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CHAPTER 1


THE Love dojo sat in quiet isolation surrounded by serene woods, perfectly manicured fields of grass, and meditation gardens containing an occasional tea house overlooking a lily-pad-filled pond. The entire property was the cornerstone of class and exhibited the art of dignity at its finest.

The middle-aged man, known within the E.V.I.L. villain community as Showboater, was an absolute affront to everything for which the dojo and its owner stood. This offense was made worse by the fact that Showboater was currently spraying glitter about the dojo’s empty hallways like a farting unicorn. The loss of bling was a natural side effect of the villain’s excessively sequined pants, rhinestone-bedazzled jacket, and glitter-shedding short cape. Luckily, it was one in the morning, so nobody was around to notice.

Truth was, nobody would have noticed at one in the afternoon, either. That was Showboater’s skill. The more he showboated, the more flamboyant he was, the more he disappeared. It was a skill that served him well as an E.V.I.L. villain.

Showboater victory-danced his way through the building and down a barren hallway, and kicked open a door at the end. He jumped inside, dropped to a knee, and jazz-handed it with everything he had. “TA-DAAAA!”

There was no response. Showboater looked around.

The room was empty and dark, except for the moonlight coming through the large windows overlooking the grounds. He rose to his feet and scanned for security cameras. Seeing none, he quietly closed the door and calmly walked over to a wall lined with bolts of fabric. Showboater put a finger to his mouth in thought and started systematically studying the textiles.

“Too flashy. Too pink. Too shiny. Too last season. This one was out before it was even in. Honestly. What was Vogue Love thinking?”

Vogue Love was married to Sensei Love. Sensei ran the dojo, teaching the best of the best. His skill was martial arts. Vogue dressed the best of the best. Her skill was making the perfect fabric and designing the perfect outfit for an individual’s skill and personality. Fashionable and functional, but first and foremost fashionable.

“Ah, this has potential.” Showboater ran his hand down a bolt of dark blue fabric. He stopped and touched his fingers together. They were tacky. “What the Wicked Witch of the West? It’s like a herd of banana-eating three-year-olds manhandled this fabric with their grubby mitts.”

Showboater continued down the line. “No. No. No. Praise Emperor Palpatine! This is it. This is the one.”

The chosen fabric was black. It was rigid and yet fluid. How did Vogue do it? Were those specks of gold hidden in the weave? A masterpiece of textile.

Showboater removed the bolt of fabric from its spot and carried it to the door. He placed his ear against the doorjamb and listened for any sign of late-night activity in the hallway. Silence. Showboater inched the door open, peeked out, and left the room with the bolt of fabric.

Getting into the dojo had been easy. Showboater had snuck into the back of a work truck before it had entered the dojo’s grounds, then showboated his way into the fashion wing, where he’d hidden in a closet until he was sure everyone was asleep. Getting out was going to take some doing. He would find an exit, preferably not alarmed, on the west side, where the forest was about a quarter mile from the building. He could disappear in the trees, make his way over the security wall, and be back in the nearest town before morning and before Vogue would notice her fabric had been stolen. The latter inevitably resulting in a hissy fit Showboater did not want to be around to see or hear.

Showboater crossed from the east wing of the building to the west and stopped, listening. Footsteps?

“Crud.”

Showboater moved down a side hallway and listened again. The footsteps were still coming toward him.

“Double crud.”

He quietly hurried down the hallway and took a left. He needed to hide. There was no way he could properly showboat with the giant bolt of fabric in his arms.

Showboater chose a door and slipped inside. “Oh, just awesome,” he said, in an overly dramatic woe-is-me fashion. “Of all the doors to choose. Now here I am in the belly of the beast.”

Sensei Love’s office was just like Sensei Love. All business. It was minimalist and cold, with two insanely-uncomfortable-looking chairs placed in front of his modern desk.

Showboater circled around to the back of the desk, placed the fabric against the wall in a corner, and moved the mouse on the dustless desktop. The monitor came to life showing a rotation of security feeds. It looked like Showboater could exit from the office windows. If he danced in a straight line, he might be able to go undetected between two cameras.

He moved the mouse up, and the screen went back to sleep. Next to the monitor was a picture of a little girl with red hair in pigtails. She had a dripping ice cream cone in each hand and was delivering a snap kick toward the camera. Showboater smiled at the photo, then noticed a tray with manila folders. The tab on one of the folders read KEEPER CHANCE. Showboater removed the folder, placed it on the desktop, and opened it.

“Great googley moogley!”

Showboater’s head snapped up. The footsteps were outside the door. He grabbed the file, shoved it down his shirt through the neck hole, went straight into his best dance move, the running man, and boogied his way into a corner of the room.

