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CHAPTER 1


HOW DALTON CAME TO SCHOOL

Dalton Rev thundered into the parking lot of Salt River High, a squat brick building at the top of a grassless hill that looked more like the last stop of the hopeless than a springboard to the college of your choice. His black scooter wove through groups of students waiting for the first bell, muffler growling like a defective chain saw. In Dalton’s line of work it was vital to make a good first impression, especially if by good you meant utterly intimidating.

He parked away from a pool of mud, chained his helmet to the tire, and unzipped his leather jacket. Underneath was a crisp white dress shirt with a black tie. His work uniform. It tended to keep people guessing. And guessing was good. A few extra seconds could mean the difference between being stomped to jelly or not, some steroid case busy wondering, What kind of loser wears a tie with steel-toe boots?

Dalton did.

He was, after all, a professional.

Who’d come to do a job.

That involved a body.

Wrapped in duct tape and hanging from the goalposts at the end of the football field.


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #1

People have problems. You can solve them for cash.



Dalton needed to figure out why The Body was at the morgue instead of snoring its way through algebra. Then he’d get paid. But until a big wad of folding green was tucked safely into his boot, he was Salt River’s newest transfer fish.

“Nice tie, asshat!” someone yelled. Kids began to crowd around, hoping for a scene, but Dalton ignored them, turning toward a chrome sandwich truck in the corner of the parking lot. His cropped hair gleamed under the sun, dark eyes hooded with a practiced expression. Long hours of practice. In the mirror. Going for a look that said justifiably ruthless.

Or at least ruthless-ish.


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #2

Be enigmatic. Be mysterious. Never explain.



The sandwich truck’s awning sagged. The driver sagged with it. There were rows of chocolate donuts that looked like they’d been soaked in Ebola. There was a pile of cut-rate candy with names like Butterfingerer and Snuckers and Baby Ralph. A big sign on the counter said NO CREDIT—DON’T EVEN ASK!

“Hey,” Dalton asked. “Can I get an apple on credit?”

The driver laughed like it was his first time ever. “WhatcanIgetcha?”

“Coffee. Black.”

“That’ll be twenty even.”

“Cents?”

“Dollars.”

Dalton considered not paying—ten minutes on the job and already over his expense budget. But people were watching. He grabbed the cup, flash-searing his palm, and took a sip. It tasted like coffee-colored ass. People laughed as he spat it out in a long, brown sneeze.

“It’s a seller’s market,” the driver admitted. “No one eats in the cafeteria no more.”

“Why not?”

“Caf’s Chitty Chitty,” answered a kid who seemed to have materialized out of nowhere, hair poking from his scalp as if it were trying to escape. He cocked his thumb like a pistol and fired off a few imaginary rounds. “As in Bang Bang?”

“You serious?”

The kid selected a donut. “Or, you know, maybe the food just sucks.”

Dalton needed to check out the crime scene. First stop, football field. The kid followed, plump and sweaty, huffing to catch up. He held out his knuckles for a bump. “My name’s Mole.”

Dalton didn’t bump back.

Mole sniffed his fist and then shrugged. “So, you affiliated, new guy?”

“Independent.”

“Ha! That’d be a first. You must be with someone, yo. No one transfers to Salt River alone.”

Dalton pushed through dumped girlfriends and dice nerds, hoodie boys and scruffy rockers twirling Paper Mate drumsticks. People mostly made way, except for an expensively dressed girl who towered over her speed-texting posse.

“Who’s that?”

“Lu Lu Footer. Your basic Armani giraffe. Also, she’s head of Yearbook.”

“That a clique?”

“They’re all, Hi, my book bag’s shaped like Hello Kitty! They’re all, Hi, I crap pink and green polka dots!”

Lu Lu Footer glared. Mole ducked as they passed a circle of large girls in black. “Plaths,” he explained. “Total down-in-the-mouthers.” He pointed to a girl in hot pants. “But check her out. Used to be a Plath and now she’s flashing those Nutrisystem legs like no one remembers last semester.”

Dalton rounded the edge of the building and stood under the goalposts. They were yellow and metal. Tubular in construction. Regulation height. There were scratch marks in the paint that could have come from a coiled rope. Or they could have just been scratches. Dalton wanted to consult the paperback in his back pocket, The Istanbul Tryst and the Infant Wrist. It was a Lexington Cole mystery, #22, the one where Lex solves a murder at a boarding school in the Alps. But he wasn’t about to yank it out with people around.

“You ready to bounce?” Mole asked nervously. “We’re not really allowed to stand here, yo.”

Dalton wondered what he was looking for. A map? A videotaped confession? Lexington Cole would already have intuited something about the grass, like how it was a nonnative strain, or that its crush pattern indicated a wearer of size six pumps.

“Yeah, see, this whole area, it’s sort of off-limits.”

Music blared as football players emerged from the locker room. They slapped hands and joked loudly and ran into one another with helmets clacking. Except for the ones not wearing helmets, who banged skulls anyway. Some of them weren’t wearing shirts at all, just shoulder pads. Their cleats smacked the pavement in crisp formation.

“I take it that’s the welcome committee?”

Mole dropped to one knee, retying his shoes even though they had no laces. “Don’t look directly at them!”

“Who are they?” Dalton asked, looking directly at them.

“The Balls. Between them and Pinker Casket, they pretty much run the show.”

“Balls?”

“Football. Your Salt River Mighty Log Splitters? Their random violence level is proportional to the number of points surrendered the previous game. And, guy? We got stomped last week.”

“Your vocabulary has mysteriously improved. What happened to the ‘yo, yo, yo’ routine?”

“Comes and goes,” Mole admitted.

Dalton turned as the Balls busted into a jerky line of calisthenics. “Who’re you with again?”

“Euclidians.”

“The brain contingent?”

Mole gestured toward the picnic tables, where kids sat reading biology texts and grammar worksheets. The girls wore glasses and sensible skirts; the boys, sweater-vests and slacks. “You can’t swing a Siamese around here without smacking a nerd in the teeth, but, yeah, they’re my people.”

