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Ch. 1 LeeRoy

It was a grey and drizzly afternoon; the rain fell in a mist—except at occasional intervals, when it was checked by a sudden beam of light falling through a break in the clouds onto the streets (of San Francisco, where this story begins). The breeze made no real sound, although the wheels of cars rattling along the streets fiercely splashed the puddles while their headlights illuminated the fog.
 
McKeyla Bulwer jumped off the curb and into a puddle, making a satisfying splash. She was wearing her dad’s old brown leather jacket, khaki combat pants with the legs rolled up (since they were too big for her), and the leather flying cap with goggles that Old Man Fredricksen gave her before he moved to Paradise Falls. If she weren’t so short, she’d have passed for a WWI biplane pilot.
 
She liked it when it actually rained. Usually it was just cold with some occasional fog. What she really liked was anything new or different, unlike her father—The Most Boring Man in the World—who ate the same thing every day, kept the same schedule, and took their family on vacations every year at the same time to the same place (every June to Catskills, New York). He was an accountant, and he only felt comfortable with cold, impersonal numbers.
 
She had dropped by his office on her way home from her school’s orientation (it was late August and she had started the new school year that very day) and he said that he’d be working late, so he gave her some money to get dinner. Her mother—The Most Boring Woman in the World—was a station agent for the Muni (Municipal Railway) subway and she worked the evening shift on Mondays, so McKeyla wouldn’t see either of them until late that night or the next morning.
 
This was a good thing. It meant that she wouldn’t have to listen to them talk about their boring days. She skipped on towards Shelly’s Soda Shoppe—a fantastic retro 1950’s diner and ice cream bar. McKeyla’s dad would eat lunch there every Sunday (at precisely 11:30). He would always get the pastrami on rye with a cherry phosphate. Always. He was The Most Boring Man in the World. McKeyla never ordered the same thing. She would make up a sandwich and the owner would oblige her so long as they had the ingredients in stock. She’d let him make up a new soda for her to try whenever she came in. She didn’t always go to Shelly’s (that would be boring), but it was her favorite place, and she didn’t have to take a smelly bus to get there like her other favorite restaurants.
 
Entering the Soda Shoppe was like going through a time portal. It was just off of Golden Gate Park, amidst refurbished houses with new black BMWs and white Teslas parked up and down the street. It was the only business on a street filled with boring white, grey, and tan houses which contrasted with Shelly’s floor-to-ceiling windows, framed by bright red trim, with benches breaking up the monotony of the sidewalk (allowing people to sit outdoors and enjoy ice cream on the occasional sunny day). It really didn’t belong there, but there it was—like a bright red thumbprint on a black-and-white photo.
 
Inside it had lime green walls, a sloping ceiling, and two marbled counters—one along the right side of the wall and the other parallel to the back wall. There were three tables by the front windows and about ten stools along the left wall which had a one-foot deep wooden counter running front to back, where single patrons could eat. Opposite it, along the middle of the right side, there was a giant glass-covered ice cream display with twenty flavors of homemade ice cream that were constantly changing: corn-flakes with blueberries, Guinness and caramel, snozberry crunch, chocolate peanut butter banana ripple… there was always something new. On top of the glass counter by the front tables were a long row of cake stands with fresh cakes and pies under glass, and against the back right wall were floor-to-ceiling shelves of brightly colored candies in glass jars, sold by the quarter-pound.
 
The back counter stretched out from the left wall, leaving space to the right for a swinging door to the kitchen, an old phone booth, and the bathroom. The bar was an art deco masterpiece of polished wood with three big mirrors and double-framed polished aluminum. Between the center mirror and each of the two side mirrors were hand-printed lists of all the various sodas you could order that day (based on what fruits were in season, as well as the year-round flavors). Six stools lined up against the marble-topped bar, which held several stainless steel taps and syrup pumps.
 
The back counter was where they made the sodas. Not boring, modern sodas like you can get at any fast food place, but real sodas in any flavor combination that you could imagine. The left wall was covered in shelves holding mason jars filled with odd leaves, skinny shaker bottles with colored powders, and old-fashioned brown dropper bottles with concentrated tinctures—all homemade. The labels were just pieces of white masking tape with handwritten scrawls indicating what was inside. Normal stuff like vanilla, lime, cherry, and chamomile, but also weird stuff like digitalis, sassafras, wormwood, and castoreum.
 
It was well past lunchtime but too early for the dinner crowd, so the place was empty except for a clown sitting alone at one of the four-person tables by the front window. He was wearing a tailored double-breasted suit in blue and yellow zigzags, a hot pink dress shirt, and an oddly normal mint-green silk tie. His hair was dyed a rainbow-striped pattern around the edges, but bleached white in the center. It was all combed upward, graduating to a point at the top like a soft-serve ice cream cone. The only coloring on his face were bright orange, inverted teardrops covering his eyes, with lips to match. He looked like the angriest clown in the world. In any other restaurant, this would be exceptionally strange, but not at Shelly’s. The place attracted the weird like fruit flies to a rotting banana.
 
McKeyla sat down at the far left of the back bar with her back to the front door. She glanced at the phone booth that was tucked into the far right corner. It was really old but looked like it had just been installed. Not old like 1970’s Superman-old with glass and steel and a backlit blue sign, but 1920’s black-and-white-movies-old in different shades of stained wood with a folding door and a small spring-loaded stool on hinges, which stood upright against the wall unless someone was sitting on it. A black, iron, rotary phone was mounted above the stool. The handset was the really old kind where you put the speaker handle up to your ear and talked into a hole by the dial. An ancient incandescent light came on when you closed the door. Sometimes people would go in there when they were talking on their cell phones so they could speak in private, but McKeyla had never actually seen anyone use the phone-booth phone itself.
 
LeeRoy Essmort was the owner and everything looked new because he was always cleaning and polishing when he wasn’t waiting on people. This was one of the finest soda bars in the world. The evening staff hadn’t arrived yet, so LeeRoy was the only one working.
 
“Hey kiddo, what’ll it be today?” LeeRoy was wearing his usual light green shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a black bow tie, white apron, and a paper hat atop his head at a jaunty angle. He wasn’t just waiter-looking-for-a-big-tip polite; he was genuinely kind to everyone. Sometimes he’d give kids free sodas for no particular reason.
 
“Hmmm…” McKeyla thought for a second. “How about a banana, cheese, and ham on pumpernickel?”
 
LeeRoy chuckled. “Sure. You want a specific soda to go with that?”
 
“Nah, you surprise me.”
 
“I’m thinking… a mangosteen phosphate? Maybe a bit of elderflower, possibly round it out with a tamarind bottom note… Yeah, ok.” (Mostly he was talking to himself.)
 
“Sounds good,” she replied. LeeRoy smiled, turned, and went to the kitchen through the swinging doors between the phone booth and the fountain to get started on her sandwich.
 
McKeyla took a quarter out of her pocket and started spinning it on the counter. She’d been doing this since she was little, and gotten good enough to make it precess as well as spin—kind of like a curveball in baseball. She’d shoot it toward the end of the counter and could usually make it stop travelling (but remain spinning) just before it fell off the edge. She always sat in a different stool so she could test herself against any distance. (And sitting in the same stool would be boring.)
 
She’d lost herself in practicing when she heard the front door open and the bell ring (not an electric door buzzer, but an actual brass bell on a metal hanger above the door). She turned to watch a boy about her age come in whom she’d never seen before. Everything about the way that he walked and looked around the place screamed “new kid.”
 
The clown gave him an angry scowl.
 
The new kid walked past the clown without making eye contact and continued down the length of the diner until he got to the soda fountain and sat down right next to McKeyla.
 
“Otto. Otto Lytton,” he said as he stuck out his hand.
 
She looked at him like he was an alien, but shook his hand anyway. She wasn’t used to people being this friendly.
 
“McKeyla,” she replied, somewhat cautiously. “You new to San Francisco or just visiting?”
 
“Just moved here yesterday. Starting Rooftop School tomorrow. My mom and dad both work at Spectacle. We used to live in Minnesota where I went to John Hughes School, but my parents got tired of the snow and managed to get transferred to the main Frisco office. We used to…”
 
“Stop,” McKeyla interrupted. “Unless you want to get beaten up tomorrow, do not call it ‘Frisco.’ You can call it ‘EssEff’ or ‘San Francisco’ if you want, but almost everyone calls it ‘The City.’ I’m probably the least popular girl in school, but even I wouldn’t talk to you if you call it Frisco.”
 
“Ummm… OK,” Otto replied. “Isn’t that a bit arrogant? The city? I thought that was New York? I mean everyone from any big city thinks that their city is the best. Isn’t it a bit much to pronounce it like it’s the capital of the world?”
 
McKeyla shrugged and glanced at the ceiling for a split second. “Probably. But I don’t make the rules. I’m just telling you the way things are. No-one cares if you’re black, white, or brown. You can get away with being weird around here. Or normal. Straight, gay, or trans. Short, tall, ugly, pretty, sporto, motorhead, geek, waistoid, punk… Whatever. Just don’t call it ‘Frisco,’ unless you want to eat lunch alone for the rest of your life.”
 
Otto returned the shrug and said, “ok.”
 
Before he could continue introducing himself, LeeRoy returned from the kitchen with McKeyla’s sandwich (chips on the side). He immediately started making her soda while simultaneously asking Otto what he wanted.
 
“I’m not sure, let me peruse the menu. What recommendations could you make, my good sir?” Otto replied. McKeyla rolled her eyes at his affected formality.
 
“Well, as the owner, chef, headwaiter, and chief bottle washer, I like everything. Of course it depends on your own tastes. If you want comfort food, try a Babe, which is a pulled pork sandwich on Australian soda bread. Or a Foghorn, which is Southern fried chicken with cornbread. If you’re feeling adventurous, I love the Arnie—a Limburger and Sauerkraut sandwich on toasted Austrian rye bread.”
 
LeeRoy took out a frosted uranium glass (which glowed soothingly green under the blacklights hidden discreetly above the counter), grabbed a few of the tincture bottles off of the shelves, added a few drops of each brightly colored concentrate, poured fresh soda water off the tap, and topped it off with some acid phosphate (which sounds bad but is really quite delicious), before vigorously stirring it with the satisfying clinking of metal spoon against glass. It bubbled and frothed like a magical potion (which to some degree it was—it didn’t have any real magical properties, but it made kids smile, which is a kind of magic).
 
“We make our own root beer here, which is stellar. Here, I’ll give you a glass to try.” He set McKeyla’s soda in front of her and then grabbed a fountain glass from the freezer (the glasses were kept ice-cold so you didn’t need ice, which would melt and water down the flavors). The glass was frosty, which made it seem to glow as well. It was almost opaque, but still allowed a few shards of light to come through. LeeRoy quickly poured Otto a glass of root beer from the tap.
 
He grabbed two candy-striped paper straws from a jar and dropped one in each glass. McKeyla and Otto simultaneously sipped their drinks, and both broke into wide grins. LeeRoy never disappointed with his sodas. Otto immediately decided that this was the finest root beer that he had ever tried. McKeyla wasn’t as superlative in her decision, but she kept slurping away at the soda that LeeRoy had made for her. It wasn’t quite as good as a LOLA float or a lime phosphate, but it was still trés delicious.
 
LeeRoy grabbed two extra-large marshmallows from a bag, put them on a small plate, and then pulled a blow torch out from under the counter. He clicked the torch trigger and flame shot out at the marshmallows. He slowly spun the plate under the bright jet of fire until the marshmallows were golden brown, before setting the plate on the counter between McKeyla and Otto.
 
They each popped one into their mouth, where the marshmallows slowly continued to melt onto their tongues. They were amazing.
 
McKeyla took a bite of her sandwich (cut diagonally) while Otto involuntarily watched her. He was still trying to decide what to order, and wasn’t entirely certain that this was really happening. There were a lot of old-fashioned diners in Saint Paul (even one in a vintage train car), but their fare was pretty standard, and certainly none of them made their own root beer or served flaming marshmallows. He broke into a bigger smile as he decided that he really liked this place.
 
“Hey, waiter!” The clown yelled from the front of the house. LeeRoy rolled his eyes and glanced up from the kids at the counter. “What’s this fly doing in my ice cream?”
 
“The backstroke?” LeeRoy offered.
 
“You’re not funny. Quit playing babysitter and come look at my food.”
 
LeeRoy let out a sigh, reached below the counter, put a large dill pickle on McKeyla’s plate, and told Otto to “take your time picking out a sandwich. I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
“I have to admit, this place is pretty cool. Nothing like it back home,” Otto continued by way of introduction. “We moved to a place right next to the park. My dad says that there’s a pinball place nearby and I really want to check it out. I also like to collect comic books and I’m a pretty good juggler. Do you know of any place nearby that sells magic tricks?” McKeyla started to answer but Otto was too busy talking to let her reply. She took another bite. “I saw you spinning that quarter when I came in; it was pretty cool. I can make it disappear if you let me.”
 
McKeyla tried to answer, but her mouth was still full of sandwich, so what came out was something like “Ooo kin eye affa aye wawwow.”
 
“Just taste the ice cream!” the clown shouted from behind them. LeeRoy muttered something indignantly, but the kids weren’t really paying enough attention to understand him.
 
Otto remembered just how hungry he was and turned back to the menu. He skimmed through the various mouthwatering offerings and decided on a Magnum Opus—a pickled herring sandwich with dandelion greens on toasted white bread. Suddenly there was a loud thud from the front of the diner followed by the sound of breaking glass and then a flash of color in the mirrors behind the bar. Both kids glanced up into the mirrors to see what happened and then spun around on their bar stools.
 
LeeRoy was dead.
 
And the clown was gone.
 




Ch. 2 The Body

Neither of them moved from their bar stools. Neither had seen a dead body before. They didn’t know what to do. Shock hit them both like a baseball bat to the stomach, and they sat transfixed, staring in disbelief.
 
“So, uh… does this sort of thing happen a lot in ‘the city?’” Otto finally managed. “Because if it does I want to go back to Saint Paul.”
 
“Never,” McKeyla meekly replied in a whisper.
 
There was a long pause before either of them spoke.
 
Suddenly the pay phone started ringing in the background. This was weird, as it had never rung before. Not in all the years that McKeyla had been coming here. But she barely noticed. She was staring intently at LeeRoy’s body on the floor and getting wibbly.
 
“I think we should call someone,” she finally said. She took out her cell phone and dialed 911. Otto patted his pocket and realized that he’d forgotten his phone at home.
 
McKeyla was on hold waiting for an actual operator while Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played as the hold music (it was always Vivaldi). Sometime into Winter someone finally picked up.
 
“911, what is your emergency?”
 
“I need to report a murder.”
 
“This is a real emergency line, young lady. You could get in trouble for prank calls like this. Other people are trying to get through and you…”
 
“I’m serious!” McKeyla shouted into her phone. “Please send someone. LeeRoy is dead on the floor! A clown killed him!”
 
“A clown killed someone?!? You listen here. 911 is for emergency services only. I don’t care how bored you are, but we don’t have time for prank calls. We can trace the number of your phone, you know. You could go to jail for a call like this.”
 
“I’m not pranking you! If you don’t believe me, send a cop here. You can go ahead and arrest me if I’m lying. But you need to find the clown! He’s tall with a big ice-cream-cone clown hairdo and a blue and yellow suit. He could come back and kill us too!”
 
“Killer clowns are no laughing matter! Don’t think that I won’t dispatch an officer to your location, little missy. My system is showing your cell phone location as Shelly’s Soda Shoppe in the valley.”
 
Otto was looking between McKeyla to his right, LeeRoy’s body in front of him, and the ringing payphone to his left. His first day alone in San Francisco had taken a severe turn for the worse. He was starting to panic with the thought of the clown coming back to kill him as well. He wasn’t sure how LeeRoy had died. Was he stabbed? Shot? There had been no sound of gunshots, but maybe the clown had a silencer on a pistol like in the movies. He changed his mind about the diner. He never wanted to come here again. He wanted to be back in Saint Paul at his grandmother’s house. He was grabbing the bottom of the stool so hard that his knuckles were almost white. He wanted to call his parents, but couldn’t move his hands. He wanted to run out the front door, but what if the clown was waiting for them outside? Maybe he could run out a back door. But he didn’t know if there even was a back door. Maybe the clown didn’t kill LeeRoy. Maybe LeeRoy wasn’t even dead—although he certainly wasn’t moving, and there seemed to be foam coming out of his mouth. Maybe he’d had a heart attack and the clown had just run away. Yeah, that must be it. Otto certainly wanted to run away. But he was glued in place. He couldn’t even turn his neck. He was just looking with his eyes. He swallowed hard. There was a lot of spit in his mouth. He swallowed again. He could hear the girl next to him talking, but she seemed oddly distant. What was her name again? Quarters. That’s what he needed. A quarter. He could make a quarter disappear. Maybe he could make himself disappear. He dearly wanted his mom. Or his dad. Mostly his grandma, who’d babysat him every day until he was old enough to go to kindergarten and then after school until Mom and Dad picked him up. Orange drop cookies. One of Grandma’s orange drop cookies would be nice right now. Or a root beer. He liked root beer. Much better than cola. Why did his mouth taste of root beer right now? He was hungry. He hadn’t eaten all day. That was it. He was just hungry. He remembered unpacking, and his parents giving him some money to go eat something while they went to HR. What was HR anyway? Was it a different company? Why weren’t they there with him? He was much too young to be on his own, even with a cell phone. But he’d forgotten his phone at home. He should go home and have a bowl of soup. Everyone had cans of soup in their house. Even if they just moved in. How would he get back to his new house? He’d forgotten where his house was. He was usually very good about finding his way in new neighborhoods. He should shut his eyes. Focus on remembering the store fronts and houses which he’d passed on his way to get here. Where was here? Why couldn’t he stand up? Oh. There’s a body on the floor. It’s staring at the ceiling and white foam is coming out of its mouth. Close your eyes, Otto. It’s just a bad dream. Why does my chest hurt? I’m breathing awfully fast, like when I have an asthma attack. That’s it. I need my inhaler. But I forgot it at home, along with my cell phone. Why am I always so stupid? I can’t breathe. Body. Dead body.
 
“Just send someone, please!” McKeyla yelled into her phone.
 
Otto passed out and slid off of his bar stool.
 
McKeyla screamed and dropped her cell phone as Otto hit the floor. Something about the way she screamed got the 911 dispatcher to send a patrol car.
 
The pay phone was still ringing.
 




Ch. 3 The Cops

About two minutes later, a patrol car pulled up. No sirens, but the lights were flashing. A single officer stepped out and walked up to the front door, looking perturbed. His black plastic shoes shined in the rain as a single beam of sunlight broke through the clouds. It quickly hid again, like a frightened child.
 
He pushed open the door and walked through, glancing up as the brass bell rang. He looked down at LeeRoy’s body but didn’t seem startled. Maybe a little disappointed even. The name tag below his badge said “Kruger” and his shirtsleeves had sergeant stripes.
 
“Are you here about the murder?” McKeyla asked. He obviously was, but she was still in shock and didn’t know what else to say.
 
“That’s right,” he replied. He bent down and put his hand on LeeRoy’s neck to check his pulse. LeeRoy had turned bright pink in the minutes since he’d died. Sergeant Kruger didn’t attempt CPR.
 
He shook his head, stood up, stepped over the body, and slowly walked to the soda bar.
 
“Car 54, this is dispatch,” the radio blared on his right shoulder. “Is there an actual murder there?”
 
He squinted a bit, reached up to his shoulder with his left hand, squeezed the side of the microphone and replied “That’s right.”
 
“Roger, 54. We’ll send a crew right over.”
 
He walked over to the kids just as Otto was coming to.
 
McKeyla had gotten off her stool and was helping Otto sit up. He was fine, but a little dizzy. Otto looked up at Sergeant Kruger.
 
“Are you here to help? The clown killed the owner! Please protect us! Are you here to protect us?!?”
 
“That’s right,” Kruger flatly replied with all the emotion of an automated phone directory. His gun was still holstered, although he rested his hand on it. He squinted some more and glanced around the diner (if squinting were a sport, Kruger would be a gold medalist). He turned a bit to the right, walked past the kids as if they weren’t there, went between the bar and the pay phone (which was still ringing), and through the swinging doors into the kitchen.
 
The ringing of the pay phone seemed to coincide with each step of his shoes as they clapped against the tiles of the kitchen floor.
 
He came out a short while later, walked past the pay phone and into the bathroom. He returned after a few seconds, took a few steps, and opened the phone booth.
 
The phone stopped ringing as soon as the door was opened.
 
Somewhere between one second and an eternity later, the place was swarming with cops.
 
Regular cops in blue uniforms, detectives in natty suits, forensics guys in light blue coveralls with lots of shiny metal things and plastic bags, photographers with cameras whose flashes never seemed to stop going off, and one very tall man who was clearly in charge.
 
His suit had as many wrinkles as it did threads. His tie had once been solid blue, but was now a motley pattern of coffee and grease stains. At some point the shirt must have been new and ironed, but its threadbare collar and elbows were held together by sheer force of will. His shoes were one continuous scuff, and probably hadn’t been polished since before McKeyla and Otto were born. Atop his uncut hair sat a fedora, which was supposed to make him look authoritative, but it was too small for his head and it made him look ridiculous.
 
“Good afternoon,” he said with a fake smile. “I’m Detective Dunning. I understand that you witnessed the murder?” He took a small notepad out of his breast pocket and started scribbling with a stubby pencil that had no eraser.
 
“Yes,” replied McKeyla.
 
“No,” Otto said at the same moment.
 
Dunning turned to Kruger and asked him, “These two were here when it happened?”
 
“That’s right,” Kruger replied.
 
McKeyla still didn’t know where to begin.
 
Dunning turned back to the two. “Well?”
 
The normally quiet Soda Shoppe was filled with sharp bursts of radio traffic bouncing off the curved ceiling, intermingled with people talking over each other, while swinging doors kept swooshing and shoe soles clicked against the tiles of both the dining room and the even more echo-ey kitchen. It was hard to concentrate.
 
“We were eating here at the counter, officer,” McKeyla slowly began. She was still in shock from LeeRoy’s death and it was hard for her to talk, but she wanted to make sure that the killer was brought to justice. “LeeRoy, that’s the owner, had just served us our sodas and my sandwich when the killer clown asked him to come to his table,” she pointed at the table where the ice cream bowl, sandwich plate, and a spilled glass of root beer sat, “and he walked over there. We were facing the back wall when we heard the clown yelling to LeeRoy that he should taste the ice cream. He said something about there being a fly in it. Then all of the sudden there was a loud crash and we turned around and LeeRoy was on the floor and the clown was gone.”
 
“So you didn’t actually see the clown kill anyone?”
 
“Well, no, but…”
 
“Maybe it was the fly, annoyed at being disturbed from his morning swim,” Dunning said with a smirk. He was clearly the kind of guy who smirked a lot. “Or maybe the fellow just had a heart attack…”
 
“He was poisoned,” one of the forensics guys announced to no-one in particular, but his timing was perfect (which clearly annoyed Dunning).
 
“Are you sure?” Dunning snapped as he glanced over his shoulder.
 
“Definitely. Arsenic, by the look of his skin color and the hypersalivation. Doesn’t take much. Food would have hidden the taste. I’ll have to analyze it to confirm it, but it seems very likely.”
 
Dunning sighed and turned back to the kids.
 
“How do we know that you didn’t poison him?” He glanced from McKeyla to Otto. “Maybe there was no clown. Maybe you made him up. Maybe that was your table, and you decided you didn’t want to pay your bill. Or he was rude to you. So tell me, why did you poison the nice man? Was his food bad?”
 
The kids stared up at him in disbelief. Was he joking or serious? Neither one said a word. They were as emotionally conflicted as anyone could be. Did he really think that they were murderers?
 
“What do you think, Kruger? A kid could have killed someone, couldn’t they?”
 
“That’s right,” Kruger replied.
 
“I found a hair!” the forensics guy announced, while holding a long, bright green strand aloft, pinched in a long pair of tweezers, with an open Ziploc bag waiting beneath it, like a hungry chick waiting for its momma to drop a worm into its mouth.
 
“Matches the description the kids gave,” he continued. “And there’s some saliva on the straw. We should be able to get some DNA off it. We’re dusting for prints now, but their description is lining up with the evidence here.” The forensics guy never looked at Dunning. It was hard to tell if he was talking to one of his assistants, Dunning, or the whole room.
 
Dunning sighed and looked at the kids. “Kruger will take down your contact information. We’ll call you later to talk to your parents. That’s all for now.” He flipped his notebook closed and walked into the kitchen to make himself a sandwich.
 
Kruger took down the kids’ info. They were expecting to be asked more questions, but no-one ever did. After Dunning left for the kitchen, they were mostly ignored.
 
None of the cops offered to give them a ride home, so they slowly made their way out. Fortunately, it had stopped raining. McKeyla offered to walk Otto home and gave him the other half of her sandwich to eat on the way.
 
Kruger ate all of her chips.
 
The pickle sat on her plate, unloved and forgotten.
 




Ch. 4 Vivianna

Several helicopters were circling above the Soda Shoppe—like a flock of vultures hoping to get a piece of the dead body.
 
The kids slowly walked westward along the wet streets, and Otto did a surprisingly good job of remembering which way his house was. It was only a block south of the park and a few blocks west of Shelly’s, so it wasn’t too hard to find.
 
They didn’t talk much. What do you say after you’ve seen a murder? It really didn’t matter that McKeyla had known LeeRoy for years or that Otto had just met him. It was still a shock to the system for both of them.
 
They arrived at Otto’s stoop after what seemed like an eternity. For some reason, neither of them had thought to call anyone besides 911. As they arrived, it occurred to them both at the same time that they should call their parents. Even if Otto had had his phone, he was still in too much shock to have used it.
 
Otto stumbled for his key while McKeyla pulled out her phone.
 
As McKeyla called her dad, a midnight blue stretched sedan pulled up behind the kids. It was almost black, but not quite. The windows were tinted so you couldn’t see anyone inside and it was incredibly boxy for what looked like a new car, but it clearly had some years on it. There were no dents or rust—nothing to show its age. It was heavily waxed and the water from the rain ran off it as though the droplets themselves were scared of whomever was inside.
 
There was a giant puddle in the road next to the sidewalk which a careless driver would have hit and soaked them both, but the sedan’s driver made an effort to go slowly as the car approached them, before stopping along the curb.
 
