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Code of Silence





 

 

 

 

 

“Whoever of you loves life and desires to see many good days,
keep your tongue from evil and your lips from telling lies.”



Psalm 34:12–13


CHAPTER 1

Cooper’s leering opponent inched closer, fists raised and ready to strike.

“He’s moving in for the kill, Coop,” Gordy said.

Cooper didn’t budge. C’mon, you big moron. He tapped the joystick. One more step.

The muscled fighter advanced. Swinging the control stick, Cooper drummed the punch and kick buttons on the arcade video game.

“Yes!” Gordy thumped Cooper on the back. “Nice move!”

Staggering backwards, the hulking villain wobbled and teetered.

With a whir of the forward control knob, Cooper smacked the buttons in a memorized sequence. “Say bye-bye, big guy.” The stunned champion dropped face-down.

“How do you do that?” Gordy said, clamping both hands on Cooper’s shoulders and giving him a little shake. “You’ve got all these secret moves and combinations.”

Wiping slick hands on his cargo shorts, Cooper turned to face his cousin and smiled.

“I wish I could do that!” Gordy jumped and casually slapped the “Order Here” sign hanging from the ceiling.

Cooper glanced up at the swinging sign. And I wish I could do that. Dozens of finger smudges bordered the bottom edge—but none of them belonged to Cooper. Not that he hadn’t tried when he thought nobody was looking.

Gordy brushed past him and tapped the joystick. “Just once I’d like to drop that thug.”

Cooper looked up at him and smiled. “Drop a quarter in the slot, and I’ll teach you.”

Hiroko Yakimoto stood from the table next to them and closed her English book. “It looks like we won’t get back to studying anymore tonight. Time for me to go.” She slid her books into her backpack and wiped the table with a napkin. “I don’t see why you two love playing that stupid old game every time we come here.”

“Stupid?” Cooper stepped over to the table and picked up his monster shake. “The game is a classic.”

“Classic waste of time.” She smiled slightly and raised one eyebrow. “You’re both thirteen years old, right?”

Cooper clutched at his chest. “Ow, owwww, Hiro, that really hurt.”

“It’s nothing but pointless violence.”

Cooper acted like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Pointless?” Lifting the plastic lid off the quart-sized cup, Cooper stirred the chocolate shake. “If you’d ever make the effort to check this out, you’d see this game is all about the forces of good fighting the forces of evil in mortal combat.” He pulled the straw out, slid it across his tongue, and stuck it back in the cup. “If you think about it, the Bible is full of this kind of stuff.”

Hiro tossed her dark braid over one shoulder. “Oh, I get it now. Gee, maybe they should buy a few of these games for church.”

Gordy snickered and grabbed a handful of fries.

Frank Mustacci shuffled around the corner from the ordering counter. Something about the owner of Frank ‘n Stein’s Diner always made Cooper smile. If Frank grew a white beard to match the hair rimming his balding head, he could get a job as a Santa in any mall. “Don’t let these boys give you a hard time, Hiro. And tell your mom she can have her old job back any time she wants. I miss her around here.”

Hiro smiled and nodded. Sometimes Cooper thought Frank treated Hiro like she was his own granddaughter.

“I ever show you this?” Frank held out a worn 4” x 6” photo with half a dozen tack holes at the top.

A glance confirmed exactly what Cooper expected. The picture taken nearly two years ago at Frank ‘n Stein’s Halloween party. And yes, he had shown it before.

Frank stood front and center wearing his white apron over a cheap Santa suit. Hiro’s mom stood to his right, dressed in a traditional Japanese kimono. Hiro stood in front of Frank, swimming in her dad’s leather Chicago Police jacket … her rich black hair woven into a single braid. Her smile lit up the entire picture—even though it had been the roughest year of her life.

Gordy stood to Frank’s left. His white-blonde hair got washed out by the flash and was way shorter than he wore it now. Cooper stood next to him, hands tucked in his jeans. Both of them too cool for costumes. Except for Cooper’s darker hair, they could have passed for brothers. Same lean build. Same height. Dead even. Eye-to-eye.

But that was before Gordy’s growth spurt. Cooper was still waiting for his, which is why Cooper wouldn’t mind so much if that picture accidentally fell into the fryer someday.

Frank tried to get a group photo at the last Halloween party. Thankfully Cooper avoided getting in the picture by being the designated photographer. He didn’t want to look like Gordy’s little brother.

“I love that picture, Frank,” Hiro said.

“Me too.” He slid the picture in his pocket. “You kids stay and finish your game.” He held up a ring of keys and shook it like sleigh bells. “I just gotta lock the front door while I clean up.”

“Coop.” Hiro stepped into Cooper’s line of sight. “I think we should leave.”

Her playful teasing look had disappeared. Something else seeped into its place. Cooper stared, trying to figure her out. Sometimes her mood could swing faster than a punch from the fighter on the video game.

