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For Max






CHAPTER 1


THE man known as Chaos had entered Peachmont High School through a back door. It hadn’t required a key or a crowbar. All that was needed was a chain of mildly catastrophic events causing the lock to fail and rendering the security system inoperable.

His footsteps echoed throughout the halls, and his boots squeaked on the tile floors. “Why do empty schools always feel like a haunted, abandoned mental institution?” Chaos whispered to himself. The idea was probably left over from the irreparable psychological damage done around four decades ago, when he suffered through the horrors of high school.

Chaos’s penlight flickered across painted concrete brick walls, illuminating flyers for chess club and theater tryouts. He found his destination, language arts room 347, at the end of the hall. Chaos opened the door, went straight to the teacher’s desk, and started rifling through the drawers, searching for papers belonging to the fifth-period class. He opened the period five folder and thumbed through it until he found Keeper Chance’s story. It had an 80 percent grade, and written in red pencil was Great effort!

Chaos read the story and rolled his eyes. “Puh-leaze!” He was hardly the literary type, but he knew a slapdash job when he saw one. The paper was solid C material, and this teacher’s comment was completely insulting to Keeper’s lack of effort.

Chaos put the paper back inside the folder and left room 347 in search of precalculus, room 102. He had already hacked into the school’s systems and seen Keeper Chance’s schedule, report cards, and individual grades for assignments and tests. For that matter, he had been following Keeper’s educational career for quite some time, but there had been a particular comment on a recent report card, from this year’s math teacher, that interested Chaos. Keeper seems to rush through and finish early but doesn’t take the time to double-check his work.

Chaos was confident that Keeper didn’t need to double-check his work to know he had a solid 75 percent on a test. Based on Chaos’s observations, Keeper Chance could have finished a math test early, without double-checking, and received an A+ if he wanted.

Chaos found room 102. It wasn’t an internal room, so he turned off his penlight before he entered, not wanting to be seen through the windows. The moon was bright enough that he wouldn’t need the extra light.

Chaos followed the same motions as he had in room 347. He found the test, looked it over for corrections, folded it, and placed it in the messenger bag he wore across his chest. He couldn’t help but smile as he put the desk back in order, then left the math room in search of the nurse’s office.

Yes, indeed, Chaos had a good feeling about Keeper Chance. Not that he’d ever actually met Keeper. “Soon enough,” Chaos said to himself as he headed to the front of the school. “Soon enough.”

The nurse’s room was just past the main office. One door in and one door out.

Chaos searched through his bag and removed a screwdriver, along with a new door handle. It looked the same as the one currently on the door, but it had a lock that operated through an app.

He set to work removing the handle from the nurse’s door and replacing it with his own. He was halfway through tightening the new handle into place when headlights from a car flashed through the windows behind him. Chaos immediately flattened himself on the floor and waited. It was hard to say if it was school security or the police. Was it a routine drive-by, or had someone come to investigate the broken alarm situation?

The water fountain twenty feet away began to groan. Sparks shot from the wall where it was mounted, and water spouted out of the fountain’s bubbler, spilling over the side and causing a pool to form on the floor.

“Get it together, Chaos,” he whispered to himself. “You control chaos. It doesn’t control you.” Chaos closed his eyes and focused on his breathing.

The headlights disappeared. The sound of car tires faded into the distance. Chaos picked himself up, dusted off his coat, and pushed his half cape back behind his shoulders. The smell of smoke from the sparks began to fade, but there was no hope for the water fountain. There would be a major mess to clean up in the morning.

Chaos finished his handiwork on the nurse’s door, placed his tools back in his bag, and tested the handle.

“Excellent. Phase one complete.” Chaos looked at his watch. It was getting late, but that was no reason to not exit through the cafeteria in hopes of finding a post-midnight snack. He didn’t have to start watching the Chance house on Willow Street for another few hours. He wanted to be sure Keeper made it to the last day of school before spring break.



At 7:20 a.m., Chaos stood outside, in the shadows of parked cars, watching the front door to a small two-story house. The house was built in the fifties, like the rest of the little bungalows lining the street. Four steps leading up to a covered porch. Two floors, pitched roof, paint starting to peel off the wood siding. No garage. Street parking only. It was like stepping back in time.

Chaos shivered as a lone voice escaped the confinements of the home’s walls and filled the still air. It was the type of voice that clawed at eardrums and made your stomach go sour. “Did you brush your teeth? Did you use toothpaste? How much toothpaste? Enough to actually clean your teeth? Did you wash the sink out when you were done?”