“Thanks for not saying my peeps.”

“Fo sho.”

“Looks like your peep could use some help.”

One of the players, built like a neckless bar of soap, yelled “Chuff to Chugg… touchdown!” as he pushed a Euclidian into the mud. The kid struggled to get away, slipped, and then knocked over a shiny black scooter. Other cliques were already jogging over to see the action.

Dalton looked at his watch. “Well, that didn’t take long. Nineteen minutes.”

Mole grabbed Dalton’s arm. “Seriously, guy? You want to leave those Balls alone.”

It was true. Dalton wanted to go home and lie in bed and pull the sheets up to his chin. He wanted to eat pretzels and sweep crumbs with his toes. But then he thought about Lex Cole. And the fearless pair of stones Lex Cole toted around in his impeccably ironed slacks. He also thought about last night, counting up the money he’d managed to save so far. Twice. And how both times it wasn’t nearly enough to save his brother.

“Stay here.”

Dalton pushed through the crowd, working his way past assorted pleather windbreakers and nymphets in yellow cowl. The football players turned as one, like it was written in the script: Test the New Guy II, starring Dalton Rev. He stood before a glistening wall of beef, a collective four dollars’ worth of crew cuts. The shirtless ones showed off their abs and punched each other’s shoulder pads like extras from a version of Mad Max where no one shaved yet.

Dalton waved. “Hi.”

Just like the Spanish Inquisition, no one ever expected friendliness. The players stared, chewing mouthpieces in unison, as a girl emerged from the crowd and began helping the Euclidian up. She had a blond pixie cut, a tiny waist, and a tinier skirt.

“Leave him alone, Chance!” she told the player doing the pushing. “Please?”

Dalton liked her voice, low and calm. And her eyes, almost purple. Sharp and intense. She stood with her hips forward, like a chorus girl who’d come to the city with a suitcase full of spunk, ready to do whatever it took to save Daddy’s farm. It was one very cute package. Actually, in both Dalton’s professional and decidedly unprofessional opinion, she was beautiful.


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #3

Doing free things for beautiful girls is never the smart play.

In fact, it’s always a colossal mistake.

Avoid doing free things. Avoid beautiful girls.

Continue to charge maximum fees and take cold showers.



“This is none of your business, Macy,” the largest Ball said, getting up from a lawn chair. Dalton had thought he was already standing; the guy looked like a giant walking Krispy Kreme, one big twist of muscle. His head was shaved. A simian hairline hovered just above his eyes, radiating a hunger for raw veal. He was clearly the one person, out of Salt River’s entire student body, to be avoided at all costs.

Dalton walked over and helped Macy help the Euclidian up.

“You okay?”

The kid spat mud, then ran toward the school doors, trying not to cry. Macy mouthed a silent thanks and followed him on adorably sensible heels.

“You’re standing on my field,” the Krispy Kreme growled.

Dalton turned. “That make you the groundskeeper?”

The crowd drew a collective breath. A few of the more brazen laughed aloud. The Krispy Kreme flexed, dipping to show the name sewn across the back of his jersey: JEFF CHUFF, QB.

“Impressive.”

“You got a problem, new fish?”

“Your Ball is mistreating my ride.”

The Crowdarounds turned, looking at Dalton’s scooter lying in the mud.


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #4

Never let anyone mess with your ride.
 Conversely, feel free to mess with theirs, especially if there’s a chance they’ll be chasing you on it later.



Chuff laughed. “So? Have your mommy buy another one.”

Dalton lifted his crisp white button-up. Underneath was a T-shirt that said THE CLASH IS THE ONLY BAND THAT MATTERS. When he lifted that as well, everyone could see the worn grip of his silver-plated automatic. The hilt was wrapped with rubber bands to keep it from slipping down his pants, a little trick he’d learned from chapter 6 of The Cairo Score. Just like the scooter, the gun was shiny and mean-looking.

“You’re strapped?” Chuff wheezed, stepping back. “That’s bloshite. Ever since The Body, we got an agreement.”

“Like one of those abstinence ring things?”

“A pact. All the cliques. Us and Foxxes and Yearbook. Even Pinker Casket. No guns.”

“Huh,” Dalton said, fingering his gun. “Or what?”

Chuff’s eyes scanned the rooftop. “When Lee Harvies find out you got a pistol on campus, they’ll let you know or what. You’re lucky, only your leg’ll get ventilated.”

“It’s true,” Mole said, appearing out of nowhere. “Lee Harvies aim to keep the peace.”

Dalton shook his head. “Let me get this straight. You got a clique that keeps other cliques from carrying guns by shooting at them?”

“Used to be cops in the lot four days a week,” Chuff explained. “Hassle this, hassle that, badges and cuffs. Calls to parents. We all realized it was bad for business.”

“So you have an agreement,” Dalton said. “What I have is a scooter in the mud.”

“And?”

“And it needs to not be there anymore.”

Birds tweeted. Bees buzzed. Grass grew.

“People lose teeth talking like that.”

“People get shot talking about other people’s teeth.”

Chuff looked around. The rest of the Balls shrugged. Dalton flicked the safety.

“I got a full clip. You factor in a miss rate of twenty percent and I am still about to seriously reduce your available starters for next practice.”

Chuff rubbed his oven-roaster neck, then grudgingly lifted the scooter with one hand, setting it upright.


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #5

The thing about tough guys is they tend to be as tough as you let them be.



“Now wipe it off.”

Chuff didn’t move. His jaw worked like he was gnawing shale.

“It’s a bluff!” Chance Chugg yelled.

Dalton whipped out the automatic. The Crowdarounds panicked, pushing backward as a big-haired girl stood on the fringes with a cigarette in her mouth fumbling for a light. He stuck the gun in her face and pulled the trigger. A wail went up, followed by a raft of curses and screams.

But there was no bang.

Instead, a small butane flame licked out of the end of the barrel. Dalton held it steady, lighting the girl’s cigarette. The crowd roared with relief and giddy laughter.