“Frank needs us out of here,” she said. She nodded her head toward the door. Her eyes pleaded.

Frank wiped a greasy handprint off the front door glass. “Nonsense. You won’t be in my way. I like a little company. You know that. And I have to put up Halloween decorations anyway.” Frank turned the key in the lock and dropped the keys in his pocket. “Mind if I hit some of the lights?” He doused the lights to the eating area without waiting for an answer. “Otherwise somebody’s liable to pull up to the drive-thru.” He flipped over the CLOSED sign next to the door and nodded toward the windows. “The neon gives plenty of light.”

BURGERS, FRIES, HOTDOGS, ITALIAN SAUSAGE & BEEF, and MONSTER SHAKES. Every window featured a different illuminated sign. Together they splashed enough colored light around the room to see clearly.

Frank opened a trash receptacle, pulled out the plastic liner, and twisted its neck as if it were a chicken headed for the broiler. “I’ll be cleaning up in the kitchen. Call me when you’re ready to go.” He grinned at Gordy. “Or if you need more fries.” Trash bag in tow, Frank squeezed through a narrow pass-thru in the front counter and lowered the hinged counter top back in place before he disappeared into the kitchen.

Hiro stepped closer. “Can I borrow your cell? Mine’s dead.”

He didn’t have to check his pocket. He knew exactly where he’d left it. “Sorry. It’s at home.”

Gordy slapped a quarter on the table and slid several fries into his mouth. “I’m ready to learn those secret moves.”

Drawing a cool mouthful of the chocolate shake through the straw, Cooper glanced at Hiro.

“Let’s go.” Hiro looked at Cooper and mouthed the words. “Please.” Her eyes added the exclamation point.

Cooper set the cup on the table. “Why the big rush?”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Gordy laughed and half choked on the fries. Doubling over, he coughed hard to clear his throat.

Hiro glared at him. Her mouth formed into a tiny line so tight her lips nearly disappeared.

Still wheezing a bit, Gordy dipped a fry into the ketchup and used it like a brush, painting a face on a napkin.

Cooper studied Hiro’s face in the candied light of the neon signs. “Try me.”

Hiro pulled a white sweatshirt over her head. “I got a bad feeling. Like we should go.”

“Ahhh,” Gordy winked at Cooper. “One of those ‘women’s intermission’ things.”

“Intuition, Gordy,” Cooper said. “Women’s intuition.” He felt the hairs prickle on his arms. She’d had feelings like this before. He didn’t understand it, but he wasn’t about to underestimate it either.

Hiro slung her backpack over one shoulder. She strode to the front door, rattled it, and turned toward the ordering counter. “Frank?”

Gordy straightened up and cleared his throat. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving.” Hiro didn’t even turn to look his way. “You two can save the world from the forces of evil.”

“It seems to me,” Gordy flipped his napkin upside-down and carefully peeled back the paper, leaving a twin ketchup face imprint on the surface of the tabletop, “someone is acting like a little kid here.”

Hiro glanced at the smiling ketchup face and nodded. “Exactly.”

Gordy shrugged, mounted the stool in front of the arcade game, and dropped the quarter in the slot.

“Forget it, Gordy,” Cooper said. “I’m not letting her bike home alone in the dark.”

“What about my quarter?”

Cooper hustled toward Hiro. “Stay and play if you want. I’ll teach you the moves next time.”

Hiro glanced up at him, but didn’t say a word. Standing directly below a poster-sized picture of Frank ‘n’ Stein’s two owners, Frank Mustacci and Joseph Stein, she rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

“Hey, Frank. We’re all done,” Cooper called, peering into the fully lit kitchen. A wheeled metal bucket with a mop propped in it stood to one side of the preparation table, the floor all around it glossy with water. The stainless steel flat-top grill, fryer, and steam table gleamed in the overhead lights. From where he stood, Cooper could see through the kitchen to the back stairs leading to the second floor.

Hiro stepped in front of him and played with her braid the way she often did when she was thinking or worried about something. In this case it was probably both.

“Maybe he’s up in his office.”

Cooper tried to read her face. “How bad of a feeling are we talking here? Like bad bad, or just kind of bad?”

“Bad bad.”

Spooky. He rubbed the goosebumps down on his forearms. For a moment Cooper looked over her head into the lifeless kitchen, listening for any noise from the floor above them.

“Frank,” he called. “We’re ready to go.” Nothing. Like the dead air between stations on the radio dial. No noise, no static. A disconnected silence.

“Where is he?” Hiro’s voice dropped to a whisper. Pacing along the counter that separated them from the kitchen, she stopped in front of the eight foot mascot—the legendary Frankenstein monster. Holding a Chicago-style hot dog in one hand and a monster shake in the other, the green-skinned beast sported a goofy grin.