There was never a reply to the voice. Mostly because there was never an opportunity.

“Don’t just walk out that door without taking the garbage. Don’t drag it across the floor. Pick it up. And don’t just throw it in the can. Put the top back on. Stop slouching!”

The front door opened, and sixteen-year-old Keeper Chance emerged with a bag of garbage. He was still growing at a pace that assured him his pants would always be too short and his shoes too small. He was lean, with dark blue eyes and unruly, wavy black hair. His jeans had seen better days, and he wore an inside-out gray T-shirt under a red sweatshirt. A well-used backpack hung over his shoulders.

The screen door closed behind him. His nana’s face appeared behind the screen.

“I’m watching you,” she said. “Don’t forget it.” The front door slammed shut, followed by the sound of a lock being turned.

Keeper took the garbage bag around to the side of the house and placed it in the can. He stood motionless for a moment, debating what he was about to do. He pushed any doubt aside, bent over, and rummaged through the garbage, pulling a partially consumed fish carcass out. Keeper gagged and tried to blink back tears. He took a plastic freezer bag out of his pocket, slid the half-eaten fish in the bag, zipped it closed, and placed it in his backpack. He turned on his heel and walked down the street toward the bus stop. His shoulders were back and his head up, thanks to years of Nana’s thoughtful reminders, but his eyes were narrow slits of annoyance.

“Wait for it,” Chaos murmured as he repositioned himself between two large holly bushes for a wider view of the street.

Sure enough, Keeper Chance returned. This time in a crouch, skillfully weaving his way between hedges and parked cars until he made it to his nana’s ancient, but perfectly maintained, Caddy. He took a secret copy of Nana’s car key out of his pocket and inserted it into the car’s keyhole. He carefully opened the driver’s door just enough to slip the fish carcass out of the baggie and under the driver’s floor mat. He closed the door, inserted the key again, relocking the door so Nana would be none the wiser until it was too late, and crept back the way he came.

Chaos couldn’t tell if Keeper Chance was smiling, but it didn’t matter. Chaos was smiling enough for the both of them. It was a wonderfully evil smile.






CHAPTER 2


SINCE Keeper had neither a car nor friends, he was forced to succumb to the smell and indignity of public-school transportation. To make matters worse, the bus driver was a retired math teacher and demanded that equations be solved as fare to board.

Keeper walked to the corner and watched the Peachmont High bus pull to the curb and open its doors. He climbed aboard, answered the equation of 405 divided by 9, took an empty seat closest to the front, and stared at his cruddy, falling-apart sneakers for fifteen minutes.

Sitting up front meant Keeper was first off the bus. He squinted in the bright April sun and joined the mass of teenagers mindlessly following the call to migrate into the giant brick-and-mortar building. He didn’t notice Coach Martin standing at the bottom of the stairs, keeping students in line, until there was no escape.

“Happy Friday, Mr. Chance. How nice of you to join us on time today. I’m guessing it’s so you can make up all the laps you missed in PE this week. If you actually decide to run, instead of walk, you might just pull it off.”

Keeper was pretty certain Coach Martin was a vampire. He had unusually long canines, was too pale for any type of actual blood flow to be happening, and had to be at least 290 years old. Word in the halls was that he had retired three times already but just couldn’t give up making teenage boys miserable. Keeper suspected Coach Martin kept coming back to the high school so he could easily feast on young blood. If he calls you into his office, don’t go. You’re literally lunch.

“Sorry to disappoint,” Keeper said, “but I won’t be in gym class today. College reps are here, and I’m on the list to talk to State.”

“What’s that going to take? Five minutes? I’ll give you ten. Get your brochure, a free pencil, or whatever garbage they’re giving away, and I expect to see you on the track.” Coach Martin grabbed hold of the whistle around his neck. It was a nervous gesture. “If you can’t make it to class, I’ll have to issue a detention. I’d hate to do that on the last day before spring break.”

Keeper hooked his thumbs into his backpack straps. “I understand completely. If I don’t make it to PE, please call my nana and tell her I have to stay after school. She expects me home promptly.”

There was a pause, and for the first time that morning Keeper smiled. It wasn’t a big smile, but a smile nonetheless. There was an upside to every down, and in the case of Nana, this was the upside. The administration, teachers, and half the town were terrified of her. The last time Coach Martin called home about Keeper, Coach couldn’t even get out two words before Nana landed a way-too-personal verbal assault centered around proper enunciation and phone etiquette.