McKeyla’s dad didn’t pick up his phone, so she left a short voicemail asking him to call her as soon as possible (she didn’t mention LeeRoy). She was going to see Otto safe inside and then run back to her dad’s office as fast as she could.
 
The back door of the car slowly opened, and a black leather stiletto with bright red soles stepped gently in the puddle as it manœuvered out of the car. The water seemingly flowed away from the shoe as a matter of respect. A dark blue, pinstriped, tailored skirt hovered above it, daring the water to get it wet. A second shoe followed the first, then a camel-colored trench coat followed after, sheltering both skirt and shoes from sun and water alike.
 
“Excuse me,” a silky voice said from above the trenchcoat. Her eyes twinkled like Santa’s and she had the most genuine smile either kid had ever seen. Curly tresses of mixed blonde and chestnut fell against the coat. She topped it all off with a light brown 1940’s style women’s fedora set at a rakish angle.
 
“Good afternoon. I’m sorry about your day. You shouldn’t have had to see that. I’m Vivianna LaReine. But everyone just calls me Viva.”
 
“Please step into the back of the car. We want to make sure you’re safe.”
 
She didn’t flash a badge, but there was something about her that made the kids immediately feel more secure. It’s not a good idea to get into a stranger’s car, but considering their day, McKeyla and Otto’s idea of what was safe and what wasn’t had been tossed into a chipper shredder and bits of their subconscious were now floating over the trees in the park. Neither of them wanted to be alone, and the back of the big, dark sedan seemed much safer than Otto’s moving-box-filled Edwardian house.
 
They both got into the car without another word, and immediately relaxed. Vivianna followed and closed the door. It latched almost soundlessly. The back seat of the car was huge. There were two rows of seats facing each other. The kids sat facing forward, while Vivianna took the bench opposite with her back to the front. The seats were overstuffed black leather, and a tinted glass window separated the back from the front, so they couldn’t see the driver. Neither of the kids had ever been in a limo before. It gently pulled away, like a plane pushing away from a jetway.
 
“We picked you up to make sure you were safe until your parents get home.” The back seats were isolated from all outside noise, and there was the hint of an echo in the car, but the echo was clearly too intimidated to make its presence fully known. The car seemed impossibly larger on the inside than from the outside.
 
“Normally I never leave LeeRoy alone. I’d gone out to get vinegar for a new batch of pickles…” She warmly smiled at the kids but showed a trace of sadness as she turned and glanced out the window and pursed her lips. She didn’t finish her sentence.
 
“You knew LeeRoy?” McKeyla asked. “I’ve never seen you before.”
 
“I’m usually downstairs. LeeRoy runs the front… of the diner.”
 
“Downstairs? There’s no basement.”
 
Viva smiled like a mother watching her child open a birthday gift.
 
“It’s not public, nor is it easily accessible.” She paused to strengthen her next question. “I’m sorry to make you relive what you saw, but could you please tell me exactly what happened? You’re not in any trouble, but I can’t review the camera footage from the Soda Shoppe yet, and even when I do, you might have noticed something the cameras didn’t see.”
 
“There are no cameras in Shelly’s,” McKeyla objected. “I’ve been going there for years and I’ve never seen a single one.”
 
Vivianna smiled by way of reply, but said nothing.
 
“There’s not much to tell really,” McKeyla answered. “I came in for an early dinner about 4 p.m. I ordered a ham sandwich… I think… and LeeRoy made me a soda. When I came in, there was a clown sitting at a table in the front of the Shoppe. Otto came in and sat down next to me—we’d never met before today—and the next thing we knew, LeeRoy was dead and the clown was gone.”
 
“He looked really angry,” Otto continued. “He had a big ice-cream-cone hairdo and orange makeup on his lips and eyes. His suit was so bright it was hard to look at. I think it was yellow and blue. I didn’t look at him too hard because… I don’t know. He was just hard to look at.”
 
“Like I told the other cops,” McKeyla said (presuming that Vivianna was a police officer), “we didn’t actually see him kill LeeRoy, but I think it was obvious that he did. One of the detectives said that he thought that LeeRoy was poisoned.”
 
“How?” Vivianna replied with sudden intensity.
 
“The ice cream. He put poison on the ice cream and got LeeRoy to eat some.”
 
Vivianna sighed and nodded her head. “That would have to have been Whippey the Clown. One of the most lethal assassins in the world,” Vivianna said with a sigh. “He sometimes works for our nemesis, ROFL—the Recondite Order of Froward Librarians. They’re trying to take over the world, you know.”
 
The kids looked at each other like they’d just been told that the moon had gone missing.
 
“We weren’t completely certain if the person who came into the Soda Shoppe was him or not, but you can’t just go around imprisoning people who come into your place based on the color of their hair. LeeRoy was waiting for Secret Agent Toast to arrive to do a final confirmation before they tried to apprehend him. That’s when you two showed up. My guess is that Whippey poisoned his own meal and got LeeRoy to taste it.”
 
Trees and houses were flashing through the windows of the sedan. They were somewhere near a park, but the kids weren’t really paying attention. The car’s suspension was so well built that you couldn’t tell when it was turning. They could be almost anywhere.
 
“I tried calling LeeRoy to warn him not to approach Whippey before Toast had arrived, but he never picked up. By the time Toast did arrive, the police were already there, LeeRoy was dead, and Whippey was gone.”
 
“There was a secret agent there?!” Otto nearly shouted. “Which one?!? I’ve always wanted to meet a secret agent! Was he one of the forensics guys or one of the detectives?” Otto furrowed his brow as he tried to remember everyone he’d seen come into the Soda Shoppe.
 
Vivianna chuckled. “Oh, you wouldn’t have seen him. He was probably across the street or walking down the sidewalk.”
 
Otto looked disappointed. A light went off in McKeyla’s head.
 
“Wait. You’re not with the SFPD! Are you a CIA agent or something?”
 
“No. I’m with YOLO—the Yūgen Order of Library Operatives,” she replied.
 
The sedan rolled to a stop in a large underground cement garage. There were no other cars in sight.
 
“Ummm… I don’t mean to sound dumb, but what does Yūgen mean?” McKeyla asked.
 
“It’s a profound, mysterious sense of the beauty of the universe that cannot be put into words. We try to keep the world beautiful and reduce the suffering. ROFL wants to shut down all knowledge transfer and keep it for themselves.”
 
Again, the kids looked at each other as though they’d been told that the moon had vanished. But apparently it was stolen by evil librarians.
 
Otto burst out laughing. He couldn’t help it. Vivianna smiled. She was used to this sort of thing. No-one took librarians seriously.
 
“No-one takes librarians seriously,” she said, opening the car door and leading them out. “That’s how we can be so successful. We have access to all the world’s information and keep up to date on all the world’s plots and conspiracies. But we prefer to go unnoticed. Helping people is second nature for us. We don’t need the accolades.”
 
She led them through a heavy steel door and into a concrete bunker. They still hadn’t seen the driver of the car.
 
“We have offices all over the world. This is the head of West Coast operations. East Coast ops is in Owl’s Head, Maine, for all of the obvious reasons. But there’s at least one YOLO operative in every city. Reading. Advising. Analyzing. Protecting.”
 
The ground started to rumble. A lot. The concrete walls noticeably shook a bit. They didn’t sway side to side or anything, but you could tell that they were vibrating.
 
“Oh my gosh!” Otto declared. “My first earthquake!”
 
Vivianna never broke stride as she walked down the concrete corridor. “No, it’s just a train,” she said over her shoulder. Even McKeyla (a San Francisco native) was a bit startled by the rumbling. If it was being made by a train, it had to be very close. Where were they? She hadn’t paid attention during the drive. They were obviously underground, but McKeyla couldn’t figure out where. Maybe Golden Gate Park?
 
Vivianna opened the first side door in the hallway, which stretched much further and gently curved to the right, obscuring the end and hiding more doors (and whatever else might lay behind it).
 
“Wait a second!” Otto said, stopping in his tracks. “You said that you’d gone out for vinegar. How come you don’t have any vinegar?” Otto was incredibly observant.
 
Vivianna looked genuinely startled.
 
“Oh. It’s in the trunk. Thanks for reminding me. Excuse me a second, I’ll be right back.”
 
She walked back out the hallway and returned about a minute later, with a huge, white bucket of vinegar, centered on a rolling hand-dolly with the retractable handle extended. Several bungee cords held it on the vertical frame.
 
They both looked at her, slightly puzzled.
 
“It’s always good to have a hand truck in your trunk.” She looked at them as though they’d expected her to say something like that.
 
They didn’t. Neither of them expected her to come back with an actual bucket of vinegar. The hand truck was totally secondary. The day just kept getting weirder.
 
She gently moved between Otto and McKeyla, walked through the open door, and gestured for them to go inside. “Please, come sit down and rest for a bit.”
 
They both followed along and entered a large, warm room.
 
It was a sharp contrast to the cold, grey, concrete hallway. The floors were dark hardwood; the lower half of the walls had warm, brown wooden wainscotting with tastefully painted light pink walls above. A few paintings hung around the room, but the left wall was dominated by a giant landscape painting—Bacchus and Ariadne by Titian—in an ornate, golden frame. The back of the room was floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with books of every kind. Old leather tomes, modern hardbacks with slipcovers, short paperbacks, and giant reference books sitting on their sides. Gilded numbers were carefully painted on the lower left of each shelf.
 
In the center of the room was a giant wooden meeting table surrounded by twelve stuffed leather chairs which strikingly didn’t match each other. Some had tall backs, some short. Some had armrests and some didn’t. But they were all the same kind of leather and wood, and in roughly the same condition. Under the table was a rich, red, Oriental carpet which really tied the room together. Viva rolled the vinegar along the edge of the right wall and left it in front of the bookcase.
 
“A conference room?” McKeyla asked, sitting down in one of the biggest chairs near where they’d come in.
 
“Very good,” Viva replied, as she sat down at the opposite end, in a chair that had clearly been made for her. Otto circled the room, looking at the paintings and books. Although the door was steel on the hallway side, the inside of it was covered in the same darkly stained wood as the rest of the room. Otto finally took a seat next to McKeyla.
 
“You must be thirsty and hungry after all you’ve been through.” Viva had barely finished speaking when the right side of the rear bookcase slowly swung open (a secret passage!) An impossibly thin old man entered the room carrying a silver tray in both hands. He set the tray on the end closest to him, placed a coaster and glass of Fortunato’s Reviver in front of Viva, and then walked to Otto and McKeyla, stopped between them, and gave each of them their own coaster, crystal glass filled with cucumber water, and china plate with a BLT and some chips.
 
“Thank you, Dewey,” Vivianna smiled broadly at him. He didn’t seem to notice her, and said nothing in way of reply. He looked to be about 150 years old.
 
Wordlessly leaving the room, he grabbed the handle on the dolly and pulled the vinegar into a hallway behind the right-hand bookcase, gently closing it behind him.
 
“I don’t mean to be rude, but how do we know that you’re not trying to poison us?” McKeyla asked. (Otto had already taken his first bite.)
 
Viva shrugged. “If I were going to harm you, I’d have done so long ago. I’m actually worried that Whippey might come after you.”
 
“Do you think he will?” they said at the same time. Otto’s mouth was filled with BLT so it sounded more like “Ooo woo wiik hee wih?”
 
“It’s impossible to say. He might not think two whits about you. Or he might want to find out why you were there… and I don’t think he’s the kind of person who’d ask politely.”
 
The kids turned a little green, and both desperately wanted to be with their parents. Why hadn’t McKeyla’s dad called back?
 
“Otto, we’re trying to track your parents down. McKeyla, your father isn’t at his office.” (How did Viva know her name? How did she know where her father worked?) “It might be better if we talked to them before you do. It’s up to you of course, but I feel sorry that you’ve found yourselves here…”
 
“I think I can handle it myself,” McKeyla replied. It was unnerving how Viva seemed to anticipate McKeyla’s thoughts. She really wasn’t sure if she should trust Viva or not. Otto didn’t say anything (part of him still wondered if this sort of thing happened all the time in San Francisco).
 
Vivianna politely waited without saying anything more while the kids ate their sandwiches (they were still incredibly hungry, in spite of their half-sandwiches from the Soda Shoppe). As they finished, she got up and walked to one of the central shelves and pulled a book slightly, which popped open the left hand bookcase, revealing a second secret room. She disappeared for a few minutes before returning with something in her hand.
 
She sat on the table next to Otto’s plate and dropped two golden objects in front of each kid.
 
Both kids picked up their gift and looked at them: gold signet rings with a stylized capital Y on a red enamel face. The enamel seemed to glow from within.
 
“These are panic rings. Sort of a 911 for members of YOLO. Except we get there faster and don’t ask questions. In case Whippey does ever come after you, use these.”
 
She pulled a cell phone out of her coat pocket and glanced at the kids. “Go ahead and turn the face. I know you want to see how they work and what they’ll do, so we may as well try it now.”
 
The kids did as they were told. Nothing happened to the rings. No sound, no blinking light, no secret compartment. Nothing.
 
Then something did happen. A lot of somethings. But not to the rings. The lighting in the conference room suddenly turned bright red and a startlingly loud and obnoxious klaxon sounded. Viva’s cell phone lit up from hidden lights on the side and it started vibrating hard enough to shake a paint can.
 
She swiped at the screen and tapped a few things and after that the room went back to normal and Viva put the phone back in her jacket pocket.
 
“So nothing happens on your end. We figure if you have to use them, you probably don’t want to alert anyone about it. And as you saw, we know about it right away. The rings have a GPS receiver so we can find you.”
 
“So does my phone,” Otto replied.
 
“Yes, but it relies on cell service and… you have to actually have it on you.” Viva raised an eyebrow towards Otto and smirked. “And these are always charged. But never ‘cry wolf.’ And never take them off. Sleep with them. You got to test them just now, so you know what they do.”
 
Her phone vibrated again and she pulled it out and glanced at it. She nodded her head in approval.
 
“Secret Agent Toast just texted me that Otto’s parents have returned home. I imagine you’ll want to see them. Also, the police have left the Soda Shoppe. If you follow me, I’ll take you both home.” It had been at least two hours since LeeRoy had been killed.
 
Viva got up, pulled out the book that opened the left-hand bookcase, and started in. The kids instinctively followed and entered a much more modern room. On the right side of the room was one giant computer screen, at least ten feet long and about six feet high, with windows showing data streams, a map of the globe, various graphics and photos, one large picture of LeeRoy and another of Whippey.
 
On the opposite side there must have been twenty monitors tightly mounted to each other. In the center were two large ones stacked atop each other, and to either side of those, nine regular sized ones mounted in a 3-by-3 grid. At least half the monitors showed live video feed from the Soda Shoppe: every possible angle of the dining room, a few shots of the kitchen, and a few more of the street outside the Shoppe. It was empty inside—all the cops had left and LeeRoy’s body had been taken away—although there was still a cop car in the street.
 
Several wheeled office chairs were scattered about and there were two small, round tables in the center of the room. Viva walked without looking behind her, knowing that the kids were following. She unlocked a door at the far end which opened to a set of stairs leading up. Her high heels clicked against the solid wooden stairs. The kids’ sneakers didn’t make much noise, but the entryway door did when it automatically closed with a graceful thud. The stairwell was lit, although no lights were visible.
 
Viva paused at the top of the staircase where a screen was attached to the wall to the right of the door. McKeyla tried to see what it showed, but Viva’s body blocked her view. Viva nodded to herself and then pulled the door inward and walked through.
 
McKeyla and Otto followed and found themselves walking out of an old wooden phone booth…
 
…and entering Shelly’s Soda Shoppe. Which was empty.
 
All they had to do was walk out the front door and get past a cop sitting in his car “watching the place.” The car was barely five feet away from the exit.
 
Suddenly, Viva gasped a bit and then froze. She’d looked at the floor and the reality of LeeRoy’s death hit her hard. She took a few moments to compose herself, glanced at McKeyla’s plate on the counter (the only dirty dish there, the pickle still untouched) and moved it to the kitchen, before returning and making herself a two-scoop snozzberry ice cream cone. She motioned to the kids and walked out—seemingly without a care. The children never even considered not following her. They didn’t really know why.
 
The police car was right in front of the Soda Shoppe, but only one cop was in it. Someone in a raincoat and wide-brimmed hat which hid his face was standing next to the driver’s-side door and chatting with the officer, but neither of them seemed to notice the three as they left the Soda Shoppe.
 
On the corner, up the street from the entrance, Viva’s near-black Town Car (the proper name for that kind of limousine) awaited them. They all got in and Viva took them to their respective houses. She didn’t seem worried about Whippey.
 
As she dropped off each kid, both of them promised Viva that they would tell their parents about LeeRoy’s death themselves.
 
Neither of them did.
 




Ch. 5 Rooftop School

Otto was late getting to school the next day. He was terrified of leaving the house. He hadn’t slept very much, if at all, and spent most of the night in a vicious cycle of getting out of bed, tripping over half-empty cardboard moving boxes (which were crushed flat by the time the sun rose), peering out the window to see if there was any sign of rainbow-colored hair popping above the cars, and going back to bed.
 
He finally fell asleep around dawn, which should have been when he was getting up. He woke up to his alarm only half an hour after he had dozed off. He said almost nothing to his parents, who didn’t seem to notice his unusual disorganization—but they were too busy being disorganized themselves, trying to get a foothold in a new house. It was a lovely Edwardian, painted inside and out with soft pastel colors. Minnesota houses were very functional but nowhere near as pretty as the ones in his new neighborhood. When he’d first seen the house, he was thrilled. It had wood everywhere inside: dark stained wainscotting running along the lower walls and thick rosettes on the ceiling of every room from which brass chandeliers hung. It looked a bit like a less creepy version of the house from the Addams family, with ceilings that seemed almost twice as tall as the ones “back home.”
 
That morning, he barely noticed the architectural glory of his new home as he threw on some clothes (not the ones that he’d set out for his first day in order to impress the kids at the new school—he’d completely forgotten about them, even though they were the only things hanging in his closet). He skipped breakfast, but his parents didn’t seem to notice anything amiss.
 
His parents dropped him off right in front of the school (oh, the horror), but he went to the library first, instead of looking for the office. Libraries have a wonderful smell to them that makes people naturally relax, and Otto decided that he liked this one. It was clean and bright, with white walls and tan wooden bookshelves. He loved the sound of the plastic book covers crinkling as books were pulled off a shelf.
 
Ms. Tsundoku, the school librarian, introduced herself to Otto and showed him around the room. He grabbed a copy of Frank and Ernest from the shelf and reread it a few times to relax before replacing it (it was his favorite book as a child). Then he just sat there for a while before finally making his way to the office to get his schedule and a plan of the school. Otto had never before cut class, but he was still shaken up about LeeRoy and Whippey, and on top of that, he knew no-one at the new school. He completely missed homeroom, and by the time he found his first period class, it was almost out, so he didn’t bother to go in.
 
Second period was abstract art class. He sighed and bit his lip as he entered the room (there was no first period art class, so the room was empty when he got there).
 
The class walls were covered with drawings taped up in a haphazard fashion, starting at the floor and working up to the ceiling. Most of the drawings were about two feet wide by three feet long, but sometimes they were six feet long and other times not much bigger than a post-it note. There had to be at least an inch-thick layer of papers; many of the drawings were obviously several years old by the yellowing. The only uncovered parts of the entire room were the door to the hallway and a small opening opposite it, where a lonely window was making a desperate bid to stay relevant. As Otto walked along the walls, the papers swayed with the movement of air, giving the room a living feel to it—as if he had stepped into a functioning lung that was still breathing.
 
About six feet from the walls, stools and drawing easels were haphazardly placed in a circle around the room, facing away from the walls and into the center of the room. It seemed as if none of the easels were the same brand or even from the same year (or generation). Thick rolls of cheap white butcher paper hung from the tops of each. Splashes of every possible color peered out of the wooden sides of the easels, revealing secrets about themselves from behind the contrasting white paper.
 
He wandered around the room unconsciously, his brand new Doc Martens shining whitely against the dingy floor tiles, which were at least as old as his father. He stopped and stared at a painting of what appeared to be two black bears giving each other a high-five while two red salmon lay caught in front them. Like a sudden fall thunderstorm, other kids poured in and took their seats. He wasn’t really paying attention to the sea of faces and was too nervous to sit down. The second bell suddenly rang and hit his nerves like a gunshot. He spun around and tried to find an empty stool, but all the nearby ones were taken.
 
From across the room, McKeyla’s face peeked out between two easels and she motioned him over. She was wearing an orange corduroy jumpsuit which zippered down the front. She’d sewn and glued on several patches in no particular order. It was the kind of outfit which told everyone that she wasn’t about to conform to anyone else’s sense of fashion and don’t even bother commenting on it because she didn’t care about your opinion anyway.
 
Otto ran around to the other side of the room (of course he was exactly opposite her) and she offered him a stool. The stools, unlike the easels, were all the same—every one of them was built to be as uncomfortable as humanly possible.
 
Mr. Rorschach, the art teacher, entered, walked between two easels, and stood in the center of the room. He had short cropped hair which managed to be messy (considering how little of it there was) and a matching moustache—just as shortly trimmed and just as unruly. He wore a stiff white dress shirt with the collar pointed up and the thinnest tie that Otto had ever seen. Over the shirt and tie was a dark, expensive-looking woolen vest, and over that, a brand new, unbuttoned, white artists’ smock—which looked like it was trying to make a bid for freedom by sneaking off of his shoulders and slipping down his arms before it could ever feel the cruel stain of spilled paint, of which his mottled shoes had clearly been long-enduring victims.
 
“Well, I see that we have a new student,” Mr. Rorschach sighed, as if Otto’s arrival might somehow have tipped the scale of his otherwise balanced sanity. He was a moody teacher who spoke with a slight German accent (although he was actually from Switzerland).
 
“Otto. Otto Lytton,” Otto piped up just as he took the spot next to McKeyla. They smiled at each other, although their emotions were still mixed.
 
“Otto. Good first name,” Mr. Rorschach said, nodding his head. “Nicely symmetrical. A palindrome. I love palindromes! Miss Bulwer can lend to you some of her paint for today. After class, I will give you a list of items you will need to buy for the semester.” He turned his attention away from Otto and started to pace in a small circle as he addressed the full group.
 
“Alright class, to start the semester, I’d like you to do some free-form watercolor, but black on white only. No colors. I’d like to see what you’ve got deep inside you. Let’s start with flying things. Bats, moths, butterflies…”
 
“Butterflies aren’t black and white,” interjected Mary Sue Kirk. “They come in every color.” Mary Sue was McKeyla’s next door neighbor. She was obnoxiously perfect. She seemed to know the answer to every question, was a master at everything that she said she ever tried, and even had a black belt in karate. She wore perky blue outfits and always put a bow in her hair. She was the most popular girl in school.
 
McKeyla loathed her.
 
“Ya, I know this,” Mr. Rorschach replied, slightly rolling his eyes. “But let us see your own interpretation. Good painters are not constricted by the colors of their palettes. Are there not good photos in black and white? I do most of my best work with only a few colors, and leave it to the viewer to decide what they see. This is an art class, not photography. So use black paint only and your imagination to envision your subjects. No using cell phones or books to look up a model.”
 
Mary Sue didn’t seem to be swayed by his comments. But the class began to paint regardless.
 
McKeyla grabbed all the brushes from out of the cup on her easel, which probably hadn’t been cleaned since before she was born. The cup was filled with a murky liquid that might have once been water, but was now grey goo that could possibly hold a new form of life—if any microbes could survive its toxicity. She sorted through them until she found one which had almost half of the bristles that it had started with. Some of the other brushes seemed to only have one hair—as if the wooden handle itself were an extension of the hair. Or perhaps vice versa.
 
Otto gratefully took the best brush, but didn’t move to actually begin painting.
 
“Did you tell your parents?” McKeyla whispered. She dipped her brush into a jar that might have held black paint. Then again, it might just as easily have been filled with mud. Neither of them seemed to mind. Otto mechanically mirrored her motions as they started to paint.
 
“Are you kidding?” Otto huffed under his breath. “I wasn’t even supposed to leave the house!” He jerked his head back a bit as he remembered that he wasn’t going to tell McKeyla that. He didn’t want her to think that he was sheltered. “I… uhh… mean… we just moved here, so they would have been upset if I got lost. Did you tell your ‘rents about LeeRoy or Viva?” (‘Rents is Minnesota slang for “parents.”)
 
“I tried to tell my dad,” she replied. “But I wasn’t sure if he’d believe me. I mean, who would? I still don’t really believe it myself. Although it was all over the web and I saw it on the cover of The Chronicle this morning. When I left for school, I saw a TV van outside the Soda Shoppe. But nothing on TV, the web, or in the paper said anything about a clown or librarians. Most of them didn’t even say that it was a murder. Just ‘Death of a Local Ice Cream Man.’ Shouldn’t they warn someone that a killer clown is on the loose?”
 
“Would anyone believe them any more than us?” Otto said. His voice was starting to get louder as he grew comfortable. “I mean, I was there and I’m still not sure I believe what happened. I googled both YOLO and ROFL, and couldn’t find anything about them being associated with librarians.”
 
“Either way, I’m going to miss LeeRoy,” McKeyla countered. “He was always nice to me and treated me like an adult. I hope that Shelly’s doesn’t close.”
 
“Are you talking about Shelly’s?” Mary Sue had been sitting two seats over from where McKeyla and Otto were. She had the unnerving ability of being able to listen to ten conversations at once, and was always happy to share her opinion on whatever subject she felt most worthy of her insight. “I read all about it on my iPad. I was even there right after it happened.” She wasn’t (as they both well knew), but Mary Sue never let facts get in the way of a chance to offer her important opinions to other kids.
 
“I talked to all of the cops, and they say that it was a robbery gone wrong. Poor LeeRoy was stabbed over twenty times! I saw a photo of his body on Instagram. It was awful.” None of this was true, obviously. She hovered above them like a hungry troll deciding whom to eat first. Otto cut a sideways look at McKeyla, who rolled her eyes but said nothing. Mister Rorschach didn’t seem to notice that Mary Sue had left her seat.
 
“I’m Mary Sue,” she said, turning to Otto. “I’m captain of the cheerleading squad, junior class president, and president of the robotics team. What do you like to do?”
 
“Umm… I did robotics at my old school in Minnesota, and I’m pretty good at magic,” Otto replied.
 
