned you over to the Hoodlums’ room right at the beginning!” YoYo said.


  Abel had closed the door behind him and was squashed in the corner behind the table. He stood there, and apparently didn’t know what to do except smile.


  Bo didn’t know what to do with his anger any longer. He walked slowly around the table toward Abel. “So where is it?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t pretend! You know exactly what I mean!”


  “The syringe? I really don’t know... In the Tupperware box... Didn’t you take it to–”


  “That’s enough,” shouted Bo. Abel took a step back. “Don’t pretend you don’t know that the syringe is gone!”


  “The syringe is gone? What?”


  When Bo saw Abel’s face, it was suddenly crystal-clear to him: Abel didn’t have anything to do with the matter at all. No, the outrage on his face couldn’t be fake. His anger suddenly subsided. “Yes, the syringe is gone,” he said, and told in a few words what had happened in the Knights’ Hall.


  “That’s impossible!” Abel shook his head in disbelief. “Now I understand what you are thinking,” he added. “I’m the only who was still in the room... to get my oatmeal.” He looked at the floor. “You’ll probably think I’m lying to you now, but...”


  “But what?” said Bo.


  “There was something that appeared strange to me –”


  “You’re just trying to talk your way out of this!” YoYo interrupted him.


  “Nonsense, can’t you see he’s being sincere?” Bo said.


  “All right,” grumbled YoYo. “So tell!”


  “The door wasn’t closed, it was just ajar,” Abel continued. “And we always close the door!”


  “Any other abnormalities?” YoYo asked. He suddenly was quite the investigator again.


  “No, nothing. Only the open door. But I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”


  For a long while, nobody said a word.


  “I’m sorry, Abel.” MM was the first to break the silence.


  “Me, too,” Bo said. He suddenly had a knot in his throat. The words they had thrown at Abel! Without having had any proof, they had called him a traitor. He went toward Abel and put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


  “Me too... condolences,” Simon murmured.


  YoYo remained silent. He lay motionless on Abel’s bed and stared at the ceiling above the bunk. He kept staring, as if there were a built-in video screen up there. Suddenly he leapt to his feet. “Do you know what this means?”


  “What what means?” asked Bo.


  YoYo didn’t give any answer, but walked silently to the window and looked outside. A moment later he trudged over to the table, sat down on a chair, and beckoned all of them to his side.


  With a flourish he pulled Abel’s bacteria book toward himself and opened the rearmost blank page. With his right hand he made a writing movement in the air. The master wanted to have a pen.


  “Have you lost your tongue?” Bo asked.


  YoYo put his finger to his lips.


  MM pressed a pen into his hand. YoYo began to write, in capital letters: CONTINUATION OF BRIEFING IN ANOTHER ROOM.


  Everyone looked at him with wide eyes. Again he put his finger to his lips.


  FOLLOW ME INCOSPICUOUSLY, he wrote. AND NOT A WORD!!!


  What kind of a YoYo-show was it, this time? Bo took the pen from YoYo and wrote: WHAT’S THE POINT?


  As an answer, YoYo stood up and walked to the door.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  
    

  


  It was about time now. Pretty soon he’d start to run out of the sedative drug – after all, he had to save some of it for the girl. But the boy simply wouldn’t keep quiet if he didn’t give him a shot every few hours.


  Of course, he could’ve also let him roar. Nobody could hear him down there. But then he would’ve probably gone completely crazy; he simply couldn’t stand these screams. And now, the most important thing was to keep a cool head and not make any mistakes. He had no desire to go underground for a few years again. Like last time, when they’d pulled that caper in the orphanage. It had been his own fault; he could still kick himself in the ass for having thrown the list into the trash instead of burning it, as was right and proper. They’d really had more luck than good judgment that time. By pure chance, he’d been at the director’s bureau at the exact moment that the police called. He still remembered as if it were yesterday. They had just completed their vacation planning for the next year and were chatting a bit about the upcoming Christmas party when the phone rang. The police. Some tramp had found some lists, on which the names of the missing children were marked. Luckily, he could overhear everything clearly from where he was sitting. He realized at once what that meant: They had to disappear as quickly as possible. For two years they went into hiding abroad, and eventually came back with new identities. Another region, another profession no, he really wasn’t up for that anymore. This time they were not allowed to make any mistakes.


  Not one more. It was stupid enough that he’d let the syringe drop into the bushes, and even stupider that the gypsy kid had found the thing! He would have liked to wring the boy’s neck with his own hand. And the necks of this damn gang of children as well, who were sniffing around everywhere. He knew them all. The little chubby one recently came to school with this tie and boarding school look. He really had a screw loose.


  Well, it had been a near miss. He could hardly imagine what would’ve happened if the syringe had fallen into the hands of the police. There were probably an awful lot of his fingerprints on it. Without the idea of the listening device they could’ve started packing. And for good.


  Unfortunately, their schedule was completely messed up now, and he was slowly running out of supplies. There were just two bags of chicken soup and some smoked sausages left, plus a bit of crisp bread. And the chocolate. The worst part was that there was no more beer left. He had toyed with the idea of getting some, but it was too risky. Close to the goal as they were, they’d better play it safe.


  Unfortunately, Drago was also getting nervous. Yesterday on the phone he had thrown a veritable temper tantrum. When it came down to it, he was the client, and with the megabucks he was paying he could expect a timely delivery, couldn’t he? His customers would back out in the end if he made them wait that long. After all, reliability was the foundation of his business.


  He tried to explain to him that there had been a couple of complications, and that they had to be extra careful now. He had, however, preferred not to mention the fact that it all had to do with a bunch of curious children.


  At least he’d been able to calm Drago down somewhat. In three days at the latest he would have the children, both of them. It was only a matter of time before they lured the girl into the trap.


  
    

  


  Reluctantly, he put his mask on. Time for the 10:00 pm injection.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Bugged


  
    

  


  What else could he do besides follow YoYo, just as the others did? He was concocting something; that much was clear. Without saying a word, he lead them straight down the hallway, up the stairs, and into the empty wing of the building that until recently had been inhabited by Mrs. Billerbeck’s minis. He headed for one of the doors and opened it. Number 22, Bo registered in passing.


  The dormitory was empty and bare.


  YoYo apparently had the urge to stroke his tie, first and foremost. So extensively, in fact, that Bo felt a pressing desire to cut it off at the earliest opportunity.


  Next, the inevitable throat clearing. And then the bombshell: “We are being bugged.”


  YoYo’s words echoed through Bo’s head for a long while before he actually understood them. “Bugged?” he blurted, “how did you get that idea?”


  “Who in the world would want to spy on us?”


  “Did you see any bugs?”


  “This is completely mental!”


  Everyone talked wildly.


  YoYo seemed to enjoy the attention to the fullest and provided his tie with plenty of pats before he brought himself to give an answer.


  “The syringe has been stolen, and the thief knew exactly where to look for it. Who in the world would ever have thought that the syringe would, of all places, be hidden in a Tupperware box in an ALDI bag on the bottom shelf of a linen closet?” He let his words sink in before continuing. “How would someone come to that conclusion? There are only two possibilities: Either there is a traitor among us, or … we are being spied upon. And since we can now exclude the traitor thing, all that remains is the second option. Someone must have overheard us last night in our room our conversation with Santino, and then, when we were discussing amongst ourselves where we should hide the syringe.”


  YoYo sat down on one of the beds. “We know that we are dealing with professionals. Full professionals. And apparently they noticed that we are on their trail.”


  Somewhere in his head it suddenly dawned on Bo that this here was not one of YoYo’s fantasies. An uneasy feeling crept up in him. Now they were again back in the middle of that sort of a situation... A situation that was getting dangerous. Bugged?! So someone had snuck into their room and secretly attached some microphones somewhere. Bo thought of the detective shows that he’d seen on TV, where masked burglars fumbled with electrical sockets or switches and installed hidden mini bugs in them. No, this was too much to handle. This was a job for the police.


  He had hardly thought of the word “police” when the sentence slipped out of him: “But I’ll tell you one thing, I’m not going to the Balloon again!”


  “Me neither,” growled Simon.


  MM shook her head and made a grimace. “I’m just imagining what the Balloon is going to look like when we tell him: ‘Dear Mr. Möller, we are being bugged.’ “


  “He will commit us to an insane asylum,” YoYo said dryly.


  “So we go to Mo-Kri?” Simon murmured timidly.


  But what use was it? Bo already heard her say: “I really appreciate you have so much imagination...,” followed by the inevitable “but.” And after all that had happened so far, they couldn’t blame her for being cautious to believe them.


  “Let’s go into our room at once!” Simon said. “It can’t be that hard to find these thingies, what are they called again, bucks, aren’t they?”


  “Bugs...”


  “Forget about it,” YoYo said with a casual gesture, “nowadays they’re so small that you can’t get at them without special equipment. In addition, they don’t even have to be in our room, with a directional microphone you can spy from another room, even from another floor. If the guys are professionals, we have no chance.”


  At that moment there was a honk. The bus! They had completely forgotten the trip to the zoo! They ran off.


  
    

  


  YoYo wasn’t approachable during the whole trip. He sat impassively in his seat next to Bo, staring out of the window and stroking his tie. The Red Zora had asked him in a worried tone whether he might be homesick. Anyone who knew YoYo’s home knew that she was a few lightyears off the mark. YoYo’s answer was that he just lacked slush.


  “Slush?” the red Zora asked suspiciously.


  Bo had to explain. Slush was YoYo’s favorite drink. It was a sweet, iced slurpy that came from a machine in his room. It came in bright red, purple, acid green, and bright yellow. Bo himself wouldn’t have had anything against slush at that moment. The air conditioning on the bus had failed, and the humid and stuffy air was coming in from outside. After the last few days’ rain, the sun had come out again and had turned the earth into a steamy greenhouse.


  Maybe it was because of the heat that everyone on the bus had such frayed nerves. The Veggies passed through the rows distributing hand-painted leaflets with the slogan “Eating meat is murder!” Unfortunately, the pigs that they had painted on the leaflets ended up looking more like rhinos.


  After the leaflets, the Veggies passed around a petition regarding the prohibition of “animal food” in the school canteen. Roberto couldn’t refrain from turning it into a paper plane, which he shot directly into Zilinski’s head. Without missing a beat, Zilinski crumpled it with relish and sent it into the trash can with a skillful throw. This threw some of the Veggies into such a fit that they started attacking Roberto, and only relented when his friends intervened. For a brief moment it looked as though a massive brawl were about to start.


  And it probably would’ve really happened, if Ms. Schmidt-Weber hadn’t barged in and calmed everyone down. She made sure that they got a little break at the nearest parking area, and, above all, some fresh air.


  When they were all back on the bus, she got on the loudspeaker. “I myself am a vegetarian,” she said in her quiet voice. “So you Veggies, as you call yourselves, have all my sympathies concerning your cause. But I still have to red card you now. Controversy is okay, but it’s not okay to brand your fellow students as criminals. If you really feel that strongly about the topic, I’ll talk to your subject teachers and suggest to them to perhaps organize a project week or something similar. But for now and for the rest of this school trip, I don’t want to see any posters or flyers or whatever else, nor do I want to hear anything about Veggies or Meaties. Not the slightest peep! Do you get me?” Despite her soft voice, it sounded like a thunderstorm.


  “There is, above all, one thing I don’t understand,” she continued. “A classmate of yours has disappeared, and you don’t care about anything else besides locking horns with one another about your eating habits. You can tell that to Tobi...” Very quietly, she added: “When he shows up again.”


  For the rest of the ride everyone on the bus was as quiet as a mouse.


  It was still as if YoYo were on another planet. Surely, there would soon be smoke coming from his brain. The thought had just crossed Bo’s mind when YoYo, in the midst of the silence, shouted out “I’ve got it!” so loudly that the whole bus stared at him.


  Luckily, at that moment came the bus driver’s announcement: “Get yourselves ready, we’re almost there!”


  YoYo leaned over to Bo and whispered in his ear: “I’ll tell you everything, once we’re alone!”


  
    

  


  But that wasn’t going to happen for the time being. As soon as they had stepped off the bus, they were already encircled by a pack of reporters. Cameras were focused on the children from all sides; there was clicking and flashing all around, and questions whirring through the air: “How do you feel, now that Tobi has disappeared?” “Do you miss Tobi a lot?” “Is there really something to this love story?” Somehow the media must have gotten wind of their trip to the zoo, and apparently they were now sensing their chance.