Coach Martin visibly swallowed. It wasn’t physically possible for him to get any paler. “Just… try your best to get to class today.”

Keeper smiled sympathetically. “Will do, Coach Martin, but if I don’t see you later today, enjoy the week off. I promise I’ll be in class on Monday when we return.”

Keeper felt kind of bad playing the Nana card but not bad enough to run laps. Over the past eleven years of his educational career, Keeper had learned where the line was drawn on what he could, and could not, get away with. The last thing the school wanted to do was make a phone call, and they would have to because Nana didn’t have e-mail or a cell phone. She claimed the internet and most modern technology made people lazy and stupid. She didn’t need a computer—or anyone else—correcting her spelling or reminding her to breathe.

Keeper moved past Coach Martin and squeezed his way through the crowded halls to his locker. He exchanged some books from his backpack for the ones he’d need for the next three periods of profound boredom.

At lunch, he ate in a corner by himself. Being alone wasn’t a big deal to Keeper. After reigning eleven years, and counting, as the Cootie King of Peachmont’s various educational institutions, he often found relief in the solitude. It allowed him to avoid the misery of overhearing whispered rumors and gossip about Nana and himself, which were plentiful. Though much of it was true, some of it was exaggerated, and occasionally a tidbit was completely unsubstantiated.

When the bell rang for fourth period, Keeper made his way to the library to meet with State College. It was the only college Nana had agreed to foot the bill for if Keeper graduated with a degree in accounting.

A number of other colleges and universities had representatives visiting Peachmont High. Each had a small room off the library to talk privately with prospective students. Keeper found the door with a sign for State taped to it and entered.

The room was empty except for a pile of brochures and free pencils on a plastic table in the middle of the room. Keeper took a seat at the table and waited, hoping no one would show. Doing nothing still beat going to PE.

After ten minutes Chaos entered the room and closed the door behind him. He was of average height and build. Brown eyes with laugh lines. He wore dark gray canvas cargo pants with forest-green bands around the knees and cuffs. His fitted long-sleeve dark gray T-shirt matched, but the green stripes went vertically down from his shoulders and circled back at the waist. The strangest, and best, 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.

Keeper figured the man must be part of State’s theater department.

Chaos sat down in the chair across from Keeper, placed his hands on the table with his fingers interlocked, and stared at him.

“So, you want to go to State?” Chaos asked after a minute of uncomfortable silence.

“Um. Yes, sir,” Keeper said.

“That’s a complete and outright lie.” Chaos leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “You are hardly State material, and it would be a waste of four years of your life in that post-pubescent glorified day care they call higher education.”

Keeper felt his mouth drop. State really needed better representatives.

“Look,” Chaos said, leaning forward again and resting his elbows on the table. “I’m not sure how much time we have, so let’s get to the point. I’m not with State.”

“No joke.” Keeper’s eyes went to the stack of pencils. And back to the man sitting across from him. “What happened to the State rep?”

“Mr. Meeks? He was part of an unfortunate series of events that caused him to make a sudden visit to the nurse’s room. Equally unfortunate for him, someone—and that would be me—snuck into the school last night and installed a lock on the nurse’s office door. School maintenance is currently trying to figure out how to free Mr. Meeks and Nurse Whitmore without breaking down the door.”

A smile tugged at the corners of Keeper’s mouth. Chaos took it as a good sign.

“I’m head of the local chapter of an elite organization. We are currently looking to recruit two more members, and I would like you to try out for one of those spots.”

An elite organization? “The CIA?” Keeper asked.

The man rolled his eyes. “I said elite.”

“Um, no offense, sir, but I think you have the wrong person—”

“No. I don’t. You’re Keeper Chance.” Chaos reached into his messenger bag, pulled out a manila school file, and threw it down on the table. CHANCE, KEEPER was printed on a label that was attached to the tab. Across the entire front, in thick, red Sharpie was written BEWARE OF THE GRANDMA. “You match the photo on your school records.”

Keeper stared at the warning message on the folder. “Crikey! Did you steal that?”

“Of course I stole it. I’d appreciate it if we didn’t waste time with ridiculous questions. I’m fully in the know about how extraordinary you are.”

Keeper’s brow furrowed. “You definitely have the wrong person. I’m a straight C student.”