Sensei Love entered and looked around. Saw no one, went to his desk, and began scanning through the folders in the tray. When he came up empty, he walked over to a file cabinet positioned on a wall near the door and continued his search. Clearly perturbed at not finding what he was looking for, Sensei returned to the desk and woke up the computer. Instead of using his fingerprint to gain access, he did something completely uncharacteristic. Sensei said some extremely colorful words, mostly about himself in the third person, complained about fingerprints over facial recognition, and left the office.

Thank goodness, because Showboater wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep the showboating up. He was now done with doing the shopping cart, had moved into the sprinkler, and was sweating up a storm.

Showboater waited a few seconds, which seemed more like hours, until footsteps could no longer be heard in the hallway. He didn’t know who was scarier: the real Sensei or the man who had just been in Sensei’s office and was clearly an imposter. Showboater had to get as far away from the dojo as possible, and fast.

He opened the window and climbed out, leaving the bolt of fabric behind, and took off at a sprint for the woods, not worrying about being seen by the real Sensei or setting off any alarms. The folder was still safely hidden away in Showboater’s shirt. He had an overwhelming feeling that the fake Sensei had been looking for Keeper Chance’s file. It needed to be hidden someplace safe until Showboater could get help.






CHAPTER 2


TWO days after the Showboater dojo debacle, sixteen-year-old Keeper Chance hadn’t seen it coming. His attacker came out of the shadows without warning, blindsiding him. No one was around to see the struggle on the deserted side lawn of the Natural History Museum, under the midnight moon.

After a few knees to ribs, and grass stains that were never going to come out, Keeper’s assailant had Keeper on his back, straddled, with arms pinned down.

“Why haven’t you called?” the assailant asked.

“Seriously?” Keeper narrowed his eyes at his assailant. “Why did you send Nana flowers with my name on them?”

The attacker’s mouth grew into a smile that was nothing but trouble. She was the same age as Keeper, had dark red hair pulled into a ponytail, and hazel eyes, and if Keeper had known anything about the Love family, he would have thought Y looked a lot like her mother, Vogue.

“Did Nana like them?” Y Love asked.

“No. No, she did not.” Keeper stared up at Y. “Claimed I was trying to kill her with hay fever and that I stole the money from her handbag to pay for the flowers. She made me grout the bathroom to pay her back.”

“Does it look good?”

“Actually, it looks great. I learned a lot, and I stole some supplies so I can spruce up the bathroom in my newly acquired future lair, once I get rid of the raccoons. Now, if you’ve had your fun, do you mind getting off me?”

Y did mind, but she complied anyway and slid to the side to sit next to Keeper in the grass.

Keeper propped himself up, leaning back on his hands.

He had dark blue eyes and thick, black, wavy hair always in need of a cut. Keeper avoided haircuts like the plague because his nana cut his hair, and she didn’t hesitate to remove eyebrows with bangs. His clothes were well worn and faded. Nana refused to buy any more clothes until Keeper stopped growing. She claimed she wasn’t made of money. His boots were new and perfect. Keeper had stolen them a few months back on a dare and his feet and knees had never been happier about the decision to do so. Especially since he didn’t have access to a car and had to do a lot of walking. And despite Nana’s relentless nagging, Keeper exuded an air of confidence that he was completely oblivious to having.

“Are you waiting for Toby?” Y asked.

Toby was Keeper’s best, and only, friend. They had joined Chapter 626 of the Evil Villains International League, or E.V.I.L., a few months ago. They were Chapter 626’s youngest and newest recruits. Y was not a member of E.V.I.L. but enjoyed villainy by association. She often attached herself to the villainous antics of Keeper and Toby, and Keeper was continually paying for it.

“Not anymore,” Keeper said. “He texted a cryptic 911 type of message this afternoon that he had to hide his E.V.I.L. phone and I shouldn’t text or call. Then a second text came in about half an hour ago that he couldn’t come out and play tonight.”

Yes! Y thought. She had Keeper all to herself. It was like a date! Or at least close enough that Y was going to call it that in her head.

“Before I was so rudely attacked,” Keeper continued, “I was trying to figure out in which alleyway I had seen this weird store. It had a sign on it that said ‘The Cat’s Curiosity—By Appointment Only,’ but it looked like it hadn’t been open in ages. I’m dying to know what’s inside.”

“What were you doing wandering the alleys around here?” Y asked.

“Studying. I have a test next week on villainous observations,” Keeper said. “Stuff like old locks, security lights on motion sensors, and emergency escape routes.”

“Good luck with that last one. You get lost in your own home.” Y rose to her feet and offered Keeper a hand up. “Finding your alley store sounds like fun, though. I’m in.”

Keeper accepted Y’s hand. He brushed grass off his elbows and jeans. “That’s really not necessary.”