“Oh, I love magic. Do a trick!”
 
“Umm… I don’t have any cards or coins or silks. Do you have a quarter?”
 
“Yech. Coins and bills are icky and carry germs. I only use PhonePay.”
 
“Well, I can’t do any tricks with cell phones, I’m sorry…” Otto was starting to despair. He’d met two kids in San Francisco now and still hadn’t done any magic to impress them.
 
“There’s a good magic shop not too far from your house,” McKeyla interjected. “We could…”
 
“…take you there after school!” Mary Sue finished.
 
McKeyla sighed and started to paint intently. Mary Sue bounced back to her easel, where she quickly painted a group of moths floating around the page. Otto started to paint and looked over at McKeyla.
 
“Something wrong?” Otto ventured.
 
“I was going to offer to take you to the magic shop myself.”
 
“So? All three of us can go.”
 
“Fine,” McKeyla replied. She sounded a bit like Otto’s mom when she was shopping with his dad.
 
Otto grabbed his brush and got back to painting. Otto focused on drawing a perfectly symmetrical hummingbird. The view of the hummingbird was from above, and he painted it so it looked like it was flying over a lake. The hummingbird was white, while the lake was filled in with black.
 
McKeyla was painting a large moth on her easel. She put in a few white spaces for the dot pattern on the wings which were supposed to be eyes that would keep predators away. It was a pretty angry-looking face on the moth wings (if you could call it a moth).
 
At the end of the period, everyone had to write their names on the bottom of the painting and stack them on Mr. Rorschach’s desk. Usually art classes aren’t heavily critiqued, but he liked to get an insight into students’ psyche—so he’d grade everyone not based on how good their paintings were, but what they got out of it. Whatever that meant.
 
After class, McKeyla helped Otto find his locker, although he didn’t really have anything to put in it besides his empty backpack, but it’s nice to have a place you can call home, no matter how small it is.
 
He had gym third period while McKeyla had French. They compared schedules and found they had two classes together: Art in second period and English in fifth. They agreed to meet for lunch, and McKeyla would tell Otto all the ins-and-outs of both the school and the neighborhood.
 
Otto had forgotten his gym clothes, so he ended up just sitting on the bench and reading. After gym, he sped to the lunch room, which was smaller than his old school. Minnesota has a lot of flat land, so schools could be pretty big. San Francisco was surrounded by water on three sides, so the schools were built up rather than out, since space is always in short supply.
 
His old school had a hot-lunch cafeteria, but most kids brought their own lunch. In San Francisco, it seemed to be normal that everyone bought their lunch at school. He was in line when McKeyla came up to him and pointed to a small table by the hallway. She carried a brown paper bag.
 
The lunch-line had a lot to offer and behind it stood Mrs. Maslow the lunch lady. She was a bit tubby with a huge smile and she personally made sure that no-one ever went hungry and all their needs were met (although she was a bit depressed, as she’d lost a lot of money in a pyramid scheme).
 
After deciding on tacos and paying, Otto managed his way through the crowd without spilling his tray, which was an achievement in itself. McKeyla sat at a small table against a wall on the very edge of the lunch room.
 
No sooner had he sat down with McKeyla than Mary Sue’s beaming face appeared, finding its way to the third seat, just as McKeyla took a bite out of her sandwich.
 
“I usually sit at the big table with the rest of the cheerleading squad, but I figured as the new kid, I’d grace you with my presence and give you some pointers,” Mary Sue said, without a trace of irony.
 
McKeyla’s face turned a bit red, like there were too many jalapeños in her sandwich.
 
“Well, to start, where can I get a pop?” Otto began.
 
“Huh?” Mary Sue’s nose wrinkled. “That’s up to your mom.”
 
“I need a note from my mom to get a pop? Man, you guys in California take the sugar thing a bit far.”
 
“Huh?”
 
“I just want a drink!”
 
“You’re too young to drink,” Mary Sue sneered.
 
“I want a soda pop, but I guess milk will do” Otto sighed.
 
“Oh. They’re around the corner in the vending machines,” Mary Sue said while pointing to the opposite side of the room.
 
Otto got up to get a soda (pop) while Mary Sue cheerfully told McKeyla all about her day. McKeyla dutifully ate her sandwich without a word while Mary Sue related how good her grades were and how much all of her teachers admired her and how sad it was that McKeyla could never get on the cheerleading team herself.
 
Otto returned with a can of root beer and sat down to tuck into his two tacos, which were doing their best to pretend to be hot, but weren’t much warmer than his soda.
 
“So, did you know LeeRoy too?” Otto asked May Sue.
 
“Well, I ate there sometimes, but he isn’t the kind of person a girl of my status should really know. He was always nice to me when I was there, but that’s to be expected, isn’t it? He did know my name,” she said, as if that should come as a surprise. (LeeRoy knew everyone’s name.)
 
Otto and McKeyla sighed independently of each other and stared off into the distance. You don’t get over seeing someone die very quickly. They both ate through their feelings by gobbling down their lunch.
 
“… and that’s the history of San Francisco’s Cole Valley,” Mary Sue finished off. Otto hadn’t heard much of what she said, but he was clever enough to not ask her to repeat it.
 
“All I know is that San Francisco isn’t anything like Saint Paul,” sighed Otto.
 
“No kidding, Sherlock Holmes,” Mary Sue said a bit snottily.
 
“So who are you, Doctor Watson?” McKeyla countered.
 
“Huh? Who’s that?” Otto had never seen a Sherlock Holmes movie or read his stories.
 
“He’s the most famous doctor on television,” Mary Sue smugly replied.
 
“No, he isn’t,” Otto firmly said.
 
“If Watson isn’t the most famous doctor on TV, then who is?” Mary Sue replied through squinted eyes.
 
“Yes,” Otto agreed.
 
“Huh?” Mary Sue said.
 
“Doctor Who.”
 
“Who is the best doctor on TV?” Mary Sue was getting confused. She didn’t like science fiction.
 
“Witch Doctor is,” McKeyla piped in.
 
“Oh, just say ‘who is’!” Mary Sue replied.
 
“Yes, that’s what I said!” Otto argued.
 
“I mean… Watson is best,” Mary Sue said, starting to feel confused, which was a new thing for her.
 
“What’s on is best? Well, you’re easily entertained. Besides, I don’t know what’s on. We’re at school.” Otto thought she was being a bit less opinionated than he had initially felt.
 
“Go to the library,” Mary Sue countered.
 
“Which Doctor do they have?” Otto excitedly replied.
 
“Stop talking like Yoda,” McKeyla interjected. “And Witch Doctor isn’t a book. It’s only on streaming video.”
 
“We can watch movies? What’s on first?”
 
“Yes. Watson should be first.” Mary Sue interrupted, for hopefully the last time. She never should have sat with the geek and the new kid.
 
“I don’t know. I just moved here. But if we watch them all, you’ll agree Who’s first,” sighed Otto.
 
“I told you, Watson’s best!” Mary Sue retorted, crossing her arms.
 
“Witch is best.” McKeyla was very adamant about this.
 
“That’s what we’re trying to decide.” Otto replied.
 
“Witch Doctor’s best!” McKeyla yelled.
 
“In that case, I think Whittaker is best,” Otto said, thinking that he had cleared things up.
 
“Who is he?” Mary Sue asked.
 
“No, ‘Who is she?’ Wait. She used to be a he. So either way. And there are thirteen of them, so maybe it is a plural… No, ‘Who’ is single,” Otto clarified.
 
“What’s marriage status got to do with anything?” Now McKeyla was really confused.
 
“Who’s not married,” Otto answered.
 
“None of us are. Stop talking nonsense. Can we agree about Watson?” Mary Sue was getting angry and confused.
 
“I told you I don’t know what’s on,” replied poor Otto.
 
“Witch’s first then,” McKeyla grumbled. This conversation was going nowhere.
 
“Hartnell,” Otto replied, feeling like he was back in the game.
 
“What are you guys even talking about?” two boys named Louis and William asked from the table next to them.
 
“Apparently Who’s first, Watson’s second, and Witch’s third.” McKeyla said, thumping her head on the table.
 
“Baseball?” William asked.
 
“Doctors!” All three replied with pepper.
 
The bell rang and Mary Sue got up in a huff and left, having barely touched her sushi. McKeyla and Otto got up and headed to the staircase. McKeyla glanced at Otto’s class schedule to help him find his room.
 
“You’re on the third floor with Mister Howe,” she said.
 
“Please don’t start that again,” Otto sulkily replied before running up the stairs.




Ch. 6 Missed Directions

After school, McKeyla walked Otto to where kids kept their bikes, scooters, and skateboards. Right inside the school’s gate, next to the bike poles, there was a cool set of lockers where kids with skateboards could stash them so they wouldn’t get stolen or tagged.
 
Otto had a bunch of schoolbooks stuffed into his backpack from various classes. He had to take a math test the next day to determine which level he’d be placed into, so he wanted to study up. He’d gotten through all of the algebra classes at his school in Saint Paul and was hoping to test out so he could get into geometry or trigonometry this year rather than repeating algebra. (He was always a straight A student.)
 
He slung his backpack over both shoulders with his thumbs in the straps and started to walk with McKeyla off school grounds to the street. She giggled.
 
“You look kinda dorky.”
 
“Why?”
 
“I dunno. I can’t explain it. But it’s pretty clear that you’re from the Midwest and not California.”
 
Otto uncinched his thumbs and dug his fists in his pockets. He unconsciously frowned.
 
“Oh, don’t be like that,” McKeyla said. “Here, I’ve got a longboard. Hop on, it’ll carry us both.”
 
McKeyla’s backpack was unlike anything Otto had ever seen before. It was a tan-colored leather backpack, but the rear wasn’t a single piece—it was several overlapping arcs of leather, which made it look like a giant pill bug was attached to her shoulders.
 
She snapped her helmet on and then dug into her backpack and pulled out a foldable helmet. “I keep it as a spare, in case I lose mine or I want to give someone a ride.” Otto glanced at her open backpack as he accepted the helmet. He noticed that she didn’t have any books in it.
 
“Didn’t you get any homework?” Otto asked as he put the helmet on. It was neat. It split in halves from front to back on a single hinge, so that the two sides could spoon against each other when stored to take up less space. McKeyla didn’t seem to have heard him.
 
“Aren’t these things supposed to have handlebars?” Otto asked a bit nervously.
 
“Meh,” was McKeyla’s only reply. She was holding something in her hand that spat a wire out the back, which in turn draped down and attached to the back of her motorized skateboard.
 
Otto got on the board and fell immediately into the rhythm of it—his left foot bracing against the back curve while he balanced on his right foot, which fell just behind McKeyla’s. Otto had never been on a motorized skateboard before, but he instinctively wrapped his hands around McKeyla’s waist and pulled tight, his head tucked down at the neck as he peeked over her shoulder. Somehow he knew—without having ever watched her—that McKeyla was going to be a highly aggressive driver.
 
Before he could say anything else and without McKeyla warning him, she gunned the long board and they were off. She zoomed past a bunch of students and popped off the curb into the street, heading straight for a bus coming up the hill. The drop may have only been three inches, but it seemed bigger and he grabbed her more tightly. McKeyla deftly swerved into the right lane, heading with the traffic rather than against it. Otto had to fight to keep his balance so he wouldn’t end up flying off the board. He was managing to get good just as she started downhill. He hadn’t really been paying attention when his parents had taken him here, but the school was pretty far uphill in relation to the park, his house, and the Soda Shoppe.
 
The hill got steeper and McKeyla released the accelerator button. They would get all the speed they could handle just by coasting down the incline.
 
“I don’t think this is a good idea!” Otto squeaked.
 
“Aw, come on. I ride down the hill like this all the time!” McKeyla shouted over her shoulder at Otto. They were moving at a decent enough clip that there was a lot of wind blowing at them. “Well, not when it’s raining, because then the brakes don’t work too well, which is why I didn’t ride it to the Soda Shoppe yesterday.”
 
A few seconds later they hit their first stop sign at Clayton Street. Wait, there was a stop sign there, wasn’t there? McKeyla blew right through the intersection and barely missed hitting a car, but managed to whip around the back of it before pulling a sweet shred, veering left down Clayton, which seemed to get even steeper.
 
“I put in a regenerative charger and some brakes. So right now we’re charging the battery as we cruise downhill.”
 
“This thing has brakes?”
 
“It didn’t originally. I put them in. My dad loves to tinker with electronics and robots and I learned a lot from him, so I knew how to put in brakes and convert the motor into being both a motor and a generator.” Otto missed a few words in there as the noise from the whooshing air had grown louder as they’d gained speed, but probably more so because he was paying such close attention to the parked cars, moving cars, curbs, and stop signs. McKeyla didn’t seem to notice any of them.
 
“Do you ever use the brakes?” Otto shouted.
 
“What a dumb question. Of course I do.” Somehow, Otto didn’t feel convinced.
 
They were nearing the bottom of the hill and going far too fast for Otto’s usual sanity. But he was in San Francisco now. This was kinda fun! (Unless it got him killed.) They zipped by several moving cars. Lovely houses flew past them (actually, they flew past the houses, but Otto seemed to feel it was the other way around). McKeyla liked to cruise right next to the doors of parked cars. At one point, she looked a bit like a surfer in the pipe as she held out her right hand, letting her fingers gently brush against each car she passed.
 
They almost got in a bad accident when someone in a parked car ahead of them opened the door to get out, but McKeyla easily dodged it with a simple shift in weight.
 
“Hold on tight,” she said as they neared the next intersection. Clayton Street was bottoming out and thankfully started going uphill for a bit.
 
“Thankfully,” Otto thought.
 
A red Tesla was in front of them, turning left onto Carl Street, which went downhill again. Just as the Tesla turned, McKeyla did too, but faster and sharper than the Tesla, cutting off the driver and almost getting them run over. She mashed down on the accelerator and they were really moving now, leaving the driver cursing at them from behind.
 
A streetcar was headed straight for them now, and worse, there were train tracks in the road which looked too big for McKeyla’s board’s wheels to pass over. The streetcar came rumbling straight at them and McKeyla didn’t seem inclined to move out of the way. It suddenly turned sharply to their right and vanished. McKeyla giggled but then suddenly stood up straight when she saw what was behind it (the view having been blocked by its cars).
 
McKeyla jammed on the brakes and Otto realized that yes, she did use them and yes, they did work. There, just up from the corner of Cole Street, was Mary Sue, sitting on her motorized scooter. She had a very nice Heart of Gold model 42. Probably the best (and certainly the most expensive) electric scooter you could buy. Otto had never actually seen one in real life—only in photos and videos. McKeyla had though. (Too often, in her mind.)
 
“Beat you!” Mary Sue said.
 
“Clearly I need to leave class even earlier…” McKeyla muttered under her breath.
 
“Hmmm?” Mary Sue perkily replied. She didn’t wait for an answer though; she just turned her scooter around and started forward. McKeyla buzzed up to her and then matched her (slower) pace. Otto noticed that Mary Sue was a very safe driver, and obviously a skilled one.
 
They both knew where they were going, so Otto was paying more attention to the view… He glanced down Cole Street toward Shelly’s, but there weren’t any cop cars. It seemed closed.
 
They passed Cole Street and kept on down Carl Street (the cross street above Shelly’s) as it had far less traffic than Frederick Street (a major thoroughfare. The neighborhood slowly shifted from just houses to more and more businesses on the ground floors—mostly boutiques or mom-and-pop stores, with a few restaurants sprinkled in.
 
They continued on past Citron Alley, where a laundromat sat facing outward and, for some reason, several couples dressed in ball gowns and tuxedos were dancing to a waltz being played on the accordion by a large man with a crew cut, who sat next to the soap vending machine.
 
“Man, this town is weird,” Otto observed.
 
“You have no idea,” McKeyla replied.
 
A few blocks later, they turned down 9th Avenue and almost immediately arrived at the magic shop—a tiny store on a street filled with shops of every type. It was probably the narrowest of the bunch at only fifteen feet wide.
 
Mary Sue and McKeyla locked up their rides while Otto sauntered inside. He stopped dead two steps in.
 
This. This was a magic shop. In Saint Paul, if you wanted magic supplies, there were some book stores, costume shops, or novelty shops that carried magic tricks, but none of them were dedicated solely to magic. He could shop online, but this—this was a real magic shop.
 
The ceiling was tiled with framed 8-by-10 photos of famous magicians throughout the ages, almost all of them signed and some including a force card or prop. Many of the faces seemed to be staring down directly at you.
 
By the front door, the left wall held original framed posters for shows by Houdini, Keller, Thurston, and Blackstone. After the posters were shelves with starter magic sets, followed by more intermediate gaffs in plastic boxes held to the wall from hooks, next to Ziploc bags with kiddie magic, pro magic, and everything else you could imagine, along with much that you couldn’t imagine.
 
Against the back wall behind the counter were shelves stuffed full of advanced, professional props in boxes with no prices to be seen. (If you had to ask…) In every crevice that didn’t hold merchandise, there were newspaper clippings with articles about the shop and people who had worked there. The glass cases along the right side of the store were filled with loose gaffs, props, coins, pyro, fake dollar bills, silks… everything.
 
Behind the counter on the floor were stacks upon stacks of books. Current paperbacks, how-to-guides, and thick hardbound tomes of ancient legerdemain. Shelves, shelves, and more shelves of magic sets, labeled boxes, used shipping boxes, and large architectural drawers filled in every space. In the back corner, small batch how-to DVDs in an unsupported single stack precariously attempted to reach the ceiling (it was some kind of magic trick that the stack itself hadn’t tipped over).
 
On the right side, a long glass case ran from the front of the house to the back before turning 90 degrees and continuing along the back counter. On the center of the right hand counter sat the register, along with a few loss-leaders like canned fart spray and fake vomit, but they were obviously for the tourists. Inside one of the glass counters, three 5-foot-long glass shelves were devoted to decks of cards. Not the same decks, though. There must have been a hundred different decks. Bicycle decks in several colors. Decks in Russian. Decks in Latin. Gaff decks. Oversized decks. Undersized decks. Tarot decks. Marked decks. Blank decks. Boat decks…
 
There was a sign under the cash register announcing magic classes for anyone who wanted to come, as well as low-cost, intimate magic shows by professional magicians. This was the single messiest store that Otto had ever seen, and he decided that he had in fact been killed yesterday and had gone to heaven. For him, this was heaven. He could spend all of his parents’ stock money here and die a happy boy.
 
A skinny older kid (late teens or early twenties—it was hard to tell) approached him from behind the counter. Brightly dyed locks of orange hair fell on a flouncy, white, ruffled shirt that screamed “magician.” A bunch of unfilled twisty balloons hung from an oversized brown leather belt, which was precariously wrapped around the untucked shirt. The belt was meant for someone who was about 200 pounds heavier, so it was much too long. Several extra holes had been drilled into it to allow for a thinner waist. It hung almost to the floor.
 
“Hi, I’m Perry Hodder. What can I do you for?”
 
“Otto. Otto Lytton. Ummm, I need a new thumb.” He stuck out his right hand to shake, but it wasn’t taken. He didn’t think to put it down as his head was still wandering around the best magic shop that he’d ever been to.
 
“Eww,” Mary Sue said from behind Otto. He hadn’t noticed the girls had entered. In fact, he’d forgotten they existed for a few minutes. “It looks like your thumbs are fine the way they are.”
 
Otto’s dog had found his magic thumb while he was unpacking and she ate it, so he needed to get a new one. In Minnesota, the toy/games/magic shops at the mall had exactly one kind of thumb. It was bright pink, and the nail side didn’t look much different from the fingerprint side. It didn’t color-match anyone’s skin (the same way that pink Band-Aids don’t). Someone, somewhen, thought that they’d be a good “average” color, but they stuck out like a sore thumb on everyone. Even the whitest Norwegian didn’t look that pink. He didn’t expect much better than what he had had in Minnesota…
 
“Well, let’s see your hands,” Perry sighed.
 
His right hand was still facing out, awaiting a handshake. Perry gently took it, rolled it palm down, and splayed his fingers. “Hmm… you’re a small-adult or a large-child. Try this one.” Perry removed one of the standard pink ones (like you got in Minnesota) from a Ziploc bag and quickly tossed it to him. It seemed as if he tried to catch it in his left hand, but it bounced up for a second off of his palm, and then he seemed to have caught it in his right hand, but then he seemed to lose it. It was gone.
 
“Did you drop it?” McKeyla asked over his left shoulder, while helpfully looking for it on the floor.
 
“Amateur,” Mary Sue said under her breath (although not so quietly that Otto didn’t hear her). The thumb seemed lost. Perry, however, smiled. Then a bright red, paper thin scarf was transferred between the clerk’s large hands and Otto’s small ones (the scarf was called a silk—it’s a six-inch-by-six-inch piece of thin, hemmed polyester). All three watched him as he seemed to be confused and shoved the silk from his right hand into his left fist. No-one was more than a foot away when he opened his hands and suddenly the silk was gone.
 
“Great, you lost both the thumb and the kerchief. Can we go now?” Mary Sue was showing her dark side. In response, Otto showed them his hands, quickly flipping them front to back. The silk was gone. He looked up at Perry with a big smile, but only got a half nod in return.
 
“Bring it back,” Perry ordered.
 
Otto kept smiling, and turned back toward McKeyla and Mary Sue. He held out his left hand, and asked them to examine it. “Squeeze it, go ahead. See if there’s tape or anything.” Both girls sighed and checked his hand but found nothing.
 
Otto pulled his left hand back, showed them both sides again, and then made a fist with it. He put his right thumb and forefinger into the top of his fist (just barely) and rubbed them together a bit. Slowly the red silk came out of Otto’s previously empty left hand. He showed the silk to the two girls, and then handed it back to Perry.
 
What happened next was interesting, because McKeyla and Mary Sue, both born the same day, on the same year, in houses only a few feet apart, standing next to each other in a store devoted to precision, having watched a trick performed by someone that neither had known two days previously, managed to pronounce the exact same single-syllable word radically differently.
 
McKeyla’s voice went up in pitch as she said “Huh.” If you had a magical translation dictionary, it would have translated as “That was cool. How’d he do that?”
 
Mary Sue had also said “Huh.” But the dictionary would have translated her recitation as “Whatever. Can we go now?”
 
Perry, who was a bit older than either of them, also said “Huh.” But that selfsame magical dictionary would have translated that “Huh” as “All right, you’re worthy of having the drawer opened.”
 
And so a thin drawer behind the counter, maybe three inches tall, was opened. Perry took the drawer out of the cabinet and placed it on the counter. It was filled with thumbs. Thumbs of every size and color. Not stupid bubblegum pink, like the first one Otto had just been given, but real fleshtones. Northern European, Southern European, Native American, Asian, African… There must have been twenty shades, sorted left-to-right from light-to-dark. Three rows. Big thumbs in back, mediums in center, and small ones in front. They were all laid out on white cotton batting with a bit of red silk coming out of each, giving it a kind of “serial-killer souvenir” look.
 
Otto bent over the glass display to get a closer look. The fingernails. They were painted. Not with nail polish or anything, but on the underside of the translucent nail, with the appropriate flesh tones with contrasting, gradient lines, even turning white where the nail went past the finger. These were professional thumbs. He’d heard of them in hushed ConSuites where you needed a signed three of clubs just to enter, but he’d never seen them in the wild.
 
Prosthetic. Fleshtone. Magic. Vanishing. Thumbs. With Nails.
 
He almost squeaked.
 
“Nice vanish and return, kid,” Perry said with a genuine smile. “Looks like you’ll need one from the far right side. This should do…”
 
Otto took off the fake pink thumb that had been hiding his own right thumb. Neither girl had noticed the whole time that Otto had faked dropping the magic thumb that Perry had tossed him, while in fact using it to cover his natural thumb. His prestidigitation was good enough that few people ever saw his fake thumb when it was on, even with the color difference—he’d usually curl it tightly to the other fingers and rotate them quickly. Perry slid a fake thumb from the drawer onto Otto’s natural right thumb to test the fit and color. It was a perfect match. Even the nail looked like it was his own.
 
He turned his hand to see the full effect, and his eyes went wide. “It looks just like mine,” he said, a bit mistfully. He’d never had anything that perfectly matched his own skin tone before. He broke into a huge grin. (Meanwhile, the girls had grown bored and were looking at some starter packs dangling from a hook on the wall.)
 
“We use cosmetics-grade extension nails for all our thumbs. So there’s essentially a real fingernail on that. Works great on chalkboards if you want to really sell the bit. If you can do a sugar vanish with this thumb, I’ll let you buy it. But if you lose a single grain: no sale for you.”
 
Otto had heard about these places. You couldn’t just walk in and buy certain things. You had to prove you could use it. (There was some secret ritual to get something you didn’t know how to use yet…)
 
“Can I borrow your cup of coffee?” Otto asked Perry. A knowing smile was the reply and he took the cup as well as the sugar bowl that Perry brought up from under the counter.
 
“Hey guys,” Otto raised his hands at the girls, who turned to face him. “Ten.” He smiled. “Ten fingers and thumbs.” He flashed both hands while cycling his fingers and thumbs, and then he curled up his left thumb and fingers into a loose but partially open fist, thumb and forefinger facing up. With his right hand, he grabbed the spoon from the sugar bowl, and poured two full spoonfuls of sugar into his left fist.
 
“Sugar for your coffee?” Otto asked Perry, putting down the spoon and picking up the half-full cup.
 
“No thanks, cream only.”
 
“Oh,” Otto replied, acting like he was a bit crestfallen. “No worries,” and then he threw his left hand towards McKeyla as he opened his fingers. She jumped back, expecting to be covered in sugar. But nothing came out. Then, he picked up the sugar bowl with his left hand, and poured sugar out of his now-cupped right hand back into the bowl.
 
“How did you do that?” an impressed McKeyla asked.
 
“It was obvious,” Mary Sue said, although without explanation.
 
Perry chuckled and asked, “Anything else?”
 
“I need a new change bag. My dog ripped mine open a few weeks ago.” Otto’s dog Julie loved him more than anything, which sadly meant that when he wasn’t home, she consoled herself by nomming his socks, underwear, and much of his magic stuff. But especially his underwear. (Dogs are weird that way.)
 
Perry walked down the counter and grabbed a plush red velvet bag with a wooden handle at one end, a bit smaller than a child’s head. Otto took the red silk that he’d made vanish earlier off the counter and accepted the “vanishing bag.”
 