  Zilinski was beside himself with rage. He had already thrown a temper tantrum at breakfast when he picked up the Marienburg Messenger. YOUNG LOVE – AND ALREADY SO MUCH GRIEF, it said on page one. Below that, there was a picture of Tatyana. They must have taken it with a telephoto lens.


  Zilinski’s voice of thunder briefly made sure that the photographers drew back a little. But after a few minutes, the siege was just as tight as before.


  The teachers retreated back onto the bus for a short discussion. Then they announced: “Everybody on board again, we’re breaking this off now! The fallback plan is that we go to the swimming pool this afternoon.” Mo-Kri’s face was flushed, and if Bo read Zilinski’s face properly, there was going to be something like mass murder of reporters if the bus didn’t pull away as quickly as possible.


  The flow of students moved slowly back onto the bus. Just before Bo and his friends arrived at the door, a stout, mustachioed reporter shoved between Bo and YoYo and held his microphone under their noses. “Did you know the victim?” Bo couldn’t believe his ears when he heard YoYo’s answer: “Yes, and soon we’ll also know the perpetrators.” The journalist was so flabbergasted that he could only stutter a brief, “Thanks, that was very helpful” before he took to his heels.


  Finally, they were all sitting in their seats.


  “Are we all here?” asked the bus driver, Mr. Rudolph. “We don’t want to find some of you in the monkey cage next year!” He just couldn’t do without his jokes. He pressed the accelerator.


  “Stop!” the back of the bus now shouted out in chorus. “Betti’s missing!”


  “That can’t be true!” thundered Zilinski. The sweat was running down his temples. He stormed out of the door.


  The silence that had spread through the bus was interrupted every few seconds by Mr. Rudolph’s impatient honking.


  “I bet she’s gone for a smoke,” growled YoYo.


  Finally, the bus driver started the engine again. At the same moment Betti climbed into the bus, followed by a headshaking, sweaty Zilinski. Judging by his face, there was a train ride home in store for Betti sometime soon.


  The bus started moving. Bo looked expectantly at YoYo, who was already besieged by the other friends.


  “And?” Bo asked.


  YoYo once again kept them in suspense. But there really were too many ears around. The only thing he whispered was: “Tonight we start Operation Mousetrap! And then, we’ll find out who it was.”


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Laying the Bait


  
    

  


  He would have to come at any moment.


  Bo pointed his binoculars at the park bench behind the soccer goal. Despite the darkness, it was easily visible. The moon, which they’d been counting on for “Operation Mousetrap,” had indeed abandoned them, but the light of the stars was enough. Bo looked over to the trash can next to the bench. He thought he could almost see the white bag peep through as a bright spot, but he wasn’t sure.


  Now they just had to wait.


  Bo took the binoculars from his eyes and let his gaze wander across the soccer field. The darkness certainly also had a good side. They really didn’t have to fear that anyone would discover them in their hiding place up here. Who would build a hunting perch on a sports field? The hunting perch had probably been there long before the sports field, as old as it was. As they were climbing up the ladder earlier, the first rung had immediately collapsed under YoYo’s weight, and YoYo had landed in the bushes. The forest ground had, mercifully, given him a soft landing. Up here, the boards looked somewhat more reassuring. This much was certain, though: The hunting perch wasn’t built for three people at least if one of them was named YoYo. Between him and MM, Bo felt like a sardine in a can.


  He pointed his binoculars at the tree. Somewhere in its branches, Simon was lying in wait. Not the slightest trace of him could be seen.


  “Well, Simon, ol’ westman, how are things?” Bo whispered into his cell phone.


  “All right,” Simon’s voice came right back. “Super view up here. I have my eyes on the crash can!”


  “Trash can” he muttered automatically.


  “Trash can, yes... I have taken some test shots; the light should be more or less enough. I’ll contact you!”


  Simon’s tree was not even thirty yards away from the bench and its bait. Bo expected MM’s Mega Power Zoom camera to take good photos, even in this darkness.


  Suddenly Bo’s heart began to pound. It was only a matter of time before Tobi’s kidnapper would appear before them. From which direction would he come? Or would there be more than one of them?


  Bo scanned the sports field with his binoculars, then the path to the castle. Not a soul.


  Snips of music were flying from the castle. The karaoke night was in full swing. The Red Zora had promised them something very special for the penultimate evening. All afternoon she prepared the Hall of Mirrors with her 7a class. One half of the class built an improvised stage out of tables and boards, the other decorated the hall with festoons. The Countess was also enthusiastically present, and announced a performance that “would be really banging,” as she put it.


  “My gut tells me that he’ll come from the castle,” whispered YoYo.


  Bo just nodded and focused on the path. No movement. He handed the binoculars over to YoYo. The trash can was visible with the naked eye. He leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment.


  YoYo’s plan really was super ingenious – that’s how YoYo himself had described it when he had announced “Operation Mousetrap”: “We’ll beat them at their own game,” he said meaningfully. Bo still recalled him standing in front of them with flushed cheeks in their bare, but guaranteed bug-free spare room in the empty wing of the building.


  “At their own game?” MM asked skeptically.


  “Yes, with their listening device.”


  “Hmm... You mean we should listen to them ourselves with it?” Bo asked.


  “No, completely different. We’ll use the listening device as a transmitting station. And we’ll use it to send a message to the kidnappers.” He grinned. “The listening device our open line to the kidnappers, hehe!”


  “Free Tobi or so... great idea,” murmured Bo. At that point, nothing really seemed “super ingenious” about YoYo’s plan yet.


  But YoYo continued calmly to put forward his idea, repeatedly taking small pauses to increase the tension.


  When he had finished, Bo was sure about one thing: There couldn’t have been a better plan. And the others completely agreed. They all jumped jubilantly around YoYo and gave him high fives like football players whose quarterback had just thrown a game-winning pass from the 50-yard line. YoYo’s super ingenious plan was the following: Immediately after dinner they would gather in their room and talk over the latest sensation in detail: Namely that they had found Tobi’s wristwatch exactly where Santino had also discovered the syringe, in the bushes next to the trail parking lot.


  “But that’s not true!” Simon had interjected, and gotten the snotty response: “That’s exactly where the trick is. The guys on the other side of the line can’t know that it isn’t true! Sure Tobi has never worn a wristwatch, but how should they know? They must assume, however, that he really was wearing a watch, and that it must have somehow been torn in the struggle with the kidnappers. And it is clear”


  “That they will do anything to get ahold of it again,” added MM.


  “Just as they did with the syringe,” YoYo continued. “They indeed must assume that the perpetrator’s traces, like some skin cells or fingerprints, can be found on it. Nowadays, the slightest trace is enough to convict the culprit.” YoYo stroked his tie with great satisfaction. “The plan is now as follows: We’ll let this alleged piece of evidence get stolen again. Only this time, we’ll be watching.”


  It began to dawn on Bo what “Operation Mousetrap” was going to boil down to.


  “We just have to give the perpetrator a hint as to where we hid the watch,” YoYo continued, “and then lay low and ambush.”


  
    

  


  It had been really fun to set the trap. After dinner, they gathered in their room and played theater for an audience that they didn’t know. They had roughly rehearsed the theater piece in their bug-free room in the abandoned wing.


  “You have to come across as natural as possible,” YoYo warned them before they left for their own room. “It can’t seem like we’re on stage!”


  That was easier said than done. When they had closed the door to the Poets’ room behind them, no one dared to start the show. Ultimately, everyone knew that they were on air.


  They all looked at each other for a long time until MM took a deep breath and got started: “It was really worth it to do a thorough search again.”


  “Boy, it was gross out there in those bushes!” Bo cursed and at once screwed up his face. It sounded pretty fake. But MM gave him an encouraging nod.


  “Bo, please tell us again, where exactly did you find Tobi’s watch?” YoYo asked. He sounded like a TV reporter on the news. It wasn’t really what Bo would call “natural.”


  “In the bushes next to the parking lot, almost exactly where Santino found the syringe.”


  “It’s strange that Santino didn’t discover the watch when he came across the syringe,” MM said. She was the only one of them that really came across somewhat natural.


  “And the cops, didn’t they already search the place?” Simon asked.


  “Speaking of the cops, we’ve got to take the watch to the police as quickly as possible!” MM said. “Let’s bring it to the Balloo … um... the Chief Commissioner first thing tomorrow morning!” MM looked as if she were about to go into a fit of laughter.


  “If it doesn’t get stolen like last time,” Bo said. He was trying to put indignation into his sentence, but didn’t really succeed.


  “It still gives me a cold fury!” YoYo was now completely immersed in his role and had stretched his clenched fist toward the ceiling. “But this time that won’t happen to us, we’ll find a safe hiding place for the watch!” He had become so loud that Bo put his finger to his mouth to gesture him to quiet down.


  “We should probably put it under the mattress, right?” MM asked duplicitously.


  “Are you crazy?” YoYo answered. His voice was trembling with indignation. “Here in the room it’s way too unsafe. And frankly, I don’t trust Abel...” The side view he gave Abel was so angry that you almost wondered if it wasn’t perhaps meant seriously.


  Abel’s smile briefly slipped out of place, until he decided that this had to be part of the game.


  “Best we hide the watch somewhere outside, right?” MM said.


  “Yes, and I already know where!” Bo stepped in. “On the sports field, there’s this bench behind the goal. And next to it, there’s this trash can.”


  “Great idea,” MM took over. “At night there’s no one hanging around there, and even if someone were – who would get the idea to rummage around in the trash?”


  
    

  


  “Someone’s coming!” YoYo’s whispering ripped Bo from his thoughts. “There, on the path!”


  Now he also saw it; someone was moving from the castle toward the sports field, and rather quickly, almost at a run. What a strange figure! It was wearing a long cloak that reached down to the ground. The face couldn’t be discerned at a distance.


  “Look at that!” whispered YoYo and handed him the binoculars.


  Now Bo could make out the face, too. It was almost entirely covered by huge, dark glasses, and the rest of it disappeared in a sea of black, curly hair. “Hmm,” he growled, “we’ll see what Simon’s photos show.”


  The shape headed straight for the trash. Again and again it looked around suspiciously in all directions. Seconds later, it purposefully dug into the trash can, brought out the bag, and disappeared with it on the path down to the castle as quickly as it had come.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  The Shape with the Red Cloak


  
    

  


  “Really looks like Zorro,” MM muttered, and tilted the screen of Little Blue slightly.


  “Only the cloak isn’t black, but...” YoYo hesitated, as all colors in the images were faded gray tones because of the darkness. “I bet it’s red!”


  “Yes, red is about right,” Simon said. “Dark red.”


  The children had gathered in their spare room upstairs (that they had now christened GBM guaranteed bug-free meeting room). MM sat at her mini laptop, to which they had transferred the images from Simon’s camera.


  “Zoom in on the face!” YoYo ordered impatiently.


  “I’m already there!” The whole screen was now filled by monster tinted glasses and black, curly hair.


  “Hmm... doesn’t really cut the mustard,” said MM, slumping her shoulders.


  “Camouflage. Clear case,” YoYo murmured thoughtfully.


  “Yes... looks like it.” MM played with the contrast and brightness and shook her head. “I can’t even tell whether it’s a man or a woman.” She clicked on. The photo showed the shape at close range, directly in front of the bench.


  “Zoom in on the cloak!” Bo said. He suddenly had such a strange feeling he’d seen this fabric somewhere before. He leaned closer to the screen. All over the cloak, the letters “YH” were woven into the cloth in a wild mess. YH … Youth Hostel! Now it was clear where she’d seen the fabric!


  “The curtains!” MM exclaimed.


  “Exactly!” Bo shouted, and pointed at the windows. “Our Zorro disguised himself with a curtain!”


  “He really is in our midst,” whispered MM.


  A shiver ran down Bo’s spine. “Let’s go and see Mo-Kri, immediately!” Bo realized he sounded completely panicked.


  “But what in the world should we tell her?” asked MM. “That we’ve again been snooping arou...”


  “It doesn’t matter,” YoYo interrupted her, “it’s too late for games now. The culprit is roving around here in the castle!”


  Bo noted that in YoYo’s voice, too, there was panic.


  “We’ve got to tell her everything,” YoYo continued hastily, “everything. After all, these photos here are the proof that we aren’t just making this all up!”


  Not a minute later they were in the Hall of Mirrors. The karaoke night had apparently reached its boiling point. On stage there was only the Red Zora singing a love duet with Delius; both of them had red cheeks and were looking deeply into each other’s eyes. All around, the students were hooting and laughing and clapping the rhythm.