The man smiled. “Yes. Extraordinary. I’ve noticed that C of yours is always a perfect seventy-five percent. Every test, every homework, every paper turned in.” Chaos removed the math test from his bag, unfolded it, and placed it in front of Keeper. “You know exactly what is worth two points and what is worth one. Always a seventy-five. Except once, recently, when a language arts teacher took pity on you and gave you an eighty on a story you wrote. You had to compensate on a grammar quiz to not ruin your GPA. Why you choose to get seventy-fives, I don’t know. Bored? For fun? To tick off your grandmother? All of the above? Doesn’t matter. They’re all fantastic reasons. You’re an excellent fit for the organization.”

There was the sound of someone trying to open the door to the room, but the door was locked. Both Keeper and Chaos turned to look. There was some swearing and a lot of rattling coming from the other side. That was replaced with the sound of what seemed like a bookcase falling over, a mishap involving chairs, a lot of yelling about fluorescent lights, and finally the fire alarm going off.

Chaos calmly rose from his chair and pulled a business card from a pocket in his cargoes. He handed it to Keeper. “It seems our time is up. My card. I’ll be back in touch.”

Keeper took the card and watched Chaos unlock the door. He walked out into the commotion as if there were nothing to see and disappeared out of view.

Keeper turned the card over. Handwritten in green marker was one word. Chaos.






CHAPTER 3


THAT Nana expected Keeper home promptly from school couldn’t have been any further from the truth. Nana had no desire for Keeper to come home, and Keeper had no desire to go home. As long as he was back in time for dinner, mostly because it was his job to wash the dishes, Nana kept her nagging to a minimum.

When the dismissal bell rang for the day, Keeper left school grounds, walked four blocks, and waited for a city bus. The bus took him outside the town of Peachmont, through the historic theater district, to the edge of the city of Durian, where a history museum, art galleries, and hip coffeehouses resided. Keeper liked coming here because it felt modern compared to Peachmont. The coffee shop was always filled with college kids and young professionals, happily chatting away or working on assignments, too busy to notice him.

Durian was a relatively young city. Office buildings and parking garages were creeping their way toward the northeast boundaries. Financial bigwigs and corporate headquarters fought over cubic floor space in prime locations that gave them visibility and a sense of success. Towns and suburbs of various sizes spread like wildfire to the southwest of Durian. When Nana had first bought her house in Peachmont, the development was surrounded by farms. Now it was surrounded by strip malls, freeways, and ever-changing neighborhoods, some with gates and pools.

Keeper disembarked the bus and walked toward the Natural History Museum until he came to his favorite coffee shop. The coffee was decent, but what he really liked was that they sold grape soda and had free Wi-Fi. He pushed his way through the shop’s door, paid for a soda, and found an empty table and chair in the corner.

Once he was settled, he opened his grape soda, took a sip, removed a book on accounting from his backpack, and began reading. He had borrowed the book from the school library after the fire alarm stopped. He was only a few pages in, but the book was horrible. Way worse than he had ever imagined. So many columns of numbers and mentions of liabilities and accruing things. His eyes were burning with the blandness of the language. His mind filled with images of cubicles and the sound of computer mice clicking.

“Is this soy milk or almond milk? I specifically said almond.”

Keeper’s eyes strayed from the paragraph about the importance of balance sheets and focused on the man complaining at the counter.

“I won’t accept it!” the man shouted, shoving his cup back at the barista. “I know it’s soy. Make it again.”

Keeper raised his book to shield the man from his line of sight and tried to shrink into his shoulders like a turtle. This guy was totally ruining Keeper’s happy place.

The barista placed a new cup on the counter in front of the man. The man slid it back in annoyance. “I said hot. This is barely lukewarm. And I saw you put it together. Two-thirds should be almond milk, not half.”

Keeper peeked over the top of the book. The man was still going on and on and on. What was his damage?

“Be more careful! Almond milk froth is very delicate, and I want froth.”

Keeper glanced around the room. Everyone was staring at the unpleasant scene unfolding. Keeper had enough. He closed his book, chugged down his soda, and stood.

The man snatched his cup from the poor barista and took it to the sugar, cream, and stir stick station. “Obviously you don’t live on tips,” the man said, putting his cup down on the small counter. He turned to look through the packets of sugar and sugar substitutes. “What, no organic?”

Keeper passed by the man and noted the BMW car key he was holding. Keeper grabbed the almond milk latte from the counter and walked unnoticed out the door. He removed the lid and took a sip. It was no grape soda. He approached a BMW convertible, top down, that was parked at the curb, threw the contents of the drink onto the driver’s seat, and continued walking down the sidewalk.