“Here, Mary Sue, you can make this silk disappear all by yourself. Just stuff it in the bag.” In his right hand, he held the bag by the wooden handle, the velvet dangling below. He handed Mary Sue the red silk with his left hand. After she had taken it, he pushed the velvet inside out with his left hand and asked the girls to carefully examine it for holes. McKeyla glanced over it, but Mary Sue pulled and scraped at the inside-out bag, although she found no holes. She was very confident in herself.
 
“Go ahead and put the silk into the bag,” Otto asked.
 
Mary Sue dropped it in the bag.
 
“No, no. Really pound it in there to make sure it’s not up top.”
 
Mary Sue made a fist and started punching the inside of the bag forcefully. She left her hand in the bag and smiled at him.
 
“I’m not sure if I did that right, can you take out the silk so I can try again?” Otto said with a big smile.
 
Mary Sue smirked at Otto and pulled out her hand, clutching the silk, confident that it hadn’t vanished. Otto’s gaze fell to her hand, and Mary Sue’s met his. Lo and behold, she held a bright green silk. She pulled the bag inside out again, but the red silk had vanished without a sign. Or it had changed color.
 
“Cool!” McKeyla said with genuine enthusiasm. Otto held the bag out by the wooden handle so they could both look it over, but they found neither holes in the bag nor the first red silk. Just the green one, which had appeared out of nowhere into Mary Sue’s own hand, while it was still in the bag. Mary Sue rubbed the green silk to see if maybe it could change colors. It couldn’t.
 
Otto turned to Perry, but got no look in return.
 
“I’ll take them both.” Otto handed over a pre-loaded Visa card that his grandma had given him for his birthday, and then started wandering around the store staring at all the cool stuff.
 
“Listen,” Mary Sue interjected. “I don’t want to be late for the start-of-term picnic at Stow Lake. I’m helping to set up, so I’m going to go now. I’ll see you there.” And with that, she turned and left.
 
“What’s that?” Otto asked McKeyla, as Perry rang up his order.
 
“Oh, it’s a picnic for everyone at the school. I guess since you weren’t in school for orientation yesterday, they missed getting you a paper invitation or something,” McKeyla replied with a shrug. “I’ll take you, but we should drop off that backpack of yours at your house, first.”
 
“Thanks!” Otto replied, just as Perry returned.
 
“Need a bag?” Perry asked, handing him back his Visa.
 
“No thanks,” Otto smiled, putting the felt bag in his backpack. Then Perry’s eyes grew very wide.
 
“Where did you get that?” Perry said, almost breathlessly, pointing at the YOLO ring on Otto’s finger.
 
“Oh, umm…” Otto pulled his head back. He’d forgotten about the ring, but suddenly thought he shouldn’t explain it. “It was… a gift.”
 
Perry leaned in close, eyed McKeyla a bit, saw that she too wore a YOLO ring, and then whispered “YOLO members get a discount here, and we have a back room where you can practice if you want. And Zoltán is always extra helpful to members who need him.”
 
Otto furrowed his brows at this last bit. He wondered who Zoltán was, but didn’t want to seem like a bumpkin by asking. Perry glanced in the direction of the exit, which Otto thought that meant that he should leave, and so he did. Only when he got outside did he see the glass enclosed “Zoltán the All Knowing” torso-in-a-box, who offered advice for a quarter. The Zoltán mannequin wore a standard bright yellow shirt, had an unusually bushy moustache, and for some reason, instead of a turban, his head was covered with a kind of cowboy hat with one side folded upwards. He looked distinctly Hungarian although Otto couldn’t place why. His eyes seemed to follow you no matter where you stood, like some shifty assassin. His palm extended out from the body, and there was a hole in the glass so you could put your hand onto Zoltán’s hand. Presumably “he” would read your palm and dispense a card with a fortune. Otto still didn’t have any quarters, so he didn’t bother putting his hand in the hole.
 
McKeyla unlocked her board and motioned Otto to hop on. Otto waved goodbye to Perry and got on the board behind McKeyla. They slowly crept down the sidewalk towards Lincoln Way and his house. Unlike when she was on the road, McKeyla was a very careful and courteous skater on public sidewalks, so she was surprised when they got to the corner crosswalk and she felt an angry tap on her shoulder.
 
It was Whippey the Clown.
 




Ch. 7 The Chase

McKeyla stifled a scream and mashed down on the handheld accelerator as hard as she could. Otto once again almost fell off, but managed to grab onto McKeyla’s waist with one hand. He, in turn, almost pulled her off the board in the middle of the crosswalk, but she leaned forward and they both managed to stay balanced. There were three women pushing strollers on the opposite corner, so she veered into traffic.
 
Oncoming traffic.
 
There was a lane of parked vehicles along the curb to their immediate left and two lanes of cars coming straight at them. She shot between the parked and oncoming cars amidst a cacophony of honking and screaming by the drivers.
 
“This is a bad idea!” Otto shouted as McKeyla’s board hit full speed. He turned around to see if they’d lost Whippey, but he was right behind them, standing on an electric unicycle that clearly could go faster than McKeyla’s board. When I say that he was right behind them, I mean that Whippey was close enough to have licked Otto’s backpack.
 
Otto screamed and almost passed out again. McKeyla didn’t have to look behind her to get the idea. They were close enough to 10th Avenue that she just bent down with her right knee and the board veered to the right, between two cars that were slamming on their brakes in a desperate attempt to not kill the kids. She steered through the intersection and made it to the other side of the street, merging into westbound traffic, but keeping to the left-hand, fast lane, along the concrete divider.
 
She glanced back to see that Whippey had had to avoid one of the swerving cars—which had slowed him down—but he was still following them from a distance of about two car lengths. He was riding a top-of-the-line InMotion unicycle—solid black, but for wicked glowing green lights which came out of the side as well as pointed down at the road, illuminating his path (barely visible in daylight, but still cool). The pedals had stirrups that locked his feet in, so he couldn’t slip off. He held his hands behind his back as if he were an ice-skater lazily gliding across a frozen pond. He leaned forward, sped up, and started to close the gap. Both kids wore helmets, but Whippey hadn’t mussed his ice-cream-cone hairdo with one. His hair seemed impervious to the wind. He was wearing a different suit, though: a red-and-white, pinstriped, double-breasted blazer with matching pants, a fluorescent yellow shirt, and a sparkly purple necktie. He was so garish that you had to squint when looking at him lest your eyeballs fall out.
 
McKeyla bit her lip. There were no turn-offs into the park for another ten blocks and only one stop light (which thankfully rarely turned red). She couldn’t risk trying to cut back to the left again, especially due to the concrete island dividing the street. She’d just have to outmanœuvre him until they got to 19th Avenue, which had lots of pedestrians, stores, a bank, and a gas station, where she figured she might be able to lose him or at least find help. Even though it was broad daylight with people everywhere, she didn’t want to risk Whippey catching them. Or even getting close.
 
As Whippey closed the gap, McKeyla passed a Prius and then immediately cut hard to the right in front of it. The Prius slammed on the brakes with a screech as McKeyla veered back forward, splitting the left and middle lanes now. Whippey managed to not get hit by the braking Prius and zipped past them so it seemed like they were now chasing him. A garbage truck was immediately to McKeyla’s right, and the Prius was to their left, driven by a now-rather-angry middle-aged mom. Traffic was starting to bunch up as everyone was slowing down due to the chaos, so McKeyla could only keep going forward as they hit the 11th Avenue intersection.
 
Whippey slammed on his brakes as they passed through the intersection and almost collided with a dirty white pickup truck with a bunch of musicians riding in the bed on some hay bales. He shifted to his right, and jumped up hard, landing in the back of the truck. McKeyla sped up again and whipped past the pickup truck on its left, thinking that she could lose him.
 
She was now zooming around cars through all three lanes like the most experienced motorcyclist. As they hit 12th Avenue, Whippey was suddenly in the center of the left lane, immediately next to them (she hadn’t seen how he’d gotten out of the truck bed). For the first time, he reached out and tried to grab them.
 
McKeyla did a split-second mental check of where she thought the cars were behind her, hit the brake, and veered towards Whippey as they fell behind him again. He grabbed only air.
 
More honking.
 
She gunned it again and made it past 13th. Both McKeyla and Whippey were dividing their attention between each other and all of the cars going down Lincoln. Each avoided a few cars and then Whippey was right behind them again.
 
“I don’t believe this,” Otto said to no-one in particular. “I have an algebra test tomorrow and I’m being chased by Whippey, the Killer Clown.”
 
“Hold on,” McKeyla yelled. She shifted into the space between the middle and right lanes, and pushed down the accelerator to maximum again. This time she flipped a switch that she’d installed which locked the accelerator into position. She no longer cared about slowing down. Now it was all manœuvering. She bent down a little to improve her balance and reaction time. She was going about ten miles an hour faster than most of the cars in the right lane. A mixture of every modern vehicle was in front of her, most of the drivers blissfully unaware of what was going on behind them. From off in the distance, the sound of sirens started to grow.
 
She’d never skated this intensively with someone else on her longboard before. She grabbed Otto’s hands and pulled him in tight for balance.
 
“Close your eyes and try not to think about anything,” she told him as they hit 14th Avenue. Just five more blocks. She was certain she could lose him if she could make it to 19th. Or at least get immediate help.
 
Whippey leaned into his unicycle and shot forward. He quickly narrowed the distance. There was a motorcycle in the center lane up ahead, and McKeyla cut around it to the rear, passed it on the left, and then cut back across its front. The poor motorcyclist slammed on her brakes, which shifted the bike’s nose to the left and popped up her rear wheel a bit. Whippey had to veer right to avoid hitting the motorcycle, and bounced off the side of a brand new Porsche (fresh from the lot), deeply scratching the paint job and denting the door, which elicited a scream from the driver that could be heard from a mile away.
 
Whippey’s unicycle had redundant gyroscopes on it, which helped him to keep from falling down, but only just. He flapped his arms a bit like a bird as he zagged off the Porsche and wobbled on the unicycle, before fully regaining his balance and gunning it. He returned his arms to behind his back and squinted as much as possible without closing his eyes, his lower lip curled upward in a full sneer. Beyond that, you’d have no idea by looking at him that he’d almost been killed by cutting in front of an SUV, which slammed on its brakes to avoid hitting him, causing three cars behind it to crash into each other. All of this gave McKeyla almost a full block lead on him.
 
“This is a really bad idea!” Otto shouted. (McKeyla didn’t need to be told this.)
 
She continued lane-splitting between the middle and right lanes, after a quick glance over her shoulder to see if Whippey was still close. Seeing that she’d gained a bit of space, she concentrated on going straight. Even slight turns would slow her down. Her flight was as straight as an arrow’s as she shot through 15th Avenue. Traffic was beginning to bunch up and slow down as drivers neared the intersection of Lincoln and 19th, one of the worst intersections in San Francisco.
 
Whippey wasn’t one to be slowed down in a chase, be it figurative or literal. He leaned forward almost 45 degrees above the unicycle and it replied in kind, accelerating faster than a car and on par with most motorcycles. He caught up to the kids just after they’d passed 16th Avenue.
 
Otto hadn’t managed to keep his eyes closed and instead had intuitively taken up the role of lookout. He frantically patted her arm to let her know that Whippey was back on them.
 
McKeyla figured there really wasn’t anything that Whippey could do to them while they were both going this fast. If he tried to grab them again, they’d both wipe out and be run over. The only thing he could do was stay on them until she slowed down.
 
Unless he had a gun. Her face suddenly got very warm. What if he had a gun?
 
They flew past 17th Avenue.
 
She vaguely thought that if he was the shoot-‘em-up type, he would have shot LeeRoy rather than poisoned him. But still, this was pretty extreme and she wasn’t in a position to eat any poisoned ice cream. She really wanted to look over her shoulder to see if he could have had a gun bulging from under his suit coat. All she had been thinking of was avoiding his grasp. What if he didn’t need to grasp her? Maybe he was just trying to bump them hard enough to make them crash and let gravity do the work in killing them.
 
A minivan changed lanes in front of her and she had to veer to the far right lane to avoid crashing into it. The park was immediately to their right, but it was behind a sharply inclined, bush-covered embankment, and trying to turn into it would probably get them both killed.
 
18th Avenue was just ahead, but she was now in the far right lane, between a yellow Mustang and the curb. If she kept this up much longer, she was sure to get killed by a car, a pothole, the curb, whatever… But her plan to make it to 19th relied on her being able to turn left. There was no way to do that from the right lane with traffic as heavy as it was.
 
She passed 18th Avenue and the concrete island between lanes disappeared. Which would have been great if she were in the left lane. Otto involuntarily shivered just knowing how close Whippey was. He didn’t have the courage to turn around to check again.
 
And then things got worse. Much, much worse.
 
Just ahead of them, an articulated bus (like two buses joined together by a big black accordion in the center) was turning to the right onto 19th, completely blocking her only path. At this rate she would slam into the side of the bus. There were too many cars to her left for her to even try to cut over to the gas station to get help or try to deke Whippey. In the distance, she could see cop cars coming down 19th Avenue toward them from the left. She’d never been so happy to see cop cars in her whole miscreant life. Let them stop her!
 
Unless of course she got killed in the next few seconds before they arrived.
 
She held her breath as she came up to the bus. She had never tried to make this sharp of a turn going this fast before. Certainly not with a passenger, and never in the middle of heavy traffic. She could smell a slight burning scent coming from her board. She was probably burning out the motor, or worse, she was melting the insulation on the power cables, which would short it and kill the motor, the speed controller, and the battery.
 
She flipped off the accelerator lock button, leaned backwards and knelt down, feathered the brake button, and managed the turn without slamming into the bus, falling off of the board, or losing Otto. The back end of the bus was still on Lincoln, while the front end was stopping just around the corner to pick up passengers, so she hit the accelerator again and barely missed a little old lady who had stepped off the curb in the usual scrum to board the bus. Otto could feel the side of the bus brushing against his arm.
 
McKeyla was so focused on not hitting the pedestrians that she missed the second right turn into the park, which would have taken her to the picnic area and theoretically to salvation.
 
Traffic had easily tripled since she made her turn onto a major thoroughfare and she knew that they wouldn’t last much longer.
 
“Bend down as much as you can!” she yelled at Otto, who immediately started to bend down along with her.
 
“On the count of three, jump up with all your might, but don’t let go of me!”
 
“Are you nuts?!?” Otto screamed.
 
“Just do it!”
 
McKeyla was going to try to ollie her way out of this. She wasn’t sure if Whippey could follow her or not, but she had to change tactics, even if it was insanely dangerous and they might get killed going over the embankment.
 
“This is the very worstest idea ever!” Otto yelled as he scootched down even farther. Otto’s grammar got bad when he was about to die. Who could blame him?
 
“Three!”
 
“We’re gonna die,” Otto stated bluntly.
 
“Two!”
 
“Tell my mother I loved her,” he whimpered.
 
“One!”
 
“Please feed my dog…”
 
“Jump!”
 
McKeyla waited a split second to make sure Otto jumped, but he did, and she followed, popping the board up. It bounced off the street, over the curb, and onto the grass. They managed the landing, but went headlong into a bunch of bushes, up and over a short berm, down the berm, across a thankfully empty side street, and into some more bushes before finally tumbling off the longboard, which cracked loudly against a large rock as they splashed headfirst into Stow Lake, a good ten feet from the shore.
 
Aside from several cuts and scrapes from the bushes, they were unhurt, although they were soaking wet. And muddy just about everywhere, especially the backs of their pants, their hands, and their hair. They stood up and looked themselves over to be certain nothing was broken. They could feel their shoes and feet slowly sinking into the deep mud of the lake.
 
There was no sign of Whippey anywhere.
 
McKeyla looked down at her hand and noticed the glint of her YOLO ring reflecting the sunlight. She bit her lip hard. It hadn’t occurred to either of them to use their rings to call for help.
 




Ch. 8 In Too Deep

A police car arrived shortly thereafter, cruising down the side street. Sergeant Kruger and Lieutenant Dunning stepped out and looked down on the kids.
 
“This might be the most pathetic thing we’ve ever seen,” Dunning said, shaking his head as he stood at the edge of the lake, staring down at the kids, who were still dripping wet and smelling slightly of fish and frogs.
 
“That’s right,” Kruger sighed, shaking his head and pulling out his notepad.
 
“What about the clown who was chasing us? Did you catch him?” McKeyla plaintively asked.
 
“The only clowns I see are you two,” Dunning shouted.
 
“That’s right,” Kruger snickered.
 
“The same clown from the Soda Shoppe murder was just chasing us and trying to kill us!” Otto said, loudly. (As loudly as he dared.)
 
“Uh, huh. Funny that we didn’t see him.” Dunning paused. “Hey Kruger, I made a joke! ‘It was funny that we didn’t see the clown.’ Hilarious, huh?”
 
“That’s right,” Kruger loudly chuckled. He clearly thought highly of his Lieutenant. Or at a minimum he acted like he did.
 
“So would you mind telling me why you were speeding through traffic, without a driver’s license, on an unlicensed motorboard?” Dunning asked, while Kruger was scribbling in his notepad.
 
“We were trying to not get killed,” McKeyla huffed.
 
“Looks to me like it was the opposite. If you were trying to not get killed, perhaps a skateboard park might be more in tune with your actions. Or the beach. Or maybe another city.” He sighed loudly. Probably a bit too loudly. He really didn’t want to arrest minors; there would be a lot of paperwork if he did. Dunning hated paperwork above all things. And he pitied his poor Sergeant enough that he didn’t want to saddle him with it, either.
 
“Of course, by the looks of things, you won’t be doing any boarding for quite some time.” He picked up half of her longboard from the bushes by the side street. It had been split into pieces, and Dunning dangled some of the remains aloft—the rear of the board, with only one of the two wheels still attached, no motor to be seen, and the battery was pouring out smoke. He threw the longboard remnant into the lake next to them. It fizzled as it hit the water.
 
“I could add un-permitted fire in a public park to the list. But I guess it’s been put out now.” Both of them chuckled at his high wit.
 
The kids slowly trudged their way up the shore to the grass. Both of them lost a shoe in the sucking mud, and had to blindly dig for them in the dirty water before they were found. When they finally made it to shore where the cops were, they looked like Creatures from the Black Lagoon. “Filthy” didn’t begin to cover it.
 
“Fine, we’re guilty of everything. Please, can you give us a ride home?” McKeyla pleaded.
 
“No way you’re getting in the patrol car as muddy as you are,” Dunning said while shaking his head. He was clearly enjoying this.
 
“That’s right,” Kruger added, right on cue.
 
“But someone is trying to kill us!!!” McKeyla pleaded.
 
“Uh, huh. The only danger to your lives is yourselves,” Dunning sneered.
 
“He was wearing a red-striped suit…” Otto mustered.
 
“Oh just stop with the whole killer-clown excuses. I’ve still got your contact information from yesterday, and I’m going to call your parents about this whole fiasco. So far as I can see, the only thing you destroyed was your self-worth.” The soul of wit, that one. He clearly didn’t know about any of the car accidents. Or he just didn’t care.
 
“And don’t go snooping around the Soda Shoppe murder. Captain Ringelmann doubled the number of people working on the case, so we’ll solve it any day now.”
 
“That’s right,” Kruger parroted.
 
“I think you two have done enough damage for one day. You’re in luck, I’m not gonna arrest you two because I’m hungry, so we’re off to Isadora’s Donuts to scarf down a wagon wheel. Please don’t join us… Oh, hey! Looks like your friends are here.” And Dunning pointed his thumb over his shoulder towards the way he had come.
 
There, at the edge of trees, behind the cop car, was almost everyone from school. Mary Sue standing front and center. It seemed that McKeyla and Otto had arrived at the picnic, if a bit unconventionally. Otto’s backpack wasn’t any better for the trip. And their clothes would probably have to be burned. They were mortified. It was all they could do to not cry. McKeyla didn’t know about Otto, but she for one would rather have had a limb ripped off in the accident than ever show emotion in front of her classmates.
 
There was some shoving and loud comments asking “What’s going on?” Eventually the school’s vice-principal, Mister Nadir, pushed his way to the front and caught sight of the kids. Mister Nadir wasn’t much taller than the average student and he’d hit rock bottom in his career. Incidents like this only made his attitude worse.
 
“What in the name of Good Gravy are you two doing? The picnic is over there, and you’re supposed to lock up bikes or boards near the street. Why are there policemen here? Gosh dang it from a dingleberry to a snozberry, what have you done this time, McKeyla?!”
 
No-one would believe them now that the cops had rejected their alibi. Seriously, if you’d just been chased by a killer clown on a unicycle, would you tell anyone?
 
McKeyla unconsciously rubbed the bridge of her nose and sighed. Otto didn’t say a word.
 
“I was showing the new kid some skateboarding tricks, and umm… we kinda had an accident and fell in the lake.” Technically, that was true. She left out all the important parts, but that’s just how life works sometimes. Especially when you’ve just been inducted into a secret organization of librarians who are trying to save the world from another secret organization of librarians who have a psychotic clown working for them.
 
“Well, I’d give you both detention, except that this didn’t happen on school grounds…” Mister Nadir was struggling with what to do and say. He’d really rather be in his office playing Angry Birds. He didn’t like children. He once again wondered what life choices he had made that brought him to this point in life.
 
“Nevertheless, you can’t come to the picnic covered in mud and soaking wet.” A kind teacher or principal would have found a way to get them dry and warm, but Mister Nadir was almost pathologically afraid of both touching children and of being touched by them. Especially children covered in germs from a smelly old lake. “Home with you both.” He didn’t offer them a ride or any way to dry off.
 
Otto looked pathetically over at McKeyla, whose face was basically expressionless. She really didn’t like the picnics (except for the cake, cookies, ice cream, and sodas). There was always plenty for everyone.
 
Worst of all, the pair would have to walk through all the gathered kids in Mother’s Meadow where the picnic would be getting started, and then on to Lincoln Way, where they might be recognized by some of the drivers who had been in accidents.
 
Several of the kids were giggling and pointing at them now. Mary Sue was neither giggling nor pointing. She had crossed her arms and was shaking her head like an angry parent. She would hold this over McKeyla’s head for years. And McKeyla would have to tell her parents quickly, because Mary Sue would be bound to tell her mom and dad, who in turn would mention it to McKeyla’s parents.
 
As they passed Mary Sue, she shook her head and said “I can’t take you anywhere, can I?”
 
This was going to be the worst year of her life, McKeyla quickly decided as they started their trudge through the crowd and back home. At first, Otto was just thrilled to be alive. He started smiling and giggling over the fantastic adventure he had had. He just couldn’t help it. But soon, the harsh reality of the future settled in. This was the first impression he had made on the entire school. Not magic or robotics or his bubbling personality. No. For the rest of his life, he would be the kid who fell in the lake and had his butt covered in mud after being chased by an imaginary clown. Tears of relief turned to embarrassment and drops started to form in his eyes as he made his way through the gathered kids, who—to make it even worse—were now walking back to the picnic area right behind them.
 
Otto and McKeyla picked up their pace and did their best to not say anything and hold their heads reasonably high (which in this case means that their chins were not actually touching their chests—merely hovering slightly above them).
 
The kids kept walking and went through the meadow, where a band had just started to play for the kids and a magician was walking around doing tricks. Poor Otto was so deflated he didn’t even run up to the magician to see her perform.
 
“I’m sorry about all this,” McKeyla said unnecessarily.
 
“Why? What did you do?” Otto replied as he tried to brush off the mud from his pants. Both of their shoes loudly squished with each step they took.
 
“I got you involved in all this.”
 
“No you didn’t. We both fell into it together.”
 
They reached Martin Luther King Jr, Drive, the main road that wound through the park, and paused while the traffic went by.
 
“Well,” McKeyla said, “We can take MLK the long way around through the park or cut through the trees and try to cross Lincoln and hope we’re not recognized.” She sighed. She just wanted to go home and take a bath. Tears were starting to well up in her eyes as the adrenaline wore off and the events caught up to her.
 
Just then, a familiar big, midnight-blue car stopped at the road. The back door opened and they heard Viva’s voice.
 
“Need a ride?”
 




Ch. 9 Reapercushions

“Ummm… We’d just get your limo all muddy,” McKeyla said as she bent down to meet Viva’s look.
 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll just clean it.” Her stare commanded their action.
 
The kids got into the limo and Viva closed the door. She reached under the seat and handed each of them a towel, and they started to dry their hair and wipe off as much mud as was possible without spackling the car’s interior.
 
“Wait!” McKeyla said suddenly. “Why do you have towels in your car?!? How did you know that we would need them?”
 
Viva smiled brightly and warmly. “We live in San Francisco. It rains a lot and sometimes I forget my umbrella. My friend Douglas said to always keep a towel on hand, so I have a few just in case. I also have a fire extinguisher, tire chains, a change of clothes, pens and stationery, several water bottles, and various snacks in the car. I usually even have some dog treats in my pocket in case I meet any good dogs.” At that, she pulled open a drawer under her seat (she was once again sitting in the middle row, facing backwards towards the kids). She took out a couple packs of Nana MoonbugTM organic cookies and handed one pack to each of them. Viva had a slightly puzzled look on her face, as though she were surprised that everyone didn’t have all that stuff under their car seat.
 
Otto and McKeyla dropped their towels and hungrily ate the cookies. Nana MoonbugTM cookies are the best cookies you can buy, as everyone knows, although they can be hard to find.
 
“Wait a second,” McKeyla said, eyeing Viva. “That doesn’t explain why you are here.”
 
“Shelly’s sponsors most school events. Our ice cream truck was full of ice cream for the picnic and I had a librarian meeting downtown, so I came straight here from there to help Dewey unload the truck and set up the table. He’ll serve it all and then drive back. How’d you guys get so wet anyway?”
 
“Whippey chased us and we barely got away,” McKeyla replied, looking out the window. She thought that Viva would be mad at her.
 
“What?!? Whippey came after you? When? Where? What happened?” Viva leaned so far forward she almost tipped over. Her mildly amused expression shifted to wide-eyed concern.
 
“You didn’t know?”
 
“Did you use your rings? I didn’t get any emergency notification…”
 
“We…” Otto started, but then lost his voice and discovered something on his lap that he needed to stare at intently.
 
“… forgot to use them,” McKeyla finished.
 