“It’s a toy?” Chuff yelled, already running forward.

Dalton began a mental inventory of the Lex Cole library. At this point, the bad guy usually made a series of threats, gave a face-saving speech, and then walked away. Except Chuff wasn’t walking away. He was picking up speed.

Um.

Nine feet.

Um.

Six.

Um.

Three.

Pang pang pang!

Shots spattered through the dirt. Chuff veered wildly left, crashing into bags of equipment. From the roof came the reflection of a scope blinking in the hazy morning light.

“LEE HARVIES!” someone yelled, and there was chaos, more shots picking up the dirt in pairs, friends and enemies scattering. Plaths formed a black beret phalanx. Sis Boom Bahs circled like tight-sweatered chickens. The Balls dragged a groggy Chuff into the locker room as everyone shielded their heads, ducking into the relative safety of the school.

“Run!”

Dalton didn’t run. He knelt among the churning legs and slid his finger over a bullet hole in the grass. There was a streak of sticky red. It could have been blood. It smelled a whole lot like vinegar. He stood and scanned the rooftop, catching a glimpse of a bright white face. It wasn’t a face, it was a hockey mask. A Jason mask. The mask looked down at him, just a plastic mouth and nose, black eyes surrounded by silver anarchy symbols.

It was totally, utterly, piss-leg scary.

The rifle rose again. This time Dalton covered his head and ran inside like everyone else. Even in One Bullet, One Kill Lexington Cole hadn’t thought it smart to go mano a mano with a sniper.




CHAPTER 2


A BUCKET HALF EMPTY

Dalton found the administration office and waited in line. When it was his turn at the desk, the enormous woman behind it adjusted her nameplate—MISS HONEY BUCKET, SCHOOL REGISTRAR—and gave him a frown. “Classes have already begun.” She patted her black beehive and smoothed her terry-cloth jogging suit, before handing Dalton his schedule. “You’re a month late signing up.”

“Sorry about that.”

Honey Bucket pursed her sluggy lips. The birthmark on her cheek pursed with them. “Sorry doesn’t wash many dishes, young man.”





	FIRST PERIOD
	CALCULUS I



	SECOND PERIOD
	CALCULUS II



	THIRD PERIOD
	ADVANCED CALCULUS



	FOURTH PERIOD
	CALCULUS SEMINAR



	FIFTH PERIOD
	NO LUNCH/CALC LAB



	SIXTH PERIOD
	CALCULUS ON ABACUS



	SEVENTH PERIOD
	FUN WITH CHAUCER






Dalton fished three twenty-dollar bills from his pocket and slid them across the desk.

“Quick learner,” Miss Bucket said. “That’ll come in handy around here.”

“So would an ATM.”

She smiled. “I heard about your… performance. In the parking lot. Very impressive.”

“Already? From who?”

Honey Bucket flapped her arms without generating anywhere near the requisite lift. “A little birdie.”

“That little birdie happen to be on your little payroll?”

“My job is to know what there is to know. When people sing, I listen.” Honey Bucket looked both ways. “There’s a calm before the storm, but the storm is definitely coming.”

“What’s that? Haiku?”

“Rockers or jocks. A new fish like yourself would be smart to pick a side.”

Dalton thought about Chuff. For about two seconds. “I’ll take rockers for a hundred, Alex.”

Honey Bucket laughed, folding Dalton’s cash into her waistband before handing over a new schedule. This one had a normal class load. She filed his paperwork behind a stash of contraband with handwritten prices. There were brass knuckles and some cheap nunchucks. There were also comics, celebrity magazines, naked celebrity magazines, sugared cereals, duct tape, and NoDoz.

“See anything you like?”

Dalton’s answer was muffled by a loud bang.

“No shooting in the hallway!” Miss Bucket called, waving away the noise with splayed fingers. A few kids ran past, chased by a few other kids. They were carrying balloons. One of the balloons popped. Bang.

Miss Bucket shrugged. “Honestly, around here you never know.”

In the other direction walked the girl with the blond pixie. She wore a butterfly barrette with tiny emeralds embedded in the wings. Dalton tried to catch her eye, but she gave him a blank look and kept going.

“I think you struck out there, stud. You want some advice? I’d say lose the tie, for starters. You look like a politician. Or an undertaker.”

Dalton tightened his Windsor knot. “Is there a difference?”

“Just make sure you stay current on your reading.” Honey Bucket handed him two pamphlets. The first was called Violence and Salt River and You. The second was called Not Calling the Cops: Keeping Trouble In-House. “In the meantime, you need to saddle up and see the principal.”

“Why?”

“All new students do. School policy. Second door on your left, just past the Fack Cult T Lounge. Welcome to Salt River.”

[image: image]

The frosted pane read PRINCIPAL INFERENCE. Dalton turned the knob. Locked. He knocked. No answer. At the end of the corridor, Honey Bucket was typing with her back to him, pecking one finger at a time. Dalton slipped his mother’s old credit card from his boot and edged it between the bolt and the socket, pulling on the handle to keep a steady friction. Amazingly, the knob turned.

He closed the door quietly and began knocking on the walls with his knuckle. You were supposed to be able to hear if it was hollow or something. He looked in a fruit bowl, lifted up the rug, and checked the file cabinet. Just police reports and minutes from Fack Cult meetings. He checked Inference’s desk. Erasers, test scores, detention slips. The largest drawer, at the bottom, was full of makeup and tampons. Dalton picked up a tampon and marveled at it. He knew what it did, but wasn’t entirely sure how it did what it did. He dropped the thing back among its wrappered cousins as the door clacked open. Principal Inference backed in balancing a coffee, a leather purse, a lipstick, and a hand mirror. She jumped as he tried a preemptive ass covering.

“You wanted to see me?”

The coffee slammed to the floor. Principal Inference stared. Red hair ran down her back in a glistening wave. She was wearing a tight red dress that showed off considerable leadership talents. He could tell she was trying to decide if she should explode or play it cool. Cool won.