Y was already walking toward the street. “Let’s start with the alley closest to the museum,” she called back to Keeper.

Keeper pushed the sinking feeling in his stomach aside and jogged to catch up with Y. A night alone with Y had the potential to be either the greatest night of his life or a colossal disaster of epic proportions. There was rarely middle ground when Y was involved.

Forty-five minutes and three alleys later Keeper stopped and looked to his left. “This is it.”

Y stood next to Keeper. There was a dumpster, garbage cans, stacks of wooden pallets, and deteriorating cardboard boxes. The only door Y could see was fifty yards down and for a musical instruments store.

They moved closer to the wall, and Y could finally make out the door to The Cat’s Curiosity. It was smaller than a normal door and hidden behind a stack of pallets and trash cans. A yellowing shade had been pulled down on the inside to cover the door’s dusty windowpanes. An old-fashioned bellpull hung on the rotting wood frame.

Keeper took a couple of lock picks out of his pocket. “Looks like the store hasn’t been open for decades. What do you think is inside?”

Y turned and watched the alley for activity, just in case. “I don’t know, but if it’s cat toys, kitty litter, and mugs declaring ‘I love my cat,’ I’m going to be seriously disappointed.”

“That makes two of us.” In less than fifteen seconds Keeper was turning the doorknob and slowly entering The Cat’s Curiosity with Y on his heels. There didn’t seem to be an alarm system, but then there was enough dust covering the floor to confirm that the last time the store had seen any customers was long before alarm systems were a thing. Keeper took out his cell phone and played the flashlight over counters and shelves filled with oddities. Roman coins, silver boxes, jade carvings, jewelry that looked Egyptian. Hard to say if any of it was real, but it was fun to browse. He picked up a silver pocket watch and examined it, a mantel clock that had seen better days, a key with strange writing on it.

Y gravitated to a wall filled with jars containing what appeared to be pickled parts. “Well, I’m not disappointed.”

“What do you make of this?” Keeper moved his light over the floor. The dust was disturbed down the center of the room, and the trail disappeared behind a heavy curtain. Keeper turned his light off, lowered a pair of motorcycle goggles down from the top of his head, and pressed a button to turn on night vision. The goggles were one of Keeper’s numerous inventions. His ability to transform the ordinary into extraordinary had earned him the villainous name of Tinkerer by his chapter.

He quietly crept toward the curtain and pulled it back enough to see a room filled with shelves upon shelves of more curiosities. There was a table with a microscope covered in cobwebs, and jars of various tools like picks, brushes, and tweezers. There was also someone clinging onto the top shelves. The person appeared to be male, and there was a pile of smashed pottery littering the floor below him.

His face was covered in shadow, making it impossible to tell if the mystery person was scared or surprised or happy to see Keeper and Y. Then the sound came. Low. Guttural. Angry. The shelf hanger’s head shifted slightly toward the sound, and Keeper’s eyes followed.

A giant gray cat, covered with a layer of dust and cobwebs, had turned its attention to Keeper. The cat plastered its short ears against its head. He had yellow eyes, a broken canine, a flicking tail, and an attitude that needed a major adjustment.

Keeper tried to back away, but it was too late. The beast had targeted his prey. The cat sprang forward, and Keeper stumbled backward in pure panic, knocking over Y and crashing into a table displaying a stuffed wallaby wearing sandals and a selection of art deco earrings. The earrings were probably for sale, if you didn’t mind owning earrings that a wallaby had been wearing.

Keeper and Y scrambled to their feet, only to be knocked aside by the shadowy intruder as he sprinted for the door. Keeper couldn’t really blame the guy for recognizing his opportunity for escape, but a little help would have been appreciated.

The cat was behind Keeper, quickly closing the distance between them. Keeper blindly grasped at objects and hurled them toward the creature as it advanced in a weird and disturbing sideways crawl. The cat was unfazed by Keeper’s assault. It vaulted forward, dodging the airborne objects and leaping onto a freestanding shelf full of what might have been shrunken heads. Keeper jumped out of the way as the shelf came crashing down. He managed to get up from all fours and through the door, racing into the alley.

Y slammed the door shut. “Problem solved.”

A war howl sounded from the other side.

Keeper put his hand to his beating chest and tried to catch his breath. “What was that cat’s damage? It needed an exorcist, or psychoanalysis, or to be heavily medicated, or something. It made my nana look like Santa Claus. And in my defense, none of my E.V.I.L. villain training to date has prepared me for an occurrence of this magnitude. I was lucky to escape with my pants not shredded to oblivion.”

Y nodded in agreement. “I’m not entirely sure that was a cat. It was more like a demented gremlin. And what was up with the guy? How long do you think he was trapped in there?”