Leaning to one side to get a better view, Cooper scanned the entire length of the kitchen. The back door stood open a crack. A clear plastic bag jammed with garbage sat just inside it with its top tied into a knot. “He must be taking stuff out to the dumpster.” Cooper jerked his thumb towards the rear exit. “I’ll grab my backpack. We’ll slip through the kitchen and—”

WHAM! The back door flew open and Frank Mustacci stumbled through like he’d been pushed. He toppled over the bag of garbage and landed on his hands and knees.

“Stay down!” someone shouted.

Two uniformed men burst in from the shadows. One wore a clown mask—the other a slick-haired latex Elvis face. The clown pointed a can of spray paint at the security camera by the back door and blackened the lens.

Instinctively Cooper dropped out of sight behind the counter, pulling Hiro down with him. Adrenalin surged through his body. He glanced over at Gordy who was still sitting wide-eyed in front of the arcade game, like he was bolted in place. He was just out of the line of vision from the kitchen.

“What do I do?” Gordy mouthed the words.

Cooper didn’t dare speak, but he shouted with his eyes. Move! Hiro motioned frantically for Gordy to hide. Gordy’s eyes, wild with panic, darted around the room looking for some way of escape. Without a sound he slid off the stool and crawled under the nearest table.

Cooper licked dry lips and leaned in close to Hiro. Crouching, Cooper pressed his back against the only barrier between him and the kitchen. Had the men seen them? Cooper’s heart punched out a warning in his chest.

The door slammed shut.

“Don’t try anything stupid, old man. Do exactly what we say, and you won’t get hurt.” The man’s voice sounded deep and strong. Like a DJ.

Frank groaned. “What do you want?”

Cooper could hear fear in Frank’s voice.

“What do you think?” Mr. DJ said. “Empty the register.”

A loud thump and another groan.

Cooper flinched, imagining poor Frank doubled over in pain. He heard a faint whimper escape Hiro’s lips.

“Okay, okay,” Frank gasped. “I’ll cooperate. Put the gun away.”

A gun—and they’d be coming his way. Cooper looked for a way to escape. The windows? They were big enough, but he’d need something solid to break through them. All the chairs and tables were securely attached to the black and white tiled floor—except the metal stool by the arcade game.

“All right, hotdog man,” the other man said, clearly getting closer. His voice sounded permanently hoarse, like he’d been lead vocal for a heavy metal band for too many years. “You heard what the boss said. Keep moving, or I’ll boot you again.”

Cooper plastered himself against the counter. We’re trapped—and there’s no way out!


CHAPTER 2

Cooper heard shuffling feet on the other side of the counter. “That’s it, old man. Nice and easy.”

DJ voice was obviously the one in charge, and he sounded way too close.

Gordy pulled his lanky frame into a ball and stopped moving. Barely a second later, the register drawer clanged open.

The hair on Cooper’s arms tingled again. He could almost feel the men on the other side of the counter. For a moment his mind looped frantically. Dear God. Dear God. Dear God—please!

“We’ll take it to go,” the man ordered.

“Wha—?”

“Put the cash in a bag, old man!”

Cooper looked out the window towards Kirchoff Road, hoping a car would pull in the lot and scare the robbers away. He focused on the headlights of an approaching pickup, willing it to turn in. C’mon. Slow down. Maybe a couple of burly construction workers would come by—hungry enough to stop and tap on the window. Regular customers knew Frank would open the door. Cooper watched for their turn signal to blink on and silently pleaded. Help us. Please. The truck passed without slowing. If only Cooper had remembered his phone.

No other vehicles were in sight. Cooper scanned the roads, then shifted his attention to the darkening sky, and then, with dawning horror, Cooper noticed their reflections. The front window reflected the scene inside the diner with mirror-like clarity. He could see everything. Cooper shuddered. Three men stood on the other side of the counter. Frank, easily a head shorter than either of the other two, emptied his own register and stuffed the bills into a paper take-out bag. Frank lifted the tray out of the register and fished a couple of bills from underneath. Cooper could see Frank’s hands shaking as he set the tray on the counter and handed the bag of money to another man in a clown mask.

Cooper fought to control his breathing—keep it shallow. Afraid of making some kind of sound if he shifted his weight, he tried to ignore the cramping in his left calf. He stayed as still as the Frank ‘n Stein’s mascot grinning stupidly at him from the corner. God, make this be over.

Hiro touched Cooper’s arm and nodded her head toward the window. In the deepening shadows at the base of the counter he could see himself and Hiro huddled like they were caught in the crossfire of a commando raid. If the crooks looked closely enough, they could see him and Hiro. Then it really would be over. A trickle of sweat broke free from his maze of blonde curls and crept down his forehead.

“Now. The combination to your safe,” the DJ voice growled from behind the Elvis mask.

“Safe?” Frank’s voice cracked.

Elvis backhanded him across the face. Staggering backwards, Frank cried out and groped the top of the counter for support. The register tray slid and clattered over the edge, showering coins onto Hiro and Cooper like a silver waterfall.

Hiro squeezed her eyes shut like she expected the coins to betray their fragile hiding spot.