“Ah, Mr. Rev. Have a seat.”

Inference said nothing as she closed her obviously rifled desk drawer with one knee. Dalton was about to try out something suitably ruthless-ish, when he noticed a man in a blue pin-striped suit staring in the window. When he blinked, the man was gone.

“I know why you’re here, Rev.”

“Valuable life skills. And if I study real hard, maybe even a diploma.”

Inference clacked a few keys before turning her computer screen. A website blinked: DALTON REV, PRIVATE DICK—I SOLVE YOUR PROBLEMS.

“You and I, Mr. Rev, are now having what’s known as a Student Diagnostic.” She began scribbling on a take-out menu. “There. It’s done. I’ve officially diagnosed that this school is not for you. The exit’s down the hall to your left.”

Dalton unfolded the Tehachapi High transfer papers stuck in a compartment in his tie. They were in triplicate, signed and notarized. Inference poked through them and then sighed.

“You’re wasting your time. Wesley Payne was a suicide. The case is already closed.”


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #6

Always speak Truth to authority.
 If you have no idea what the Truth is, speaking Obnoxious to authority sometimes works too.



“The case is closed when I close it.”

Inference’s eyes narrowed. “We don’t like that tone of voice around here.”

“So don’t use it.”

She filled out a demerit form with big, looping strokes. “Very clever. You can now spend the rest of the semester investigating the mysteries of detention.”

“Thirty percent.”

Inference looked up. “Of what?”

“The money that was stolen out of your office. The hundred grand. Deal I’m offering is: I find it, you give me thirty percent. Plus, while I look into The Body, you keep the Fack Cult out of my way.”

“How do you know about the money?”

“It was a rumor,” Dalton said. “That you just confirmed.”

A drop of sweat carved a runnel through Principal Inference’s blush. Dalton could tell she was trying to decide if she should let loose a real smashed-lamp hair-puller, or be all I have no idea what you’re blah blah blahing about.

“Six percent.”

“Seventeen.”

“Ten. That’s as high as I go, Rev. Ten is sheer gravy.”

Dalton needed that gravy. Bad. But it meant he’d only have till the weekend to find a killer and a stack of cash. He’d spent six months setting up a deal for his brother. After Saturday at midnight it was going to turn into a moldy pumpkin.

“Deal.”

Inference settled somewhere between pissed and relieved as Dalton gestured to the painting behind her, an amateurish job of a jowly man in a cheap suit.

“My father. Hannibal Inference.”

“I take it the cash was stuffed behind him?” In Another Day, Another Dahlia, Lexington Cole had found a missing diamond stiletto concealed by an heiress’s portrait.

She frowned, then got up and pulled the hinged frame aside, revealing a small wall safe. Next to the dial were freshly drilled holes, corkscrews of metal filings resting on the sill.

Dalton crossed his legs. “So, okay, you’ve been squeezing cliques for a weekly skim of their rackets. No surprise there. What I don’t get is how you didn’t figure sooner or later one of them was going to decide it’d be easier to hit your stash than spend the semester stealing Euclidian lunch money.”

Inference’s eyes flashed. She leaned forward to rest her chin on the steeple of her fingers, her face about six inches from Dalton’s. “Did I mention, by any chance, Mr. Rev, that I called your parents this morning?”

“You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“I would.”

They stared at one another. Parents, like libraries, sporting events, and little sisters, were off-limits.

“Nice woman, your mother,” Inference continued, pressing her advantage. “She’s worried, unsurprisingly, about your grades. Your father is of the opinion that if you’d only apply yourself more, you could be college material.”


THE PRIVATE DICK HANDBOOK, RULE #7

The weaker the play, the weaker the bluff. Also, never trust a redhead.



“There are dogs barking in your hallways, Inference. Balls on one side, Caskets on the other. That leaves you in the middle, cashless. Why call my parents and risk extra heat? The way I see it, you didn’t call anyone. And while you weren’t calling, you didn’t say shite.”

Principal Inference played with her bangs. “Well, you can’t blame a girl for trying.”

“Yeah, you can. You can blame a girl for just about anything.”

Principal Inference stood, a foot taller and forty pounds heavier than Dalton. Even so, he could see the man in the blue pin-striped suit over her left shoulder. The suit ducked behind a tree as Inference punched something into Dalton’s gut. “You’re late for class. Here’s your permission slip.”

He took it and walked to the door, trying to breathe.

“One more thing, Rev. Crack the books. You talk a good game, but that’s not going to help if you fall below a C average. You go below a C and you’re out of here, like that.”

Dalton took one last look out the window, but the pinstripe was gone.

As soon as the door closed, Principal Inference punched the intercom.

“Miss Bucket?”

“Cute, isn’t he?”

“Get Kurt Tarot out of class. Now.”

Honey Bucket gulped. Something dropped from her desk and broke. “Out of class? What should I say?”

Principal Inference looked at the portrait of her father, Hannibal, who stared back with marked disapproval.

“Tell him we have a problem that needs immediate fixing.”




CHAPTER 3


EYES LIKE BURNING FIRE. AS OPPOSED TO THE OTHER KIND.

As soon as the door was closed, Mole materialized out of nowhere, slapping Dalton’s back. “I’m telling you, crackstar, that action with the scooter was classic.” He did a western six-shooter routine, spinning imaginary Colts on his fingers. “Huffing up to Chuff? Trust me, no one huffs to Chuff.”

“I just hate when there’s mud on my helmet.”

“Whatever, Johnny Rambo!” Mole held out his knuckles for a bump. “What do you say we head over to the biology lab and free some POWs?”

“Maybe after lunch,” Dalton said, bumping back.

“So what do we do now?”

“We?”

“Okay, what are you doing now?”

“I need to go see my client.”

“Who’s that?”

“Whoever pays.”

“What if I paid?”

“Paid for what?”

“To be your sidekick.”

“You want to pay me to hire you?”

Mole pushed his glasses up his nose. “Everyone needs a sidekick. Even Aquaman had a sidekick.”

“He did?”