Keeper raised his goggles and turned them off. “I have no idea, but he certainly didn’t waste time with thank-yous or offer to help us fight off the creature of the underworld.”

Y furrowed her brow. “What’s in your hand?”

Keeper looked down at his left hand, raised it, and opened it. “Looks like a key. I must have grabbed it while I was throwing things at the precious ball of fur.”

A teasing smile played across Y’s mouth. “You should put it back.”

“Very funny,” Keeper said. “Do I look like I have a death wish? This store hasn’t been open for a decade or two, at least. Out of all the junk in there, I don’t think anyone is going to miss this oversize key. Which, by the way, I doubt is very old.”

Y wrapped her arm around Keeper’s and started walking back toward the museum. “Agreed.” Best date night ever, she thought.






CHAPTER 3


KEEPER could describe his grandmother, who was his guardian, in one word, “hobgoblin.” Life with her was an exhausting test of mental fortitude, and Keeper had to constantly remind himself that what does not kill him makes him stronger.

“Finally decided to wake up, did you? Are you aware it’s almost noon? Where are you going looking like that?” Nana stood erect with her hands clasped in front of her perfectly tailored, vintage 1960s wool jacket that matched her calf-length pencil skirt. Her exterior was classic beauty. Her interior was a cesspool of inhumanity.

“Like what?” Keeper asked. “I have two pairs of pants and two T-shirts that fit. I’ll spare you the socks and underwear details.” This was a bit of a lie. Keeper had recently stolen new socks and underwear out of desperation. It was hard to be taken seriously as an E.V.I.L. villain when your boxers were riding up and your toes were sticking out of your socks.

Nana’s mouth became thin and hard. “Are you going to meet a girl? Are you? That redhead?”

“No.”

“If you kiss her, make sure she doesn’t have a cold.”

Keeper involuntarily shuddered at Nana saying the word “kiss.” “I’m not kissing anyone this afternoon.”

“Did you brush your teeth? Cut your nails? No one wants to kiss someone with dirt under their nails, like a common grave robber. Is that what you do with your so-called friend? Rob graves? Do you? Do you?”

For a moment Keeper could have sworn that Nana was hoping it really was what he did with Toby. “Yes, Nana. That is exactly what we do. Rob graves. And then we use the gold from corpses’ teeth to buy candy at the gas station.”

“Do you floss afterward? I’m not paying for fillings. And take your shoes off outside when you come home. Don’t track your cemetery dirt through my house.”

“For crying out loud! Are you trying to ruin my summer vacation?”

A thin smile grew on Nana’s face.

Keeper pushed past Nana and headed for the door. “I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

“Good. Washing dinner dishes is your responsibility. Don’t forget. Are you listening to me? Are you?”

Keeper didn’t slow down until he was halfway to the bus stop. Since he wasn’t ugly-crying, he considered the conversation a win.

He boarded a city bus that would drop him off near the Natural History Museum. He could have walked, but it would have taken at least an hour, and the plan was to meet Toby at Keeper’s favorite coffee shop between noon and one.

Keeper had only just departed the bus when his phone buzzed with a text. He stopped, read the message, and turned to walk in the opposite direction from the museum and coffee shop, toward the old theater district.

He found Chaos, the head of Chapter 626, standing in front of the old Forsham Theater. Chaos was middle-aged, average height and build. His villainous outfit consisted of dark gray canvas cargo pants with forest-green bands around the knees and cuffs. A dark gray, fitted, long-sleeve T-shirt matched his pants, but the green stripes went vertically down from his shoulders and circled back at the waist.

Keeper’s favorite part of Chaos’s outfit was the short cape attached at his shoulders. It was black on the inside and dark green on the outside, with thin gold bands, like threads, in the shape of elliptical arcs. The elliptical arcs seemed to move with no apparent pattern, rhyme, or reason when Chaos moved.

Chaos’s name matched his skill. Wherever Chaos went, chaos followed.

“I came as soon as I got your message, sir,” Keeper said.

Chaos smiled as Keeper approached. “Just ‘Chaos’ is fine.”

“Yes, sir. Chaos, sir.”

Chaos let out a sigh. “Close enough. I’m sure you have afternoon engagements with your friends, so let’s get down to the nitty-gritty. Showboater is missing.”

Keeper looked at the historic theater, knowing full well that Showboater’s lair was hidden within its walls. “What do you mean, ‘missing’?”

“Just that. Missing. He went off to do some villainy, and I haven’t heard from him since,” Chaos said. “For the past three days his phone has gone straight to voicemail. No replies to my texts.”

“What was the villainy?” Keeper asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Where did he go to do it?”

“I don’t know.” Chaos frowned. “I’m worried that he’s in serious trouble. You have a good eye and a methodical nature. I would like your help searching Showboater’s lair for any information that might lead us to his whereabouts.”