“We know about the safe, old man, and how you don’t trust banks.”

Coins rolled across the checkered tile floor. Some circled, others spun, but within a few moments every coin lay still—exposed and powerless. Cooper knew the feeling.

“The combination.” Elvis pressed in close.

“Nobody outside this store knew about the safe.” Frank sounded confused. “Nobody.”

“COMBINATION.”

“Seventy-four.” Frank’s voice shook. “Ninety-three.” Cooper heard him suck in his breath and stop. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

“Careful, old man. Give me the last number.”

“It has to be,” Frank said, as if it suddenly all made sense. “I gave him a chance.”

“And this is your last chance.” The man raised a pistol in a gloved hand. “The number.” He pressed the muzzle against Frank’s forehead.

Cooper heard a metallic click. Give it to them, Frank. Give it to them.

Frank hesitated, his reflection in the front window ghostly in his white t-shirt and apron.

Coop forced a dry swallow and silently begged Frank to cooperate. Give him the combination. Please. Play it safe.

“Okay.” Frank nodded. “J-just put the gun down. P-please.”

Elvis jabbed Frank in the forehead once with the gun. “That’s better.” He lowered the handgun and tucked it in his waistband. Holding empty hands up in front of Frank, Elvis leaned in close. “The number.”

Suddenly Frank lunged—pushing the Elvis into the clown. The robbers stumbled backwards into the soda machine, and Frank reached for something under the counter.

Elvis regained his balance and swung at Frank’s face. With a loud smack, Frank’s head jerked to one side and his glasses skittered across the counter and tumbled to the floor.

Frank raised his hand over his head. A glint of steel flashed off the blade of a knife. Elvis caught his wrist in mid-air. The man with the clown mask slammed himself into Frank, pinning him against the counter. Frank grunted and gasped. The knife dropped from his hand. Elvis picked it up and jabbed the point under Frank’s jaw. Squealing, Frank lifted his chin high.

“Last number.”

Blood dripped down the front of Frank’s t-shirt. Every ounce of strength drained out of Cooper at the same time.

“Eighteen.”

Elvis lowered the knife and tossed it onto the counter. “Smart, hotdog man.”

“Maybe a little too smart.” The raspy-voiced clown spoke up. “He knows.”

Stomach swirling with dread, Cooper watched. If only he could do something. Help Frank somehow.

Frank grabbed for the knife. Elvis blocked his reach with one smooth move and hammered him in the head with his fist. Frank’s head snapped backwards. The clown, moving quickly, twisted Frank’s arm behind his back.

Cooper tried to look away, but couldn’t. Hiro buried her face in her sweatshirt. He prayed she wouldn’t cry out.

With Frank unable to move, Elvis squared off and slugged him repeatedly in the gut. Cooper felt the force of it right through the counter and flinched with each blow, with each grunt from Frank. A raging growl came from under the Elvis mask that grew louder with each frenzied hit. With an inhuman roar, Elvis hauled back and delivered a crushing blow to Frank’s temple. Immediately the owner buckled, and the clown let him drop. Frank’s head whacked the open drawer of the register on the way down, and he crumpled to the floor with a dull thud that vibrated through the counter.

“Crazy old fool!” Elvis panted and massaged his knuckles with his other hand. “Did he think we’d just trust him not to talk?”

The clown bent down out of sight. “Looks like his neck is broken.”

“Then he’s double-dead.” Elvis raised a lethal fist to his mouth and kissed it. “Sent him to the great hotdog stand in the sky.”

The clown snickered, and Hiro’s whole body started shaking. Cooper held her tight.

“I’ll get rid of the other stuff,” the clown said. “If someone looks in the window and sees the coins and money tray on the floor, the game’s over.”

Cooper held his breath—and clenched his fists.


CHAPTER 3

Forget it.” Elvis grabbed the moneybag. “Mr. Lucky can do that job—and yank the surveillance tape. Let’s get the safe.”

The two men hustled out of sight.

The tapes! They’d be on them! Cooper could see one camera mounted on the ceiling in the dining area. It was recording all three of them. He heard the back door creak open.

“Are they gone?” Hiro whispered. Her face was drained of any color except the wash from the red-orange neon lights.

“Not for long,” Cooper said. “We have to hide.”

Chalky-faced, Gordy poked his blonde head out from under the table. “The bathroom?” He mouthed the words and pointed to the far end of the eating area.

Anyplace would be better than where they were now. Cooper nodded. “Let’s go.”

Hiro clung tighter.

“C’mon.” Cooper jostled her. “We gotta hurry.”

Releasing her grip, she crawled ahead of Cooper toward Gordy.

The back door slammed. Cooper and Hiro dropped flat on their stomachs. The hinged top overhead shielded them from immediate view, but Cooper still felt exposed. He inched backwards.