“Squid Boy. Crab Boy or whoever. Helping unbeach whales and foil polluters. I could do that.”

Dalton held out a hand. “You’re hired. That’ll be two hundred bucks.”

Mole pretended to search his pockets, coming up empty. “Do you take checks?”

Dalton turned toward his next class. The hallway of Salt River High was exactly the same as every other school: dirty tile, broken lockers, porcelain water fountains, and walls covered with handmade posters for events that had happened years ago. They entered the slipstream of students, forced to the edge, shouldering into couples mid-grope, the cinder-block walls wet with smoochy condensation.

“It must be spring; there’s love in the air.”

Mole smirked. “Yeah, the Pilgrims called it necking. In the fifties it was making out. Goths say suck-facing. At Salt River it’s just between classes on a Monday morning.”

“You make that up or read it in a magazine?”

Mole tapped his temple three times. “Thank Bob I’m a Euclidian.”

They passed a janitor mopping up something red. It could have been blood. It could have been a spilled smoothie. Near the janitor was a skinny kid with a newly bandaged thumb. Some other kids surrounded him, all of them asking “You got shot?”

“No, I got a blister,” he kept saying.

Dalton found his locker. It was blocked by cliques showing off their wares: stolen test scores, fake iPods, and rodent cashmere. A few Face Boi were selling soda bottles from a cooler, the name RUSH handwritten over the old labels with a Sharpie. “Got an important quiz to study for? Buy it now—I only got six left!”

A pale kid handed over a twenty and twisted the top open, pupils immediately pinned. He let out a manic whoop and ran in place for a minute, spit caked in the corners of his mouth, before taking off down the hall. A line quickly formed, pushing and shoving until the last bottle was gone.

“They say Rush is made out of Euclidian blood. It’s supposed to make you smarter.”

“Who says?”

Mole shrugged, tracing a rectangle in the air with two fingers. “Check it, new bumper sticker: Guns Don’t Kill Kids, Rush Kills Kids.”

“And you believe it?”

Mole pulled at his goatee hairs, considering. “Some people say that’s why they did Wes Payne. Drained him for his sangria. Since he was, you know, the smartest dude in school.”

As Dalton fiddled with his locker, a hatchet-faced kid slid in front of him. “Here’s my offer: Five bucks to open it for you now, or, twenty a month to remember your combination on a permanent basis.”

“I’ll pass.”

The kid shrugged, already latching onto another prospective sale.

“Scam Wow,” Mole said. “Guy would steal your liver, sauté it with onions, and charge you extra for rice.”

Dalton’s locker banged open. Twenty inches of banana peels, gym shorts, and old quizzes moldered at the bottom. He closed the door as whispers swelled down the hall, building like an electrical storm, little buzzing clouds forming under the asbestos ceiling panels. Bull Lemia stopped hawking goods. Silverspoon stopped giggling at private jokes. Dalton turned as they all parted, a girl suddenly owning the hallway like she’d just grabbed the mic at center stage. She was Asian, with dyed pink hair, thigh-high leather boots, and legs that went on practically forever.

She was absolutely smoking.

She was disco atomic.

She was Fat Man and Little Boy.

Dalton recognized his cue. It was the exact moment Lexington Cole would have turned on a Cuban heel, walked over without a word, and crushed his lips against hers. He’d done it to Minka Lynx in There Are No Corners in a Rubber Room. He’d done it to Calumny Ride in Who Isn’t Buried in Trotsky’s Grave? Lex would have smoldered her silly, and then pulled back, saying something like You taste like doom, baby.

Dalton, instead, did nothing.

Mole made an imaginary rectangle with his fingers. “Check it, new bumper sticker: Your Kid May Be on the Honor Roll, but That Chick Is a Whiskey Lick.”

“A whiskey what?”

“Dude, that’s Cassiopeia Jones. Head of Foxxes.”

“Fox’s?”

“Dos equis. Two x’s. New clique in town.”

“What’s their angle?”

Mole shrugged. “Aside from handing out dagwoodies like Halloween candy? Half the guys in school with rodneys at attention twenty-four/seven? Got me.”

Cassiopeia sauntered over. Her black lipstick glistened.

“Gossip said there was a new fish around. Said some real hard case row, row, rowed his boat down the Salt River.”

Dalton eyeballed Cassiopeia’s outfit. “You look different. What’s with all the war paint?”

“You know her?” Mole asked.

“You mean biblically?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I mean.”

“More like Judas.”

The Crowdarounds laughed, their numbers swelling as Text Mob LOL texted the play-by-play to the rest of the school. A tall, thin teacher came around the corner, urging everyone to go to class. They ignored him. He alluded to detention. Someone slipped him a five and he went away.

“Go away, Lester,” Cassiopeia said.

Dalton raised an eyebrow. “Lester?”

Mole looked down at the pineapples on his shirt, a purple pattern that hung over his protruding belly. “Mole. Molester. Hilarious. Say it a few times. Get it out of your system. Can we move on?”

“Yes, you can,” Cassiopeia said, snapping her fingers. A dangerous-looking girl with a single blond braid stood at Mole’s elbow. He instantly faded into the Crowdarounds.

“Dalton, Dalton.” Cassiopeia sighed. “Still with the detective routine?”

“It’s not that complicated. Add killer, subtract body, solve for x. What can I say? It’s a career.”

“You’re not even eighteen. You’re failing algebra.”

“And you killed Wesley Payne.”

Cassiopeia didn’t even blink. “I suppose I could have. But honestly? I’d have to say no.”

“Then enough with the junior varsity patter. This interview is over.”

Cassiopeia twisted the silver ring in her eyebrow. “Listen, we both left some messy things behind at Tehachapi, okay? I just didn’t know that messy thing would follow me here.”

“I had no idea you transferred to Salt River.”

Cassiopeia bent closer. She smelled like an extra hour of daylight. “Dalton, what happened to us?”

“What us?”

“So I got tired of waiting around! So I went to the prom with someone else!”

“Yeah, some haircut. What was his name? Keith?”