“Of course, sir, but surely someone with a skill…”

Chaos held up his hand for Keeper to stop. “Everyone has a skill. That one thing you can do better than anyone else, whether it be finding parking spots right up front, solving the quadratic formula at breakneck speed, or knowing which character is in a mystery Lego pack.”

“I understand, but I haven’t found mine,” Keeper said. “Not only can Toby hear a Doritos bag being opened downtown and smell taquitos baking a mile away, but he’s also an incredible tracker. Wouldn’t he be better at helping to find Showboater?”

Chaos was 90 percent certain he knew what Keeper’s skill was, and if he was right or at least close to right, Keeper Chance was the man for the job. Chaos was also a firm believer in self-discovery and that it was not something to be rushed, or mistakes might be made, so he kept his thoughts to himself. Chaos nodded. “If we had a trail or a scent of some sort to follow, Toby is definitely our man. Hopefully we’ll find something.”

Keeper shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’ll do my best.”

Chaos smiled and patted Keeper on the back. They made their way toward the street behind the theater, where Showboater had a secret entrance through an old five-and-dime store.

Chaos shifted his eyes toward Keeper as they walked.

“Anything unusual happen recently?”

Keeper wasn’t sure how to interpret the question. The line between usual and unusual had become pretty blurry since meeting Chaos and joining E.V.I.L.

Keeper thought about it for a few seconds. “I was attacked by a cat.”

“I said ‘unusual.’ ”

“Oh, well then, no, sir. Nothing unusual.”

They stopped in front of an abandoned five-and-dime’s yellowed and cracked Plexiglas panel that boasted girdles for sale.

“You first,” Chaos said.

Keeper waited for a pedestrian to turn a corner, and when he was certain no one was watching, he lifted his foot and pressed against the bottom corner of the panel with his heel. The panel moved inward, and Keeper disappeared into the five-and-dime. Once Chaos was inside, they went to the old café counter in the back of the store, found a crooked nail in the floor, and stomped on it three times. A secret door opened and the villainous pair descended a wooden staircase into a tunnel that crossed under the street. A second wooden staircase led them up into Showboater’s lair through another trapdoor.

Keeper had only been in Showboater’s lair once before, but nothing seemed out of place.

“You search here, in the main room,” Chaos said. “I’ll search Showboater’s bedroom.”

Showboater’s lair had been, at one time, a hidden speakeasy. Now that the villain used the space as his hidden home, the bar served as a kitchenette counter, and one of the large wooden tables held a sewing machine instead of cocktails and poker cards. Bolts of flashy fabrics were stacked against a wall.

Keeper spent a good twenty minutes searching under cushions and shaking rolls of fabric to see if anything would fall out, before Chaos emerged from the bedroom.

“Anything?” Chaos asked.

“No, sir.”

Chaos furrowed his brow. “Toothbrush and sink are dry. I don’t think he’s been here.”

“What about Frog?” Keeper asked. “Is he missing too?” Frog was Showboater’s sidekick. Tall, super skinny, wore green spandex with a glittery green eye mask, and had feet the size of a prize-winning zucchini.

“No,” Chaos said, thinking. “He’s in Costa Rica for work.”

This was a bit of a revelation to Keeper. “Frog has a job?”

“Of course,” Chaos said. “Sidekick is a part-time position, or sometimes an internship type of thing. Gives people who aren’t sure about our line of work a chance to try villainy on for size. Frog is a part-timer. Doesn’t really have it, or an appropriate skill, in him to be a villain. His full-time position is teaching high school biology at the Science and Math Academy. Every summer the school offers a trip to Costa Rica for upcoming juniors and seniors to help count frogs, or something like that.”

“Wow,” Keeper said. “That sounds…”

“Like a snoozefest?” Chaos offered. “Agreed, but to each their own. If we don’t find Showboater before Frog returns, I’ll have to hear stories about green frogs, and red frogs, and fat frogs, and frogs barfing up their stomachs. Even worse, I’ll have to feign interest. I don’t know how Showboater does it. The man is a saint.”

Keeper looked around. “I think we’ve done all we can here.”

“Yes,” Chaos said, opening the trapdoor hatch for Keeper. “I’ll get in touch with the other members of 626. See if Showboater has been in contact. Maybe you and Toby could cruise the streets tonight? Keep an eye out for a green Jeep with the plate LVFRGS. Showboater borrowed it while Frog was out of town.”

Keeper descended the stairs into the tunnel and looked back at Chaos. “Does Frog know Showboater is driving his car?”

“I doubt he handed the keys over, but he probably suspects something. These things can only be expected when you choose to associate with E.V.I.L. villains.”