  Where was Mo-Kri? Bo let his gaze wander around the room. He discovered her in the rearmost corner along with Zilinski and Ms. Schmidt-Weber.


  Bo and his friends pushed their way through the crowd.


  “Well, did you have something better to do?” Lasse snarled as they passed by him. As usual, he couldn’t keep his trap shut. “Doesn’t really look like a resounding success for your investigation. But don’t worry, you can’t always be lucky,” he smirked.


  Bo ditched him and beat his way further through the crowd.


  He nearly collided with Mo-Kri. She must have discovered the children and had come to meet them.


  “Children, what in the world is the matter?” She almost had to shout to make herself understood. “I was starting to get worried, where’ve you been all this time?”


  “We’ll tell you at once,” Bo said.


  “Does it have anything to do with Tobi?”


  “Yes... but...”


  Mo-Kri had apparently caught Bo’s glance at Zilinski. “I understand, just between us... Then let’s get the hell out of here, I can hardly hear myself thinking!” She made a sign to her colleagues, and began to make her way toward the exit.


  “Shall we talk in your room?” she asked, once they were outside in the hallway.


  “Better not,” replied MM.


  “Why not?”


  “We are being bugged,” YoYo said matter-of-factly, as if it were the most normal thing in the world to be spied on from time to time.


  There was no turning back now, Bo thought.


  “Bugged?!” Mo-Kri blurted out. “How in the world did you come up with that idea?”


  Five minutes later she knew everything, from the tracks on the forest parking lot, to the syringe having disappeared, up to the shape with the red cloak. The children had led her into the GBM room, where Mo-Kri trudged back and forth more and more nervously as MM explained the details in a calm and focused manner.


  When MM finished, Mo-Kri stopped. She leaned against the wall, as if she needed a crutch. “This is really an incredible thing!” she said, taking off her glasses. Bo noticed that her lips had turned pale. “I need to pull myself together, first of all,” she said almost soundlessly, and closed her eyes. After a short pause she said. “Can you show me the pictures?”


  MM pulled Little Blue from under her sweater and placed it on the table.


  “The police must know this immediately,” Mo-Kri exclaimed repeatedly while MM showed her the photos. Then she got up and paced restlessly back and forth. After a while she stopped and stood at the window, staring silently into the darkness outside.


  As she turned to the children, Bo thought he read something like suspicion in her gaze.


  “Honestly,” she said with pointed calmness, “there’s been something going through my head just now. This hair... I’ll eat my hat if it’s not a wig! And then the curtain you know what? To me it looks like a masquerade.” She looked directly at them, one after another. “You’re not trying to play a prank on the Commissioner, are you?”


  “No! Truly, honestly, we are not!” Bo burst out, but at the same time he had the disturbing thought that Mo-Kri really had every reason to be suspicious.


  “He really didn’t treat you very fairly,” she continued, “and I’d almost understand if you wanted to take revenge on him... or rather, return the favor.” For a small moment a smile flitted across her face. Then she immediately became serious again. “So, hands on hearts, this really isn’t a trick that you’ve staged here?”


  The “No!” that followed came from all mouths simultaneously. “Really, it isn’t!” “You’ve got to believe us!” “I swear!” “Honestly!” Everyone talked wildly.


  Mo-Kri brought them to silence with a wave of her hand. She took a deep breath, as if she needed to give herself a start. “Well, I trust you.”


  For Bo, however, her glance didn’t quite seem to fit her words. There was something of a silent threat in it: woe to you, if you trick me...


  She resumed her walk through the room. “It won’t be easy to convince the Commissioner. You know how suspicious he is of you.” Again, she stared through the window to the outside.


  Bo tried to imagine how the Balloon would react when he saw the shape from the sports field the curtain, the wig, the glasses. Why should he believe them?


  “I’m going to call Mr. Möller immediately! He will definitely want to see the photos, I can take them to him early tomorrow, when I’m in Marienburg, visiting Mehmet in the hospital.”


  Mehmet had banged his head on the edge of the Marienburg indoor swimming pool during the afternoon and had to be taken to hospital with a laceration.


  “Best if one of you comes with me Mariekje, will you? You’re the one the Commissioner is least angry at.”


  “Okay,” MM said with an audible gulp.


  “Don’t be afraid, I’ll be with you.” She smiled at MM encouragingly. “Don’t forget the camera. And bring the laptop with you as well.”


  “Logically,” MM smiled.


  “We’ll get going before breakfast; it’s quite a bit of a drive to Marienburg.”


  “Why not go there right now, we’re only losing time,” YoYo said impatiently.


  “I really understand you, Yorick, but do you know what time it is? And you know the Commissioner...” She shook her head gravely. “To be honest, I don’t think we’d be doing ourselves any favors by bothering him in the middle of the night and risking a tantrum. It’s also of no help to Tobi if we put our heads through the wall now.”


  Clearly, she was right, Bo thought to himself. And she still didn’t entirely believe them, either.


  
    

  


  At breakfast the next morning the blinds were down on all windows. Apparently, this had something to do with the article in the current Marienburg Messenger. “SO QUICKLY IS LITTLE TOBI (12) FORGOTTEN!” read the title on the front page, featuring a photo that had apparently been shot with a telephoto lens from the outside through the window, showing the students during dinner in the dining hall. The caption read: “They are enjoying their class trip, as if nothing had happened.”


  Even today, the paparazzi were standing in crowds on the road, their cannons directed at the castle. The Countess had reportedly marched down to the photographers early in the morning and had threatened them with her cane, but apparently it hadn’t helped a lot.


  After breakfast, Ms. Schmidt-Weber stood up and asked for silence. “Today is the last day of your school trip,” she said. “By this time tomorrow we’ll all be in somewhat of a rush. We’ll have to think about packing our stuff, and will perhaps already be looking forward to being home.” She paused. “I want us to think back on the time we’ve shared together. And by saying together, I mean to include Tobi. I sincerely hope that, someday, we all look back at this trip in a good way. Maybe we’ll say to one another, ‘do you remember the time when Tobi disappeared during the forest run?’ And then we’ll tell the story of how he resurfaced. That’s what I hope, for the sake of Tobi and his parents first of all, but also for all of us.”


  She didn’t let herself be distracted in the slightest by the paper airplane that Lasse had shot. “I’ve also been thinking more about what happened on the bus yesterday – and the whole unpleasant affair of Veggies and Meaties. I don’t want you to come home with such hostility amongst yourselves, and I think you feel the same way. So yesterday at karaoke night I had the idea that we could perhaps do some kind of reconciliation game, a big soccer tournament with mixed teams I mean mixed between Veggies and Meaties.”


  “And, of course, the teachers will be joining!” Zilinski shouted in his thundering voice.


  “Yes, of course! And school psychologists, too!” Ms. Schmidt-Weber beamed and kicked an imaginary ball to Zilinski.


  “By the way, Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger would, as she told me, also like to join the match, but this morning she is visiting Mehmet in hospital”


  And the Balloon, too, Bo added in thought. Obviously Ms. Schmidt-Weber didn’t want to shout that from the rooftops.


  “‒ and Mariekje has kindly accompanied her.”


  
    

  


  Contrary to expectations, the reconciliation tournament was actually a lot of fun even if Bo caught himself again and again sizing everyone up, wondering how they would look with sunglasses, a mop of curly hair, and a Zorro cloak. The fact that MM hadn’t yet given any sign of life irritated him a little. Sure, cell phones were banned, and Mo-Kri took this very seriously. Still, she could have at least secretly sent a text message. Again and again his gaze darted over to the castle. The cops would be marching in at any moment.


  “Patience,” YoYo panted, when they were all gathered in the Poets’ room after showering. “Such an operation needs to be well prepared. The Balloon has certainly dispatched the SWAT team Special Weapons and Tactics,” he added casually, for the ignorant ones among them. He had a crimson head and was still out of breath. He had totally spent himself, fighting as if an Olympic gold medal were on the line. He was anything but a gifted soccer player, but he had, at the end of the game, pulled off an absolutely memorable scene. He had scurried across the whole length of the field with the ball, sidestepping the entire opposing defense (including Zilinski) and then, from an acute angle at about 20 yards from the goal, fired the ball straight in. The ball passed right by the goalkeeper, the Big Bertha, who was not easily shot past.


  “Now for some slush!” YoYo gasped. He was breathing like a fish out of water. “At least a soda, and freezing cold!” Of course, he knew that Mo-Kri had locked the vending machine in the basement with a padlock, because some idiot had inserted false coins. It was an open secret that they came from Lasse and his gang, as he had previously boasted about knowing exactly how to outsmart the machine.


  “Just a little patience. You’ll have that delicious strawberry tea at lunch later,” Bo teased him, “I’m sure Bertha will give you an extra pot.”


  YoYo rolled his eyes. He said nothing, but it was clear that the thoughts were rattling in his head. “We could,” he panted, “just borrow the key for a little moment, couldn’t we?” He looked at his friends almost pleadingly. “It’s in Mo-Kri’s room, and she’s not even around now. Her room key is hanging in the key box at the front desk, the one that the poison dwarf never locks properly...”


  Out of sheer greed he had apparently forgotten that they were being spied upon. Bo made him a Psst-sign.


  “You think they are interested in that?” was YoYo’s snotty response.


  “And if someone catches us?” whispered Bo.


  “Who cares? We go home tomorrow!” YoYo replied. “Besides, I’ll personally make sure that they don’t catch us!”


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  The List


  
    

  


  The lock made a quiet click.


  Bo flitted into the room behind YoYo and closed the door silently behind him. His first glance fell onto the rumpled bed. On the ground next to it there were some crumpled up pajamas, and there was a bra hanging over the back of a chair.


  Let’s just get out of here as soon as possible, was Bo’s first thought. He never should have let himself get involved in this nonsense. Breaking into a teacher’s room, just because YoYo couldn’t restrain himself! How stupid of him.


  “One minute, no longer,” he whispered to YoYo.


  YoYo was already on his way through the room. He left the table alone, upon which there was only an empty glass and a plate. He went over to the dresser, and from there to the cabinet next to the bed and back again. He scratched his head helplessly. Apparently it was not quite as easy as he had imagined. In any case, the key wasn’t lying around, as he had insisted before.


  “Come on, let’s get out! She probably took it with her,” whispered Bo.


  “Nonsense, what’s she supposed to do with it in town?” YoYo’s head was still red as a tomato. “We’ve just got to search systematically.” He opened the top drawer of the dresser.


  Bo had a queasy feeling in his stomach. It would have been different if the key had been lying around on the table, but now they were rifling through her things... “We’d better get out,” he whispered to YoYo.


  YoYo pretended not to have heard anything. He opened the second drawer. Frantically, he rummaged around in it.


  “Just don’t mess it up,” Bo hissed at him.


  “Don’t worry.” YoYo pushed the drawer shut. The disappointment was written all over his face. He looked uncertainly around the room.


  “Come on!” Bo jostled.


  “I’ll just have a brief look in the closet,” muttered YoYo. He already had his hand on the closet door.


  “But” Bo got no further. Through the open closet door he saw curly, black hair. The wig! And next to it big glasses with tinted lenses. Bo’s mind raced, but didn’t find a stopping point. He wanted to say something, but couldn’t utter a word.


  YoYo was the first to recover. “Keep cool,” he muttered. He opened the closet door completely.


  Bo’s eye fell on the red curtain that had been carelessly stuffed into the bottom compartment. “We should go...” he finally managed to say.


  “Let’s look around a bit first, this is our chance!” YoYo pulled his phone out of his pocket and began to take photos of the stuff in the closet.


  “And if Mo-Kri comes back?”


  “Now don’t wet your pants! Simon is still out there keeping watch, so what could happen?” He held his phone close to the wig. “Maybe we’ll find a clue to where Tobi is!”


  Bo let his gaze wander around the room uncertainly. “She must have an accomplice,” he suddenly heard himself say, and at the same moment his eyes fell on the landline phone next to the bed. He didn’t know himself what he was doing but with one bound he was pressing the redial button. A number appeared on the display. Mo-Kri had dialed it at 6:33 am this morning.


  “She’s called someone just before leaving!” Bo took the pen next to the phone and wrote the number on the back of his hand.


  At the same moment he felt his phone vibrate. Simon? Was Mo-Kri back perhaps? He pulled the device from his pocket.


  “Sisi, I must tell you something!” he heard his sister’s voice.