“Keith was nice. Keith bought me a corsage.”

“Sounds like a keeper.”

“Why do we talk like this? It makes me feel empty inside.”

Dalton fished in his pocket for some change. “So open your mouth. I’ll drop in a quarter and we can all listen to it clang around for a while.”

The Crowdarounds roared with laughter.
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“Whatever, Rev,” Cassiopeia snapped, sashaying away. “Losers are as losers do. Just see if you can keep from grabbing too many others on your way down with you.”

The bell rang. As the crowd reluctantly broke up, Dalton wiped his forehead with his tie, wondering if he’d been able to hide how impressed he was with Cassiopeia’s new look.




CHAPTER 4


WHEREIN DALTON GOES TO THE SHOP FOR A MAJOR TUNE-UP

When Dalton finally found his second-period class, he was late. He put his hand on the doorknob as a Scam Wow zipped up behind him, looking like a sideways ax. “Pssst.”

“What?”

“Here’s my offer: School pass. Totally legit. Fifty bucks.”

He held up a piece of paper signed by Inference and Miss Honey Bucket.

“No thanks.”

“Okay, forty. Only forty bucks.”

Dalton walked into the room. The teacher, a tiny Kleenex of a woman in an enormous cable-knit sweater, said nothing. There was an empty seat in back, right next to the girl with the blond pixie. Dalton sat and took out his notebook, listening as the teacher recounted the short, flaming arc of the Etruscan civilization. They were good with pottery, but not so hot at predicting the behavior of volcanoes. As the class settled into its first layer of bored despair, someone cut a One-Cheek Sneak. There were giggles and moans as it hovered like a rogue weather pattern. Some kids moved closer to the windows. Macy used the commotion to hand Dalton an elaborately folded note. It said, in her adorably proper handwriting:

—It’s you, isn’t it?

Dalton took out his pen and wrote:

—Yeah, it’s me.

They continued to pass the note back and forth.

—Thank Bob you’re finally here.

—Not sure Bob has much to do with it. Speaking of money, do you have my deposit? I’ve already had a few… expenses.

Macy wrapped the butterfly hairpin in the next note. Dalton had mailed it to her so he’d know who his client was, an idea that had actually worked. It was going straight in the Private Dick Handbook.

—I’ll pay you after class.

Dalton pocketed the butterfly and wrote back.

—Good. Also, I need you to pull my coat on some things before I can get to work.

—Pull your coat?

Dalton gave her a sideways glance to see if she was kidding, but Macy was staring straight ahead, cheekbones lightly shadowed in profile, eyes betraying nothing as the teacher glanced over. God, she was cute.

—Give me more information. You were right about Inference’s safe. Someone jacked it for sure. And I need to see the suicide note.

—Oh. I guess we can meet out at the bus stop after school. But be careful. You really made an impression on Jeffrey.

Dalton nodded. It was disconcerting to be sitting next to her after all the nights they’d spent IMing, talking about the case. Her mostly talking him into taking it. At first he’d refused; articles in the Salt River Courier made it sound like the police had it pretty much sewn up. A suicide. But then she’d mentioned Inference. And the rumors about Inference’s safe. It was more cash than he’d ever had a chance to sneeze at, even on a percentage basis. Dalton already felt like he knew Macy. And he could tell she felt the same. The flirty shorthand they’d developed had made it just that much harder to refuse.

—Don’t worry about Chuff. Anyway, you can tell me all this later.

—But where do we go? What if someone sees?

Miss Splonge turned around mid-ramble, knee-deep in the origins of Dionysian cults. She stared directly at Macy. She stared at the note. She stared at Dalton. Then she went back to writing on the board.

—Don’t worry about it. I’ll give you a ride. You can pose as my tutor.

—I’m not very good at posing.

—Yeah, but you’re a Euclidian, aren’t you? Perfect cover story. Besides, I really need to get my grades up, or I’m not going to be around long enough to do you any good.

—Okay. I meant to mention, by the way, there’s someone else you need to watch out for. A bunch of someone elses.

—Who?

—Pinker Casket.

—What’s a pinker casket? Dalton wrote, as the paper was torn away. He fished for his wallet, ready to slip Splonge a twenty, but it wasn’t Splonge. It was a tall rocker with permed hair and a cheesy leather jacket. He had rings in his lip and eyebrow and nose. He had studs punched in his ears. He wore a shirt that had a picture of a pink casket and said PINKER CASKET SO TOTALLY ROCKS!

“Love notes?” The guy laughed, reading in a flowery voice: “Oh my darling, even one minute is one minute too long to be away from you…. ”

Dalton grabbed the paper back and palmed it to Macy, who slipped it into her skirt.

“Hey, Miss Splonge?” the rocker asked. “How did this purse get in here?”

The teacher turned from the chalkboard. “Mister Freeley, please sit down.”

“Call me Mick.” He smiled as the second rocker got up and stood on the other side of Dalton. His shirt said PINKY TUSCADERO DIES TONIGHT. He also wore black lipstick and looked like he’d woken up in the middle of a middling Victorian novel.

“Yeah, maybe this dangle found his way into the wrong class, Miss Splonge!”

“I don’t think—”

“This probe could have taken the wrong hallway! He could have, you know, even taken the wrong highway exit.”

“Please, if you—”

“This knob could have gotten the wrong schedule! Check your master schedule, Miss Splonge! He might even be enrolled in a totally different school!”

“Yeah, like that one across town for motards!”

“Boys?” the teacher asked. “Can you sit down? Please?”

The door banged open. A lo-fi buzz filled the room, as if someone jammed a nail clipper into one of the sockets. A Plath whimpered. A New Skid joined her. Out of the shadows emerged a third rocker, taller than the others, with a black sheaf of hair gelled up off his forehead. Tattoos ringed his neck like chains, except the links were Latin cursive. Dalton knew enough to half-translate, something about trees and the blood of tyrants.

“I’ll need to see your pass,” Miss Splonge said. The rocker handed it to her impaled on the end of a long black fingernail. Out in the hallway, a Scam Wow was bent over, holding his bleeding mouth.