Frank lay belly up, partially blocking the other side of the skinny opening leading into the kitchen. Thankfully, only his motionless torso was visible. Endless stains marked his white apron—the most recent made in his own blood. Dizziness swept through Cooper’s head.

The burglars returned with a third man. Elvis thumped up the stairs, the other two headed through the kitchen toward Frank. Cooper caught a glimpse of their legs. One wore commando boots and gray-blue pants with a dark stripe running up his leg along the outside seam. Cop pants—it had to be the Clown. The other, Mr. Lucky, wore blue jeans and pointy cowboy boots with alligator skin stitched at the toes. He stepped close enough for Cooper to see the loopy stitching on his boots. He paused next to Frank and nudged him with one sharp toe.

“Take a rag and wipe down this counter real good,” Mr. Clown said, sounding as calm and detached as if he were ordering at the drive-thru window. “Then come up and pull the surveillance stuff. I’ll hit the safe.” The sicko turned on his heel and left.

Except for the ceiling creaking overhead, the room was eerily quiet. Cooper closed his mouth as if somehow that might muffle the noise of his heart drumming.

Mr. Lucky moved quickly. Straining to hear, Cooper froze and held his breath. He steeled himself to pounce on Lucky if he stepped on their side of the counter.

Cooper couldn’t rip his mind free from the surveillance tape. He ran through his options. If they hid in the bathroom, the robbers might leave without ever noticing them. But what if there were monitors in the office? If one of the men caught a glimpse of them sneaking to the bathroom they’d be trapped. That left only one choice, but it was a long shot.

A muffled whoop sounded from upstairs. Apparently the combination worked.

“Bring a couple of bags up here.” It sounded like Elvis. “There must be good money in hotdogs.”

Mr. Lucky jogged through the kitchen toward the stairs. Cooper stole a quick glance at him from behind, but the man wore a sweatshirt with the hood up.

Hiro pulled out her phone and stabbed at the power button. She shook her head at Cooper. Dead. Like they all were going to be if they didn’t do something. Cooper could kick himself for leaving his cell at home. He would never, ever go anywhere without it again.

“C’mon,” Gordy whispered. His color looked better, and he’d shaken off the temporary paralysis. He motioned for Cooper to hurry. “Now’s our chance.”

Cooper shook his head. “The bathroom is no good.” He pointed at the camera. “They’ll see us in the monitors.”

“We can’t stay here.” Gordy’s words spilled out fast. “We’ll end up like Frank.”

Cooper looked over his shoulder toward the front door. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Gordy crawled closer. “How? The door is locked.”

Cooper looked over the still form of Frank and through the kitchen. “Back door.”

“Impossible.” Gordy pressed in close. “The stairway to the office is right there. They’ll hear the door opening and see one of us for sure.”

Cooper knew it was way beyond risky. But to do nothing? Suicide.

“What about the front door keys?” Gordy whispered. “Check Frank’s pockets.”

The thought made Cooper’s stomach crawl up his throat. Hiro stiffened beside him.

“One of us has to try,” Gordy whispered. “And fast.”

Cooper knew he had to do it. He crawled behind the counter, into the kitchen’s entrance, and he reached for the closest pocket. Trembling, he slid his fingers inside. Part of him expected Frank to grab his hand and demand an explanation. He touched Frank’s leg and recoiled slightly, but he pressed on until he reached the bottom of the pocket. Nothing—except the 4” x 6” photo. Pulling his hand out quickly, he looked at Gordy and shook his head.

“The other side!” Gordy hissed. Hurry!”

Cooper reached over Frank’s belly and stretched for the pocket. Too far. Taking a deep breath and clenching his teeth, he climbed over, trying not to put weight on the man—as if it would matter. He buried his hand in Frank’s pocket. Coins. Papers. No keys.

Hiro and Gordy watched. Cooper saw their anxious faces, softly lit by the neon light.

“No choice,” Cooper shook his head. “The back door. All of us.”

“I don’t think I can do it.” Hiro hugged herself and rocked. Tears flowed down her cheeks and clung to her chin. “They’ll catch us.”

It was a long shot at best. Even if they could sneak through the kitchen without a sound, the back door would definitely make enough noise for the men to hear upstairs. What if he made it out alive, but Gordy or Hiro got caught? Cooper couldn’t live with that. He glanced at the back door—then stared. The keys hung from the lock.

Cooper whirled around to face his friends. “The keys are in the door.” He motioned frantically. “I’ll—I’ll grab them and we’ll all go out the front, OK?”

Both nodded, but their faces mirrored the doom Cooper felt.

“Wait for me at the front door.” Cooper stood on rubbery legs. “And pray.” He was an easy target out in the open. He wanted to run. Hide. But he had to do this. God, help him, he had to get those keys. “Grab the stool from the video game. If I get caught, bust your way out and get help.”

Fighting his survival instincts, he took a step. Then another. Past the steel tables. He could smell the Italian beef even through the closed bins. The scent of onion rings hung in the air.