CHAPTER 4


IT was a twenty-minute walk from the old Forsham Theater to Wally’s coffee shop. Wally’s was located a couple of blocks away from the Natural History Museum and had been a favorite haunt of Keeper’s for a couple of years. It had free Wi-Fi and, in the summer, outdoor seating. Best of all it had grape soda, and they didn’t seem to mind when Keeper paid in loose change.

“Sorry I’m late, Toby,” Keeper said, pulling out an empty chair across the table from Toby. “I got this crazy text from Chaos to meet up.”

“I was a bit late myself,” Toby said. “Home-life issues.”

Toby Boggs was known as the Beagle in Chapter 626. In addition to his extraordinary hearing and sense of smell, he also had a laugh like a pack of hounds on the hunt, and his loyalty could easily be bought with food and praise. He was the same age as Keeper, but shorter and softer in the middle.

Keeper searched his pockets for change and pulled out a five-dollar bill. He couldn’t remember where he’d gotten the money, but he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He went to the counter and returned with two grape sodas and a giant cookie.

He slid one of the sodas and half of the cookie over to Toby and sat down. “Before we get into your family drama,” Keeper said, “it seems Showboater has been incommunicado for three days. Chaos wants us to cruise around tonight and look for Frog’s Jeep. Showboater might have been driving it.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” Toby said, digging into his half of the cookie. “Circling back to my family drama, my brother showed up suddenly. He was supposed to be doing some sort of internship this summer, but I guess it didn’t work out. Hard to believe.” The last sentiment dripped of sarcasm.

“Work ethic issue?” Keeper asked.

“Don’t know and don’t really care. What matters is that he’s home, ruining my summer with noogies and being a tattletale.” Toby opened his soda. “And here’s the real kicker. I have to share my mom’s Kia with him. That means we need a ride for tonight.”

Keeper froze with his drink halfway to his mouth. He knew exactly where this was going.

“Not a whole lot of options here, Keeper,” Toby said. “If we need to scour the streets for Showboater’s stolen ride, we need to steal one ourselves.”

“No. Just no.”

Toby nodded. “I feel your pain, but your nana’s Caddy is easy pickings, and I know you’ve picked it before.”

“Only out of desperation and lack of options.” Keeper put his soda down and shoved his cookie away. He had totally lost his appetite. “We’re going to need money. The beast guzzles gas like King Kong eats bananas.”

“That’s a lot of bananas.” Toby motion at Keeper’s cookie. “You going to eat that?”

Keeper pushed it across the table. “All yours.”

“Thanks, Keeper. I can handle the gas issue if you get the car.”

“Fine.” Keeper straightened his leg and rummaged in his cargo pants’ front pocket. He pulled out the key from the curiosity shop. “Found this last night,” he said, placing the key on the table in front of Toby. “What do you make of it?”

Toby picked up the key and inspected it. “I don’t think it’s old, relatively speaking.”

“My thoughts too,” Keeper said. “The writing on it is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Any idea what language it is?”

Toby turned the key around, trying to figure out which side of the writing was up and which side down. “Maybe it’s not a language. Maybe it’s a code or cipher.”

“Like Aurebesh?”

“More or less.” Toby handed the key back to Keeper. “Not a lot of letters on it. It would help if we had something else with the same writing. Where did you find the key?”

“Some weird little store hidden in an alley near the museum. I took it by accident when this cat attacked me and Y—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Toby held up his hands for Keeper to stop. “You and Y went out without me last night?”

“I went out and waited for you, and you bailed,” Keeper said. “Y just showed up.”

“Uh-huh. So, it was just the two of you? Like a date?”

“No. Not like a date. More like a B and E that went terribly wrong, and I ended up with this key.” Keeper put the key back into his pocket. “Gets even weirder. Turned out someone had already broken into the store and was cornered by the cat. The guy hightailed it once the cat decided I was more fun to maul. Not even a thank-you.”

Toby shook his head in disbelief. “Talk about rude.”

“Seriously.”

“If we have time tonight,” Toby said, “I think we should stop by the store and see if we can find something to help us decipher the writing on your key.”

Keeper leaned back in his chair. “Clearly you aren’t understanding the magnitude of the cat attack.”

“There’s only one cat,” Toby said. “There are two of us, three if Y shows up. I’ll steal the bowl of cat food my neighbor always puts out at night for the strays. Winning over the little kitty will be easy peasy lemon squeezy.”

Keeper shook his head. “I think you’re delusional, but I’m game for trying. I’ll pick you up at midnight in the Caddy.”



At eleven thirty that night Keeper opened the second-story bathroom window, climbed out and onto the nearby tree, and shimmied down the trunk. He wore all black, and his goggles were on top of his head.