“Your papers seem to be in order, but you’re tardy.”

“Funny,” the rocker said. “I don’t feel tardy.”

People snickered uncertainly as the rocker walked down the aisle, cowboy boots clacking, until he stood directly in front of Dalton. His T-shirt said THE CASKET OF AMONTADILDO. Up close, he was ugly and handsome at the same time, with a long face and ludicrous sideburns, looking either eighteen or fifty depending on the light, like Rasputin’s younger and older brother simultaneously. He looked like he’d spent six straight months on a tour bus without seeing the sun, or maybe six straight months in prison sharpening his teeth with a chunk of concrete.
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“I’m not getting up,” Dalton said. “If that’s what you’re waiting for.”

“He don’t want your desk,” Mick Freeley said.

“Duh,” the other rocker said. Dalton squirmed, finding it hard to believe he’d let himself get flanked so easily. What old-school Dick lets himself get boxed in like a two-dollar Happy Meal? It was the girl. Macy. He was paying too much attention to her. To her cute neck and her cute hands. Totally unprofessional.

“I’m Kurt Tarot,” Kurt Tarot said, his accent pure industrial mishap. “But since this is my school, you can call me zir.”

The word zir echoed around the room, which was otherwise entirely silent. Everyone waited for Dalton to respond. To get up and throw spinning kicks. To bust out the perfect line. To radio in air cover.

“Please don’t drink my blood, sir,” he finally said.

No one laughed.

Except Kurt Tarot. He waved his fingers at Miss Splonge, who gulped and went back to writing on the board. The other rockers pinned Dalton’s legs beneath the tiny desk. There was nowhere to go, no way to make a move. In Forty Leagues Under Berlin, Lex Cole had been trapped in a German pillbox with nothing but a spoon. In Right Cross, Mob Boss, he’d fought off a gang of hopped-up Zoot Suiters with a leather wing tip. Neither scenario was much help now. Kurt Tarot leaned over and began to whisper. His tongue was pierced with a huge silver skull. The skull had two ruby eyes that blinked with each word, the hunk of metal forcing a z sound each time it caught on his glottal downslope.

“Word is you’re here about The Body. I wonder who it was azked you to come around, get all nosy in everyone’s business, Dick? I know it wasn’t me, Dick. And if I didn’t ask, Dick, then you shouldn’t have come, Dick.”

“Totally shouldn’t have,” Mick Freeley agreed, his eyes lined with mascara and the desire to hurt.

The rest of the class had already gotten up and leaned against the walls to watch. Some kids came in from the hallway. The Scam Wow, with a handful of folded bills and a swollen mouth, was taking action. Odds on Dalton? Long. The Scam Wow slipped some bills under the apple on Miss Splonge’s desk, and she turned back to the board. Macy stood by the door. Dalton was amazed by how expressive her face was. Just a slight lifting of her chin clearly said, Should I try to get someone?

Dalton shook his head. Who?

Her eyes flashed. I’m sorry I got you into this.

His eyes flashed back. I got myself into this.

“So who waz it?” Tarot asked, the skull making an insect click against the back of his teeth. “Some parent hired you? Somebody for some reason thinks they have a conzcience?”

Dalton shrugged. “Sorry, Count Chocula, but I’ve got zero clue what you’re yammering about.”

“Time to play you a knuckle song,” Tarot said. Mick Freeley kicked the desk leg, causing Dalton to sprawl onto the floor.
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Dalton tried to get to his feet. Kurt Tarot spun around and got him into a headlock, forearms like steel cable from playing endless power chords. The other Caskets began to punch and kick, wearing heavy rings that dug between Dalton’s ribs. He yelped in pain, managing to catch Mick Freeley in the gut with his heel. There was a satisfying hurk. Dalton pulled the jeweled butterfly from his pocket and stuck the pin deep into the second rocker’s hand, which made him jump back and swear like he’d been stung by a wasp. Kurt Tarot bore down, his breath like copper pipe and spot-welds. Dalton could hear a Splongey voice above it all: “Mwah, mwah, mwah, pottery mwah, cartography mwah, Zeus mwah…”

“I know… where the… hundred thousand is…”

Tarot’s grip lessened for a second. He put his teeth right in Dalton’s ear, like he was getting ready to gnaw it off.

“Where?”

“You… killed… Wesley… Payne.”

Tarot’s arms clamped harder. A gurgle rose in Dalton’s throat, stayed there.

“Everyone has to pick a side,” Tarot whispered. “Even if it’s suicide.”

Dalton’s face tingled from a lack of oxygen. A little cartoon vampire appeared on the tip of his nose and did a little cartoon jig, adjusting its cape with a deep bow. Just as Dalton passed out, he swore he heard a bang, bang, bang. It could have been gunshots. Or it could have been his vertebrae snapping.




CHAPTER 5


YES, IT’S A FLASHBACK

Dalton stuck out his thumb. Landon laughed and plopped his little brother onto the back of his motorcycle. Then he plopped the helmet onto Dalton’s head, a few sizes too big, so that he looked like a skinny, pimply lollipop. It was the middle of Dalton’s freshman year. Landon was a senior. It had been a great few months, at least as far as Dalton was concerned. Being the younger brother of the star running back of Tehachapi High’s football team sucked in some ways, like constantly being reminded that you not only weren’t a star yourself, you didn’t even play because your mother thought you were too skinny. And that she was right. Dalton joined the chess team instead, and even though he was the strongest player, it was still like saying you were the least Assy out of a van full of Assbournes. On the other hand, being Landon’s younger brother meant an endless train of sexy girls laughed and flirted around the house in their tight outfits and complicated perfumes and giggle-twisted bangs. Dalton got to hang out while Landon and his friends goofed off in the backyard, listening to music, punching each other’s arms and saying “No effing way! Get outta here! She did what?”