  “Are you too stupid to dial the right number?” he hissed and was just about to hang up, when he had an idea. “Mia,” he said as urgently as he could in a whisper, “something happened here. Write down this number immediately, you’ve got to find out who it belongs to”


  “Come on, give it to me!” she said instantly. Apparently she understood that things were serious.


  Bo read the number to her. “Call me immediately when you have figured something out. Immediately! You got me?”


  “Sure, brother sweetie, you can count on me!” And she was gone.


  YoYo was back at the drawers. “Maybe we’ll find the listening device,” he whispered.


  Bo rummaged through the bedside cabinet. There was nothing to be found but a box of tablets. “Let’s beat it!” he hissed at YoYo.


  Suddenly, his phone vibrated. Mia.


  “The number belongs to Auermann,” she blurted out.


  “Auermann? The biology teacher?”


  “Yes, Udo Auermann, that’s what it says in the phone book!”


  “Okay, thank you!” He hung up.


  Auermann? No, that didn’t help them. Mo-Kri and Auermann were friends, as the whole school knew, and reportedly Sarah had even once seen them together at the movies, holding hands with each other. So there was nothing special about the two of them talking on the phone.


  Nevertheless, something about this was strange... Bo felt an uneasy feeling spreading in his stomach.


  He looked at YoYo. “Auermann is involved,” he said hesitantly.


  And then, suddenly, it was as if he had gotten an electric shock. “The blood types! The experiment!” Suddenly everything was crystal clear to him. “Come on, we’ve got to call the cops! And the other teachers... the Countess... all of them!” He was already at the door.


  “Just a second! I’ve got something here! “YoYo was bent over an open suitcase on the floor.


  Bo wanted to drag him out of the room. “Come on!”


  YoYo frantically rummaged around in the suitcase. Suddenly he had a red file folder in hand.


  Bo was about to run off without YoYo, but then he saw the expression on his face. In no time he was beside him.


  BT GR 7, the cover sheet said.


  “Blood types... grade seven,” YoYo murmured, turning the page. The folder consisted of computer printouts full of names the students’ names in alphabetical order, as Bo noted. Behind each name there was a combination of numbers and abbreviations.


  Altmann, Tobias. The very first entry was marked with yellow highlighter, the only one on the whole page. YoYo flipped hastily on, page after page, faster and faster until the next highlighter mark flashed up.


  Bo thought the ground would give way under his feet. Marienhoff, Mariekje.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  No Way


  
    

  


  “We’ve got to warn her, immediately!” Bo had his phone in his hand. He noticed that his hand was trembling as he pressed the buttons.


  It seemed to take an eternity for the first ring to come.


  The second.


  The third.


  The fifth.


  “Howdy folks, this is the mailbox of Mariekje Marienhoff, aka MM...”


  Damn! “Please call me immediately, it’s urgent!!!” he shouted into the phone. “Urgent, okay!?” he yelled again as he rushed to the door. “Come on, let’s go see Simon!”


  They ran down the long hallway of the girls’ wing and then down the stairs. In the entrance hall they nearly banged into Zilinski.


  “Kiddos, why this frenzy?” he asked with a cozy grin. “Has the war broken out? What are you doing up in the girls’ wing?”


  “MM has been kidnapped!” YoYo blurted out.


  “Mariekje? Have you forgotten that she drove off with Elvira … I mean Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger, to Marienburg?”


  “Yes, that’s just it... Mo-Kri has it in for her blood!”


  Zilinski’s face twisted as if he had to fight down a fit of laughter. “In it for her blood?”


  “She’s part of the bloodsucker gang!” YoYo’s voice almost cracked.


  “Bloodsucker gang,” Zilinski burst out, “I’ll be damned!” The whole hall resounded with his laughter.


  “The bloodsucker gang that kidnapped Tobi!” YoYo continued undeterred, when Zilinski’s laughter had somewhat abated.


  “And Elvira is the leader of the bloodsucker gang?” Zilinski grinned and wiped the tears from his face.


  “She’s in cahoots with them, we can prove it!”


  “Oh, kiddos,” Zilinski said good-naturedly, “now finally stop the theater... bloodsuckers... you’re really cooking something up!” He shook his head and was already about to giggle again.


  “The gang that abducts children with rare blood types in order to steal their blood!” Bo assailed him.


  “Rare blood types, what are you talking about? You must have gotten this from one of these vampire movies...”


  Could it really be that Zilinski hadn’t heard anything about the bloodsucker gang? Suddenly, it dawned on him: Mo-Kri had kept everything that the children had found out to herself! No one here knew anything about the gang. And just as little, of course, of the listening device. Or the syringe, or the wig and the curtain! And now they were standing there like liars. Who would believe them? Bo could already hear it: “A wig, how funny!” “A syringe? What a lively imagination you have!” “Rare blood types? Never heard of them...” And the police – they knew just as little! Of course Mo-Kri didn’t alert the police last night! And, of course, she didn’t plan in the least to visit the Balloon with MM. The Balloon was only a pretext to lure MM away!


  Bo pulled himself together for one last try. “Mr. Zilinski, you really don’t know anything about the bloodsucker gang?”


  “No, but I also don’t watch those stupid movies.” The answer came along with a Zilinski grin. “I prefer jogging a few miles. One who runs, thinks better, kiddos... and one who runs a lot”


  “But we have evidence! Just listen!” Bo interrupted him. “The black wig... and the sunglasses... come with us, to Mo-Kri’s room!”


  Zilinski’s face abruptly darkened. “Don’t say you’ve been into Elvira’s room... No, kiddos, that’s really going too far! I don’t mind a little joke here and there, but that is a clear violation of”


  “But”


  “But nothing!” Zilinski’s voice was cutting. “I’ve got to report that to my colleagues, and I will do so, you can bet on it!” He was talking himself into a rage.


  Bo threw a helpless glance at Simon, who had just appeared beside him with a confused look on his face. Simon still didn’t have any idea what they’d found in Mo-Kri’s room. Bo whispered a quick summary into his ear.


  During the discussion a whole bunch of students had formed around them, all talking wildly. “Did you hear that? Bloodsucker gang... Tobi’s said to have been bitten by vampires... Mo-Kri has a rare blood type...” Soon you couldn’t hear your own voice.


  “What’s going on here?!” The Countess’ voice silenced them immediately. “Can you explain to me what all of this commotion is?” she croaked, pointing her cane at Zilinski.


  All of a sudden he looked outright scared. “The children here are playing some... some... some theater...” he stammered. “Something with vampires”


  “No, this isn’t theater!” Bo shouted. “It’s serious! MM has been kidnapped, just like Tobi, by the same people, the bloodsucker gang!”


  The Countess looked at him seriously out of her wrinkled face. “Honestly, I don’t understand much of that, either. But that may change. Come with me, to my family gallery!” And with that she trudged away.


  
    

  


  “Don’t you want to have a seat?” The Countess and Zilinski had seated themselves on the monster chairs at the round table in the middle of Knights’ Hall.


  Bo, YoYo and Simon answered with a shake of the head, as if they had made an arrangement.


  “Good. Then tell me what you have on your mind,” the Countess said kindly.


  YoYo and Simon looked at Bo. How only should he start?


  “I know we shouldn’t have gone into Mo-Kri’s room”


  “You went... where?” The Countess suddenly looked anything but kind. More like a lizard that was going to snap. “In your teacher’s room? That hasn’t happened here in thirty-five years!”


  “Yes, but... I know... but... we found the evidence there”


  “What evidence?”


  Now Zilinski chimed in. “A wig and sunglasses.” He acted as if he had told a good joke and was about to burst out laughing.


  “And the curtain,” added YoYo.


  “The curtain?” echoed the Countess. As if searching for help, her gaze went to the ancestors on the wall, then back to the children.


  “I’m sorry, but I simply don’t understand what you’re talking about.”


  Bo felt a lump in his throat. How in the world could he convince her? “The bloodsucker gang,” he said despondently.


  Zilinski cleared his throat. “The kids keep talking about a bloodsucker gang that allegedly kidnapped Tobi... and now their friend Mariekje.”


  “And what does that have to do with Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger?”


  “She’s one of the gang,” YoYo said, “together with Mr. Auermann, who did the blood type experiments with us! We found the list in Mo-Kri’s room, here...” He held the red folder out to the Countess.


  “Mr. Auermann? It’s getting ever funnier!” Zilinski only shook his head. “Mr. Auermann is our biology teacher,” he whispered to the Countess.


  The Countess sighed and again looked back up at one of her ancestors. Her gaze seemed to ask: Old man, how does one deal with loopy kids? The old man had apparently inspired an idea in her. “I don’t think much of allegations against absentees. Especially when they are as outrageous as yours. So why don’t we just wait for Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger to be back? I’m sure everything will clear up then.” She looked at the time. “She’ll be back here for lunch.”


  “But without MM,” Bo said. His throat felt tight. What chance did they still have? Who on earth should believe them? He swallowed. “You’ve got to alert the police” He couldn’t say anything else.


  “Now,” YoYo said.


  “Please,” said Simon.


  The Countess looked at them with compassion. “Children, you’re just obsessing over this.” She turned to Zilinski: “Such a thing time and again happens on school trips, you’ve perhaps come to know it as well.”


  “Sure, collective hysteria.”


  Bo no longer listened. He was thinking of MM. She was in the hands of the bloodsuckers, and they couldn’t do anything for her. Nothing. He felt the tears running down his cheeks.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  
    

  


  Finally, it was time.


  He shifted up a gear and leaned back. There was no other car as comfortable as the X23. A look in the rearview mirror showed him that everything was fine with the boy no sound, no movement. He had given him an extra dose of sedative for today, tied him up properly, and wrapped him in a blanket.


  All traces were eliminated; no one would ever know that the old shaft had once been the boy’s prison in the forest.


  He looked at the clock. He was perfectly on time. At twelve he was to receive the girl. He didn’t need to rush. He threw a quick glance at the passenger seat beside him, where he had placed his bag. It contained everything he needed: The syringe, the shackles, the tape, and the mask. He took his foot off the accelerator. In his mind he went over the plan again. First, he would pick up the girl. Not much could go wrong there. The place was chosen perfectly, there wasn’t a single human being at the old factory site. Hopefully, she wouldn’t make as much of a fuss as the boy. Well, if so, this time there were two of them.


  And then he just had to go straight for the border. As soon as he passed Marienburg it was a straight shot on the highway. Drago and his men were ready; he had already called him in the morning and given the exact schedule. “About time,” he had growled. Drago had no idea how difficult it had been this time. By a hair, the children had almost screwed up the whole thing at the last minute. How in the world had they figured out that they were being spied upon? And this damn trap they’d set with the watch that could’ve easily gone wrong.


  He was glad the job would be done soon. If they didn’t make any more mistakes now, they would make it. Two children with the super blood type in one fell swoop, that was like winning the lottery.


  Satisfied, he leaned back. In half an hour he would be at the meeting point.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  The Yellow Racer


  
    

  


  If only she would hurry up a bit! MM slid uncomfortably back and forth on her seat in Mo-Kri’s yellow sports car.


  Mo-Kri was standing outside at some distance in the parking lot in front of the hospital with her phone to her ear. She had wanted to “just make a short call,” and that had turned into an eternity, or more precisely, two eternities, because after the first call she instantly made the next one.


  MM clutched her backpack, where Little Blue and the camera were. She just couldn’t wait until she could show the images to the Balloon. Meanwhile, she wasn’t afraid anymore. All she felt was impatience. She would’ve loved to honk the horn to make Mo-Kri get a move on.


  Too stupid that she didn’t have her cell phone! Her friends were surely waiting for an update from her. Mo-Kri had taken it away from her at the beginning of the trip “You’ve surely got a cell phone, right? You see, I forgot mine, could you help me out? I’ve got to make an urgent call!” But MM still hadn’t gotten her phone back. Mo-Kri had just put it in her pocket after the call, with the words, “I’ll definitely have to use it again soon. Of course, I’ll pay for the minutes.”


  Now it was starting to be about time! They had squandered half the morning in this dreary hospital. Mehmet was bouncy and in good health, but the doctors wanted to keep him another day, “for observation.”


  They’d played all kinds of games, much to the delight of Mehmet and his neighbors, who were just as bored as he was.


  Are we really here to play games? she was thinking the whole time.