The ancient Caddy was parked on the street. It was silver, boxy, and the size of a blue whale. Keeper used a secret, and illicit, copy of Nana’s key to open the driver’s side door. He moved the car into neutral, turned the wheel, put his head down, and began pushing. If he started the car up within earshot of the house, Nana’s hobgoblin sixth sense was sure to kick in, wake her up, and alert her to the thievery.

Keeper had managed to get the car into the middle of the street when he picked up his head and saw a figure blocking his way. Male. Around five feet eleven. It was impossible for Keeper to pick out any other features. The figure was too far from him and backlit. Keeper had a strong suspicion it was the same guy from last night, at the curiosity shop. He let the Caddy roll to a stop. Then he straightened and stared at the person. Waiting.

“That’s not your car. You should put it back.” The guy’s voice was flat and matter-of-fact. Forgettable.

“I’ll return it when I’m done,” Keeper said. “If you were planning on stealing the car yourself, I need to advise against it. The owner is a hobgoblin.”

“Return the car and return what you took last night. You’re out of your league, kid.”

Well, that was offensive. Keeper was pretty certain he was past the kid stage. If this was the same guy from last night, he seriously lacked social graces. Only one way to find out if it was him.

“What were you doing in that store last night?” Keeper asked.

The guy stiffened a bit. “I’ve been doing this for a lot longer than you have. You aren’t ready to take me on. Put the car back, leave what you stole last night on the passenger seat, and go back to bed.”

Keeper noted that the interloper’s voice seemed to change. But it wasn’t a puberty type of voice crack. It was different. As if he was trying to do a one-man show of Hamlet and couldn’t decide which character to be and when. “Not going to happen,” Keeper said. “And I don’t appreciate the slinging of insults.”

“Facts aren’t insults. I’m offering you experienced advice. I’m also losing my patience.”

Keeper had already lost his patience. He was feeling the pressure of time slipping by. The longer he stood in front of the house, the more likely Nana was to wake up.

Desperate times called for desperate measures. Keeper opted to use a lot of bravado, baring of teeth, and beating of his chest. With any luck the guy would buy into the aggressive behavior and leave.

“Listen,” Keeper said, moving in front of the Caddy, aligning himself with the human nuisance. “I don’t know what you think I have, and honestly, I don’t care. I have work to do, so let’s stop wasting time and get to the main act so we can both move on.”

The guy went to take a step toward Keeper, accepting the challenge, then stopped and remained frozen. He was staring forward, but not at Keeper.

“Can I play?” Y asked, taking a matching stance next to Keeper.

Keeper stayed focused. “The more the merrier.”

The guy straightened himself. He appeared to be assessing the situation, then turned and walked away, disappearing between two cars parked under a burned-out streetlight.

Keeper dropped his arms and turned to face Y. “Well, that was disappointing.”

“No joke,” Y said. “I thought for sure we were going to have a full-on West Side Story gang fight go down. I already had a soundtrack playing in my head. Who in the world was that? Couldn’t see anything with the light behind him.”

“I think it was the dude from the store last night. Sounded like he wants The Cat’s Curiosity mystery key.” Keeper walked back to the driver’s side of the Caddy. “What are you doing here, Y?”

“The better question is what are you doing, Keeper? Stealing Nana’s Caddy?”

“Borrowing.” Keeper bent to start pushing again, then stopped and looked back at Y. “Unless, of course, you have a car.”

“Sorry,” Y said. “I stole an electric bike to get here. FYI, it’s out of juice, and pedaling uphill sucks, especially in this summer heat. I wouldn’t say no to a lift home, once the evening festivities are done.”

“Fine. Help me push the Caddy around the corner, and we’ll start it up. I’m late to pick up Toby.”






CHAPTER 5


KEEPER coasted the behemoth of a car to a stop in front of Toby and waited for him to climb into the back. He had a giant bowl of cat kibble that said MEOW on it.

“OMG!” Toby said, sliding across the ginormous bench seat. “I’m not going to survive the summer. My brother won’t leave the basement. He’s constantly playing his lame games on the PlayStation, using up hard drive space! I swear he’s just trying to get my goat. And he claims he needs the car tonight to go get tacos. That’s a total load! All he eats is beef jerky. The smell of teriyaki and BO makes me want to vomit out my nose. I think he just drives around the block a bazillion times so I can’t have the car.”

Keeper turned and looked between the two front seats at Toby. “On the subject of miserable home life, whatever you do, do not spill any of that cat food in Nana’s Caddy. There’s a lot of sway back there.”

“Understood,” Toby said. “I did manage to get plenty of gas money. My brother really shouldn’t leave his wallet lying around, in his dresser drawer, hidden under his socks, while he takes a shower. I took the money my mom gave him for gas. Plus, I told my mom we were going to the movies, and she gave me popcorn money.”