Landon’s friends all called Dalton “little bro.” They didn’t tell him to leave them alone, didn’t squeeze the loose skin on his chest and twist, didn’t push him to the ground and laugh like what happened most days at school. After games, Dalton’s father would replay the entire thing aloud from memory, adding in details and comments, smacking the steering wheel every time Landon faked some kid half out of his jock. Dalton would be in the back, next to Turd Unit’s child seat, playing a parallel fantasy reel in which he was the one barreling through the secondary, while his mother endlessly searched the radio for an acceptable song.

Landon strapped on his football helmet, since they had only one real motorcycle one, and got on the bike as well.

“When are they going to make you captain?” Dalton asked, unable to fit his arms around his brother’s muscular back.

“Don’t want to be captain.”

Landon fiddled with the choke, jamming the kick start and trying to get his old Kawasaki to cough to life. They were going out to the lake together, Landon having talked Dalton into ditching school.

“Why not?”

“I dunno,” Landon said, getting off the bike. He had longish hair, which the coach hated but didn’t dare give him crap about, and was always flipping it out of his eyes. “Unless it’s Captain Kirk, captain just doesn’t feel all that cool, you know?”

“Not really.”

Landon fiddled with the bike some more and then gave up. “I guess we’re not going anywhere, dude. Sorry.”

Dalton slid down and took the helmet off. “That’s okay.”

“Didn’t really want to go swimming anyway.”

“You didn’t?”

“Nah. Wanted to talk to you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. Something important we gotta get straight.”

Landon sat in the grass and Dalton joined him, not liking the way it pricked the underside of his legs. His brother peeled a tall weed and stuck it in the corner of his mouth. Dalton thought about doing the same, but didn’t want to be a copycat, and also sort of worried a dog might have taken a piss there.

“I hitched up.”

“To who, Donna? Or wait, that redhead? Mary?”

Landon laughed, throwing his head back. His teeth gleamed. “No, dude. Hitched up with the jarheads. I’m going Full Metal Marine.”

Dalton stared at his brother, his face suddenly cold. “You’re leaving?”

“Guess so, man. Unless they’re gonna let me do boot camp in the backyard.”

Dalton nodded, just able to make the urge to cry stop in time.

“When?”

“Four months. Soon as I graduate.”

“Huh. How come?”

Landon kicked off his boots and stuck his toes into the dirt. “Maybe you hadn’t heard, but there’s a war on. The Front called and I answered the phone.”

“Why?”

“Had to make a decision. No scholarship coming. Jobs around here? What, like delivering pizza? Landscaping? No, thanks.”

“What about football?”

“Sure, in a small town like this. In college? Those bad boys’d eat me for breakfast. Too small, too slow. Besides, even if I thought I could make it, no one’s offering. Except the military. They’re offering plenty.”

“Offering what? To get you killed?”

Landon’s eyes narrowed. He pulled a long string off the frayed end of his shorts. “Anyway, broha, what I wanted to talk about was Mom and Dad.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll be making decent money, sending some home. But, obviously, I’m not going to be here to deal. That falls on you. Kicking in a little extra with a job, plus helping Mom out with Captain La-Z-Boy.”

“What about him?”

“You know what about him.”

Their father had been laid off from BoxxMart, hurt lowering forty-pound tubs of applesauce by hand after a forklift had broken down. They’d pulled his insurance and pink-slipped him for not filling out the right forms.

Dalton frowned. “When his back is better he’ll find something else.”

Landon spat out the blade of grass and selected another one. Birds flew over their heads in a ragged V.

“There’s nothing wrong with Dad’s back.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is, he doesn’t need that brace anymore. He needs that brace like he needs another remote control.”

Dalton looked down at his lap. An ant crawled across his thigh. He thought about mashing it and then just flicked it away.

Landon tapped his forehead. “It’s nothing you need to get all uptight about, but Dad’s not going to be leaving the house much any time soon. Dad’s going to be sitting in the dark a lot, cause that’s where his head is at. In the meantime, Mom’s gonna need you to get up off your ham. You hear me?”

“Yeah,” Dalton said.

“Good.”

“But, like what do I do?”

“Pudding Patrol, for one.”

“So I bring dessert.”

“It’s not just pudding, it’s his meds. Mom crushes them up; he won’t take them otherwise.”

Dalton nodded, understanding for the first time there was an entire drama being played out in his house that he didn’t have tickets to. “I’ll make sure.”

“Outstanding,” Landon said. He stood and stretched, the ropy muscles along his neck kinking.

“Landon?”

“Yeah?”

“You gonna kill people?”

“Nah, brohman. I mean, I’m gonna get trained and get lethal, sure. But then I’m gonna get assigned stateside. Fix helicopters or something. Drink beer and lie on a cot. No shooting for me.”

“No shooting for you,” Dalton repeated, as their mother’s car pulled into the driveway. She jumped out, furious. The school had called, both of her boys playing hooky. Sherry Rev laid into Landon, giving him a lecture. He took it for a while, and then eased onto the Kawasaki, which, amazingly, started with the first kick. He tore out of the driveway without his helmet or even his boots, leaving Dalton alone with his mother. She held her purse against her forehead for a minute before grabbing the extra skin on his chest and yanking him into the house.




CHAPTER 6


A SNOUT’S WORTH OF TLC

Dalton was lying on a cot. A nurse was gently dressing the cut above his eye, wearing white nylons and a white cap with a red cross on the front. When she was done, she pressed his dressing firmly and stood to the side. There was a little swipe machine on her belt. She turned it on, swiped Dalton’s credit card, slipped it back into his sock, and handed him a receipt. A hundred even. Near the gurney was a tip jar. She looked at it meaningfully. Dalton sighed, pulled a few bills from his pocket, and tossed them in. The nurse nodded, giving him a little smile. Next to her was a vending machine. Instead of snacks, it was filled with gauze and tape and cough syrup and Band-Aids. The nurse took some bills from the tip jar, fed them into the machine, and pressed N-9. The machine whirred, a metal coil inside turned, and a prescription for antibacterial ointment fell into the slot. She pulled it out and handed it to Dalton.
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