  Mo-Kri must have sensed her impatience. “Mariekje, that’s the way it is, it doesn’t go faster,” she said with a rueful gesture. “I really understand that you want to go, but the Commissioner just isn’t available before ten!” That’s what he’d probably told her on the phone when she called him the night before. “He’s in an important meeting at the police headquarters. I can’t do anything about that, right?”


  “But Tobi... it’s urgent! Even the Balloon … Mr. Möller … must realize!” She almost started to cry. “And the listening device, aren’t there fingerprints to be preserved? The perpetrator has all the time in the world to cover his tracks!”


  “Now Mariekje, calm down,” Mo-Kri interrupted her. “For the listening device they need specialists from the state police, who the Commissioner has long since requested. But they can’t be there until tomorrow morning.” Very gently she said: “Mariekje, the police are a public administration.”


  As if that would console her! Mo-Kri should’ve just pressured the Balloon. She normally wasn’t so easily intimidated! The truth was that she simply didn’t believe their story and was actually just playing along so as to not disappoint them. MM clutched her backpack even tighter. How could she convince the Balloon, when even Mo-Kri wasn’t on her side?


  Finally! Mo-Kri had finished her phone call. And, apparently, she was suddenly in a hurry. Almost at a run, she came up to the car. “Let’s go!”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  
    

  


  He looked at the time. Ten minutes to twelve. They would arrive at any moment. They’d left the hospital at 11:15 am, as was the plan, and Elvira’s plans rarely went awry.


  He got out of the car, lit a cigarette and took a deep puff.


  His eyes scanned the surroundings. Not a soul. The old warehouse of the disused sawmill had been slowly rotting for ages. In the window frames the glass was missing. Some kids had probably smashed them. The floor was littered all over with broken glass. In many places the hall was completely overgrown with vines, between which half-rotted timbers and rusted steel beams were exposed. It wouldn’t be long before the building came crashing down completely.


  On the gravel in front of the hall, some old tires were lying around. In a corner someone had dumped their garbage an old sofa, a fridge, a couple of chairs, and a rusty tub.


  He leaned against the car and blew the smoke into the air. There was silence all around, only a few leaves were rustling in the trees. From far away the wind brought the rush of the highway with it.


  Once he got there, he’d made it. It would take him just four hours to reach the border, and then he would be rid of the children. He’d have to allow for a good half hour to reach Marienburg, probably somewhat more that damn construction site would certainly make him wait in a traffic jam again. Then he’d just have to cross the town, and there he was, on the highway. And he would be able to drive as fast as his X23 allowed, and that was a whole lot.


  He would leave the car with Drago and then quietly go back by train. He would be back later that night, the order fulfilled and the payment due. Even in his wildest dreams he hadn’t imagined the megabucks you could make with these children. Drago had some customers for whom money was no object. He told something of an Arab oil sheik who supposedly had already ordered kidneys and all sorts of other organs. And now this premium blood. He didn’t even really know what Drago was going to do with it. He didn’t care, anyway. If somebody was paying such a sum, he could expect that he wouldn’t be asked a lot of questions.


  He cast another look through the window at the backseat. No movements. The sedative was working perfectly.


  The boy still didn’t have the slightest idea who he was dealing with. When he was home again someday, he would perhaps remember the mask. And as for the girl, the super shot would wipe out her memory of the hours before. She wouldn’t even remember having been in Elvira’s car.


  Elvira’s plan was simply brilliant, even if it required strong nerves. But Elvira had them. Once the girl was properly tied up and wrapped in his car, she would start to Marienburg in her yellow racer. While he was already on his way to the border, she would drive to the city mall, and there she would start her show. First, she would call the castle and whine that the girl had disappeared. They had, she would tell, gotten a quick snack at the mall before hitting the road home. The girl then had to go to the bathroom and simply hadn’t come back. She must have been abducted! She would shout and cry her eyes out, and everyone would buy that she was in shock. When it came to acting, she was unbeatable.


  She would, of course, immediately call the police and put on her act with them, too. He could already imagine “We’re dealing with a serial killer, you know that? A serial killer! So do something, it just can’t be that one child after another disappears!” She would then consult with her colleagues in the castle, convene meetings, assign tasks, inform the parents, organize, manage, and so forth. Exactly as she had done after the boy had disappeared. “You’ve got to put yourself at the head of the movement, that’s the whole secret,” she had once told him. He admired her for her coolness. She really knew every trick in the book; he learned that during their last job. No one would ever even guess how the girl had really disappeared.


  If they didn’t make any more mistakes, they’d made it. There wasn’t the slightest trace leading to them. Elvira had told the girl to take the camera and the computer with her, which he would dump in Schleier Lake later that day. Without the photos, the children could tell whatever they wanted. Who would believe them?


  As soon as the whole matter died down, he and Elvira would change schools again, just as they had done the last time. Better safe than sorry. If they could provide three or four more children to Drago, then the good life would begin, somewhere where the sun was shining every day. Finally, he could live the life he’d always imagined. That was why he’d always wanted to become a doctor: Because you could rake in the money if you worked it cleverly. Too bad that he hadn’t passed the exam, it simply wasn’t his thing to cram like crazy. Instead, he had just taken another path to get at the big money. And, of course, it helped that he already had some basic knowledge of medicine.


  He put his hand in his jacket pocket and felt for the syringe.


  Then he took a deep puff from his cigarette and flicked it into the nettles. She would arrive at any moment. He reached for his mask.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  The Masked Man


  
    

  


  Mo-Kri plopped herself down onto the leather seat and slammed the door shut. The automatic door lock clicked softly. She turned the key and revved the engine sharply. The car jumped out of the parking space.


  “We’re going right back to the castle,” Mo-Kri said. “Möller and his people are already there. His secretary just told me.”


  MM let out a sigh of relief. The hunt for the kidnappers had begun! Finally! She would have loved nothing better than to hug Mo-Kri. “Thank you!” she said from the bottom of her heart. “I was so afraid that the Commissioner wouldn’t believe us, and maybe not even you. The thing with the wig and the curtain... well, it really looks like a kids’ prank...” She almost laughed.


  Mo-Kri didn’t say a word. She seemed to be somewhere far away. And apparently she didn’t even notice that she was driving way too fast. To MM it was all the same; they would just reach the castle earlier. Her thoughts went to her friends. What were they doing right now? Maybe they were just about to tell the police about the shape with the red cloak. If only they could show them the photos, too! Anyway, she would soon be able to catch up on that. Had the police already discovered the listening device?


  The outskirts of Marienburg were behind them. Mo-Kri turned onto the country road leading to the castle. The speedometer showed 70 miles per hour. The limit was 50. If she continued racing like that, they would reach the castle in twenty minutes. Cops would probably have surrounded the whole building, and all of the access routes would most likely be cordoned off.


  Maybe they had already arrested the perpetrator? At any moment they might meet a convoy of police cars with flashing lights and sirens coming their way, with the bloodsuckers sitting in the back of one. Perhaps Tobi was free already! It was only a matter of time before the whole nightmare was over. She felt a mix of pride and joy. This was now their third case, and without her and her friends, it might never have been solved...


  She smiled at Mo-Kri. When she saw her face, she was horrified – it was so hard and unapproachable. Why wasn’t Mo-Kri more excited? Her brow was furrowed and her hands were clutching the steering wheel, as if she had to hold onto it to avoid flying out of the car. She was murmuring incessantly to herself, and didn’t seem to care in the least whether MM was listening to her or not.


  Just now she was speaking of Mehmet that he actually was completely healthy already, and the doctors probably just wanted to keep him one more day to better utilize their empty beds. She murmured about how they therefore had to begin their journey home tomorrow an hour earlier than previously planned, because of the detour via the hospital. Then she complained about the construction site in the opposite lane, where the cars were stuck in a traffic jam. Then she jumped to the weather and to global warming, and then to how nice it had been on the cruise she’d gone on at Easter. She rambled without rhyme or reason, and hardly seemed to be paying attention to the road. She looked in the rearview mirror a few times, as if they were being followed.


  Something was wrong here. MM’s exhilaration was gone in one fell swoop. She felt her hands getting damp.


  Suddenly Mo-Kri slowed sharply and turned onto a dirt road that led into the forest. MM barely caught sight of a rusty sign saying “sawmill.”


  A strange feeling spread through her stomach. “Where are we going?” she asked.


  Instead of a reply Mo-Kri pressed the accelerator, so that the stones splattered to the side.


  MM glanced at Mo-Kri. Her face was petrified. MM felt the hairs on her arm stand up.


  “Can I have my phone?” she asked softly.


  No response.


  “Please.”


  “You won’t be needing it any longer.” Mo-Kri’s voice was ice cold.


  MM only had one thought: Get out of there! “Please stop!” she said.


  “We’re almost there,” Mo-Kri muttered, almost inaudibly.


  In front of them appeared a half ruined factory. The windows were smashed, and a part of the building was overgrown with vines and brambles.


  Mo-Kri took her foot off the gas, and the car slowed down.


  Finally! MM breathed again.


  
    

  


  Then she saw the man in the mask.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Bad Boys


  
    

  


  Bo looked at his two friends desperately.


  YoYo must have understood his glance as an invitation, because he promptly cleared his throat and took a step forward. He was not going to start one of his speeches, was he? Bo thought.


  Too late. “Dear Countess, Sir Zilinski!” YoYo got going. “We have always followed the principle of absolute professionalism in our investigations, and so I ask you to listen to”


  He didn’t get any further. The Countess stood up and said in a calm but firm tone: “Dear Yorick, I remember having made the proposal to wait for Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger to return before we waste any words on this matter. I must therefore ask you to be patient for a few more moments.” She pointed to the door and looked at the children one after the other. “Maybe you better wait in your rooms in the meantime.”


  At that moment the door opened with a loud crash. In came the poison dwarf, goose-stepping up a storm. He was dragging a child by the ear Santino!


  As Santino looked around the room for help, Bo caught his gaze.


  “Here, the gypsy tick,” snapped the poison dwarf, “I finally caught him, he was just about to enter the castle, probably to go stealing. But not on my watch! I’ve observed him! He came with his horse in full pelt across the yard, all the gravel is ruined... you don’t want to know what it looks like now... I thought he was going to ride right into the castle!” He put on a triumphant air and wildly waved an object. “Here are the stolen goods!”


  Bo immediately recognized YoYo’s binoculars.


  “I right away secured them,” the poison dwarf rumbled on, “these gypsies steal like magpies!”


  “But they belong to him!” YoYo shouted. “I gave them to him!”


  The poison dwarf threw YoYo a nasty look.


  “Let go of the boy, can’t you see you’re hurting him?” the Countess said in a sharp voice. “One would think you were a civilized person... ‘Gypsy tick,’ I do not want to hear that again! Do you understand me?”


  The poison dwarf muttered something unintelligible and roughly pushed the boy toward the Countess.


  With a fluttering glance, Santino looked around in all directions. When he discovered the knight in the glass case, he leaped at YoYo and pressed himself against him, without leaving the man in the armor out of sight.


  “There was a yellow car coming,” he blurted out, “a woman and a girl! And an evil man was waiting for them. He had a mask on, and he dragged the girl into his car, a large SUV.”


  “And you saw this with your binoculars?” the Countess asked. The wrinkles on her forehead were curling in concern.


  Santino nodded.


  “Where was that?”


  “In the forest, at the old sawmill.”


  “And the man in the mask, is he still there now?”


  “No, he drove off. And the other car, too. Toward Marienburg.” His eyes were flickering back and forth between the armor and the Countess. You couldn’t tell which one of them made him more afraid. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, and held it toward the Countess. Bo recognized a few letters and numbers in clumsy scrawl. Santino had apparently copied the license plates.


  “Well, am I in a madhouse?” Zilinski groaned. “Now this one, too, begins with these fantasy stories.”


  “Gypsy ticks,” hissed the poison dwarf.


  The Countess silenced him with a glance. Then she turned back to Santino: “You don’t need to be afraid, tell us what you saw.”


  But Santino didn’t say another word; he only pressed himself even more tightly against YoYo.


  “It’s getting really funny now,” Zilinski grinned. “Elvira with a wig, a man in a mask”


  “I don’t really care if you think this is funny, Mr. Zilinski,” the Countess interrupted him sharply. “When a girl is dragged into a car somewhere, it is a crime. Or would you call it something else?” Her croaking voice almost cracked. She looked at Zilinski with sparkling eyes. “And if there is even the slightest suspicion that there’s something to what the boy is saying, then we’d damn well better do something!”