Keeper made it about a hundred yards when a squirrel fell out of a tree onto the hood of a moving car. The car swerved and took out a fire hydrant. Water shot up, raining down a shower of heavy drops, soaking Keeper and sending four other people running around screaming, knocking into one another, like a bunch of raccoons caught in a car’s headlight.

Keeper stood frozen, focused on the melee, when a body slammed into him. Keeper dropped his book and staggered back. A man’s hands grabbed at his T-shirt, holding him upright.

“So sorry,” the man said. “I didn’t see you there.” He picked Keeper’s book up, wiped the soggy side off with his sleeve, and handed it back to Keeper. “Are you all right?”

Keeper took the book and used his fingers to rake his wet hair away from his face. It was the man from school.

“Fine,” Keeper said. “I… I’m fine. Thank you.”

Chaos smiled at Keeper and then continued walking past him, down the street toward the coffeehouse and the Museum of Natural History. Keeper watched. On the back of Chaos’s cape were thin gold bands, like threads, in the shape of ellipticals. The ellipticals seemed to move as the man walked. Was it a butterfly? Keeper blinked. Not a butterfly, but there was a pattern. Keeper blinked again. No. It was his imagination or maybe an optical illusion. The elliptical shapes made no sense.

Keeper put his book back in his backpack and thought about the man and his cape. He touched his chest. He was wearing his favorite T-shirt. It was inside out so his nana wouldn’t see it. On the inside of the shirt was Euler’s equation, eiπ + 1 = 0.

Nana would wholeheartedly disapprove of such a nonsensical theory. To Keeper, it gave him hope, and wearing the shirt, even inside out, brought him a sense of comfort. The idea that all these strange numbers, including one that wasn’t even real, could combine gave him faith that the universe knew what it was doing. He just needed to pay attention.



Sixteen-year-old Whylene “Y” Love stood outside the coffee shop’s doorway, watching Keeper Chance and Chaos. Her curly dark red hair was pulled up into a ponytail, and her hazel eyes were focused on the encounter. She wore a sparkly Hello Kitty T-shirt, a short black skirt over black capri tights, and red Vans high-tops. She hated the name Whylene, she hated the cards life had dealt her, and for many reasons, she was currently hating the situation that had just unfolded in front of her. Her phone buzzed with a text message. It was her father.

Just do your best to not let everyone down. It’s okay if you fail. There are skilled people who can do the job.

Since there was no emoji to accurately convey the sentiment of where her father could shove it, Y chose to ignore the message. She was completely capable of doing the job. She was just having serious doubts about whether it was the right thing to do. She watched Keeper Chance standing in the middle of the sidewalk, water pouring down on him, and she was certain he was gorgeous, brilliant, and completely clueless.

Keeper finally pulled himself together and sloshed down the street. Y had been observing Keeper for over a week, and wherever Keeper was, more than likely so was Chaos. Often hiding behind a magazine or a tree. Once she saw Chaos secretly slip five dollars into Keeper’s backpack so he could get something to eat with his grape soda.

I’ve been living in a rose-colored cesspool of lies and self-serving misconceptions, Y thought to herself. Keeper Chance deserves the right to make his own choices, for better or for worse. Y looked down at the message on her phone. She deserved the right to make her own choices too, and the time had finally come for her to choose. She just needed to be calculating, cunning, and most importantly, deceitful.

Y sent a text out to her father. Three minutes later a white sedan pulled up to the curb. Y opened the door on the passenger side and climbed in.

“Well?” her father asked. “Did you make contact?”

Sensei Love was tall and muscular with wide shoulders, all the better for carrying the burden placed upon them. His head was clean shaven. He wore white breeches, a fitted white tunic, white wraps about his shins and forearms, and white shoes with a split toe. Everything he wore was white, except for the ever-present black belt about his waist.

Y diverted her attention out the side window, avoiding eye contact. “No. Chance wasn’t even there for a full minute before a situation arose and he left.”

“I see.” There was a barely audible sigh out of her father.

Y knew exactly what he was thinking. Why couldn’t I have had a son? Why couldn’t I have had a child with a skill? Why me? Why, why, why? She was pretty certain “why, why, why” was her father’s meditating mantra.

“You’ve been hanging out at that coffee shop for over a week, and still nothing,” Sensei Love said. “I blame myself.”