The flat-topped grill still radiated a last bit of warmth as he passed. Pausing at the fryer, he glanced at the dual vats of oil and listened. The voices overhead sounded confident, celebrating. Cooper wanted to scream or cry. Frank lay dead in his own diner, and the robbers were upstairs pawing through everything he’d worked for and saved.

Footsteps pounded down the stairs. Cooper grabbed a knife from the counter and dropped out of sight behind a walk-in freezer. He pressed himself against the wall and firmly gripped the wooden handle. His hands were slick, and his arms felt like cement had replaced the blood in his veins.

The footsteps raced back up the stairs again, two at a time.

Over halfway there. Faster, Cooper. Half crouching, he moved past boxes of napkins, straws, and cups.

The stairway leading up to the office lurked to his right. The keys … dead ahead. One key was fully inserted in the lock, four similar keys dangled from a plain silver ring below it.

“All right, pack it up.” Clearly Elvis. “You got the security camera stuff?”

“It’s all on an external hard drive,” a muffled voice said. “Already down by the door.”

Switching the knife to his left hand, Cooper gently pulled the key out of the lock. The quartet of keys below jangled a bit. For an instant, he froze. His pulse pounded high alert warnings in his ears. The keys settled, and he tucked them in his hand. A small auxiliary hard drive not much bigger than a cell phone sat on the floor just inside the door, wires poking out the backend. Something inside him told him to take it.

“All right, boys. Let’s grab it and we’re outta here.”

Fueled by high octane fear, Cooper scooped up the hard drive and ran on tip-toe for the front door. Gordy and Hiro stood beside it, frantically motioning him to hurry.

Crawling over Frank again wasn’t an option. Instead, Cooper vaulted over the counter. He caught a glimpse of something on the floor, but couldn’t avoid it now. His right foot landed on the edge of the change tray, shooting it across the coin-littered floor like a loose skateboard. It ricocheted off the metal stool and clattered against the front wall.

Scrambling to his feet, Cooper dropped the knife and tightened his grip on the hard drive.

“The keys!” Gordy hissed.

Cooper stormed the door and stabbed at the lock with the key. It wouldn’t go in.

Hand shaking, Cooper tried another key. Wrong again.

Footsteps thundered down the stairs.

“Please, God, please!” Hiro’s prayer rose from just behind him.

The third key slid home. Gordy threw his body against the glass, pushing even while Cooper twisted the key in the lock.

The door burst open and the three tumbled out. Gordy and Hiro scrambled for their bikes. Cooper spun around, reached inside, and pulled the key from the lock. He needed to buy them more time.

“Stop that kid!” A voice roared from the kitchen.

Shouldering the door closed, he jammed the key in the outside lock and barely managed a full turn before the man on the other side slammed into the door.

“You’re dead!” The clown growled, his mask pressed against the glass. “I promise we’ll find you!”

Too stunned to move, Cooper caught a glimpse of the crook’s eyes through the openings in the mask. Dark, bottomless, and cold. Like twin cigarette burns in a faded blanket. Shaking, Cooper jammed Frank’s keys in his pocket and stepped back, stumbling over the curb and tumbling to the pavement.

The man tapped on the glass with the muzzle of the gun. “Drop the hard drive!”

Cooper was going to heave. Still clutching the hard drive, Cooper rose on unsteady legs and looked toward the street.

Hiro flew across Kirchoff Road on her bike, pedaling like mad. Gordy rode right behind her—gaining.

The window crashed behind him. Shards of glass strafed Cooper’s back. Another crash. Sprinting for his bike, he jammed the hard drive into the pocket of his cargo shorts. He yanked his mountain bike off the ground and mounted it on the run. A third crash. Cooper glanced back to see the metal stool tumble into the parking lot and the man barrel toward him—ripping off his clown mask as he ran. He stood on the pedals, straining to build speed—fearing at any second he’d feel a hand pulling him off the bike or a bullet ripping through his back. Not slowing to check traffic, Cooper bolted out of Frank ‘n Stein’s lot.

His friends had a huge lead on him. Slicing through the Dunkin’ Donuts entrance on the other side of Kirchoff, Gordy sped the wrong way through the drive-thru lane with Hiro only a half-length behind.

Cooper figured Gordy would stay on the pavement past the post office before ducking into the park. He pumped hard to catch up. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a startled face at the pick-up window as he passed. A car wheeled around the rear corner of the donut shop, headlights boring right into Cooper’s eyes. Swerving, he slammed into the curb—and vaulted over the handlebars.


CHAPTER 4

Dark blurs and flashes of lights raced past his eyes as his feet swung over his head. Cooper slapped to the ground directly on his back and skidded to a skin-burning stop. The sky continued moving. He couldn’t breathe. Rocking side to side, Cooper gasped for air.

The driver jumped from the car and ran toward him, his face twisted in concern. “Are you all right?”