  No one had noticed that Santino had scurried to the door while the Countess was going off on Zilinski. The soft blow of the door slamming shut behind him made for an awkward silence. A few seconds later, the trampling of a horse was heard in the yard.


  “That’s what you get for scaring him the way you did,” the Countess hissed at the poison dwarf. With resolute steps she went to her desk, picked up the phone and dialed. “This is the Countess of Wulfshausen, please give me Commissioner Möller. It is urgent.” The furrows on her forehead were moving briskly, and the longer the silence lasted on the other side of the line, the more turbulent the battle on her forehead got.


  “I told you, this is urgent, didn’t you hear me?” the Countess barked into the handset. “In a meeting, you say?” The movement of furrows on her forehead had become a fierce battle. “Then get him out of there! Immediately!”


  Bo was almost unable to fight against the lump in his throat. MM was in the hands of these criminals, and they were all just standing around.


  “Call back?” The Countess’ voice was getting dangerously low. “Listen, didn’t I say I need him now!? It’s about a crime... Yes, right, the kidnapping case in our hostel... And apparently now a second child” She broke off. “What do you mean by ‘not available’?” she yelled into the phone. The furrows on her forehead were now canyons and craters, from which glowing lava would surely soon gush out. “Tell him that I’ll call the president of the police, this instant! And kindly, at once!”


  Her words were drowned in a deafening roar that came from the courtyard outside. Through the windows the Bad Boys could be seen screeching around, making the gravel splash to all sides.


  “Shut the windows!” the Countess shouted, waving the handset. Zilinski and the poison dwarf simultaneously started to the window handles. But even with the windows closed you could barely hear your own words.


  Bo didn’t know himself where the idea that suddenly flashed through his mind had come from. “Come with me,” he hissed to his friends, and ran to the door.


  Once in the courtyard, he looked out for the leader’s black cap. As soon as he’d discovered it, he ran over to him, waving his hands.


  “Hey, are you tired of life?” Bandito yelled at him. His machine came to a halt just two millimeters in front of Bo. He played menacingly with the throttle. “Are we too loud for you kiddies? Nobody gives us commands here, just for the record!”


  The other Bad Boys had meanwhile grouped in a semicircle behind their leader, howling their engines.


  Bandito looked at Bo from top to bottom. “You ass face, are you looking for trouble or something?”


  Oddly enough, Bo felt no fear. He didn’t have anything to lose.


  “We need your help,” Bo said. He looked Bandito directly in the eyes.


  From the Bad Boys’ round there came loud, jeering laughter. “So you’ve got a problem, you stuck-up prigs? And now we’re just right for you, or what?” one of them shouted.


  Bandito silenced him with a sign of his hand.


  “Ho-hum, you need help,” he said with a nasty smirk, “and now you can guess how much of a shit I give about your problems.”


  From the Bad Boys in the background there came sardonic laughter.


  Bo went on undeterred. “What do you do if one of your gang is in danger?”


  “Huh?”


  “If someone wants to whack your buddy?”


  Suddenly Bandito didn’t any longer look arrogant at all. “I would do anything, man, you understand, anything!”


  “You know what?” Bo continued. “Someone wants to whack our friend. And that’s why I’m coming to you. We both know we can’t stand each other, but that doesn’t matter now. Our buddy is in danger, and only you can help her. That’s all, you understand? That’s why I’m coming to you and asking, ‘Help me, please!’ “


  It was clear from Bandito’s face that nobody had ever asked him for help before. His expression suddenly was completely different.


  “What happened to your friend?” he asked.


  Bo tried, as much as he could, to make a long story short.


  When he had finished, there was a wild glint in Bandito’s eyes.


  “What, the old woman wants to steal your friend?” he shouted. “She shouldn’t rejoice too soon!” Bo felt something like a tinge of hope.


  “If they set off from the old sawmill just now,” Bandito spoke to himself, “they’ll definitely need half an hour to get to the city... no, longer, due to the construction site.” Turning to Bo he continued hastily: “There’s a way we know, the old mine track through the forest past the quarry. It goes up and down, but if we’re lucky we’ll cut them off at the pass. And then they’d better dress warmly!”


  With this, he made his machine roar.


  “Come on, take a seat on the back, you with Flori, you,” he pointed to Simon “with Alexandra! And you” he pointed to Bo “with me. And the stick there? Does he want to come along?” He pointed to Abel, who had appeared next to Bo with an embarrassed smile and murmuring, “I didn’t want to leave you in the lurch.”


  “Okay Timo, you take the beanpole!”


  At his sign all the Bad Boys opened their throttles at the same time.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  The Chase through the Woods


  
    

  


  Bo had scarcely taken his seat on the saddle behind Bandito when he opened up full throttle. The rear tire under Bo turned in the gravel and squirted a fountain of stones and dirt backward, exactly in the direction of the entrance stairs, where at that moment the poison dwarf had appeared, gesturing wildly. The machine shot forward with a jerk.


  “Hold on!” Bandito’s warning nearly came too late. Bo was pushed backward and could barely cling to the leather jacket in front of him.


  And off they went, once across the yard, through a flower bed, onto the lawn of the castle garden, and from there across the meadow toward the woods. Behind them, the other machines were howling. Bo felt like he was part of a speedboat squadron, plowing across the meadow as if it were a lake.


  “The way through the forest takes half as long as the road,” Bo heard Bandito’s voice through the roar of the airstream. “My record is 18 minutes 34 seconds, from the parking lot to the gas station.”


  Bo didn’t dare attempt to speak; he was fully occupied with keeping his balance.


  Bandito dashed toward the edge of the forest. Bo let out a scream as the machine crashed into a wall of leaves and branches.


  “Don’t worry, I’m at home here!” Bandito had shot through some gap in the scrub, known only to him.


  When they reached the trail parking lot, Bo turned around. He caught a glimpse of Simon’s blonde mane flying like a flag behind Alexandra. Behind YoYo there was the black tie fluttering. Bo quickly looked ahead again, so as not to lose his balance.


  Bandito now turned onto the narrow trail with the yellow oak leaf sign that led to the quarry. Before each curve Bo imagined them slamming into a tree, but each time Bandito tore his machine around at the last moment. He seemed to know every curve, every root, and every stone on the path. When they arrived at the quarry, Bandito charged his motorcycle up the hill. Bo knew that the path above lead directly along the cliff edge. But instead of slowing down, Bandito now cranked up for real and raced alongside the quarry, only inches away from the abyss. Bo tried not to look down, but didn’t succeed. He could spot the camper van of Santino’s family far below. His head began to spin, and he clung desperately to Bandito.


  “Everything okay?” he heard his voice from ahead, but couldn’t bring out an answer.


  When they had left the quarry behind them, he heaved a sigh of relief. They were now on the road leading to the abandoned mines. It was still covered in some places with old cobblestones, but for the most part consisted of potholes, roots, and sharp corners.


  “Half-time!” hooted Bandito.


  So they hadn’t even been on the road for ten minutes. If you had asked Bo, he would have guessed ten hours. He hadn’t felt his feet for a long time, his eyes were watering, and his arms were wrapped around Bandito’s upper body in a permanent spasm. The trees whizzed past left and right, and with each curve Bo got dizzier, until he thought he was flying on a never-ending carousel. And the faster the world spun around him, the faster the carousel of questions was spun in his head. Where did the man in the mask and Mo-Kri plan to take MM? What if they weren’t able to cut them off? How were they going to make them stop? Would they simply block the road? What if the two of them just ran them over? And even if they stopped, how would they free MM?


  His thoughts were cut short by Bandito’s gleeful shouting. “Now the downhill run! Ten percent gradient, cool beans! In the last race I wiped out Nikas here. No one stands a chance against me downhill, except maybe for Alexandra, last week she put in a couple extra cylinders!”


  If only Bandito would look ahead again! Here were two people sitting on a moped converted to a torpedo, without helmets, and on a slope that was steeper than a black diamond ski run. And the driver was looking anywhere but straight ahead. If his mother knew, Bo had to think.


  “Cool, huh?”


  No, cool was different. Bo couldn’t hardly even breathe because the airflow was taking his breath away. He went into the slipstream behind Bandito and clung to his jacket like a drowning man on a lifeboat. There was just one thought left in his head: that the ride should be over, and right now.


  “Down there, the road!” No – don’t point to it! Drive with both hands! Bo broke out in a cold sweat.


  “They shouldn’t rejoice too soon! If you mess with us, you don’t go away unpunished!”


  They were now on some sort of dirt road that ran straight onto the main road, which was some three hundred yards in front of them.


  Two hundred yards to go.


  “Damn!” Bo heard Santino exclaim. “You see the cars?”


  Bo had already noticed the yellow racer. And the gray SUV as well. “That’s them,” he choked out. The two cars shot past in front of them just a moment before Bandito reached the road. The grey one was in the lead.


  “Come on, follow them!” shouted Bo.


  “Sure, man!”


  Bandito turned onto the road, and cranked his machine up higher and higher.


  But Bo immediately realized that they had no chance.


  “They’re doing 100 at least,” Bandito shouted.


  “Just go!”


  “You betcha!”


  Bandito ducked deeply in order to offer less resistance. Bo did the same, but in vain. The two cars in front of them were getting smaller and smaller. A few moments later they had disappeared behind a curve.


  And MM with them.


  
    

  


  hey almost crashed into the yellow sports car when they came shooting around the bend. The impact of the hard braking pressed Bo against Bandito’s leather back and took his sight away from what was happening in front of him. Only when the machine came to a halt was he able to seize the reason for the braking maneuver: Before them stood the two cars of the kidnappers. They had apparently been forced to stop by a tractor that stood across the road with its rusty trailer, blocking it completely.


  A man was sitting on top of the tractor none other than the Poppa. And next to him: Santino.


  Bo stared at the two of them as if they were apparitions.


  At the same moment the door of the SUV opened. “Push your pile of junk out of here!” someone roared out of the car. Bo recognized the voice even before he saw the man who was now jumping out of the car: Auermann! As always, he was wearing his black turtleneck sweater and a chic jacket. His face was twisted with rage. With clenched fists he shot toward the tractor. “Get the hell out of here!”


  The Poppa seemed unimpressed. He looked down at Auermann with the widest mustache-smile in the world, and said nothing.


  Meanwhile, the other Bad Boys had come to a halt with screeching brakes next to Bo and Bandito. All eyes were on their leader.


  “Encircle them!” he commanded.


  The machines shot forward like a pack of sharks and laid a circle of noise and exhaust fumes around the two cars.


  Bandito had placed his machine right next to the yellow racer. The door opened with a jerk. Mo-Kri leaped at Bandito.


  “Get lost!” she yelled over the noise. “Are you crazy?” At that moment her eyes met Bo. She stared at him as if she were being threatened with a machine gun. “What... what’s this?” she stammered.


  A moment later she had regained control. “You have illegally absented yourself from the school camp, you know what the agreement says.” Then she turned to Bandito and shouted at him: “You get lost now, or else!”


  As an answer, Bandito turned off the engine. The others did the same. Mo-Kri seemed to have understood the message at once: We stay here as long as we like! She let an uneasy glance wander over the shark circle.


  “Udo!” she shouted in Mr. Auermann’s direction. It almost sounded like a cry for help.


  But he didn’t seem to take notice of her. He still had his fists clenched and was yelling up at the Poppa. “Did you hear me!? Or do you want me to make you get a move on?”


  Santino pressed himself against his dad in terror.


  “I not driving away,” he growled, his arms crossed over his fat belly.


  “Are you not able to, or do you not want to?” Auermann came another step closer. Santino holed up behind his father.


  A broad grin appeared on the Poppa’s face. “Don’t want to!”


  “Watch it!” exploded Auermann. “I’ll mess you up if you don’t clear the way at once!”


  “Mess me up?” The Poppa roared with laughter. He rose slowly and came casually down from his tractor. Although Auermann was taller than him by nearly two heads, he didn’t show the slightest sign of fear. “You messing me up?” He was still laughing.


  Auermann made a quick step back, and grabbed with his right hand into his jacket pocket. When he pulled it out again, he had a syringe in his hand.


  “Yes, I messing you up,” Auermann sneered and lunged at him.


  The Poppa didn’t retreat by an inch, but looked with pity at the thing that his opponent had in hand. As Auermann stabbed out, he grabbed his arm and held it with one hand as tightly as a vise. Auermann dropped the syringe with a cry of pain.


  “You messing me up...” The Poppa shook his head in amusement as he grabbed Auermann, swung him like a bundle over his shoulder, and marched over to his trailer.