“Hopefully, we won’t need all of it to top off the tank,” Keeper said, pulling away from the curb.

Toby clicked his seat belt in and settled the bowl on his lap. “If there’s any leftover money, I’m going to give it back to my mom.”

“You’re a good son, Toby.”

“Thanks, Keeper. It’s sure to make my brother look like an ungrateful and insensitive jerk.”

“One can only hope.”

Y turned to look back at Toby. “Speaking of insensitive jerks and goat getters, Keeper ran into the guy we saw in The Cat’s Curiosity. He wants the key. I assume Keeper told you all about our date last night, since you have a bowl of cat food.”

Keeper almost ran a stop sign. “It wasn’t a date!”

Toby leaned forward. “After we’re done looking for Showboater, we’re going to return to the store. See if we can find something to help decipher the key.”

Keeper glanced at Toby in the rearview mirror. “It wasn’t a date.”

Y patted Keeper on the shoulder. “Sure. You keep telling yourself that. What’s this about Showboater?”

“Chaos can’t get in touch with him,” Keeper said. “It’s probably nothing. You know Showboater and his phone. He’s a disaster.”

“It’s true,” Toby said. “Last month he called me to ask how to turn up the volume. He was yelling into the phone the whole time, as if I couldn’t hear him.”

Keeper rolled down his window. It was the closest thing to air-conditioning the car had. “We’ll start on the far end of the old theater district. Canvas the area until we hit the store near the museum. Everyone keep an eye out for a green Jeep.”

“Boooooring,” Y said, slouching in her seat. “That being said, I’m looking forward to the cat-astrophe at the end. That animal is going to chew you up and spit you out long before it even looks at the bowl of cat food.”

Y couldn’t have been more right about the boring part. Two hours later they had nothing to show for their efforts other than half a tank of gas. Now it was time to test Y’s cat food theory.

Keeper left the Caddy in the middle of the alley. Not much point in parking it to the side, since the streets were empty, and the Caddy already took up most of the narrow passageway.

They huddled around the strange little door. Keeper tried the handle. It was unlocked.

“I’m guessing no one has been here since last night,” Keeper said, slowly inching the door open, peeking in for any feline activity.

Y was directly behind Keeper, pressing against him, ready to use him as a shield. “Maybe the rude dude is back.”

Keeper lowered his goggles, turned them on, and looked around the store. “If he is, he can save himself this time. Looks clear. At least this room.”

Y and Toby followed Keeper in, leaving the door slightly open in case a speedy exit was needed. The store was a mess. Broken oddities were scattered across the floor. Displays were trashed from the falling shelf and its items.

Keeper moved toward the middle of the room and the shrunken heads. “I’m guessing I grabbed the key around here, when I was throwing things at the cat.”

Toby looked at Keeper. “You threw things at a cat?”

Keeper raised his goggles. “I panicked. It was a life-and-death situation. What type of thing are we looking for?”

Toby bent to examine the contents behind the glass in the checkout counter. “Anything that has the same writing on it. Maybe something the key goes to, or with. Like a box.”

Y searched the front of the store, Toby took the middle, and Keeper took the back. There was so much stuff, it would take days to do a truly thorough search. Not to mention they kept getting sidetracked with things like a pair of pants that once belonged to a leprechaun, and a taxidermied two-headed snake.

Toby tried on a monocle and turned toward Keeper. “Where did you find the guy and the cat?”

“In a room behind that heavy curtain,” Keeper said, nodding toward the back of the store.

Toby stared at the curtain. “Kind of a letdown that there’s just a room back there. I was hoping the curtain was hiding the crown jewel of curiosities. The oddity of all oddities. Like bigfoot’s toenail clippings or a mummified unicorn.”

“Afraid not,” Y said, joining them. “The room was filled with books, paperwork, and tools for either making this stuff or identifying what is real and what isn’t. Hard to say.”

Toby hugged the cat food bowl to his body with one hand and stroked his chin with his other, as only someone wearing a monocle can do and not look pretentious. “Maybe that’s exactly what we need. Books. Paperwork. Might be our best bet for finding something that deciphers the key, or maybe explains it.”

Keeper removed the monocle from Toby’s eye socket. “You are failing to notice that there is no cat in this room. By default that means the matagot is behind the curtain, plotting our demise.”

Toby held out his bowl. “Don’t worry. I’m armed.”

Keeper looked at Y for help.

“You first,” Y said to Keeper.

Keeper sighed in resignation, turned, and walked toward the curtain. He pulled it back just enough to shine the light from his phone in and around the room. No sign of a cat. No discourteous guy hanging from the shelves. He pulled the curtain all the way back so Toby and Y could see inside the room as well.
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