Rolling onto his stomach, Cooper propped himself up on his hands and knees. With a gasp, he sucked in fresh air. His stomach lurched and a light-headedness swept over him. Cooper gagged once—and his stomach squeezed out his monster shake.

“Are you hurt bad?” The driver’s voice again.

The fog in Cooper’s head started to clear. He raised his head and looked across the street. A shadowed SUV with one headlight out rounded the back corner of Frank ‘n Stein’s. The high beams blinked on, pinpointing his escape like a pair of prison tower searchlights. A silhouetted form appeared from the same direction—running directly towards him. The clown just wouldn’t quit. Cooper struggled to get up.

The driver stepped up and held him in place. “Hold on there, son. I don’t think you should be moving.”

Cooper had to get out of there. Now. “Let me go—I’m okay.”

The driver looked worried, but backed off.

Too late.

“Police,” the runner said, pushing past the driver. The Clown. His mask was gone, but his hoarse voice was unmistakable.

“Give me some room.” Pressing one hand on Cooper’s neck, the man kept Cooper sprawled on the ground and from getting any kind of look at his face. He felt the man’s hand dart into the back pocket of his cargo shorts.

“What, no ID? Where do you live, kid?”

Cooper tried to stand, but the man leaned into him, keeping him in place.

Several people hurried out of the donut shop and formed a half-circle around him.

The man patted Cooper’s front pockets, then drove his hand deep in one of them. “I want that hard drive.”

Partially laying on his right side, the hard drive pressed into his leg just above the knee.

The man pulled out Cooper’s house key. “Jackpot.”

Cooper grabbed for it, but the man pulled back.

“I called 9–1–1!” a voice shouted from the pick-up window. “The police and ambulance are on the way.”

For an instant Cooper felt hope.

The robber leaned in close. “I’ll let you go—for now,” he whispered. “You get me that hard drive. The bell tower. Sunday night. No cops. Got it?”

Cooper nodded.

“Say it.” The man’s lips brushed against Cooper’s ear with every whisper.

“Bell tower. Sunday.” Cooper tried to get on his feet.

“Good boy,” the clown cop said. He patted Cooper’s back gently, putting on a show for the bystanders. “And not a word to anyone,” he hissed. The man squeezed Cooper’s neck with an iron hand. “Or I’ll find you if I have to try this key in every house in town. But you rode your bike, so I bet you don’t live far.”

The man leaned in close and snickered. “I gotcha, boy.”

Cooper tried to pull free, but the man gripped Cooper’s neck even harder. “And I’ll kill everyone in the house. Your Mom. Your Dad. Brothers. Sisters.” The man thrust his fist in front of Cooper’s eyes and opened it for an instant—just quick enough for him to glimpse his house key. “I’ll kill them all—and I’ll save you for last. Understand?”

Cooper nodded.

“Now get outta here before the circus starts.” The man released his grip and stood.

“He’s alright,” the man announced. “Just shaken up a bit.”

Cooper turned to look down the road—half expecting to see flashing lights. He struggled to his feet.

Head down, the man backed through the crowd and disappeared.

Cooper staggered toward his bike, feeling a measure of strength pulsing through him again.

“Really,” the driver put one hand on Cooper’s shoulder, “wait for the paramedics to check you out.”

“Send them across the street,” Cooper said, picking up his bike and swinging a leg over the seat. “The owner of Frank ‘n Stein’s … there was a fight … I think he’s dead.” Pushing off, he leaned into the pedals like his life depended on it. As far as he was concerned it did.

Cooper didn’t look back. Didn’t dare. The wind shrieked in his ears, an unearthly voice that said he was doomed. The robber got a good look at his face—and had his house key.

He spotted Hiro and Gordy waiting in the shadows between a couple of parked mail trucks. They took flight again as soon as Cooper got close. Together they raced down the bike trail along the creek through Kimball Park.

Minutes later they ditched their bikes behind the shed in Cooper’s backyard. With a six-foot cedar fence securing the backyard like a stockade, they were safe from detection. Still, Cooper stood at the corner of the shed and listened. Sirens wailed in the distance, but other than that, quiet. No rumble of a car passing slowly. Not even a dog barking. If the men had tried to tail them, they weren’t following anymore.

“What happened back there?” Tears streaked Hiro’s face.

“He took my key. Says he’ll find me.”

Hiro sucked in her breath.

“He wants the hard drive. Sunday night.”

“Three days from now.” Gordy plowed both hands through his hair and held his head. “Why didn’t you just give it to him?”

“Then he’d have all of us. Right now I don’t think he knows you two exist. By the time he got to the door, you were gone.”

“And it was dark.” Gordy said it like he desperately wanted to believe it.

Hiro swiped at her tears. “I had that feeling. Like I got the day my dad …” She shook her head. “But that car—it looked like it hit you. Are you okay?”

He rolled his shoulders. “Yeah,” the palms of his hands still stung, but the fall hadn’t broken the skin. “I think so.” He looked down at his cargo shorts. No tears or rips. In fact, nobody would even notice he’d taken a dive—from the front, anyway. His back burned but his t-shirt wasn’t sticking. Hopefully that meant he wasn’t bleeding.