“Oh, god. OK, first things first.” Viva whipped out her phone and tapped on the screen for a few seconds. Suddenly the car doors locked and the car was now filled with a red glow, although the kids couldn’t see where it was coming from. The car sped up noticeably.
 
“How long ago did you last see him, and where?”
 
“Ummm… About ten minutes ago,” McKeyla answered. “He was right behind us on Lincoln at 19th. I had to avoid a bus and then we jumped a curb, went through a bunch of bushes, and ended up in the lake. Then Kruger and Dunning showed up and we didn’t see him again and then all of a sudden you were here.”
 
“Oh, you saw Detective Dunning, did you?” Viva’s normally warm tone got cold. “That man couldn’t find a rabid alligator in a wet cardboard box.”
 
“He’s the one in charge of LeeRoy’s murder.”
 
Viva let out a long sigh and stared off through the windows, which seemed to have grown noticeably darker, if that was possible.
 
After a long pause, she said “Well, you’ll be safe in here. Are either of you hurt?”
 
“I don’t think so,” McKeyla said, glancing at Otto, who shrugged by way of reply.
 
Viva tapped on the dark glass window which separated the back of the car from the driver. “Elsie, take us to HQ. Be on the lookout for Whippey or anything suspicious. Do not take the usual route.”
 
“Yes ma’am,” came a young woman’s voice over a hidden speaker. There were a couple of odd mechanical sounds, and then the car sped up even faster.
 
“Who’s Elsie?” McKeyla asked.
 
“Oh, she’s my assistant. She’s a lot younger than Dewey. He’s too old for action these days, but he works well with kids and I don’t have the heart to get rid of him.”
 
Viva’s phone rang; she glanced at the screen, and answered.
 
“Secret Agent Toast. Thank you for calling so soon.” She paused while listening.
 
“Worse than that. Whippey showed up again. He went after those two kids. Luckily they got away, but… we need to better protect them.” She paused while Toast spoke on the other end, although the kids couldn’t hear his voice (as much as they strained and tried to).
 
“He was at the park within the last ten minutes. … No, they didn’t use the rings. … Yes, now. … Detective Dunning. … Yes, I know. … No, it’s not hopeless, just… bad.” Here she paused for quite some time while Toast spoke at length.
 
“Hmmm… Yes. Your bike would be a bit too obvious though. … Oh, don’t start with that. … Yes, that will be better. … If she can. … Under every rock. … No, I’m not worried about myself. … Yea, just the kids. … No, I haven’t found it yet. I’ve looked everywhere. … Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. … Yes, those will help. … OK, I’ll see you tonight then. Goodbye.”
 
The kids stared at her a bit wide-eyed. While they were still terrified of Whippey, it was incredibly cool that Viva was getting calls from secret agents, even if they had weird names like “Toast.” Then again, that was probably his secret callsign. His real name was probably John or James or Jeffrey or something.
 
Viva set her phone down on the seat next to her and stared intently at the kids. “OK, so I’m concerned about you two. I’ve just spoken to Secret Agent Toast, and he and Special Agent Jam will be keeping an eye on you. But fir…”
 
“SERIOUSLY!?” Otto shouted. “We get to meet real life secret agents?!?”
 
“I said that they will be keeping an eye on you. I didn’t say that you’d see them. There’s a difference. If you see them, they’re not doing their job properly. But first we need to get you two cleaned up. We’ll be back at HQ shortly. There are showers there that you can use, towels and robes to dry off, and there’s a washing machine and dryer we can use to clean your clothes.”
 
Just as Viva finished, the car pulled up to its spot in the underground garage. Unlike the first time, however, the door opened for them. A young woman wearing sunglasses with a wireless headset in her right ear and dressed in a women’s black suit with a white shirt and a thin black necktie had opened the door. She eyed the garage rather than the passengers. One of her hands fidgeted with the other at chest level.
 
“All clear,” Elsie stated.
 
The kids exited the car behind Viva. Elsie closed the car door and followed them closely to the concrete door. Viva passed them and opened it just as they reached it. They entered the YOLO headquarters and the door closed with a slight shift of air that neither of the kids had noticed the first time. Elsie’s eyes never left the garage. She followed them into HQ but didn’t say a word.
 
They went down the same curving hallway as before, but past the door they’d gone into the first time. Viva led them past several more doors before finally opening one at the end of the hall, which led into a small gym. The room glowed red from some unseen light. There were two stationary bicycles, some weights, a few lifting benches, pull-up bars, a rowing machine, and monitors everywhere. Usually they showed various news channels or whatever web page someone wanted to read while they were working out, but now they were all flashing with images of Otto, McKeyla, and Whippey. One monitor was flashing through live video images from Golden Gate Park. Several others scrolled through texts from someone’s conversation. One displayed the same image of LeeRoy that they’d seen 24 hours before (had it only been a day?).
 
There were two unlabeled bathrooms with private showers. Viva gave each kid a fresh towel and thick cotton robe; they undressed in their respective rooms, and passed their wet and muddy clothes out the doors. Since it was a workout room, YOLO had installed a dual washer/dryer for sweaty clothes, and Viva put their stuff into it for a speed wash. Elsie stood near the door, her back to the shower rooms, while Viva went upstairs to make cups of hot cocoa (the good stuff with real cacao powder and sugar, blended into warm milk and cream with cinnamon and a dash of cayenne pepper). She also made each of the kids a 1945 Sandwich: spicy Italian meatballs divided in half, with British pickled carrots and several slices of melted American cheese on toasted Russian rye slathered in German mustard with a kosher dill pickle on the side. (Shelly’s was still closed to the public due to LeeRoy’s death.)
 
Viva came back with a silver tray holding a cold drink for herself, the hot cocoas, sandwiches, and a couple bags of Zug’s Snack Shack chips (not as good as Nana MoonbugTM chips, but those were out of stock). Elsie was still standing there with her hands fidgeting at chest level when she came in.
 
Otto and McKeyla finished showering, put on their robes, and gratefully accepted the food. About halfway through her sandwich, McKeyla glanced up and noticed that Elsie was gone, although she hadn’t heard her leave.
 
“This place is pretty huge,” McKeyla said, breaking the silence.
 
“More than you know. There are several stories to it,” Viva replied.
 
“I’m trying to figure out why Whippey came after you,” she continued. “I’m really so sorry. I should have done a better job of protecting you.” Viva’s usually sparkling smile disappeared for a while.
 
“I’m really grateful, and I think Otto is too. But really, it’s not your job to be our bodyguards.” McKeyla wasn’t quite sure what else to say, if anything. She reached out and patted Viva’s hand, which brought her full smile back.
 
“Well, that’s generally true, but no adult should ever allow children to come to harm, regardless of whether or not they’re related. Ensuring children are safe, happy, and well cared for is everyone’s job.”
 
Otto and McKeyla both looked up at her and smiled. Viva slowly sipped her Fortunato’s Reviver from a tall soda glass.
 
“Oh, let me call your parents,” Viva said, finally breaking the silence.
 
McKeyla’s eyes grew wide and Otto started to shake his head.
 
Viva flashed her brightest smile, “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t let you get in trouble.”
 
She pulled out her cell phone, tapped it a few times, and brought it to her face.
 
“Hello Mister Bulwer? Yes, this is Vivianna LaReine calling from the City of San Francisco. … No, it’s not about the election. I’m calling regarding McKeyla. … No, she’s not in trouble. … I just wanted to let you know that she was in a skateboarding accident at the park. She wasn’t at fault, and she’s not hurt beyond a few minor scrapes. … Yes, of course. … No, no. She’s getting cleaned up here. … No, not the hospital. … No, there’s no charge. … Mmm-hmmm. … Well, there were lots of kids around, and I’m sure you know how rumors start and grow, so I just wanted to be certain that you knew that she didn’t do anything wrong. … I can bring her by if you’d like. … Mmm-hmmm… Of course. … Yes. … We’ll drop her off. … 5:30? Ok. … You’re very welcome. … Ok, goodbye.”
 
“One down,” Viva said, smiling at the kids.
 
“You didn’t have to lie for us,” McKeyla said meekly.
 
“I didn’t lie,” Viva looked a bit startled.
 
“You said you worked for The City.”
 
“I do. I’m the head librarian for the main branch at Civic Center.”
 
“I thought you worked for the Yug… YOLO,” Otto said, furrowing his eyebrows as he tried to remember the organization’s full name.
 
Viva chuckled. “I work for both. It’s not unusual for librarians to have two jobs. There’s certainly no conflict of interest.”
 
“Oh,” Otto replied.
 
Viva then called Otto’s mom. It was clear that she had both numbers stored in her phone, even though neither Otto nor McKeyla had ever given them to her. Viva was always one step ahead of everything, it seemed.
 
The call with Otto’s mom went about the same as with McKeyla’s dad, except his mom was scared and Otto had to get on the phone to tell her that he was OK and not to worry, which was a terrible lie. If someone ever tries to hurt you, you should always tell your parents or a teacher, even if it’s a psychotic clown working for evil librarians and you don’t think they’ll believe you. (Not everyone has a group of highly skilled, protective, secret-agent librarians guarding them.)
 
“Why is Whippey so evil?” McKeyla asked.
 
“He’s not so much evil as he is a nihilist,” Viva replied.
 
“That must be exhausting,” Otto posited.
 
“He certainly is pernicious,” Viva sighed.
 
“How did he end up in ROFL?” McKeyla asked.
 
“Oh, he’s not actually a member of ROFL, although he often works for them. He’s freelance. He does pretty much anything, for anyone, no matter how horrible, so long as there’s a paycheck in it. He’s even worked for the government.”
 
“I’m not trying to hire an assassin, but how exactly do people find someone like him?” Otto asked, while furrowing his brow and staring at the ceiling. “I wouldn’t think you could just search for ‘assassin for hire’ on the web.”
 
“He’s the president of the Savage Alliance of Robots, Clowns, Acrobats, Spacemen, and Mimes. Every member is wicked to the core. Not all clowns, et cetera, are evil, but the bad ones usually end up in SARCASM. Mostly if someone wants to find them, they go to the Long Pig Diner and talk to the chef.” Viva inhaled sharply, looked directly from McKeyla to Otto and back, and pointed her finger at them.
 
“Do not ever set foot in the Long Pig. Ever. If you go in there, I can’t guarantee we’d be able to save you. You’d probably never be seen again. Promise that you won’t even try to find its location, much less go inside,” she sternly demanded.
 
Otto, who was one of the most well-behaved children in the world, raised his hand and swore it. McKeyla, who was not one of the most well-behaved children in the world, raised her right hand and silently nodded, her fingers crossed behind her back.
 
A loud beeping tune broke the moment, as the washer/dryer combo announced that their clothes were clean and dry.
 
Viva got their clothes, handed each their respective stuff, and they went back into the bathrooms to change. McKeyla’s orange jumpsuit looked better than it had in years (much to her chagrin).
 
“Thank you so much for helping us,” Otto said. “Most people wouldn’t. At least, they probably wouldn’t have helped us this much. The cops and the vice principal didn’t help at all.”
 
“It’s sad that that’s true,” Viva replied. “I really wish people were kinder to strangers and those in need of help…”
 
“You seem so natural with kids, you’d make a good mom,” McKeyla declared.
 
“Thank you. LeeRoy and I talked about having a baby, but now…”
 
“Wait, you and LeeRoy were a couple?” McKeyla said with a bit of a shock.
 
“Oh, yes. I presumed that you knew that. But then again, I guess you wouldn’t, having never really met me before yesterday.”
 
“I’m sorry about LeeRoy,” Otto said sadly.
 
“But why kill him?” McKeyla asked in a near whisper.
 
“It had to have been ROFL. They’ve really been much more aggressive of late, trying to close libraries, hack Wikipedia, and put up all that false information on Facebook. LeeRoy helped ensure Wikipedia never went offline, and organized funding to ensure libraries stayed open. I guess they decided killing LeeRoy would stop us. Or at least slow us down.”
 
“That’s terrible!” exclaimed Otto.
 
“Sadly, there are more and more people who revel in ignorance and expect the rest of the world to join them.”
 
“I love to read!” Otto said, while McKeyla nodded in agreement.
 
Viva smiled brightly and gently stroked his hair. She glanced down at her phone.
 
“It’s after 5 p.m.; let’s get you two home.” Viva stood and opened the door to the hallway, where Elsie was standing guard. After a quick check of the garage, Elsie let them get to the car.
 
“What about Dewey?” McKeyla asked as the car pulled out. “Will he be in danger coming back from the park?”
 
“Oh don’t worry about Dewey,” Viva replied. “He may be old, but I don’t think it’s possible to eliminate him.”
 
They drove to McKeyla’s house first. Viva picked up her phone and made a call just before they arrived.
 
“Are you in place?” she asked whomever she had called.
 
“OK, good. And Jam?” Viva nodded after a short pause. “Thanks. And make sure you all work in shifts so no-one falls asleep.” And then she hung up.
 
When they arrived, Elsie parked and got out first (they couldn’t see Elsie up front, but could feel the jolt of her door as it opened and closed). At least a full minute later, the rear passenger door was opened, and Elsie escorted McKeyla into her house, where her mom and dad were waiting for her.
 
Elsie got back in the car and drove to Otto’s house, where she repeated her safety check and escort. Viva, for the most part, was furiously texting someone or someones most of the time, but she stopped and stared intently out the window as the car reached each kid’s house.
 
That night, both Otto and McKeyla looked out of all their windows trying to spot any secret agents, but neither noticed anything or anyone unusual. They both went to bed early by their own choice, and both slept like rocks.
 




Ch. 10 Getting Flipped

The next day McKeyla walked to school as normal. Well, almost normal. She asked her mom to walk with her (which she hadn’t done in years), and her mom jumped at the chance to try to rekindle conversations with her daughter. McKeyla wore her matching blue NASA-styled jacket and pants with an ISS t-shirt on underneath. McKeyla liked having pockets, and most girls’ outfits didn’t have them, so she often wore stuff that seemed like it was for boys, even though it wasn’t. (Why don’t most girls’ clothes have pockets?)
 
Otto’s parents left for work about the same time as he would need to leave for school, so they gave him a ride again. Otto was practically bursting with the desire to tell his parents about what had happened to him over the last two days, but if they did believe him, he couldn’t figure out what they could do. Certainly if they knew that someone was trying to kill their son, they’d get involved and call the police and all those things. But after Otto’s experience with Detective Dunning, he didn’t want to put his parents through the same things he had gone through of not being believed. Oh well, there were secret agents protecting him. He had that going for him.
 
The school day was fairly normal. Mary Sue didn’t join McKeyla and Otto for lunch. Otto and McKeyla had 5th period English together and afterwards, McKeyla walked Otto to his 6th period Math class, since she had Science lab right down the hall.
 
Mary Sue was just leaving the classroom as they got to the door.
 
“Well, if it isn’t the two mudskippers.” Ever the courteous one, Mary Sue was. “Shouldn’t you two be looking for worms on a hook?”
 
“The only hook you’ll see is my right one,” McKeyla replied with a snarl.
 
“Maybe you should save it for the clown?”
 
Otto flinched and McKeyla bit her lip.
 
“Yeah, I heard what you told the cop about being chased by a clown. Oh. Em. Gee. That’s the best excuse ever. I’m going to try it myself the next time I need an excuse. ‘I didn’t dye the dog’s fur pink, Mom. The evil clown did it.’”
 
Before either McKeyla or Otto could reply, Mary Sue turned around and skipped down the hallway, giggling to herself.
 
“Don’t worry about her,” McKeyla said, turning to Otto. “Come on, you don’t want to be late for Miss Gnomielle’s class. See you after school.”
 
The room was a typical math classroom: posters of famous scientists and mathematicians offering inspiring quotes, a messy teacher’s desk, and a pencil sharpener mounted on the wall next to the door, which hadn’t been emptied in a while, so there was a little pile of pencil shaving underneath it. White boards with various equations written on them covered one full wall.
 
Otto had met the teacher briefly the day before, but he was still so shaken up over LeeRoy’s death that he barely remembered anything from the whole day. And now he was trying to shake off having almost been killed by Whippey. As he sat down, he suddenly remembered—he had to take his placement test! He hadn’t even studied for it.
 
The bell rang and everyone took their seats.
 
“Today, class, we’ll be working with decimals, since working with fractions is pointless. I’m going to pass around some worksheets to get you started. Please start them while I take our new student to the exam room for a placement test.”
 
She handed a stack of papers to the front desk of each row, and motioned for Otto to follow her.
 
As they left the classroom, she patted him on the shoulder. Like all of the teachers at the school, she was incredibly kind and had a great deal of empathy towards the students. (Mister Nadir was the only exception to the rule.)
 
“I umm… didn’t have time to study for the test last night, ma’am,” Otto muttered as they walked down the empty hallway.
 
“Oh, no need to be so formal. Just call me Polly. Everyone does. And don’t worry about the test. The most important thing is for you to relax and not worry. Most people’s fears are imaginary and will probably resolve themselves. So just flow with the problems and you’ll be all right.”
 
She led him to a small room at the end of the hall, which only had about five desks. He automatically sat down in the front row, and she handed him a sheet of stapled papers.
 
“Take as long as you need on the test. It’s the last period of the day, so you can stay after school as long as you need. I’d much rather you take the time to do a good job than rush through it with lots of errors.”
 
Otto thanked her and she returned to the full class. Otto was excellent at math, and at first he was worried that Whippey would come charging into the room, but once he got started on the problems, all worries went away and algebra was the only thing he thought about.
 
He finished the test about five minutes after the final bell, and was quite pleased with himself. He was sure that he aced it.
 
He left the testing room and walked down the hall back to Polly’s classroom, handing her the completed test without comment.
 
As he walked down the stairs, he was suddenly hit by another wave of fear about Whippey. What if he was waiting for him after school? What if Secret Agent Toast and Special Agent Jam couldn’t help him? His breathing increased and got very rapid. He sat down on the stairs, took out his inhaler, and took a big puff. He wasn’t having an allergy attack so, really, the inhaler didn’t do any physical good for him, but it did have a comforting psychological effect.
 
When he looked up, there was McKeyla, waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs.
 
“Come on, Einstein. I’ll take you to MultiBall Madness.”
 
“Huh? What’s that?”
 
“The pinball place I hang out at. We’ll have to walk since my board is broken, but it’s a nice day, and it’s kinda-sorta-not-really on the way to your house anyway.”
 
Otto slung his backpack on his shoulder (he’d gotten most of the mud off), and followed McKeyla (no backpack) out of the school. There were still a squillion kids running around and the street was clogged with cars picking up students, but somehow they managed to make it through the crowd with only a few of the kids making jokes about them being frogs or fish.
 
The walk down the hill to the pinball parlor was a mix of total normality, paralyzing fear, and curiosity as to where their hidden “bodyguards” might be. Pretty much every time they passed an adult on the street, whether they were going uphill or downhill, one of the two was certain that it was either Secret Agent Toast or Jam. It was about a mile and a half from school to MultiBall Madness, and they’d mostly forgotten that they were in mortal peril by the time they arrived about half an hour later, deep in conversation about collector pins.
 
Otto’s jaw dropped when they arrived. The place was huge. Pinball machines reached out all the way to the sidewalk. There must have been fifty or more. They walked by about twenty different ones as they entered the small hallway, all beckoning them to play. The place wasn’t too crowded, but it was still quite loud as all the pinball machines kept playing their recordings. Addams Family, Stranger Things, Lord of the Rings… about every branded machine you could think of.
 
About halfway down the hall, there was a room off to the left called “The Secret Ju-Ju Gallery,” which had pinball machines as old as the kids’ grandparents. Unlike modern games in which you can score in the billions, these ones didn’t have digital displays and only went up to 99,999.
 
Otto tugged at McKeyla and headed in. He didn’t have any quarters, so McKeyla loaned him one and he popped it into an ancient game called “Royal Flush.” It was like most pinball machines you’ve played, except that the noises weren’t from a digital recording played on a speaker. The bells were actual bells inside the machine being hit by some unseen mini-hammer. He didn’t do very well, racking up only 29,100 points, but he had fun.
 
They left the Ju-Ju Gallery and entered the main space.
 
“Hey, Tommy,” McKeyla said to the guy behind the counter. He was middle-aged, scruffy, and balding, but clearly enjoyed his life. He was sitting on a very tall stool with his feet propped up on the counter, reading a comic book (GrimJack #82).
 
McKeyla walked up and handed him a five dollar bill, and he gave her a handful of quarters from a pile of pre-stacked ones without a word. She counted out three quarters and handed the other seventeen to Otto.
 
“Thanks. But don’t you want half?” Otto asked her.
 
“I won’t need it,” she replied and then walked over to Medieval Madness. This was “her” machine. Otto went off to play Monster Bash without really thinking about anything.
 
About twenty minutes later, he came back to McKeyla, having spent all of his quarters in eight various machines. McKeyla was still on her first ball. She’d passed 70 million.
 
“Whoa. You’re good. Like, really good.”
 
“Yea, but not as good as Tommy. He’s got high score with just over 2 billion. I’ve been trying to beat my own best of 1.3 billion.”
 
Otto didn’t know if she was joking or not, but she wasn’t. She’d already cleared four of the six castles, and just had the “Earl of Ego” and the “King of Payne” left to clear when she finally lost her first ball. Her score was now up to 94 million.
 
“Man, you are really good,” Otto said again. He didn’t know what else to say.
 
“The real trick is in knowing when not to use your flippers.”
 
“Huh? Aren’t you supposed to always be using them?”
 
Just then she cleared the Earl of Ego, and the plastic castle at the top of the playfield lit up and the towers rattled and it looked like they were falling down. The pinball machine made lots of the usual noises and a recorded voice whined about losing his castle. This was a really cool game.
 
“Nah, if you understand the physics of the ball, a lot of time you can get a good bounce off a flipper when it’s down and then catch it with the opposite one for a better shot.”
 
“How’d you get to be so good?”
 
“Been coming here forever. The skate park is a few blocks away, so I come here before skating to clear my mind.”
 
“There’s a skate park here? Can you teach me how to skateboard?”
 
“Sure. I’ve got a few other boards back home. If the usual guys are there, we can get them to do some cool tricks and just watch for today.”
 
She’d lit up “Joust Champion,” “Catapult Ace,” “Defender of Damsels,” and “Castle Crusher.” She just had “Patron of Peasants” and “Master of Trolls” to finish up. She lost her second ball, but had passed 200 million. Otto didn’t think it was possible to play for this long. It seemed like every light was lit up on the playfield.
 
Shortly after she got her third ball, she cleared the King of Payne and the machine went into multi-ball madness mode. Whenever Otto got multi-balls, he usually lost all of them within a few seconds. McKeyla kept the three in play for several minutes, before falling back to just one. She finally lost her third ball with 245 million on the board.
 
“Meh,” McKeyla said with a shrug, as she turned away from the machine and started to walk to the door.
 
“Are you kidding? That was amazing!”
 
“Yea, but I didn’t even hit 500 million. Sometimes I can keep the machine in play for over an hour on just 75¢.” (The better pinball machines cost three quarters, not just one.)
 
They left the building and turned left to go to the park. McKeyla spied a pretty woman with glasses walking on the other side of the street that she was certain she had seen earlier by the school. The problem, of course, was that she might just be a totally normal resident running errands who happened to walk by. Or it could be Special Agent Jam. It wasn’t Whippey, that was for sure.
 
They crossed Stanyan Street, which bordered Golden Gate Park, and headed to the skatepark. There were only two people there. Probably because it was Wednesday and for whatever reason very few people showed up on Wednesdays. Often no-one did.
 
McKeyla led Otto off the grass and into the concrete skating area. The two people who were there were just opposite them on the narrow end of the park, facing away. They wore matching blue coveralls. McKeyla looked to her right and saw the woman she’d seen earlier follow them into the skate park.
 
“I bet that’s Jam,” McKeyla whispered to Otto.
 
She didn’t recognize either of the skaters. The one on the left was over six feet tall and had a helmet on but wasn’t skating; he was just holding a board with his back to them. The one on the right was over a foot shorter than the other guy. Maybe it was the tall guy’s son. McKeyla guessed he was just barely taller than she was, at about five feet. Then he turned around. He wasn’t a child, but a full grown adult. Maybe in his late thirties. He didn’t have a helmet on, but had lots of facial hair—big fluffy sideburns that curved over to join a moustache that hung well over his lip. He smiled at McKeyla and nodded.
 
Then the tall skater turned around to look at them. His helmet was holding in a lot of long hair, which splashed out from either side in different strands of curly locks dyed several bright colors. He smiled an even bigger grin than the Moustached Man.
 
It was Whippey.
 




Ch. 11 Skating By

The woman who had been following them was not Special Agent Jam. It was Lizzy the Librarian—the head of ROFL and Whippey’s girlfriend. She was tall (almost six feet), her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and she wore old-fashioned, tortoiseshell, half-moon glasses shoved all the way down her nose, which hovered over a suddenly wicked grin. She wore sensible and comfortable brown oxford shoes, a tan-and-brown, plaid, tweed dress with a genuine kitten-fur collar, and a weird corduroy corset-like belt-thing that had pockets draped all around with various bulges in each. She was pulling handcuffs out of one of the pockets.
 
In a split second, Whippey and the Moustached Man were on McKeyla and Otto. But this time, McKeyla was ready. She raised her hands to her waist and twisted her signet ring.
 
“Verdammt!” screamed the Moustached Man.
 
Otto didn’t bother with his ring as McKeyla had already activated hers. But in a split second, the three villains were on them, twisting their arms behind their backs. Lizzy held McKeyla and Whippey had grabbed Otto. They were struggling to handcuff both of them. Otto tried to resist, but in the process fell, with Whippey still holding his arms. Otto shrieked in pain as his shoulders were being bent farther than they should go. Whippey was fast. He cuffed Otto and put a strange metallic bag over his hands and pulled a cord which held it in place.
 
Only two seconds later, all heck broke loose, and the park descended into pandemonium. From seemingly out of nowhere, two more shadowy figures appeared and joined the tussle.
 
There was a loud crack and McKeyla was free of Lizzy’s grip, the handcuffs dangling, clasped onto her right wrist but free of the left. She glanced backwards to see an unlikely short, Rubenesque woman with fiery red hair punching Lizzy, who had recovered and was now doing her best to block the rapid-fire blows from the red-headed woman (who was, in fact, Special Agent Jam).
 