  “Let him go!” Mo-Kri leaped toward the Poppa with a cry.


  A few Bad Boys climbed from their machines and followed her like bodyguards.


  “Let him go immediately! Or else...”


  But the Poppa had already sent his package into the trailer with a sturdy dash and pulled the grid shut. He pushed the heavy iron bar closed and put a huge padlock on it, so that the clattering could be heard all over. “You messing me up,” he said once again, shaking his head as if he had just heard the best joke in the world.


  He didn’t throw him to the bear, Bo thought, but a quick glance assured him that the carriage wagon was empty. He now only wanted one thing: getting to MM as soon as possible. Nothing else mattered now. Gritting his teeth, he ###maneuvered his stiff legs from the bike and hobbled to Auermann’s gray Volvo.


  Looking through the window, he immediately recognized the two packages in the back seat, wrapped in blankets. At first glance they looked like mummies. Bo’s eyes fell on MM’s pale face. Dead. The thought hit him like a punch in the stomach. Frantically he tore open the back door and leaned over her. “MM! It’s me, Bo!” He had wanted to whisper, but it came out as a cry.


  MM moved her lips, without opening her eyes. “Where am I?” she said very quietly.


  Bo felt as if the weight of the entire world had been lifted from his shoulders. “You’re safe,” he said, and this time it really was a whisper, very close to her ear.


  But MM was already asleep again.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Captured


  
    

  


  “Watch out! Mo-Kri’s up to something,” Simon whispered. Bo was so engrossed in MM’s sleeping face that he hadn’t noticed that his friends were now with him.


  Mo-Kri was standing in front of the trailer whispering with Auermann through the bars. Again and again she squinted to her car.


  “She’s going to make a run for it!” Bo said.


  Just then Mo-Kri started sprinting toward her car. One of the Bad Boys darted behind too late. She already was in her car and had slammed the door shut.


  Bo at once saw the gap behind Mo-Kri’s racer that had opened up in the circle of motorcycles. One of the machines had moved out of the way! Mo-Kri just had to go into reverse to escape.


  “She’s going to get away!” he cried.


  “She can’t!”


  Everyone turned to Abel.


  He stretched his closed hand out to them. When he opened it, he was holding the car keys.


  “I’ve already pressed the lock. If she doesn’t open it in the next twenty seconds from the inside, she is trapped – a security mechanism that has been standard in the 16 series from 2010 onward.” He pressed the key into YoYo’s hand.


  Bo began counting silently. 19... 18... 17...


  Through the window Mo-Kri could be seen searching frantically for her key, first in her suit pocket... 16... 15... 14..., then in her trousers’ pocket... 13... 12... 11 …, in the glove compartment... 10... 9..., in her handbag … 8... 7... 6..., and finally under the floor mat... 5... 4... 3 …


  She shook her head impatiently and rummaged once more in the glove compartment.


  2... 1...


  “Zero!” all of them screamed in unison.


  “And she really can’t get out of there now?” Bo still couldn’t quite believe it.


  Instead of a reply, Abel nodded toward the car.


  Mo-Kri’s face was flushed, and had a grim expression while she busied herself with the door handle. She tried her luck at the passenger side – also in vain. She looked outside in despair. When she saw Bo and his friends, she abruptly lost control of her face. That was obviously YoYo’s fault: With the sweetest of smiles he dangled the key ring on his index finger for her to see. With a gesture of regret he made it disappear into his pocket.


  
    

  


  At that moment a faint buzzing could be heard in the air.


  The children turned their heads simultaneously in the direction from which the sound came. Above the Marienburg forest appeared a helicopter, then a second, and then a third an entire squadron of helicopters came flying toward them!


  “SWAT,” YoYo commented dryly, “it’s about time.”


  The buzzing slowly became a roar that Bo felt in his stomach. Soon the helicopters were standing in the air above them, and then slowly sinking down onto the road.


  Some fifty feet away from the children, the first machine had almost reached the ground. It hovered over the road about knee-high. Bo was seized by the storm coming from the rotor blades, and literally had to brace his feet against it. He could hardly keep himself upright, and thought his eardrums were going to burst from the noise.


  Right before the helicopter touched down onto the road, a hatch opened and spat out policemen in blue riot gear. They scurried over the asphalt with machine guns at the ready and took cover in the roadside ditch and behind bushes and trees. With a whistling noise the blades came to a standstill.


  Policemen now jumped from the other helicopters, too, and ran crouching on the road. Patrol cars with blue lights came racing along from the direction of Marienburg, the wailing sirens mingling with the noise of the helicopters.


  “The only thing missing is the rocket launcher,” YoYo said reverently.


  Cumbersomely, the Balloon climbed out of the last of the landed helicopters. Mr. Beiermeier helped him out of the hatch. The Balloon looked around like a general on the battlefield. His assistant handed him a megaphone.


  “Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger!” he yelled into the device. “Come out of your car immediately, and put your hands behind your neck!”


  “She can’t,” YoYo said in the Balloon’s direction.


  He turned around, confused. When his eyes met the children, his lower jaw literally dropped to the floor. He shook his red head, as if he wanted to get rid of a nightmare, then he picked up the megaphone.


  “Mrs. Morahwe-Krieger! I repeat... Come out at once!”


  “She can’t!” This time the words came from Abel.


  “What do you mean, she can’t?” barked the Balloon.


  “Get out of the car.”


  “Why not?” the Balloon bellowed.


  “The safety lock has been activated,” said Bo.


  “It’s standard with the model 16,” Abel added. “She’s trapped.”


  “Trapped?” he asked incredulously. “And who trapped her?”


  YoYo strolled up to him. It was clear he had to keep everybody in suspense once again. “Teamwork,” he said at last. Since his tie was still hanging on his back, he stroked his belly as a substitute. He theatrically reached into his pocket, and with a “Hepp!” threw the car keys to the Balloon. “You can get her out now.”


  The air seemed to escape from the Balloon’s face with one blow. He caught the key and stared at it as if he had never seen a car key. Without a word, he handed it to Mr. Beiermeier. “Proceed with the arrest!”


  Meanwhile, paramedics had arrived at Auermann’s Volvo. The two sleeping children were laid onto stretchers and disappeared into one of the ambulances. “We’ve got to take them to the hospital for observation,” one of the paramedics said in passing. Bo would have loved to come along with them.


  “Second perpetrator is fleeing,” he heard the Balloon talk into his radio, “probably on foot... wide-area cordoning … surveillance from the air!”


  The children looked at each other, grinning. “Just let him do it,” whispered YoYo.


  “Give out an instant search alert!” the Balloon continued snarling into his microphone. Then he turned to the children: “Can you describe him?”


  YoYo looked pointedly to the trailer. “Tall... maybe six foot two... brown hair... but partly balding... Eyes...” he hesitated and looked very closely “… something between gray and blue...”


  “Eye color between gray and blue,” the Balloon transmitted. “And the clothes?” he asked.


  “Jeans... black loafers... black turtleneck... gray jacket with... wait a minute...” he craned his neck and took a step toward the trailer “... quite a few stains on it.”


  Now the Balloon finally got the point. He stared at the man in the cage. “Does this happen to be”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  Now the last molecule of air had leaked. “Search to be cancelled immediately,” he said wearily into his microphone. “Wanted individual has been found.” He looked at the children one after the other. For once, his gaze wasn’t unfriendly. He slowly shook his head. “Children, children … you’ve done a really good job.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  A Shower of Sparks


  
    

  


  “So... let’s drink to the heroes of the evening!” The Countess was standing on the tractor, erect like the Statue of Liberty. Only instead of a torch, she raised her champagne glass. Beside her sat a radiant Poppa in exquisite style, with a crisp, white, ironed shirt, tie and a suit, out of which he was almost bursting. Apparently, he hadn’t had enough time to shave, though. Santino was standing on the footboard, his large eyes shining with excitement.


  The setting sun cast its rays on the tractor like a giant spotlight, and plunged the jagged walls of the quarry in an orange light. You couldn’t imagine a better setting for a party.


  In one corner of the quarry the Bad Boys had parked their machines right next to the rusted trailer, in which the old dancing bear trotted back and forth. Again and again it sniffed through the bars after the scents of the wonderful things on the two huge barbecues where Zilinski and the Big Bertha acted as grill masters. Zilinski was reigning over the steaks and sausages, Bertha over the corncobs and Tofu balls for the Veggies.


  Students and teachers sat huddled at the tables that were set up in a semicircle around the tractor. Judging by the longing glances that were again and again wandering in the direction of the two barbecues, the bear was not the only one whose nose was tickled by the scents.


  The Bad Boys were standing a little apart and obviously didn’t yet feel really comfortable being around so many people.


  Near the landslide site that YoYo had come to know so well a few days before, the buffet had been set up: Table after table was lined up beside another, each one bending under the weight of the dishes. On both sides were dispensers for cola and lemonade. And somewhere in the forest, well-camouflaged among the ferns, waited two (or maybe a few more) crates of beer that the Bad Boys had been hiding for the later hours of the night.


  Tobi’s father had done it in style. “Today we’re going all out,” he had announced, as always a bit too cockily. He had even placed a few outhouses in a corner of the quarry. He was particularly proud that he had managed to shake off the press. For this purpose he had rented out the Marienburg Festival Hall, and had arranged for food and drink to be dished out on attentively decorated tables. This was where the photographers and journalists were currently cooling their heels.


  
    

  


  “I really don’t know where to start,” the Countess croaked from the tractor, “because there are so many heroes in this—” She made a pause, in which a little cough was heard coming from the Balloon’s direction. He had aligned himself in the back row of the audience.


  “First of all, I’ll drink a toast to—” She looked for help on the piece of paper in her hand, which was at least as wrinkled as her face— “Janosh Czik... Czikczent... Czikczentmihaly,” she finally managed to say. The Poppa was bursting with pride and didn’t stop bowing. “I Zampano,” he said again and again, and was all smiles.


  The Countess held her glass very classily, with her pinky finger up. Her bow toward the Poppa was just as elegant. After she had taken a mini sip from her champagne glass, the Poppa raised his as well. It almost disappeared in his paw, so that one feared he might crush it if he didn’t take care. He flushed the content down in one gulp, looked pityingly at the empty glass and with a casual gesture threw it behind him, where it shattered on the floor with a clink. The Zampano apparently waited for the Countess to follow his example. When she didn’t, he said with a sheepish grin: “the way we do it,” and then was obviously glad that the Countess turned to the next hero— Santino.


  “If you hadn’t alerted your dad...” The creaking of her voice made the boy press himself against the tractor in terror. “And if you hadn’t found the syringe... and hadn’t observed the man in the mask...” The rest of the sentence was drowned in the applause of the audience, making the boy visibly uncomfortable.


  Next, it was the Bad Boys’ turn. “Now come over here, please,” the Countess piped in the gentlest tones that her voice offered. Apparently they didn’t yet feel completely comfortable in their role of heroes, so it took a while before they were all standing in front of the tractor, grinning timidly into the crowd.


  “I’ve always said that the Bad Boys aren’t as bad as they look,” the Countess said with a smile. “And, was I right?” She lifted her glass. “Without you, we really wouldn’t have anything to celebrate now—” She paused and added, “and without your machines, even less.” She cast a side glance to the Balloon and put on a feigned serious face. “As I learned from Commissioner Möller, there is evidence that some of your vehicles have been illegally modified, and therefore do not entirely meet the road traffic regulations. Mr. Möller has therefore been thinking of something for you: All of you will have the opportunity to take motorcycle license exams. Tobi’s father has kindly agreed to bear the costs.”


  The Bad Boys enthusiastically boxed and knocked each other on their leather jackets. You would think an African drum band had gotten started.


  “And now to you.” The Countess looked at Bo, YoYo, Simon, Abel, and MM.


  Yes, MM. She and Tobi had recovered in the hospital quickly, but were supposed to keep to their beds at the doctors’ orders. Tobi’s father had therefore unceremoniously arranged for beds from the hospital to be brought for the two of them. And there they were, lying wrapped in their crisp white blankets, surrounded by their friends. Tobi still looked somewhat worn out, but had already found his usual roguish smile again.


  “Bo, Yorick, Simon, Abel, and Mariekje,” croaked the Countess, “you are the real heroes of this evening. Without you, Tobi would be somewhere now... somewhere... I don’t want to imagine... and you, Mariekje, just as well.” Her voice had become very soft. “I just want to tell you how happy and relieved I am that you are both safe and sound with us. And so I’m raising my glass...”