Y did a mental eye roll, careful to not show any emotion. If she didn’t want to return home, to the dojo, she was going to have to play her cards very carefully.

“I thought I was doing the right thing, giving you all the best,” her father continued. “The best education. The best training. That despite your shortcomings you could make something of yourself.”

It wasn’t entirely true that Y didn’t have any abilities. She worked hard to keep most of her talents secret. For example, she was an excellent spy. At the dojo she was rarely noticed as she observed private lessons, secret classes, and people who came and went. Y was also an accomplished liar, though she mostly only lied to her father. She lied about wanting to please him, being committed to the family business, and about being unskilled. There wasn’t much point in lying to her mother, Vogue, who designed and created clothing for the best of the best. It had been painfully clear early on that Y had absolutely no aptitude for anything within the fashion industry. She couldn’t sew, she couldn’t draw, she couldn’t design, and she couldn’t care less about properly accessorizing. Therefore, Y was pretty much invisible to her mother. Often it was preferred over not being invisible to her father.

“It wasn’t my fault this time. I swear,” Y said. “Chance was totally preoccupied with a book, and then this dingus started making a scene about his latte, and I use the term latte loosely—”

“No need to make excuses. I shouldn’t have encouraged false hope,” Sensei Love said matter-of-factly. “It’s just that when I saw you flirting with the Mallet boy back home, I thought perhaps you had your mother’s gift of allure, despite obviously lacking her fashion sense.”

Y tried to not gag. Mallet was the worst. All he did was talk about how big his hands were. She would have felt bad about using him the way she did if he hadn’t been such a loser.

“Sorry that didn’t work out for you,” her father said, patting Y’s knee as an insincere afterthought. “I know how much you liked him.”

Y looked at her father and forced a small smile. She hoped it came off as heartbreak and not nausea.

“No point in dwelling on failures,” her father said, returning his attention to the road. “The weekend is here, and I’m going to let you try one more time. After that, I’ll have no choice but to turn the job over to someone else. The condo here is only rented for the month. I can’t be away from the dojo—upstate—any longer than that. I know giving you this extra chance makes me seem weak and like a pushover, but you are my daughter.”

Y refrained from thanking him for his generosity. “I promise I can get Keeper Chance,” she said. Except this time she was going to do it her way, and then she’d keep him for herself and be free of Sensei Love and the dojo forevermore.






CHAPTER 4


KEEPER was happy to find Nana not home. She was probably somewhere cheating at bridge or shopping for cabbage that she would make into so-called soup.

He slogged up the stairs, trying to leave as little of a water trail as possible. His room had originally been his father’s. Both of Keeper’s parents had died when he was a baby, and Nana and Pop-Pop had taken on the task of raising Keeper. Keeper had fond memories of his pop-pop, even though they were few. He had been a quiet man who would secretly take Keeper out for ice cream every now and then and claim Nana didn’t need to know because it was “secret business.” Pop-Pop had passed on when Keeper was four. Since then, it had been a battle of wits and mental fortitude between Keeper and Nana.

Keeper’s bedroom was sparse. His mattress was on the floor, a worn wood desk and chair against a wall, and an old dresser against another. The dresser had a couple of secret drawers with false bottoms. Keeper used them to hide inventions he was working on and the parts he’d pilfered from people’s garbage to build them. Stacks of library books on chemical compounds, artificial intelligence, and quantum physics were next to the mattress, along with a table lamp circa 1970. Keeper didn’t mind the old furniture and lamp. He suspected they had been his father’s.

Keeper removed the accounting book from his bag and threw the book on the desk. He kicked off his sneakers and peeled off his soaked socks. He looked mournfully at the book on his desk and noticed a piece of paper sticking out. He opened the book, removed the folded paper, and read it.


KEEPER CHANCE,

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME THIS AFTERNOON. YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO ATTEND A QUESTION-AND-ANSWER SESSION FOR POSSIBLE MEMBERSHIP IN THE EVIL VILLAINS INTERNATIONAL LEAGUE (E.V.I.L.). IF YOU ARE SO INCLINED TO ACCEPT THIS INVITATION, PLEASE COME TO THE FORSHAM THEATER IN THE HISTORIC DISTRICT, TONIGHT AT MIDNIGHT. WAIT IN THE ALLEY, IN THE SHADOWS OF THE GREEN DUMPSTERS.

Regardless of your decision, please either burn, eat, or flush this letter down the toilet (if plumbing allows).