While Jam and Lizzy fought it out to her right, McKeyla looked over to see what happened to Otto. He was still on his knees, hands cuffed behind his back, trying to stand up but not succeeding. Whippey took out a gun and fired several shots at the second person, who was about six feet away from him. There was a blur of motion, like a huge sheet of cloth rolling in circles. McKeyla couldn’t tell if Whippey’s shots had found their mark or not, but the blur slowed, and McKeyla realized that it was a man in a horse duster coat completing a cartwheel, his back to Whippey.
 
He spun around to face Whippey, tucked and rolled into a forward somersault, quickly stood up, and grabbed Whippey’s gun just as Whippey again fired at the man (who, as you probably guessed, was Secret Agent Toast). Toast’s body jumped backwards a few feet, but he remained standing and held Whippey’s gun aloft. He flicked a button on the gun, the ammunition magazine fell out, and then he flicked something else and the top of the pistol came off. Toast threw the two parts in opposite directions.
 
“Look, laughing boy, no more bullets!” Toast mocked.
 
Under the duster, he was wearing khaki pants and a khaki button-down shirt, which seemingly bulged with his muscles. Oddly, he wore welding goggles with metallic curved side plates, polished to a high shine, which blocked his peripheral vision. A dim green glow emanated from the goggles, and if you looked closely, you could see tiny lines, circles, and letters highlighted in the goggles’ lenses.
 
“You’re not supposed to be here!” Whippey screamed.
 
“We’re not that easily fooled,” Toast replied, head-butting Whippey, who immediately fell backwards a few steps.
 
Moustached Man was in the middle of the fray, along with poor Otto. Moustached Man was grabbing Otto and lifting him to his feet, but wasn’t exactly being gentle about it.
 
Lizzy had landed a few punches on Jam, but both of them were still standing. Lizzy stepped back and tried a heel kick against Jam’s head, but Jam ducked her head under it while grabbing Lizzy’s heel with her left arm, locking it into her elbow. She came down hard on Lizzy’s leg with her other elbow, and Lizzy fell on her butt to the ground with a scream of pain. Jam immediately tried to help Otto by jumping past McKeyla (who was still standing in the center of the action, not knowing what else to do). Lizzy was too fast though, and swept Jam’s feet with her own legs, causing Jam to fall face first on the pavement, bloodying her nose, and leaving her lying unfortunately close to Lizzy.
 
Moustached Man finished pulling Otto to his feet and was starting to drag him away.
 
Toast quickly stepped in towards Whippey until they were barely six inches apart. A knife appeared in Whippey’s hand and arced down towards Toast. Toast brought up both hands in a crisscross pattern above his head, stopping Whippey’s arm (and the knife). Toast jerked his arms apart like a scissors closing and the knife fell to the ground, with Toast twisting Whippey’s arm, making Whippey squeal just a bit. One of Toast’s hands found Whippey’s elbow while the other grabbed his wrist, and Toast spun Whippey around, hammer-locking Whippey’s arm behind his back.
 
“Get out of here, kid!” Toast yelled at McKeyla, who was still frozen. The Moustached Man was now dragging Otto away from the fight towards the opposite street. McKeyla moved, but not away from the fight. She rushed toward the Moustached Man (who now had his back to the fight, while shoving Otto forward). She grabbed at his coveralls, found a belt loop, and pulled hard on it, spinning Moustached Man around, who let go of Otto.
 
Otto started running towards the street, but tripped and fell over one of the skating ramps. Moustached Man reached up and hit McKeyla hard across the face with the back of his hand, knocking her to the ground.
 
Whippey smashed down hard on Toast’s foot with his own, and threw his head backwards at Toast’s face. Whippey was still wearing his skating helmet, so when it hit Toast’s nose, it broke it. Whippey managed a slight jump and spun around, freeing his arm from Toast’s grasp. Whippey smashed both of his arms into Toast’s ears and Toast stumbled backwards.
 
Lizzy and Jam were both still on the ground. Lizzy did her best to crack Jam’s back with her elbow, but Jam managed to roll away in the nick of time, which resulted in Lizzy’s elbow crashing into the hard concrete. She yelped a little. Jam quickly got up and tried to land a devastating kick to Lizzy’s ribs, but Lizzy was already rolling away, although whimpering in pain.
 
Moustached Man had sprinted towards Otto, and managed to grab him again. McKeyla wasn’t having any, and charged into his back with her shoulder like a football player. But she just wasn’t big enough to force him to let go of Otto. He lifted Otto off of his feet in a bear hug, turned half way ‘round and yelled “Come, now. Forget ze girl, ze boy vill be enuff!”
 
There was a little car parked at the opposite end of the skate park from where McKeyla and Otto had entered, along a busy roadway. It was a convertible Mini Cooper with the roof down, painted light blue with orange and yellow racing flames along the sides. There was a hole in the hood where a huge, gleaming, chromed engine intake manifold jutted out of it like an old-time muscle car. Brightly chromed exhaust pipes flowed out of the side of the engine, ran along the sides below the doors, and then splayed out just ahead of the rear tires. A rocket engine jutted out of the trunk. It was the most unlikely vehicle in the world.
 
Whippey started to move backwards towards the Moustached Man, and Lizzy was now on her feet.
 
“Drop the kid, Baron!” Jam shouted. She clearly knew the Moustached Man. Both she and Toast had blood coming from their noses, but they weren’t giving up yet. 
 
Toast bent over and charged Whippey, hitting him in the sternum with his shoulder, knocking him back down to the ground, and taking the wind out of him. Toast spun and brought his left leg out for a roundhouse kick, connecting with Whippey, whose face was at waist level. Whippey’s nose was now bleeding as badly as Toast’s.
 
Meanwhile, Jam charged toward Lizzy and managed to grab her belt. She tugged hard and Lizzy spun and fell to her knees, reached out to break her fall, and tore her forearm on the ground.
 
The Baron (Moustached Man) was still backing away while Otto struggled as best he could. The Baron was quite strong despite his height. McKeyla tried her best to attack him, but he was using Otto as a shield and she couldn’t think of anything to do that wouldn’t hurt Otto. So she settled on just trying to hit the Baron’s arms. He kept holding Otto with one arm and grabbed McKeyla by her collar and yanked her towards him.
 
“Halt!” shouted the Baron. “I vill snap ze necks of ze Kinder
if you continue!”
 
Toast and Jam both slowed and stared. The Baron was too far away from them to take any chances. Whippey and Lizzy both started to get up.
 
“You’ll never get away with it, Baron,” Toast said, trying to keep his voice calm.
 
“Just you vatch me,” the Baron retorted. Then he screamed.
 
McKeyla had grabbed his left hand in hers, lifted it to her mouth, and chomped down hard on his fingers, nearly biting the pinkie off his hand. He pulled his bleeding hand back, but held on to Otto, who couldn’t do much with his hands cuffed behind his back. He was squirming for his life, though.
 
The Baron kicked McKeyla hard with his foot, and she made the best of the momentum and ran toward Toast. Whippey snarled at her as she passed, but wasn’t close enough to do anything.
 
Whippey stood up. The blood from his nose complemented his eye tattoos. He pulled three throwing stars out of some hidden pocket and threw them at Toast’s head. Toast had to duck under them, bringing up his coat in the process. Two of the shuriken spun over his head, but the third one hit his coat, bounced off it, and fell to the ground.
 
Lizzy was taking advantage of the chaos and ran past both Whippey and the Baron, who had thrown Otto over his shoulder. Jam followed after Lizzy but was brought up short as she reached the Baron. Whippey spun around and tripped her. She was a bit more prepared this time, tucking and rolling as she fell, so she didn’t get hurt. Whippey laughed at her and ran for the car as he wiped blood off his lip.
 
Just then, at the other end of the skate park, Viva’s limo screeched to a halt and Elsie came charging toward the fray, but it was too late. Toast was grabbing for McKeyla and wrapping her in his duster, but the kidnappers had won the round and were diving into their car. It roared to life and spun into the northbound traffic. In a flash, it was gone behind the trees and around the curve where several streets met, making their escape complete, as no-one could follow them or know which way they’d turned. There was no way for Elsie to drive through the skatepark and follow the villains.
 
McKeyla was safe, but Otto was now in the hands of ROFL. The metallic bag on his hands would block any signal from the ring trying to make its way back to YOLO headquarters.
 
Our heroes all gasped at their loss, but there was nothing they could do. Poor McKeyla had only met Otto two days ago, and yet she felt like she’d known him her whole life.
 
And now Otto was gone.
 




Ch. 12 Toast and Jam

Elsie grabbed McKeyla and pulled her back to the limo as fast as she could run, pulled out of the park, and headed back to YOLO headquarters. Toast and Jam vanished just as quickly as they’d appeared. Viva wasn’t in the back of the limo, which was a bit of a surprise.
 
When they arrived at the underground garage, it was wildly different than McKeyla was used to. Instead of being empty, it was filled with vehicles of every description. Both modern sedans as well as historic cars, like a blue-and-white 1932 Duesenberg Royalton Phaeton and a pink 1951 Studebaker Manta Ray, which looked like a jet engine on wheels.
 
But what stood out most of all was a giant chrome wheel about seven feet tall. It was Toast’s monocycle, which is something like a motorcycle except that instead of having two wheels at the ends of the bike, the body of the motorcycle was placed inside a single giant wheel, which rotated around the chassis. It might have been the coolest thing McKeyla had ever seen. It certainly wasn’t boring.
 
Elsie escorted her into the main hallway and then immediately into the conference room, which was full of people.
 
Viva sat at the head of the table, surrounded by people of all sorts. There was a lady who was barely over four feet tall. And a man who was over seven feet tall, weighing over 300 pounds—but he was all muscle, no fat. This explained why the chairs were all different. Each one was tailored to the person who sat in it, all of whom were different sizes and shapes. Some clearly preferred armrests or high backs, while others did not. They had all been loudly discussing something when Elsie and McKeyla walked in, but everyone got quiet when they saw McKeyla.
 
“I’m sorry, sweetie. We were supposed to be protecting you two.” Viva’s normal bright smile had disappeared as quickly as a dog who knows it’s bath time.
 
There were two normal sized chairs in the corner next to the door (away from the table), and Elsie and McKeyla sat down without a word. Elsie pulled out a ring of keys that had a universal handcuff key on it and unlocked the one handcuff on McKeyla’s wrist. McKeyla tucked the cuffs into her jacket pocket and thanked Elsie.
 
Toast and Jam were already in the room (which seemed impossible considering how fast Elsie had driven the limo to HQ, although McKeyla still wasn’t entirely sure how to get to the underground bunker below Shelly’s).
 
Toast was still wearing the goggles, which masked his eyes but emitted a slight green glow around the edges where the sides didn’t perfectly touch his skin. He seemed unfazed about having been shot, although he had Kleenex stuffed in his nostrils to stem the bleeding.
 
The left-hand bookcase swung open and Dewey entered with a giant silver platter with fourteen fountain glasses on it. He walked to where McKeyla and Elsie sat, placed the platter on the conference table, and handed McKeyla a LOLA float and Elsie a Touch of Grey soda.
 
On the opposite end of the table from Viva sat a thin man with slightly golden hair. He wore an immaculately tailored dark-blue pinstriped suit with a contrasting red tie that had a black knot. His lapel held a tiny silver vase-thing (called a “Tussie-Mussie”) with a tiny flower in it, smaller than your pinkie. Dewey handed him a lime soda with triple phosphate. He nodded in gratitude.
 
The tiny woman also wore a tailored outfit—a bright red dress with a matching tiny top hat pinned to her hair. Dewey placed a chocolate malted in front of her. Several bright red cherries were swimming for their lives in a pool of whipped cream atop the malt (although they didn’t make it…)
 
The incredibly large man got an Orange Slice soda in an extra-large glass, which he immediately began sipping. Loudly. Next to him sat a wispy thin, middle-aged Latvian woman with bleached blonde hair streaked pink, wearing a frilly black top with lots of bat jewelry dangling from her neck. She was petting a pitch black cat that purred loudly. Dewey gave her her usual extra sharp ginger beer.
 
A rotund Chinese man sat cross legged on a stool with no back or arm rests, wearing an ill-fitting white suit with a comically colored bow tie. He was given a draft sassafras root beer, Viva got her usual Fortunato’s Reviver, and then Dewey brought the tray to the other side of the table.
 
He handed a butterscotch malted to a sullen man in his 20s who was typing on a laptop and wore a faded t-shirt and jeans, both of which at very best could be described as “grubby.” The bags under his eyes showed that he hadn’t slept in days. He paused typing with a huff as he took his drink. Next to him there was a pretty but jittery woman with long black hair in a soft green dress like they wore in old movies. In her lap was a tiny Chihuahua that seemed as interested in the discussion as anyone else. She gratefully grabbed the Summer in Siam coffee drink from Dewey’s hand before he had time to set it on the table, and began sipping with a grateful hum. The Chihuahua and the cat clearly disliked  each other, but were both pretending that the other wasn’t there.
 
A man and woman in matching jet-black suits with white shirts, black ties, and dark sunglasses sat next to each other and gratefully took their matching wild cherry phosphates, softly saying, “thank you,” in tandem.
 
Finally, Toast and Jam were each given a glass of luke-warm tap water. They both scowled but said nothing. Dewey was not happy with them. And he knew how to read a room.
 
Viva took a sip of her drink, nodded to herself, and then turned to Toast and, with icicles forming on her very breath, asked him “What happened?”
 
“Just before the school let out, we saw Whippey drive by,” Toast began. “At least we thought it was him. We hopped into Jam’s Slingshot and followed him. A mile or so later, we caught up to the car, and when we pulled up next to it, we realized it was a decoy disguised to look like Whippey.”
 
“I turned around and floored it back to the AO,” Jam continued, as Toast wiped the last bit of blood off of his lip. Both of their noses were starting to swell and turn purple. “We drove all over the neighborhood but we didn’t see the kids until they entered the skate park. As soon as we realized that the whole thing was a trap, we ran into the park. If we’d gotten there a minute earlier, I think we could have saved both kids. We were already running that way when McKeyla activated her ring.”
 
“And that’s when I sped to the park,” Elsie continued. “My phone went off when McKeyla activated her ring. I got to the park as fast as I could, but the trap was too well set up. We’re kind of lucky that they didn’t get both kids.”
 
“No,” Viva started, her eyes wide with rage while shaking her finger at Toast and Jam. “This had nothing to do with luck. It’s 100% imprudence on your parts. You literally had no business following Whippey, whether it was actually him or not. Your job was to watch the kids, not go off trophy hunting. It could just as easily have been someone else grabbing the kids while Whippey actually drove. Which, as you should know, he never does.”
 
Toast and Jam both bowed their heads and said nothing. They knew she was right. The room definitely seemed colder than it had been a few minutes ago.
 
“So tell me exactly what happened once you got to the park.”
 
“It was Whippey and Lizzy. But they weren’t alone,” Toast began.
 
Viva nodded as she listened.
 
“Baron von Finkelstein was there,” Toast said gravely.
 
All the color and anger drained from Viva’s face, as if she’d seen a ghost.
 
“The Baron? He’s here? Are you sure?”
 
“I guess he’s back in circulation,” offered Jam.
 
Baron Heinrich von Finkelstein was the heir to the throne of Vulgaria and rarely left Europe. He founded ROFL and was its primary funder. Lizzy was the active head and did all the dirty work in America, but Baron von Finkelstein was still the one who called all the major shots globally.
 
“But… we defeated him,” Viva said. She was clearly shaken. “He… He’s supposed to be confined to his castle… We defeated him and his cronies… It must have been… He must have been the one who ordered LeeRoy’s killing. I just never thought…” Viva’s voice trailed off and she stared vaguely at nothing. A tear formed in one eye. She’d clearly been holding in her grief over LeeRoy as she tried to find Whippey.
 
“We should notify the authorities,” the small woman in red said.
 
“YIKR,” said the very large man.
 
“Yes, call them immediately. Find out what they know,” Viva replied. The very large man took out his phone and began a call.
 
“What’s yicker?” McKeyla whispered to Elsie.
 
“The Yūgen Institute of Knowledge and Research… in Prague. It’s run by twin sisters, Catherine and Cardi,” Elsie whispered back. “It’s where we keep a copy of every book in existence. They also know just about everything that happens in the world.”
 
“That’s all well and good for the long run,” said the thin man with the lime phosphate to Viva. “But what about the boy? He should be our number one priority.” He leaned back in his chair with his elbows on armrests, hands folded on his chest except for his index fingers, which pointed outward.
 
“We’ll never be able to find him,” said the short woman in a voice just under a scream. She stood on her chair, leaned forward, and stared directly at Toast and Jam while thumping her fist on the table. “It’s amateurish that you should let them get away. The boy is as good as dead, and now a YOLO ring is in the hands of the enemy.” Her nostrils flared as she spoke.
 
The other nine members sitting at the table shook their heads and stared at Toast and Jam, who both looked like they were going to throw up. They weren’t used to losing fights, much less their wards.
 
“No, we can still find him,” Jam said in a weak voice. “or Lizzy, at least. When I was tussling with her, I dropped a tracker in one of her belt pockets.”
 
“So you can do something right,” said the woman with the bat jewelry. She looked outraged (which was her natural facial expression, although McKeyla wouldn’t have known that). Her cat hissed at Jam.
 
“Well, where are they?” Viva said, her voice coming back and her face once again a ray of sunshine in the underground bunker. “And why didn’t you tell us earlier?”
 
“You said to report back here after we’d gotten McKeyla, and we just didn’t have the opportunity until this second.”
 
“Well, bring it up!” Viva said, leaning forward and almost dropping her glass.
 
Special Agent Jam took out her phone and tapped and swiped the screen a few times. The large framed Titian painting suddenly wasn’t a painting anymore. It faded and showed itself to be a video monitor, with the word “Alert!” flashing in big white letters over a bright red background, which dissolved into a black background with the globe centered on it.
 
Almost immediately, the screen zoomed in on the globe, eventually moving to a close-up view of San Francisco, and finally closing in on downtown along Market Street. A gold dot blinked against the satellite photo of the busiest place in all of San Francisco. The dot was oddly close to the center of the street.
 
“Why is it showing them in the middle of the street?” asked the man in the grubby clothes. “There’s no civilian traffic allowed there.”
 
Jam swiped at her phone a few times. “It says that they haven’t moved in a while. They probably left the car and they’re in a nearby building and the tracking is just off a little. That happens a lot around skyscrapers.”
 
“How will we know which building?” asked the male half of the couple in black.
 
“When we get closer to the tracker, I’ll be able to determine if she’s on street level or how far above us she is,” Jam answered.
 
“We’ll have to play it by ear when we get there,” Viva continued. For a few seconds, no-one else said anything.
 
“What are you waiting for, an invitation?” said the thin man with golden hair, as he slurped the last of his soda.
 
Secret Agent Toast, Special Agent Jam, the couple in the matching black suits, Elsie, and Viva all stood up.
 
“Should I call the Kolodny Brothers or the Rug Suckers?” Toast suggested.
 
“No, they’re still in New Jersey,” Viva replied.
 
McKeyla jumped up and followed them to the door, but Viva stopped her.
 
“I’m sorry, but you need to stay here. I know it’s lousy, but we want you to be safe. Especially after all you’ve already been through.”
 
“But Otto is my friend, and I want to help him!” McKeyla retorted.
 
“Not today. I’m sorry.” Viva patted McKeyla on the shoulder, and then disappeared though the door and into the garage. McKeyla hadn’t noticed before, but the inside of the door had no handle. (How had Viva opened it?)
 
“There, there,” said the little woman in red, with a hint of patronization. (Her name was Mireille, if you’re curious.) “Let’s go upstairs and get you a sandwich. We’ll get updates from Viva as they come in. Don’t you worry. The Baron’s gang is too small to fight them all. They’ll rescue your friend.”
 
McKeyla sighed but said nothing. Dewey opened the bookcase to the control room, led them past the monitors flashing endless data and video to the stairwell, and took McKeyla upstairs to make her (and everyone else) a sandwich.
 
But McKeyla wasn’t planning on eating anything. She knew exactly where Otto and the others were. They weren’t above ground in an office building or hotel or floating above the street. They were at the long-closed Ferry Building subway station. It only occurred to her as she walked through the control room, which is why she didn’t mention it to Viva and the others in the conference room.
 
A few years earlier, McKeyla had grabbed her mom’s keychain and gotten a local hardware store to make a copy of the master key for the subway. She’d explored the different access alleys within the tunnels and, being far more inquisitive than the workers who used the tunnels, she had stumbled upon a doorway half covered in trash that opened to an access hall to the forgotten subway station. When she was really bored, she’d use the duplicate key to sneak into the station. It was a great place to daydream or meditate or just think. She could hear the MUNI and BART trains running right below it, but no-one else seemed to know that it was there. She’d even left a guest book by the door to see if anyone else ever signed in. No-one had.
 
As soon as she got upstairs, she bolted out the front of Shelly’s. Dewey had already turned the corner into the kitchen, and neither he nor Mireille was fast enough to catch her. She ran up the block and jumped onto the first eastbound train, which turned and went underground just behind where Shelly’s was.
 
She was probably too brave for her own good.
 




Ch. 13 Baron von Finkelstein

McKeyla was right: Lizzy had driven the four of them to the Ferry Building subway station. Not directly into it, of course. There was an underground garage in one of the nearby skyscrapers that had a private parking area with a secret door that led to the station. Lizzy and Whippey had installed it during some recent seismic retrofitting of the building’s foundation when everyone else was gone. It was only a few feet away from the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) tunnel that went under the San Francisco Bay and on to Oakland, but the BART engineers had missed the old station when they built their tunnel.
 
It was a marvel of Art Nouveau architecture: long white walls interrupted by thin curving strips of dark wood molding; alcoves with graceful edges surrounding beautiful statues or frescos; huge arched ceilings that gently curved together without being gaudy; giant backlit stained glass windows at the top of the ceilings above the tracks; and detailed mosaics on the platform floors made from brightly colored tiles.
 
It was designed and built to be the first stop in the Market Street Railway, San Francisco’s first attempt at an underground train which began construction in 1918. But the company ran out of money to finish the tunnel all the way down Market Street, so it was closed off and forgotten. It was the crown jewel in a non-existent crown.
 
When the Muni subway was built in the 1960’s, they didn’t start their tunnel that close to the Bay, so it had stayed mostly forgotten. Some workers had discovered it and built the small hallway into it, presuming that the railway engineers would want it as another station, but no-one wanted to use it, so the hallway was closed off and locked. Those workers had long since died with the secret.
 
At the far end, closest to the Bay, was a railway roundhouse connected to the passenger station by a narrow train tunnel that slowly curved 90 degrees to the left away from the station. In the center was a giant round room with a forty foot turntable which had train tracks cutting through it. Trains could roll onto the turntable; it would rotate half way ‘round, and then the train could go the opposite way. It wasn’t as well decorated as the station next to it—regular brown bricks made up the walls and ceiling. Plants had taken over after humans had abandoned it—tree roots hung from the ceiling, vines grew down the walls, and moss covered various parts of the floor. There was no natural light inside, but somehow the plants flourished anyway.
 
Since no modern-day workers ever cleaned or maintained the roundhouse, there had been several water leaks and stalactites now hung from the ceiling, which seemed to be dancing with the tree roots. It was an amazingly beautiful mixture of natural and man-made architecture. It was permeated by the gentle sound of dripping water, but you could never really tell where the leaks were.
 
Somehow, the ravages of time and nature that had so profoundly changed the roundhouse completely missed the subway platform; the contrast was striking.
 
Off to the north sides of both the station and the roundhouse were several rooms that had originally been meant for storage or office space. Whippey and Lizzy had converted the main office into a modern office, bedroom, and living space. They’d drilled a hole through dirt and concrete into the nearby BART tunnel and connected the abandoned station’s main power line to the BART third rail, correctly presuming that no-one would notice the extra power consumption.
 
In short, it was the perfect super-villain lair.
 
Lizzy discovered it from her own historical research and moved in to avoid the staggering rental costs of normal apartments in The City. There were still moving boxes laying here and there. The pair had only recently moved in, and McKeyla hadn’t been there in over a year, so they had never before crossed paths.
 
As they entered the platform, Lizzy pulled off the bag that the Baron had put over Otto’s head (to ensure that Otto didn’t know where they were or how they got there). She didn’t want to have to pick Otto up if he tripped (she didn’t care if he got hurt or not). She was right behind him and held his shoulders in a tight grip.
 
They were almost immediately greeted by General Schnüffiss, who snarled as they approached him.
 
General Schnüffiss was the Baron’s German Shepherd. He was the color of a perfectly toasted marshmallow. Instead of a collar, he wore a thick red ribbon which held a giant golden medal in the shape of a many-pointed star where a dog tag would normally be. He probably had the best nose in the world. He could smell bacon, sausages, and treats from several blocks away. And he could smell fear from even farther.
 
He growled more as they approached. Otto, being pushed along by Lizzy, was terrified. General Schnüffiss began barking loudly and Otto tried to pull away, but Lizzy held him tightly by the shoulders and kept moving forward. As they arrived at Schnüffiss’ position (he was tied up with a long chain), Otto realized that Schnüffiss wasn’t looking at him. He was looking at Whippey.
 
The Baron had tried to have General Schnüffiss trained as an attack dog, but Schnüffiss was just too much of a good boy, so he never attacked anyone that the Baron ordered him to. He really didn’t dislike anyone. Except Whippey. Schnüffiss detested Whippey. When his feet wiggled while he was sleeping, he wasn’t dreaming of chasing squirrels like most dogs, he was dreaming of chasing Whippey, catching him, and ripping him limb from limb. He barked again, but didn’t bite anyone as they passed him, as much as he wanted to. He was loyal enough to the Baron to not attack any of his confederates while the Baron was around, but a dog can still have goals, just like humans.
 
Lizzy looked down at him and dreamed of turning him into a fur coat.
 
The Baron was unaware of how they all felt towards each other, but then if “ignorance is bliss” Baron von Finkelstein would be the happiest man on Earth. But it isn’t and he wasn’t.
 
The Baron unhooked the chain from General Schnüffiss’ collar and they all walked past the wide stairwell to nowhere (it had been sealed shut and buried about a century ago), stopping at one of the fanciful sculptures and opening a door onto the platform to what would have been the station office.
 