  The applause drowned out her words. Nobody could stop clapping.


  Bo glanced over to the buffet. The Big Bertha made an inviting gesture. Evidently she could tell from his face that he was starving.


  But no. When the applause had ebbed and the Countess came down the stairs— gallantly led by Zampano’s hand— Tobi’s father hurried toward the tractor with elastic steps, climbed onto the cab, and checked his tie. You could see in his face that he was the type of person who liked to hear himself talk.


  “Surely you’re all hungry now, so I’ll be brief.” With these words he drew the manuscript of a prepared speech that was as thick as a telephone book from his briefcase. He flashed a bright smile into the crowd and put the reading glasses on. “Dear heroes of this evening...”


  “Heroes of this evening” was about to be the most overused term of the year, Bo thought.


  Despite that introduction, Tobi’s father proceeded to elaborate on his own exploits. “No, I didn’t spare any efforts or costs to offer you all of this here.” He let his hand wander across the quarry in a wide arc, as if to say: “The whole world belongs to me, and I’ll give you a bit of it.”


  Bo wasn’t listening. Like the others, he impatiently stepped from one foot to the other. Zilinski’s sausages would probably be charred and Bertha’s potato salad moldy before they would be eventually allowed to eat.


  After half an eternity, Bo gathered from the thin applause around him that Tobi’s father had finished plowing through his phone book. Mr. Altmann bowed like a movie star at the Oscars. Finally, the meal could start.


  Meal? Start? No, Bo had reckoned without the Balloon, who was about to heave himself onto the tractor. Without uniform he at once looked much more affable. “I do know,” he began, “that no one wants to hear anything else any longer. Nevertheless, I just have to get one thing off my chest.” He was now speaking directly to Bo and his friends. “I want to apologize for not taking you seriously. It was a mistake that nearly cost your two friends their health, and maybe even their lives. That’s why I’ve taken off my uniform. I have decided to retire. It is about time anyway, and my grandchildren deserve to have something of me. On their behalf, I would like to say: thank you very much!”


  
    

  


  And now the time had really come. The mass migration to the barbecues and buffet began. Zilinski and the Big Bertha had their hands full.


  Meanwhile, the sun had set. At several points, campfires flared up, and Santino was tirelessly putting wood on them.


  Bo and his friends were standing with their laden plates around MM’s bed, munching silently.


  With the words “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” the Balloon joined them. With a certain degree of uncertainty, he clutched his paper plate, upon which he’d stacked several sausages and a mountain of mustard.


  “Of course, it’s still too early,” he said, swallowing half of a sausage down in one gulp, “the interrogation of the suspects has not yet been completed. But this much is already clear: The two of them also have to do with the other case in the school camp. And with the children missing from the Jacobus Children’s Home as well. We raided their homes, and found evidence en masse of a Mafia ring that is probably behind the whole thing. The tracks lead abroad, to a certain Drago. It’s probably just a code name, but we are confident we’ll get him soon.” He made another sausage disappear in his mouth. “We have also secured the listening device in the room. Absolutely high-tech, your teacher was able to hear every word from her bedroom.” Another sausage disappeared. “Ingenious idea, the one with the trap... I must say... ingenious. I’ll give a lecture about it at the police academy.”


  YoYo stroked his tie, satisfied.


  The Countess joined them. “Mr. Möller, are you telling the children about our phone call before the police operation?” she asked with a wink.


  The Balloon scratched his head. “You better do that yourself, it really isn’t a badge of honor for me.” With that he left the children alone with the Countess.


  “I’ve told the story quite a few times already,” she croaked, “so here’s the quick version. You witnessed Möller’s secretary putting me off... the Boss was in some meeting and not available... Well, the threat that I would call the police president on the spot worked wonders. ‘This is certainly something this tie-wearing oddball kid and his friends have concocted again, the ones who can’t stop their detective games,’ he snapped at me when I finally had him on the line. ‘I’m getting tired of getting jerked around by them.’ I then read him the license plate from Santino’s slip of paper. He entered it into his computer. And then he suddenly got quite excited. ‘Fits the car model from the parking lot exactly! I’ll immediately alert the SWAT team!’ ”


  She paused and looked thoughtfully into the fire that was flickering in the distance. “Mariekje, your destiny was really hanging by a thread.”


  MM just nodded, and the others, too, didn’t say a word for a long while. The silence was only interrupted when YoYo cleared his throat and said in his most solemn tone: “Only one who knows death can live freely.”


  The Countess turned to him and her lower lip began to tremble as if she were going to cry. Instead, she suddenly burst into laughter. “Yorick, you’re really awesome,” she snorted. “Where in the world did you get that from?” She could hardly calm herself.


  YoYo didn’t answer, he was visibly peeved but tried not to show it. The struggle of being a misunderstood poet …


  The Countess’ laughter was drowned out by a jubilant violin. The Poppa was standing on one of the tables playing the fiddle.


  
    

  


  The fast and furious gypsy melody was the prelude to a glamorous party.


  Never to be forgotten was the moment when, suddenly, from a corner of the quarry, a pony came roaring up, on whose back Santino was— yes, standing. He let his pony race in a circle while doing stunts like handstands, handsprings, and breathing fire.


  The Zampano was so stirred up by the crowd’s cheers that he immediately wanted to bring his bear out of the trailer. “Needs dancing! Dancing good!” he kept saying. The Balloon and the Countess exhausted themselves talking him out of it. In return, he demonstrated how he could break chains with the strength of his chest muscles. All spectators were so mesmerized that no one noticed Tobi’s dog Paula devouring Zilinski’s collected BBQ-works behind their backs.


  Then it was the Bad Boys’ turn. They made their machines twirl in a circle, chased them through the quarry on their rear wheels and went off jumps made of boards and stones.


  The more the night went on, the more turbulent it got, partly perhaps in tribute to the beer bottles that the Bad Boys had gotten out of the forest and which were quietly making the rounds. YoYo seemed to be particularly inspired by the drink, and soon spoke only in verse.


  
    

  


  At some point during the night, a scream suddenly came out of nowhere. “Sisi!”


  No, this couldn’t really be happening, Bo thought. He looked over to Simon, who was glancing into the air above him.


  If he was looking up there for a possible way to make himself invisible, he was too late. Mia was strutting through the crowd as if someone had laid out a red carpet for her and all the cameras of the world were focused on her. She was made up as if she had fallen into a paint box set.


  “I’m a bit late,” she started to shriek, as soon as she had arrived at Bo and his friends. “Just had to give an interview... an exclusive interview... it was about our detective gang and how we rescued Tobi and MM.”


  Bo looked at his friends with a helpless shrug. He could already see the next day’s newspaper before his eyes: Twelve year-old girl rescues abducted children, or something like that.


  “Don’t you worry, brother sweetie, I didn’t forget to mention you,” she said patronizingly.


  “Nice of you,” murmured Bo. It was really a mystery to him how his sister had made it to the quarry. Tobi’s mother, who had appeared in the quarry just moments before, had probably given her a ride.


  Mia went on and on to poor Simon— how much she had loved working in his animal hospital, and that she had, of course, done it all only for him, and that she would from now on come help him every day, and so on. And, of course, all the classmates were listening. You could tell from Simon’s face that he would have jumped with a cry of joy if an abyss had opened at his feet. Again and again she patted his hand and asked, “And really, nothing happened to my Sisi?” as if he was coming back from war. You really couldn’t be less lucky with women than Simon. Five silly little sisters, and on top of that, a lovesick admirer named Mia.


  
    

  


  Suddenly, without warning, the entire quarry was bathed in glowing red light. No one had noticed the preparations for the fireworks that at that moment were being launched from the edge of the quarry above. Even Mia was instantly speechless.


  Flares rose into the sky from all sides, turning the quarry into a caldron full of magic colors.


  The flares were replaced by fountains, which were spraying up and all around and laying a dome of shimmering gold over the quarry. The golden veil had scarcely sunken down when a whistling swarm of missiles filled the air with flowers in all colors of the rainbow, which dissolved into a shower of sparks of pure silver.


  
    

  


  WAt that moment Bo felt all the weight lifted from his shoulders; the whole burden of the past few days, the uncertainty, the fear. What a stroke of luck that everything had gone well! And how lucky Tobi and MM were!


  He felt the tears welling in his eyes. He searched his friends with his gaze and saw that the same was happening to them. As if upon a secret signal, they all sat down on the edge of MM’s bed. They looked together into the sky, where the last traces of glitter were slowly floating to the ground.


  
    

  


  The End


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  Discover the other cases of Bo & Friends ...



  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  "The Hunt for Giant Blue"
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  Giant Blue, the world’s fastest computer that MM’s Dad built, has been stolen!


  The police have no leads. Bo and his friends YoYo, Simon and MM will have to investigate on their own. When they finally come up with something, it is, of all people, one of their own that puts them all in mortal danger ...


  



  Ulrich Renz: The Hunt for Giant Blue


  Sefa publishers, 2015


  ISBN 978-3-945090-42-8 (Ebook, EPUB)



  978-3-945090-39-8 (Paperback)


  
    

  

  


  
    

  


  "On the Trail of the Kidnappers
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  "If he isn’t back by 8:00 pm, we’ll call the police."


  Bo’s school trip is heading for a bad end. One of his classmates has disappeared without a trace! The police start searching with the K9 squad and helicopters – in vain. A tire mark in the woods brings Bo and his friends YoYo, Simon and MM on the right track. But the adventure soon turns into a nightmare. Their missing classmate is not the only victim that an unscrupulous gang has it in for …


  
    

  


  Ulrich Renz: On the Trail of the Kidnappers


  Sefa publishers, 2015


  ISBN 978-3-945090-43-5 (Ebook, EPUB)



  978-3-945090-40-4 (Paperback)


  
    

  

  


  
    

  


  The adventures of Bo and his friends continue ...
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    www.bo-und-friends.com


    


  


  
    	Discover the books of the series


    	Come to know Bo, his "little" sister Mia, and his friends YoYo, MM and Simon


    	Meet the author and the translators


    	Sneak into the bilingual edition in German and English.


    	And, if you want, you can download the complete first book, "Bo and the Blackmailers", as an ebook or an audiobook. Free!

  


  Looking forward to your visit!


  "Bo and the Blackmailers" is the first book in the children’s detective series "Bo & Friends", www.bo-and-friends.com


  



  Other books in the series:


  „Bo and the Blackmailers“ (book 1)


  „The Hunt for Giant Blue“ (book 2)


  



  The original edition was published in German in 2014 under the title "Blutspur" by Sefa Verlag, Germany.


  © 2015 by Sefa Verlag, Lübeck, Germany, www.sefa-verlag.de
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  Translation: Vanessa Agnew, Berlin, Germany


  Copy editing: Pete Savill, Lübeck, Germany and Charles Nesler, Chicago, USA


  Illustrations: Mirjam Bödeker, Lübeck, Germany


  Cover: Ponke Grabo, Berlin, Germany, www.ponkegrabo.de


  Font Bo & Company (cover logo): "Refurbished", © Billy Argel, www.billyargel.blogspot.de, courtesy of the artist.


  



  ISBN: 978-3-945090-41-1 (EPUB)
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  Going to school in Germany is somewhat different from going to school in most English-speaking countries. German students are, for instance, right from the start assigned to one fix group of about 20 to 30 students. This group is called a “class,” and the students of that class take ALL courses together, from math to music. German students don't have much of a choice of the courses they take, until they are 16 years old.


  When going up from grade to grade, the students of a given class are always together until age 16. (Well, if you are as gifted as MM, you can be allowed to skip a grade. On the other hand, if you have a bad streak and your marks don’t reach the minimum level, you are “held back,” that is, you are not promoted to the next grade after summer holidays and thus are refered into a younger class. In German this is called “sitzenbleiben”, which means “to stay seated”. A funny word for an unpleasant thing, isn't it?)


  Except for very small schools at the countryside, schools consist of more than one “class” per age group. Most schools have three or four of them. In Bo’s grade 7, for instance, there are four different classes, named 7a, 7b, etc. – these are the so called “parallel classes.” Basically there is only a small difference in the courses they take, but often they do have different teachers. The teacher who is specially in charge of a given class is called the “class teacher.”


  A lot of schools in Germany are not full time. For most students school is finished at around 1:00 pm, they then go home for lunch or have lunch in the school cafeteria. In the afternoons they may take some elective courses, or work at home on the assignments of the next day.
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