WITH GREAT RESPECT,

CHAOS

HEAD OF CHAPTER 626

E.V.I.L.



Villainy was a vocation? Keeper wasn’t even sure what being a villain would entail. He thought about the man with the green cape. Does being a villain mean you get to wear a cool outfit like Chaos?

Keeper looked at the accounting book on his desk. Maybe villainy wasn’t so bad. After all, he wasn’t very comfortable in conventional society. Maybe the smart thing to do would be to stick with and embrace unconventionality.

Not to mention, the possibility that life would be any better for him at the local state college was slim to none. Keeper would have to live at home, and that meant another four-plus years before he could escape the clutches of his nana.

The real problem was that Keeper didn’t think he was evil. At least he didn’t feel evil. Of course, he also didn’t think or feel like an accountant. He could always attend the meeting and make up his mind later.

Keeper looked at the letter. Burning it would attract Nana. Eating it would probably be the equivalent in texture to Nana’s pork chops. The house plumbing would have a total meltdown if he flushed a wad of paper down it. Keeper smiled. It wasn’t like Nana needed her savings to pay for State anymore. Flushing it was.



Chaos entered a diner two blocks east of the museum and found Slasher already in a booth, waiting. Slasher was in his late forties and dressed as if he had been living on a deserted island in the Caribbean. He wore a Hawaiian shirt, flip-flops, and what appeared to be homemade jean shorts with a paper clip as the zipper pull. For most of Slasher’s life, he had maintained the physique of a string bean, but lately age had gotten the better of him, and a small potbelly was beginning to form.

Chaos slid onto the vinyl bench across from him.

“Order whatever you want,” Slasher said. “It’s on me.”

A waitress appeared at the end of the table and took Chaos’s order. Hamburger, no bun, extra pickles, and a diet Cherry Coke.

“I saw your text,” Slasher said. “Tell me about these two new possible villains.”

Chaos straightened the silverware in front of him. “Both very different, but I think they have potential.”

“How’d you find them?”

“One found me,” Chaos said. “Multiple times. Very enthusiastic. The other one I invited.”

Slasher watched his friend. He’d known Chaos long enough that he could tell there was something he was keeping to himself. Chaos had a terrible poker face. “Chaos, what are you hiding?”

Chaos picked up a fork and jabbed the table a couple of times. “Nothing.” He laid the fork back down and forced his hands to his lap. “Well, maybe not nothing. Showboater should be here soon. Let’s wait for him.”

The door to the diner swung open, and heads snapped up to stare. A figure, blinding in bedazzled sequins and glitter, stood in the opening, sending sparkling rays of light throughout the room like a human disco ball. Showboater did a little victory dance, and all the eyes that were staring in his direction turned away. Business returned to normal.

Showboater strutted his way into the diner, stopped at a booth, and looked down at the table.

“Tch!”

Showboater turned in the direction of the tch and saw Chaos and Slasher in their booth. Chaos tched Showboater again and pointed at the empty seat next to Slasher.

Showboater slumped his shoulders, looked up toward the heavens, and did an overly dramatic and overly loud sigh. He walked over to the table and slid onto the bench next to Slasher.

“They had real maple syrup on their table,” Showboater said. “It would have been an easy swipe, and we’d all be enjoying it with pancakes.”

“For crying out loud, Showboater,” Chaos said. “You know I’m having a gluten issue these days. I can’t eat pancakes.”

Showboater frowned, furrowing his brow. “Still, huh? That’s a shame.”

“No Frog today, Showboater?” Slasher asked.

The Frog was Showboater’s sidekick. He dressed entirely in green spandex, was six foot four, and had size 13 feet. He claimed he wore the green so he could hide better from security cameras. Most of the villains thought the Frog just liked green.

“No, he’s washing his tights,” Showboater said with an eye roll. “I thought we might need a bottle or two of wine tonight. Frog created a diversion in the boxed wine aisle, puncturing all the boxes, while I broke into the locked case. Sadly, Frog chose the red boxed wine and will have to soak the stains out before he can be seen in public again. On the plus side, I got us a nice red from Italy and a white from France.”

“Very thoughtful, Showboater. We just might need a couple of drinks after the meeting,” Chaos said.

Showboater raised his eyebrows. “The applicants are that bad? Please tell me no one’s skill is burping the alphabet. Remember that guy?”

“Nothing that bad,” Chaos said. “The first recruit is Tobias ‘Toby’ Boggs. Sixteen and a junior in high school.”