This was the office that had been turned into an apartment by Lizzy and Whippey. There were two large tables with tall stools in the front by the door, a makeshift kitchen against the left wall, and a large four-poster bed in the far left corner. Chest-high bookcases covered the back and most of the right side of the room (for all their other faults, at least Whippey and Lizzy were well-read). A hand-painted copy of Hieronymus Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights hung above the bed, a rather large moose head dominated the back wall, and a pair of genuine Chekhov fencing swords on a wooden plaque were mounted on the right wall. To the immediate left of the doorway was a small cupboard filled with canned soups, assorted jars, and some bags of pasta. Edison lightbulbs glowed from a few lamps scattered around the room and the overhead chandelier. There were several half-full moving boxes around the room and along the outside platform corridor. It was actually quite a spectacular apartment, although a bit messy.
 
Once inside, Whippey and the Baron took off their coveralls and hung them on a hook by the door.
 
Whippey was wearing a purple, green, and yellow plaid suit that was wrong in every possible way. A silver tie sparkled over a black snakeskin shirt. He took off his helmet, went to a mirror on the wall, and started cleaning his bloody nose and meticulously combing his hair. Otto’s nose was immediately assaulted by the massive amounts of hairspray Whippey was using (General Schnüffiss didn’t much care for the smell either).
 
The Baron, on the other hand, was wearing a black military tuxedo with medals on both sides of his chest. There was a red sash tied around his waist and a sparkling ruby over the top button of his white shirt where a tie would normally be. He actually looked quite charming. And then he opened his mouth.
 
“Schtop viss ze hair, already!” he shouted. Whippey ignored him until his hair was combed back upwards to a tight point.  The Baron huffed, but took the time to bandage the fingers that McKeyla had bitten.
 
“Vy are you boz zo schtupid?!?” The Baron yelled. “Ve should haff captured boz of zem at the park, vizout any interference from zose meddling YOLO peoplez. I zought you had taken care of zem!” His voice was like fingernails on a chalkboard. It alternated from a nasally whine to a near scream—like a pubescent boy whose voice is changing, only much louder.
 
“We still have the one ring,” Lizzy calmly replied. To her, the Baron was just another tool. She neither loved nor hated him. She was barely capable of any emotion beyond her lust for power.
 
Otto realized that it wasn’t him that they were after, but his YOLO ring. That explained the bag over his hands. Otto knew all about Faraday cages and how hard it can be to get signals through metal.
 
“Zoze schtupid librarianz vill never find uz until it’z too late. How long until ze uzzers get here?”
 
“Most should arrive tomorrow,” Whippey said. His voice was the opposite of the Baron’s. It was deep and gravelly—he sounded like he’d smoked his whole life or had a terrible chest cold or gargled with razor blades.
 
Whippey pulled out a bright red cigarette with a gold filter and lit it, which explained his voice. Smoking causes about a million different forms of cancer and other diseases, as well as making your breath smell putrid, but Whippey didn’t care. He didn’t think that he was immune to dying; he just didn’t care about the future. He was 45 and only lived for the moment.
 
“Vell let’z begin. Get ze bag off his handz und let’z find out vaht frequenzy ze ring tranzmitz on. Und you,” at this point the Baron pointed at Otto, who was scared half to death, “don’t zink of activating zat ring, or I vill feed you to ze dog!” Otto had no idea that the worst thing that General Schnüffiss would ever do to him was lick him until his face was soaking wet.
 
Lizzy pawed at the string which tightened the bag on Otto’s hand until eventually she got it off and then she unlocked the handcuffs, much to Otto’s appreciation. Then Lizzy shrieked.
 
The ring was nowhere to be seen.
 
“It’s gone!” she yelled. “But I know I saw it on his hand when they left the pinball place. They were both wearing them!”
 
“Vy are you boz zo schtupid?!?” the Baron screeched again. His voice was unbelievably annoying. He rushed up to Otto, grabbed both of his wrists, and looked over both hands. Two very normal looking hands were shaken, flipped over, tugged at, and thoroughly examined. Yet there was no ring anywhere to be seen.
 
Otto wasn’t sure whether to burst out in tears or into a big grin. He was more on the grinning side of the fence. As the seconds passed, it was all he could do to hold the smile in.
 
Whippey ran up to where Otto stood, surrounded by the other two villains, front and back. He grabbed Otto’s shoulders, spun him 90 degrees, and shook him, the cigarette dangling from his lips.
 
“Where did you put that ring?!?” Whippey suddenly sounded incredibly old and tired.
 
“What ring?” Otto replied, putting on his best innocent stage face. He hoped that he could get them to turn on each other. And his hopes were not for nothing.
 
“How can ve set up a trap vizout ze ring? Ve were fortunate to haff it fall into our handz und now you two schtupid-headz haff let it slip avay! I should turn you into Schnitzel!” The rings had actually fallen into Otto and McKeyla’s hands, but the Baron took it as though they were meant for him. Lizzy had watched the kids go to school the morning after LeeRoy was killed and noticed the rings on their respective fingers, much to her delight.
 
The Baron was already in town to make sure that LeeRoy was killed. He had had plans to take out Viva as well, but once they saw the kids wearing rings, they devised a new plan. ROFL thought that if they could decode the rings, they could track all of the YOLO agents and knock them off one by one. Most members of YOLO were too careful and well trained to be easily killed, so tracking each of them by their rings and setting up a trap would be far easier than any of their original plans.
 
“Search him,” Whippey rasped at Lizzy. General Schnüffiss, lying by the door, raised one lip and bared his teeth at Whippey. A bit of drool dripped out under his mouth. He hadn’t been fed in two days (the Baron was a terrible dog owner) and Whippey’s bloody nose smelled delicious.
 
So.
 
Delicious.
 
Schnüffiss licked his lips.
 
Lizzy dug through Otto’s back pockets. She found a wallet and comb and handed them to Whippey. She pulled both his front pockets inside out, finding his phone (which was getting no service underground) and his house keys.
 
Whippey dug through the wallet while the Baron hovered next to him.
 
“Ver iz it?” screeched the Baron. Not loudly. But his voice could only ever be described as a screech.
 
“Not in here,” Whippey rasped between puffs on his cancer stick. He dropped everything on the floor as he rifled the wallet. Two prepaid Visa cards, Otto’s Minnesota state ID, and twelve dollars in loose bills. No ring.
 
“You idiotz!” the Baron yelled. “He didn’t even haff a ring!”
 
“I’m positive he did,” Lizzy calmly replied. She never shouted (she was a librarian, after all).
 
“Zen ver iz it, you schtupid-head?” (The Baron was not long on vocabulary.)
 
“Let me check the video…” Lizzy said with a huff.
 
Her eyeglasses served two purposes, the first being reading glasses (she was middle-aged, after all). The second was a video cam. It recorded everything she did. She could zoom in on things using voice control. She aimed the camera using a tiny laser mounted on one side, which she could see through the lenses (which had a filter designed to see the laser’s dot). All she had to do is turn her head until the laser showed on its target, say “zoom in,” and she could see the result in the left side lens’ video display.
 
She walked over to the left table and grabbed her tablet, which connected automatically to her glasses when in range and had already downloaded the day’s video as soon as they had entered the station. She scrolled through it until she found the scenes of McKeyla and Otto entering and leaving the pinball gallery. Sure enough, the zoomed-in video showed both of them wearing the gold rings.
 
“Vaht did you do viz ze ring?” the Baron shouted while grabbing Otto’s shoulders and shaking him. At least now Otto’s hands were free. Whippey rubbed his hands all over Otto’s pants and t-shirt, but found no bumps that would be a ring.
 
“His shoes. Check his shoes,” croaked Whippey, while General Schnüffiss growled.
 
Lizzy pulled off poor Otto’s shoes and socks, but no ring was found.
 
“Maybe it fell off when you handcuffed me,” Otto meekly stated, looking at Whippey. “It’s not like you were exactly gentle.”
 
A loud clang filled the air from behind them all, and they spun around to see what it was. Whippey whipped out his second gun (a small, two-shot derringer hidden up his shirt sleeve) and readied himself to shoot.
 
But it was just Schnüffiss, tossing his food bowl with his mouth across the room. He hadn’t been fed in two days, and he was hungry. He arooed at the Baron.
 
“Will you feed that stupid thing?” Whippey growled.
 
“Ya, I feed him now. But don’t call him schtupid!” The Baron went to the back of the room, picked up the bowl, took it to a table, threw in the last two pieces of cold pizza from a box on the table, and put the bowl back on the floor. Whippey’s lips rose in a sneer—he’d wanted that pizza for himself. He laid the derringer on the table for the time being.
 
Lizzy grabbed her tablet and was reviewing the fight from the park. But very little of her footage was pointed at Otto. Mostly it was of Special Agent Jam’s fists and McKeyla. And some of the ground.
 
By the time she found any clear shots of Otto, the bag was already around his hands.
 
“Could it have fallen off when you were cuffing him?” Lizzy asked Whippey.
 
“Nah, I’da seen it. Maybe the kid passed it to the girl.”
 
Lizzy scrolled back on the video of Otto and Lizzy as they entered the skate park. She’d unzoomed at that point, so she couldn’t tell if he was wearing the ring or not.
 
The Baron looked up from feeding Schnüffiss and immediately began yelling. “Schtoopid-heads! Vere iz dat ring?”
 
“What’d you do with the ring, kid?” snarled Whippey.
 
“I… uh… honestly don’t know,” Otto replied. He was genuinely frightened again. If they thought he didn’t have the ring, maybe they’d kill him. He had to think fast. “I think she’s right, I think it fell off when you were handcuffing me.”
 
“Verdammt!” screamed the Baron. “Now ve haff to go back to our old planz, und zey might take monzs.” The Baron started punching Whippey in the arm. Under other circumstances, Whippey would have killed anyone who punched him, but he hadn’t been paid yet. He still wanted the cash from the Baron for having killed LeeRoy.
 
“He’s lying. I can see it in his eyes.” Whippey was scrunching up his eyes and they became thin white slits in a sea of orange facial tattoos.
 
Otto had to think fast.
 
“It fell off in the car,” he burst out. He was starting to wibble as he was genuinely terrified, but for the most part, he remained braver than most people would in that situation. “I was trying to activate it to call for help, but instead I accidentally pulled it off my finger and it fell out of the bag as the car sped through the streets. There was enough space between my wrists that it fell out just before we got here.”
 
“You!” the Baron pointed at Lizzy, “go check zat car of yourz. Und find zat ring or I vill make you into Schnitzel for mein
Schnüffiss.”
 
“Und you!” he pointed at Whippey, “Figure out zomezink elze if ve don’t findz zat ring.”
 
“Az for you,” the Baron continued, shifting his finger toward Otto, “if I don’t find zat ring in ze next hour, you’re on ze next train outta here. Only you von’t be in a pazzenger car. You’ll end up as a very mezzy hood ornament.”
 
Whippey grabbed Otto by the collar and walked him to the back wall under the moose head. “Stay here,” he said.
 
Lizzy left to search the car. A loud crash followed her exit. Whippey presumed that, in a fit of anger, she had thrown one of the moving boxes which still sat in the hallway to the ground as she left. It would take her a while to leave the lair through the new entrance that they had bored into the parking garage (they didn’t know about the other entrance McKeyla had found, as hers was on the opposite side of the tracks from where the offices were).
 
The office was mostly quiet except for Schnüffiss snoring after his repast. Whippey began to read something on his tablet while the Baron went over a bunch of papers on the other table (he wasn’t very good with technology).
 
Eventually Lizzy did come back. But without the ring.
 
“He lied again. I dug through the seats, under the seats, and all around the floor. No ring.”
 
“Enough with the kid gloves then,” Whippey said with an evil grin, “I’m just gonna torture him until he talks.” Whippey walked over to some drawers and came back with a large handsaw. Its bright metal blade seemingly glowed in the small room.
 
Otto knew that he’d tell them whatever they wanted to know.
 




Ch. 14 The Station

While Whippey and the others were just getting into their lair, McKeyla was getting off the N-train at the very last stop—Embarcadero Station. On the way downtown, her thoughts turned to what she would actually do if she got into Whippey’s lair. She doubted that she could do anything alone. Maybe sneak in and help Otto escape when the others weren’t looking, but that was far too unlikely.
 
She was really operating on autopilot. When the other passengers left the train at the last station, they all shuffled their way to various stairwells to go up to the street and about their business. But McKeyla made her way to the far end of the platform. She looked over her shoulder to make sure that no-one was watching and then snuck in a maintenance door. Once inside, there was another door to her right that opened to the railway for maintenance workers, and one to the left that went to the tunnel to the abandoned platform. While the door on the right was clearly well used, the one on the left had some garbage along the floor and even a few cobwebs along the doorframe. She had to move a trashcan to get to the doorway. She went in as quietly as she dared, gently holding the door handle as it closed to ensure that it made no noise as it latched.
 
Once the door had closed, it was pitch black inside. The tunnel curved slightly, so she couldn’t see the opposite end from where she came in. She pulled her phone from her pocket, turned on the flashlight, and slowly crept forward. The tunnel was cold and slightly damp. While very few humans might know of its existence, spiders and insects of every possible type hadn’t let the tunnel go unnoticed. Seemingly endless cobwebs dangled from the roof, the floor was covered in the husks of dead insects, and several mice scampered by her as she made her way to the abandoned station.
 
As she neared the end of the tunnel a soft glow started to permeate it. She wasn’t used to that. She turned off the light on her cell phone and slowly crept to the end of the tunnel where it came out on the tracks opposite the platform where Otto and the others were. She almost didn’t continue, as she was so blown away by the beauty of the station. She’d been there many times, but only with a flashlight. Now it shone brightly from the stolen power which lit it from above. The stained glass windows glowed from previously unpowered lights, brightening the tunnel to a level of enchantment she had never seen on her own. It was the perfect place for a showdown with a clown assassin, a deluded librarian, and a crackpot dictator.
 
She inched her way out of the tunnel and jumped down onto the train tracks below the East-bound platform. To her left was the arch where trains would have left or arrived at the station and continued underground to the next station. But it was walled up with ugly brown bricks, contrasting starkly with the beauty of the otherwise white walls of the station. She crept across the tracks to Lizzy’s converted office, just before they met and turned sharply left towards the roundhouse.
 
In the glow of the tunnel, McKeyla heard the Baron screaming and then saw Lizzy leaving one of the rooms on the opposite platform, only a few feet from where she crouched.
 
McKeyla threw herself on the cold ground and lay flat against the platform, closing her eyes and holding her breath. Why people close their eyes when they’re in danger is anyone’s guess, but most people do it and McKeyla couldn’t help it. After a few seconds, Lizzy’s footfall could be heard going down to the far end of the station where the tunnel was bricked up, before going silent.
 
Well, at least now there were only two villains to deal with. McKeyla didn’t know where Lizzy was going, and really had no idea what she was going to do, but she bravely climbed onto the platform from the train tracks. Perhaps Otto was tied up and she would be able to free him without Whippey or the Baron noticing. She really should have turned around and tried to find Viva, Toast and Jam, but she was too caught up in the moment.
 
As she climbed onto the platform from the tracks, she lost her balance and reflexively reached out and grabbed something to keep from falling. Her hand found a box and she yanked hard to pull herself forward. She managed to not fall, but the box fell over and the contents spilled out onto the platform. It was one of Whippey’s moving boxes, filled with knives, swords, and other pokey metal things. It made a horrific crash as it came down.
 
She lay down again on the ground, doing her best to put the boxes between her and the office. She held her breath. Nothing happened.
 
The platform was now covered with swords and knives, and she might have tripped and fallen a second time if she tried to walk over them. So as quietly as she could, she picked up a few of the blades and moved them to one side. She held onto one of the smaller swords although she had no idea what she’d do with it if she needed it.
 
Then she slowly made her way to the edge of the office. There were no windows—just the office door that opened onto the platform, which was built into the façade so that when it was closed, you couldn’t tell it was a door. The hinges were on the far side of the doorframe, so she couldn’t hide behind the door, she could only peek into the doorframe and hope to not be seen.
 
McKeyla held her breath and slowly craned her neck around the opening. She saw the Baron sitting on a stool with his back to her, reading something on a table. She peeked in a bit more.
 
Otto was in the middle of the room against the far wall, with a huge German Shepherd lying between him and the door.
 
Otto immediately saw McKeyla peeking around the corner. His eyes grew wide but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t know if she was alone or not or when Lizzy might return. McKeyla nodded her head in acknowledgement and Otto bit his lip. McKeyla flinched a little as she built up her courage and moved her head a bit further until she saw Whippey, sitting at a second table staring at his Twitter feed on a tablet. If he’d looked up at that moment, he would have seen her, but he was too focused on Twitter.
 
McKeyla had no idea where Lizzy had gone off to or how long she would be gone. But she knew that she had to do something. She debated whether or not to hop off the platform, cross the tracks, get to the other platform, go out the tunnel, try to find the YOLO crew, and then get back. But that would just take too long. And she wanted to be sure that Otto was safe.
 
As quickly as she dared, she ran across the doorframe to the other side of the door and hid behind it. There was a small crack between the two, and Otto and she could see each other. Well, Otto could see that she was there, but not really see what she was doing. She could see into the room perfectly.
 
And then she had second thoughts. She didn’t exactly fare well at the skatepark earlier. Every one of the villains was at least twice her strength. She should really go back and try to find Viva and the others.
 
But then it was too late. Lizzy returned and announced that no ring was to be found. Worse, she hovered in the doorway, only inches from McKeyla.
 
As she peered through the crack, she watched in horror as Whippey got out a saw and approached Otto.
 
Well, if ever there was a time for bravery, this was it.
 




Ch. 15 The Garage

Viva stepped out of the limo onto Market Street, where their app showed them where Lizzy should be. Secret Agent Toast and Special Agent Jam were right behind her. The couple in the matching black suits was already there. They had all descended on Embarcadero Park, which ran along Market Street between the Ferry Building along the shoreline and the skyscrapers that delineated downtown.
 
Jam looked at her cell phone. The tracker was moving again: toward the hotel which bordered the park on the southwest. It was distinctly coming from underground. But her mapping software showed no tunnels or garages there. Just dirt. The others had all taken out their phones and were looking at the same blinking icon that told them the tracker should have been right amongst them in the park, but for the elevation.
 
“Well, some of you should go to the garage under that hotel until you’re on the same level as them,” the man in the black suit huffed. His voice was a deep baritone of mellowness, but with a hint of danger. “We’ll stay up here in case she or they come above ground.”
 
Viva nodded and started toward the hotel entrance, with Toast and Jam scurrying alongside her. Elsie had driven off and was nowhere to be seen (she was looking for a parking spot, which takes forever in San Francisco.)
 
They hurried back across the park and into the parking garage, heading down. But the signal was still moving, so they had to move even faster.
 
The three of them were dashing through the parking lot when there she was—Lizzy.
 
“Let’s take her,” snarled Secret Agent Toast.
 
“No,” Viva whispered sternly. “We need to find Otto. Whether she’s going to him or away from him, we can’t tell. But I doubt she’ll talk if we just capture her here. And we can’t lose Otto, again.”
 
“So we follow her,” Special Agent Jam said, somewhat unnecessarily.
 
The three hid behind a minivan and watched Lizzy, although they didn’t have to watch for long. She hurried to her car, which was parked on the second level of the garage. She rummaged around in it for a good ten minutes while they watched through the windows of the van.
 
In other circumstances, only one of them would have been watching (to better prevent being seen themselves and arousing suspicion), but they were caught a bit off guard, as they hadn’t expected her to stop so suddenly.
 
“What’s she doing?” Toast asked no-one in particular.
 
“Looking for something,” Jam replied.
 
“Well, yes, but what? She’s searching pretty arduously, so whatever it is, it must be small,” Viva noted.
 
No-one said anything by way of reply.
 
When Lizzy finished, she angrily yelled something and got out of the car, slamming the door. She almost spied the trio as she spun around and stormed off, but they managed to duck down and slowly walk around the van as she passed it.
 
Lizzy walked right past the van and into a group of cars parked against a wall in the garage between floors, where the car ramp angled up. The garage was all concrete, with pillars about two feet wide jutting out of the otherwise smooth walls every eight feet or so.
 
Lizzy approached a blue sportscar, and then she was gone. It seemed like she just disappeared.
 
Toast ran to where she had been, and sure enough, she was gone. Vanished into thin air.
 
“What happened?” Viva asked as soon as Toast motioned her and Jam forward.
 
“Don’t know. She was here one minute and then gone the next.”
 
“Well, she’s on the other side of this wall,” Jam said, looking down at her cell phone.
 
“Hang on,” Toast said, and then began waving his arms in front of him. His goggles were much like Lizzy’s glasses, only with far more features. Toast could work directly from his goggles. They picked up his hand motions and it was just like swiping or typing on a phone, except that only he could see the images and he didn’t need to actually touch anything.
 
The goggles recorded absolutely everything he saw in ultra-high 8k definition. So he didn’t need to tell them to zoom in under most circumstances—the resolution of the recording was high enough that he could zoom in during playback without any loss in video quality.
 
“OK, it looks like she bent down and pushed something with her hand…” Toast motioned to a spot on the floor about a foot from the wall—a concrete parking curb about six feet long sat in front of every parking space near the wall.
 
Parking curbs are almost always identical, no matter where you are. They’re about five inches tall and five inches deep. And they all have two holes in them where steel rods anchor them to the floor. They’re about as innocuous as anything could be. Toast was pointing to the left side of the curb.
 
Jam bent down and looked at the curb. Sure enough, she found that the left hole was not in fact anchored with a steel rod. It was hollow. She stuck her finger in it, found a button, and pushed.
 
The wall space between the nearest two pillars abruptly swung open about two feet to one side.
 
The three of them jumped in without hesitation. It was a tight fit, but they all made it through. There was a lone, large button on the inside of the secret door. Viva pushed it, and sure enough, the wall closed again.
 
It was dark in there, but Toast swiped the thin air again, and bright LEDs mounted on the edges of his goggles turned on, lighting their way. He swiped again and dimmed the lights so they wouldn’t be as obvious.
 
The three of them carefully but quickly walked down the hallway where Lizzy had disappeared. A few minutes later, they came to a curve and found another narrow slit which emptied out into a beautiful abandoned subway station. About forty feet ahead of them, they saw Lizzy framed in an open doorway, yelling about someone lying.
 
Toast and Jam looked at Viva, they all nodded, and slowly moved forward.
 
What happened next shocked them.
 




Ch. 16 McKeyla

Lizzy returned and walked by the turned-over box of swords, presuming that Whippey had taken out a particularly nasty one to torture Otto with.
 
“He lied again,” she said, standing in the doorway. “I dug through the seats, under the seats, and all around the floor. No ring.”
 
“Enough with the kid gloves then,” Whippey said with an evil grin, “I’m just gonna torture him until he talks.” Whippey walked over to some drawers and came back with a large hacksaw. Its bright metal blade seemingly glowed in the small room.
 
“I beg to differ,” McKeyla said. She was suddenly behind Lizzy, with the sword pushing into Lizzy’s right abdomen. Not enough to draw blood or anything, but certainly enough for Lizzy to feel it. Lizzy reached down to pull the sword away, but the blade was sharpened on both sides, so she couldn’t grab it without cutting her fingers. Toast was amazed to see such bravery by such a young kid, although they didn’t make their presence known yet.
 
McKeyla was far more scared than Lizzy. She’d never threatened anyone’s life before. She’d never been in a life-or-death situation. She’d never even been in a fight. She was shaking a little bit, and hoped Lizzy couldn’t feel it, nor the Baron or Whippey see it. Fortunately, none of them could. Lizzy was shaking a bit herself. She wasn’t used to being on this end of a weapon.
 
“Vaht iz happenink?” The Baron screeched. “How could you two be zo schtupid?”
 
“Put the sword down, kid,” Whippey rasped. He turned away from Otto and started toward McKeyla. Otto heaved a big sigh of relief, but then sucked air into his lungs again as he watched Whippey head to McKeyla.
 
“You’re not a killer,” Whippey said with remarkable calm. “I’ve known a killer or two in my time, and you ain’t one. So put the sword down, before I use this saw on you.”
 
“No,” McKeyla said firmly (surprising even herself a little bit with her conviction). She knew that Whippey was right—she wasn’t a killer. But she also knew that she wasn’t going to step aside and let Otto be tortured (and probably herself as well). Some survival instinct kicked in, and she pushed the point of the sword a bit harder into Lizzy’s side. Still not hard enough to draw blood, but definitely enough to be uncomfortable. Yes, McKeyla wasn’t a killer. But in that moment she knew that she could hurt someone to protect an innocent from getting hurt.
 
“Ow, you’re hurting me!” Lizzy yelped truthfully. She really didn’t know what to do. She knew what all of her victims had done in similar circumstances throughout her life, but she’d never been this endangered herself. She didn’t like it. At all. She decided that she would very much like to see McKeyla die.
 
“Put down zat schvord, you schtupidhead,” the Baron screamed. He had stood up from his stool when McKeyla let her presence be known, but didn’t like being this close to weapons unless he was in charge of them, so he hadn’t actually moved any closer to her.
 
Whippey, on the other hand, was fine dealing with the situation. He didn’t believe that McKeyla would ever hurt Lizzy, much less kill her. He didn’t care if she did. He could find another girlfriend. But he couldn’t let anyone hurt the Baron until he got paid.
 
“Kid,” Whippey began, his cigarette still dangling from his lip, “I’m going to take this saw and slice your face. Then you’re going to drop the sword. Then I’m gonna take that ring off your finger. Then I’m gonna kill the two of you…” While he said this, he was walking along the edge of the table near the door where he’d left the two-shot derringer. It would be much easier to just shoot McKeyla, he figured. McKeyla had no idea that there was a gun on the table.
 
“Would you stop that!” Lizzy said. The sword point was really starting to hurt. It was poking a hole in her dress, and was starting to cut into her skin.
 
“Go ahead and stab her, kid,” Whippey said. He’d get McKeyla one way or another.
 
“What?!?” Lizzy yelled. She really hadn’t expected Whippey to roll so easily.
 
“Don’t worry about it, doll. She ain’t gonna stick you. She’s gonna get scared and run away.” Whippey hadn’t stopped moving forward. He palmed the derringer as he walked to the doorway, keeping the saw held high in his other hand. His eyes never left McKeyla’s own eyes. Even as he talked to Lizzy.
 