“What’s Toby’s skill?” Slasher asked.

“He seems to have an extraordinary sense of hearing and is a master tracker,” Chaos said. “I couldn’t get away from the kid. There was no hiding place hidden enough. I suspect he also has computer skills and hacked his way into the E.V.I.L. database. He knows everything about the current members of 626. Best I can describe his personality is Pillsbury Doughboy. He seems happy, but I suspect his high school career is less than stellar and involves a lot of swirlies.”

“It would be nice to have a computer expert in the chapter,” Showboater said. “I can’t seem to sync my calendar to my phone. I can go phone to computer, but not the other way. It’s maddening.”

“Tell me about it,” Slasher chimed in. “When I delete an e-mail off my computer, it won’t delete off my iPad. I must have a bazillion pieces of spam sitting in my iPad’s inbox. This Toby kid seems promising. What’s the deal with recruit number two?”

“Also sixteen and a junior. I invited him.” Chaos swallowed and cleared his throat slightly. “Keeper Chance.”

Showboater and Slasher froze. Incapable of even blinking.

“Karaoke’s kid?” Slasher asked.

Chaos nodded. “Yes.”

Showboater sounded nervous. “Does he take after his mother or his father?”

“Father, most definitely,” Chaos said. It might have been a lie. Best to push on with the positives. “The kid is brilliant. Invents things.”

Slasher looked Chaos in the eye. “That’s not exactly a skill. How long have you been watching him?”

Chaos used a napkin to dab at the sweat forming on his forehead. “Since birth.”

Slasher rolled his eyes. “Chaos…”

Chaos held up his hands. “Thomas Chance was a good man. And his mother is every bit the hideous she-devil he claimed. Someone needed to make sure Keeper was okay under her watch. It wasn’t until six or so months ago that I started seriously thinking about offering him a place in 626.”

Slasher thought about it for a moment. “Does the kid know his father was an E.V.I.L. villain?”

Chaos stirred his drink with his straw. “No. He knows nothing about his parents. His grandmother won’t speak of them. Either one. Told Keeper they died of disappointment. I’ll give the old hag the benefit of the doubt in that it was his parents’ wish Keeper know nothing. That he be raised with the hope of being ‘normal.’ ”

“That’s everyone’s wish,” Slasher said. “But he’s not?”

“No. I don’t think so. As a matter of fact, I think he might have a skill that is… special.”

Slasher and Showboater leaned in.

Chaos glanced about the room to make sure no one was paying attention to them. “It’s possible his skill is luck, but I think it’s more refined. I think he has a skill for finding things or maybe helping people.”

Slasher and Showboater pulled back. Showboater let out an enormous sigh and looked toward the heavens.

“For the love of Loki,” Slasher said. “Please tell me you’re joking. You said Keeper was like his father. This is just bad. Really bad. We don’t help people, and we don’t find things.”

Chaos held up his hands. “No, we don’t. But I can’t think of any group of people more constantly in need of help than Chapter 626. Just last week Barricade lost his E.V.I.L. identity medallion.”

Slasher’s brows knit together. “And Keeper Chance found the medallion?”

Chaos took a sip of his drink in triumph. “Yes. I don’t know how, but the medallion somehow made its way to Keeper. I was sitting outside the boy’s favorite haunt, having a cup of coffee on a bench, and he dropped the medallion into my cup. As if I was begging for change. I don’t think he even knew he did it. He was pretending to have his nose in a book but was actually looking at a redheaded girl.”

Slasher shook his head. “I don’t know, Chaos. Could just be crazy luck.”

Chaos shrugged. “Whatever it is, I’m telling you Keeper Chance is special. Besides having an enchanting singing voice, his father was a genius, and his mother was… well, I don’t like to speak ill of the dead. She was highly skilled. Their son is worth keeping an eye on.”






CHAPTER 5


TWO years prior, Keeper had rigged the bathroom window to open silently when pressure was applied to the top right corner, which Nana was too short to reach. At 11:30 p.m. he snuck into the bathroom and climbed out the window. He pulled himself up onto a tree branch, inched across the limb to the trunk, and shimmied down the far side. He was wearing the same worn jeans and sneakers, now dry, a once-black T-shirt with frayed edges that had been washed to gray, and a black hoodie. Nana wasn’t big into fashion. She said it led to vanity, and she wasn’t interested in spending her money on the development of a fatheaded fancy pants.
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