“I’ll do it!” McKeyla said, although her willpower and courage were starting to waver. She really wasn’t sure if she could go through with anything. She wanted to save Otto, but at the same time, she didn’t want to hurt anyone else. No-one knows how they’ll act in a life-or-death situation until they’re in one. No matter what you might imagine yourself doing, actually doing it is altogether different.
 
“Vell, vahtever you’re goink to do, just do it!” the Baron shouted. Even he wasn’t sure if he was talking to Whippey, McKeyla, or Lizzy at that moment.
 
Fear permeated the room and absolutely everyone was sweating. Dogs wake up when smells change, the same way people do if the lights get turned on while they’re sleeping. General Schnüffiss woke up. He glanced up at Otto, who was certainly scared. He turned around to see his master, The Baron, and he smelled scared, too. The tall woman was in the door, and she definitely smelled scared. There was a new person behind her—a girl—and she was very scared. He finished swinging his head towards the angry man with the funny hair who twingled Schnüffiss’ brain, and he smelled scared too, even if the humans didn’t notice his fear.
 
Schnüffiss’ hackles rose; he stood up, and growled a bit. He didn’t know what was going on, but he didn’t like it. He’d much rather be back at the castle running through its grassy fields chasing rabbits. He didn’t know why he’d had to come here, but he wanted to go home. He growled at everyone and no-one in particular.
 
“Well kid, I don’t care if you live or die,” Whippey began, “but the man with the plan wants your ring, and I want him to pay me to give it to him. So dead it is.” Whippey’s arm came up suddenly with the derringer in hand, he pointed it at McKeyla’s head, and fired the first of its two shots.
 
McKeyla slammed into the door, dropped the sword, and fell to the floor, the weight of Lizzy on top of her, as well as something else.
 
She closed her eyes from the pain.
 




Ch. 17 Schnüffiss

McKeyla’s ears rang loudly from the shot. Louder still was Lizzy’s screaming. Not a regular high pitched scream, but a rather verbose string of colorful metaphors aimed at Whippey for firing a gun in her direction. Both McKeyla and Lizzy thought that they had been hit by the bullet.
 
But neither of them had.
 
Secret Agent Toast’s goggles did more than record everything that he saw and show him real-time augmented video. They also had parabolic microphones along either side, with earbuds feeding him both close-up audio as well as far-off sounds. In a nutshell, they gave him bionic hearing. Even though he was a good twenty feet from the door where McKeyla had grabbed Lizzy, he had heard everything that Whippey had said on the other side of the wall. He had no idea that Whippey had picked up a gun, but he knew that McKeyla was in trouble.
 
Neither McKeyla nor Lizzy had noticed Toast sneaking up on them, with Jam and Viva a few feet behind him. He ran toward them in order to separate McKeyla from whatever danger Whippey had had in mind, leaping at them just as Whippey fired. Toast would have taken the bullet for McKeyla if he’d known that one was coming, but he hadn’t known. Still, he took it anyway.
 
As his arms reached out between Lizzy and McKeyla, the bullet slammed into his forearm just above the wrist but below his jacket sleeve, breaking the ulna and tearing open the muscle. It threw him off balance, and he slammed into Lizzy, who in turn slammed into McKeyla, who smacked into the door and fell to the ground, the weight of both adults atop her.
 
“You!” Whippey snarled at Toast, who was trying to pick himself up and tend to his arm before the blood loss affected his ability to fight.
 
Whippey carefully aimed the derringer at Toast’s face. One shot and it was over.
 
Gun shots are very loud. Especially if you’re a dog with hearing many times more sensitive than a human’s. This was just too much. Schnüffiss was a good boy. The man with the funny hair that always smelled of fear was not a good boy. Schnüffiss didn’t like the way that he talked to him, didn’t like the way he talked to the little boy, didn’t like his face, and especially didn’t like the way he smelled. Enough was enough.
 
Just as Whippey was about to pull the trigger, Schnüffiss bit him. In the butt. Hard. And then he started shaking his head back and forth, tossing Whippey to the ground.
 
Whippey screamed. The derringer went flying out of his hands, firing its second shot as it hit the floor, the bullet lodging in a wall and missing everyone.
 
Toast got to his feet, but so did Lizzy. Toast was staring at Whippey as he was being mauled by the dog, so he didn’t see Lizzy swinging with all her might at the back of Toast’s head, which would certainly knock him out.
 
Jam, however, could see Lizzy’s arm perfectly well. She saw Lizzy pull it back as far as she could before flinging it at Toast. Jam watched as her own fist flew forward and met Lizzy’s arm at the wrist, just before it connected with the back of Toast’s head, which caused Lizzy’s arm to fly to the right of Toast, missing him.
 
Toast felt the whoosh of Lizzy’s arm go past his ear faster than a writer’s deadline, and he instinctively tucked and rolled into the room. His arm was in incredible pain, but he could ignore it for a few more minutes. He would fight through the pain, as he had so many times before.
 
“Vaht are you doink here?!? Ziz iz shuppozed to be a sekret lair. Vaht, iz it in Google Mapz all uff ze sudden?! Iz a tik-tocking page next?” The Baron couldn’t decide whether to be angry or confused. Which was easy for him, since he really was only ever capable of those two emotions.
 
McKeyla scrambled out from under Lizzy. She’d fallen facing into the room, and really didn’t have the time or inclination to try to go back out. Jam had gotten Lizzy in a headlock and wasn’t about to willingly let her go. Lizzy was doing her best to punch Jam in the face, but wasn’t succeeding very well due to her shoulder being below Jam’s armpit. The two of them fell backwards out of the door frame and onto the platform.
 
And then Viva stepped over them and into the room. She didn’t seem to move any more quickly than if she had just stepped into the main door of the library at the beginning of a work day. But there was a sudden drop in air pressure as the Baron took in a deep breath.
 
Whippey was screaming loudly and spinning in circles as he tried to get Schnüffiss’ jaws to release his behind. He grabbed at Schnüffiss’s mouth but only got his fingers torn up by Schnüffiss’s teeth.
 
Schnüffiss was a very good boy.
 
“Hello, Baron,” Viva began. “This is long overdue.”
 
“Schtop her! General Schnüffiss, drop it! Drop it!” Schnüffiss was too busy enjoying the screams of Whippey to really obey the Baron. The Baron scurried around the back of his table and tried to get to Schnüffiss’ collar to pull him off of Whippey, but Viva was too quick. She darted between the two tables to where Schnüffiss was doing his best to ensure that Whippey would never again disturb him. Or even sit down.
 
“I vill kill you!” The Baron screeched, trying to sound fierce.
 
“Don’t mess with me. I’m a librarian!” Viva snarled as she moved to avenge the death of LeeRoy. She spun around and landed the heel of her very elegant dress shoe right into the Baron’s cheek, sending him tumbling backward and falling at Otto’s feet, blood dripping from his face. The Baron yelped.
 
Schnüffiss disengaged from Whippey and turned around the room to figure out what was happening.
 
His master had just fallen to the floor and looked like he was hurt. The little boy was making a run for it from the back wall to where the little girl had just entered. The nasty man in the bad suit was screaming and grabbing at his butt, which was bleeding (and hadn’t tasted very good, either). And there was a new woman in the room who smelled good and reminded him a lot of his trainer. She didn’t smell like fear like everyone else did. Even his master smelled like fear. She smelled of control.
 
Schnüffiss looked at the Baron. Then at Viva. Then back. He didn’t want to attack the woman, but he should obey his master. But then Whippey kicked him in the ribs. That settled it. Schnüffiss abandoned his master, turned, and jumped at Whippey, biting him in the crotch.
 
“Verdammt!” shrieked the Baron. He was on his knees and desperately trying to get up after being kicked by Viva.
 
Toast watched the scene play out in the room and made his way to Whippey. He was bleeding profusely from his arm, but he was pretty sure he’d live. He pulled off a shoelace and tied it above the bullet hole, clenching his teeth from the pain. If there was anything left of Whippey when the dog was finished with him, Toast wanted to make sure that he got it.
 
But there was a much bigger fight brewing behind him. Lizzy had managed to get out of Jam’s headlock and had picked up the sword that McKeyla dropped. She was swinging the sword at Jam and forcing her back. There was nothing Jam could do against a double-edged rapier except retreat. She took several steps backward as Lizzy’s sword zipped by her chest with barely an inch to spare. Jam slipped and fell as she walked backwards, having not noticed what was behind her.
 
Jam threw out her hands to break her fall, but she badly cut her left palm on one of the swords. Lizzy looked down as she threw her arm all the way back to deal the final blow. She swung down hard at Jam. The arc of the sword was perfect.
 
Except Jam’s right hand had grabbed one of the other handles from the pile of implements and swung it upwards just in time to deflect Lizzy’s sword. Jam glanced up to realize that she had not picked up a sword from the pile, but was now holding a large spatula. It was almost as long as a sword, as it was meant to keep the user away from the hot flames of a barbeque. It was a thick, well-made pro-model from Spatula City.
 
“Good luck with that,” Lizzy said, pulling back her rapier again and stabbing at Jam’s chest. Jam spun on the floor, Lizzy’s point hit the platform, and then Jam swung out her legs and tripped Lizzy. Jam brought down the flat end of the spatula on Lizzy’s face with a loud slap. It didn’t hurt Lizzy physically, but it did wound her confidence.
 
Jam jumped up and almost tripped a second time on one of the many long pointy things scattered around the floor. She clenched her left hand tightly, trying to stop the bleeding, which gave Lizzy the chance to stand up and continue her attack. Lizzy grabbed a second sword from the pile and started swinging at Jam. Jam was a bit better of a swordsman than Lizzy was, so managed to block the repeated blows of both of Lizzy’s two swords with the spatula. But Jam wasn’t going to be able to get enough time to attack Lizzy, only defend. So she slowly fell back towards the office.
 
Meanwhile, Otto had managed to run through the chaos of Whippey, Schnüffiss, Toast, Viva, and the Baron. He and McKeyla quickly embraced and then looked around. They were just inexperienced kids amidst this massive fight by much larger adults.
 
“What can we do?” Otto asked.
 
“I don’t know,” McKeyla replied, “but nothing isn’t the answer. Neither is running away. Come on.” She tugged at Otto, remembering the box of swords outside (although she had no idea that Jam and Lizzy were just around the door having the duel of a lifetime between the door and the pile of weapons).
 
Viva stepped around Schnüffiss and Whippey and got to the Baron just as he stood up. He took his best swing at her, but she threw up her left arm and blocked the punch. Then she closed with a right hook, landing it dead center on the Baron’s jaw—so hard that he spun halfway around. He didn’t drop to the floor this time, but he grabbed onto the edge of the right-hand table for support, knocking it over, blocking Viva, and giving him the opportunity to get his bearings.
 
“Schnüffiss! Mein Schnüffiss! Vy haff you forzaken me?” The Baron shrieked. Viva ignored him and chased him around the toppled table.
 
Poor Schnüffiss had problems of his own, though. Whippey had fallen to the ground while Schnüffiss continued to bite his crotch, but he got a knife out of an ankle holster and brought it down on Schnüffiss, directly between his shoulders—straight for the heart.
 
Poing! The knife blade hit the flat of Whippey’s handsaw, now wielded by Secret Agent Toast.
 
The impact of knife on saw on shoulders was still hard enough to force Schnüffiss to release his grip on Whippey, who started scooting away. Schnüffiss looked up at Toast and barked appreciatively.
 
“Schtop mit der klown und come help me!” the Baron pleaded. He had managed to grab one of the fencing swords off the wall while being chased by Viva, but she knocked him down before he could turn around and use it.
 
Schnüffiss did as he was told, turned and leapt at Viva, putting his paws on her shoulders, and went snout to nose with her.
 
“Down!” Viva barked.
 
And he backed down. He was a bit confused by all of this. The woman smelled like she should be the Alpha, but he’d never met her before. The Baron had always been his Alpha, but he never really liked him very much. Not once had he shared his schnitzel or bratwurst with him. Every morning the Baron ate his bacon and eggs, but never set his plate on the floor to let Schnüffiss lick it clean. He only gave him dry food. The jerk. The Baron didn’t even take him for his walks each day. A minion did that.
 
Viva reached into her pocket, pulled out a dog treat, and fed it to Schnüffiss.
 
“Good boy. Sit down.” And Schnüffiss sat. He liked this lady. “Lie down.” And he did.
 
“Stay.” Schnüffiss knew how to stay. Maybe the nice lady would give him another treat.
 
She did.
 
By then, the Baron had gotten up, turned around, and pointed his sword at Viva, though a bit uncertainly. He’d had lessons when he was growing up, but he’d never had to fight anyone who hadn’t been pre-instructed to lose to him. Viva, regardless of her talents, was now looking at the wrong end of a sword.
 
Much like Special Agent Jam was. Except Jam was looking at the points of two swords, with only a spatula to protect her. She wasn’t worried—she was an excellent cook.
 
Lizzy came at her with both swords spinning. She wasn’t a very good fighter, but she figured that if she could just keep the blades in motion and get close enough to Jam, she’d eventually hit her.
 
Jam fell back two steps, drawing Lizzy closer, and then feinted with one knee down, thrusting her spatula full forward into Lizzy’s right armpit. Lizzy howled in pain and dropped the rapier in her right hand, but she immediately brought the pommel of the short sword down against Jam’s wrist, knocking the spatula out of her hand.
 
“No more grilling for you,” Lizzy snarled. She brought back the remaining sword and prepared to skewer Jam, who stood helpless. Lizzy was fully focused on Jam, so she never saw McKeyla come from the side and punch her dead center in the ear, knocking her to the ground.
 
“That’s for the park!” McKeyla said. She pulled the handcuffs out of her pocket, Jam put her knee into Lizzy’s back, and together they managed to cuff Lizzy while Otto watched.
 
“Awesome!” he yelled.
 
Jam not-so-delicately rolled Lizzy off the platform and onto the tracks below. With her hands cuffed, there was no way she’d be able to get back onto the platform and run to get help from Whippey or the Baron.
 
Not that Whippey was in any shape to help her. He was nearly toe-to-toe with Toast. Whippey’s knife was nine inches long and could easily kill if it found its mark. But Toast had the saw and his wits. It was odd fighting with a handsaw, which he held like a pistol but had to use like a sword. The end of it was flat, not a tip, so he couldn’t very well stick Whippey with it.
 
Whippey couldn’t move much due to the dog bites, so he was using his torso for most movement. He slashed with the knife at Toast, who was advancing on him, pushing him against the wall. Whippey thought about throwing the knife, but if Toast dodged, Whippey would be weaponless. He wasn’t expecting any trouble, so he hadn’t bothered to re-arm after the fight at the park (he normally carried a full pistol, the derringer, three shuriken, and two daggers—one of which he still had.)
 
Toast countered the knife attacks with the jagged edge of the saw and then he slashed at Whippey. Whippey had to fall back and found himself against the left wall between the bed and a counter with a hotplate and two tall stacks of dishes—about ten dirty ones covered in half-eaten meals next to ten clean ones. For all his wounds and the fact he was cornered, Whippey seemed to be actually enjoying this. He had a wicked grin on his evil face. He squinted his shifty eyes, stood his ground, and ran his left fingers upward through his ice-cream colored hair while keeping the knife pointed at Toast.
 
“I always knew you were a hack,” he taunted.
 
“You’re losing your edge,” Toast replied with a smirk.
 
Whippey figured he had nothing more to lose at this point, pulled his arm back as best he could, and threw the knife at Toast. Toast let go of the saw and caught the knife in flight.
 
“Don’t try to butter me up, clown.”
 
“You’re such a cut-up,” Whippey retorted.
 
Before Toast could attack with the dagger, Whippey grabbed a plate off the counter and threw it at Toast’s face.
 
“Have another serving!”
 
Toast ducked under the plate, which went spinning like a Frisbee across the room to shatter against the wall, a few feet behind Viva and the Baron. Toast was starting to get woozy from the blood loss but vowed to stay in it. He flipped the knife around in his right hand so the blade was facing his elbow rather than away from his thumb. He slashed at Whippey, who, having nowhere to fall back to, kept grabbing plates and chucking them at Toast. A few hit, but didn’t hurt him. Still, Whippey needed to end things quickly.
 
Whippey reached for more plates just as Toast was pulling his arm back to strike him. He lobbed several dirty plates (one covered in spaghetti) at Toast. Some hit, but most missed and broke on the floor behind where Viva and the Baron were fighting, sending clumps of tomato sauce, noodles, and broken plate shards all over the floor. Toast’s fist, made stronger with the hilt of the dagger, connected with Whippey’s jaw, knocking him out. Toast was left in agonizing pain from the gunshot wound.
 
He clutched at his wrist and bent down to try to better stem the bleeding. Both were wounded but far from dead. Neither of them would be dancing any time soon.
 
Dancing, however, was pretty much what the Baron and Viva were doing. Viva had taken the second fencing blade from the wall and was now sparring with the Baron. She advanced against him. He lunged at her, but she easily parried the move and riposted, nicking his left shoulder. The tip of her blade tore a hole in his jacket and several of the fringes fell off his epaulette.
 
“Vaht?!? No-one hitz ze Baron!”
 
“Get used to it,” Viva hissed. “Êtes-vous prêts?”
 
Baron von Finkelstein sneered and thrust again without replying. Viva easily parried his attack, swung around, and lunged at the Baron, who managed to spin around the tip of her sword before it nicked him in the side. He brought his blade back around and their edges met. The blades circled a few times and Viva cut over and went for the Baron’s chest. He deflected the blow but was growing confused. Usually when he fenced, all the moves were called out and he knew what to expect. Viva didn’t seem to be playing by his usual rules. And now he was wounded.
 
He thrust again and again at Viva, who easily parried all of his attacks, following up with either a riposte or a counterattack. After only a few minutes, Viva’s dress ensemble remained perfect and unrumpled, but the Baron’s jacket was nearly cut to shreds. He was bleeding from several points. Their fight had brought them to the back wall of the room near the moose head. Viva had exhausted the Baron, and she would have been able to disarm him, had she not suddenly slipped on the pile of week-old spaghetti that appeared behind her.
 
The Baron brought up his sword for the kill.
 
“Und now, you vill join your precious LeeRoy,” he said with a grin.
 
Which is when Otto hit him over the head with a can of ravioli, knocking him out cold.
 




Ch. 18 Dao Fan

Viva and Jam used the cuffs which had bound Otto to bind Whippey. Viva used Schnüffiss’s chain to tie Baron von Finkelstein’s hands together just as Elsie appeared like magic. They dragged Whippey and the Baron to the platform, while Otto and McKeyla helped Toast to walk out.
 
To their surprise, Lizzy was gone. Vanished. Elsie and Jam searched everywhere, but couldn’t find her.
 
Viva took out the hand truck from the limo, and they tied the Baron to it with the rest of the leash, much to his humiliation.
 
The group led the villains (along with Schnüffiss) to the hotel parking lot where they were met by the couple in black and several cop cars (led by Sergeant Kruger) that had been called to the scene.
 
“You cannot treatz me like zis!” he complained. “I vould haff gotten away vis it, if it veren’t for zose meddling kidz und mein schtupid dog!”
 
Kruger sat them on a curb while he took everyone’s statement.
 
Whippey surprisingly didn’t offer any resistance. He was hand-cuffed to a gurney as they prepared to take the wounded to the hospital.
 
“So tell me, kid,” he rasped, looking at Otto, “where is the ring?”
 
Otto grinned. He flashed both empty hands, palms forward and fingers splayed in front of Whippey, and then slowly turned them around showing the backs. Then he made a loose fist with his left hand, reached into it with his right thumb and forefinger, and magically pulled the ring out.
 
“This ring?” he said with a smile that almost touched his ears.
 
Whippey just shook his head and sighed. Otto put the ring back on his right middle finger.
 
“Schnüffiss! It’z like you don’t even underztand vaht I’m tryink to do here!” the Baron railed. But Schnüffiss sat at Viva’s feet, wondering if he’d get to go for a walk soon. He liked the nice lady.
 
Lieutenant Dunning arrived, looked at Whippey, and then over at McKeyla and Otto.
 
“You see, kids, I told you we’d catch the killer clown that was chasing you.”
 
“That’s right,” Sergeant Kruger confirmed, right on cue.
 
McKeyla and Otto just looked at each other and shook their heads.
 
They told Sergeant Kruger that Lizzy was still in the station, and he and some of the other cops went down to the station to look for her, although they never found her.
 
McKeyla and Otto went over to Viva, who hugged them gratefully.
 
“How did you get here so fast?” Viva asked McKeyla. There was no anger in her voice.
 
“Oh, after you left, I was thinking about the location on the map. I realized the abandoned station must be where they were. I’d been there a couple times when I was urban exploring. Anyway, I didn’t know how to call any of you, and I just got excited and jumped on the train. I… have a master key to Muni.” McKeyla looked a bit sheepish. Viva pretended not to notice.
 
“You’ve had a rough couple of days,” she sighed. Had it only been three days? Not even. It was barely more than 48 hours since LeeRoy had been killed.
 
“I really thought that the rings would protect you. I never would have guessed that they would end up putting you in even more danger,” she continued.
 
“That’s OK,” Otto replied, “you had our best interests at heart. And besides, we got to meet secret agents and see underground lairs and have the adventure of a lifetime!” Otto was totally unfazed by everything at this point. McKeyla was just as exuberant, even considering all they’d been through.
 
“Let’s get you home,” Viva cooed, escorting them to her car where Elsie was waiting for them. General Schnüffiss jumped in the limo along with Otto and McKeyla.
 
* * *
 
A few days later, Otto and McKeyla met up at Shelly’s. It had reopened and was packed since it was a Saturday. The usual waiters were running about, but where LeeRoy once stood behind the soda bar was the man with the white suit and bright bow tie, whom McKeyla had seen at the meeting downstairs.
 
“I don’t believe we were properly introduced before,” he said to McKeyla and Otto as they claimed the last two seats at the counter—the same ones where they had first met. “I’m Dao Fan. I’ll be replacing LeeRoy.”
 
“Pleased to meet you,” Otto replied, sticking out his hand to shake. “Otto. Otto Lytton.” Dao Fan took his hand and gave him a hearty shake.
 
“Oh, I know. And you’re McKeyla Bulwer. It’s really a pleasure to get a chance to meet you both under better circumstances.” He turned to clear away an order for some of the other people sitting at the bar. He was shorter and tubbier than LeeRoy, but moved with the same efficiency and quickness that LeeRoy always had, showing an air of care and exactitude in making drinks.
 
After a bit, he handed the two brightly glowing sodas with whipped cream and cherries on top.
 
“It’s a Coronation Soda. Fino grape juice, Bada Bing cherry extract, Angostura aromatic bitters, a splash of whole cream, lactart, and tonic water.”
 
Their drinks glowed a light purple from the quinine in the tonic water reacting to the black lights over the counter. The kids sipped in unison and both broke into big smiles. While it was sweet like a phosphate, it had more of a bite to it then they’d expected. It was super delicious and vaguely reminded them of cherry pie à la mode. Otto grabbed the menu to try to decide what to get to eat, just as the father and daughter next to them paid, got up, and left.
 
A minute or two later the seats were claimed by a man and woman wearing long trench coats. The man’s arm was in a cast, the woman’s hand was heavily bandaged, and they sat down wearily as if they had finally arrived home after a long day’s work.
 
It was Toast and Jam!
 
“Hey kiddos, how you doing?” Toast asked, grinning from beneath his ever-present goggles.
 
“Oh my gosh!” squealed McKeyla, who jumped off her stool and hugged both of them.
 
“Careful there, kiddo, I’m not fully healed yet,” Toast groused.
 
“Never you mind him,” Jam interjected, “he’s just a big baby.”
 
“Whippey shot you a bunch of times in the park. How did you survive that?” Otto asked, a bit wide-eyed.
 
“Oh, my duster is bulletproof, and I also wear a nanotube undershirt, which works well against bullets and knives.”
 
“Didn’t it still hurt?”
 
“Hey, I’m a librarian. We’ve got hard backs.”
 
“I wish I could be as cool as you,” McKeyla pouted.
 
“Hey, you’re better than me at Medieval Madness.”
 
“How did you know that I play Medieval Madness?”
 
“Oh, I go to MultiBall Madness a lot, too. I’d always wondered who ‘MDB’ was, who always had 3rd place. Now I know. I’ve been trying to break a billion points on that machine forever.”
 
“Seriously?”
 
Toast nodded in reply.
 
“So you’re SAT?”
 
“Yup. But I can’t seem to get over 800.”
 
“Where’s Viva?” Otto asked.
 
“Oh, she’s at home,” Toast answered. His tone grew graver. “She didn’t really have time to properly grieve LeeRoy, so she’s in mourning. She’ll be OK. But it will take time. We all miss him, but Viva most of all.”
 
“Anyway,” Jam interjected with a more cheerful tone. “The thing is, both Toast and I are out of commission for a while due to our injuries. But we still have to try to find Lizzy. Everyone on the board was impressed with you two. You were always brave and fought like heck. Against Whippey and the Baron no less. And you beat them!”
 
“So what we thought,” interrupted Toast, “was tha…”
 
“Ahem,” Jam grunted with a stern look toward Toast. “May I finish?”
 
“Sorry,” Toast sheepishly replied.
 
“So we would like to offer you both a position in YOLO. We don’t normally take anyone until they’ve finished their MLS degree, but you two have more than earned your place on the team. There’s a lot of training, but you can do a lot of that after…”
 
“Are you kidding?!!” Otto loudly squealed. “We get to be secret…”
 
“Ahem!” shushed Dao Fan from behind the bar.
 
Otto tucked his neck a bit and finished with a whisper “…secret agents?!!”
 
“On the contrary,” Dao Fan answered. “You have to work your way up to Secret Agent. You’ll start as Secret Interns.”
 
“And you’ll have to work even harder if you want to be promoted from Secret Agent to Special Agent,” Jam said with a smile and a tilt of her head.
 
“So whaddya say, guys? You wanna come to work for YOLO?” Toast said with a smirk.
 
Otto answered by madly nodding his head up and down so hard that he nearly gave himself whiplash.
 
“Wow,” said McKeyla. She really didn’t expect anything more to happen with YOLO now that Whippey and the Baron were in jail.
 
That was all she said. She kept trying to say something, but the words wouldn’t form. Becoming a secret agent was the least boring thing that she could imagine. Of course she was in.
 
THE BEGINNING
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