“What about Frank?” Hiro hesitated. “Do you think he’s …”

Cooper’s mind went back to the scene. Searching Frank’s pockets for the keys. He was dead alright. And the men who did it intended to get rid of the eyewitness.

Hiro must have seen the answer in his eyes. “We have to call the paramedics. Just in case.”

“Done. I told someone at Dunkin’ Donuts Frank needed help. They called 9–1–1.”

“I thought we were toast.” Gordy paced in a tight pattern, jamming his hands deep in his pockets. “That was close. Too close.” He hustled over to the fence and tried to peer through the slats.

“We’re safe—for now,” Cooper said. “We just need to stay that way.”

“Thank God,” Hiro said. “We need to call the police.”

“No.” Cooper struggled to harness his thoughts. His brain still felt like it was somersaulting the handlebars. “We can’t tell anybody—especially the police.”

“What!?”

“Two of those guys wore cop clothes. What if they’re cops?”

“No way,” Hiro whispered.

“It’s possible.” Cooper raked a hand through his hair. “Look, your dad was a cop, and your brother is a cop, and someday you’ll probably be a cop, so don’t take this personally. But maybe they dressed like cops because they are cops. Not everybody is as honest as your family. Chicago and corruption kind of go together—and Rolling Meadows is part of Chicagoland.”

Hiro grabbed for the necklace around her neck and closed her fist around it.

Gordy turned from looking through the fence. “And one had a gun. Right? What does that tell you?”

“He’s a dangerous criminal.”

Gordy stepped closer to Hiro. “Or maybe he’s a cop. You gotta admit it’s possible.”

Hiro stared at the ground. “Possible. Not probable.”

Seeing the opening, Cooper pushed ahead. “As long as we stay quiet about this, the creeps won’t know who we are—no matter if they’re cops or not. We’ll stay safe.”

“What?” Hiro said. “I can’t tell Ken? Are you trying to tell me I can’t trust my own brother?”

“Look, Ken is still a rookie,” Cooper said. “He’s a good cop, but a rookie.”

“Meaning?”

“He’ll have to report everything. Our names and addresses.” Cooper lowered his voice. “What if the wrong cop hears about it? What’s to stop him from finding us and making sure we stay quiet?”

Hiro groaned. “We’ll be letting those monsters get away with murder.”

“We’ll be staying alive,” Cooper said. “Besides, what kind of a help can any of us really be? They wore masks. All I saw were his eyes. I couldn’t identify him in a lineup.”

“What about Frank?” Hiro whispered his name. “He’s been like a grandpa to me.”

“To all of us,” Cooper whispered. Frank took the time to sit down and talk with them. Not just about the weather, but about life. With no kids of his own, he’d sort of adopted the three of them in his own way. Even helped with homework when he could.

“Nothing we do is going to bring him back—and you know it.” Cooper stared at his hands, wishing he’d stood up and used them to help Frank when he needed it instead of hiding behind the counter. Not that he would have been much of help. “I just want to make sure none of us joins him.”

More sirens echoed through the night. Hopefully that would keep the robbers off the street and in a hole somewhere.

Cooper listened for a moment. “Look,” he said. “That guy with the clown mask has my key. He said he’d find me. Said he’d kill my mom and dad … and anyone else in the house.”

Hiro came closer. “We need help. Protection.”

Cooper shook his head. “We need to keep our mouths closed.”

Hiro looked him in the eyes, like she was searching for the answer. “This is too big. Too dangerous.”

Cooper glanced at the back of his house and nodded. “Exactly. So don’t ask me to trust the police. Not when a couple of them might want to kill my family.”

“What about the hard drive?” Gordy’s eyes were wide.

“We’ll figure that out later,” Cooper said. “But right now we have to be together on this.”

Gordy peered over his shoulder, as if to make sure somebody wasn’t scaling the fence. When he turned back, shadows covered most of his face. He cleared his throat. “So we don’t tell a soul. Right?”

“Exactly. Not even our parents. It’s our secret.” Cooper looked directly at Hiro. “We have to lay low.”

“Lay low? Now you sound like a criminal.” Hiro lowered her head. “This seems all wrong. They have to be stopped—whoever they are.”

“We are stopping them,” Cooper said. “We’re stopping them from finding us and adding three more murders to the neighborhood.” No, not three more. What about Mom and Dad and Mattie? If that hard drive got out, they’d be dead too. We’re talking six murders besides Frank. Cooper rubbed the back of his neck with his open palm. And getting in the house wouldn’t be a problem. The image of the man holding his house key played back in his mind and caused Cooper’s stomach to flip just as violently as he’d done on his bike.

Hiro looked up at Cooper. “I had this weird feeling—just before it happened.” Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. “I’m sorry. I’m just so scared.”

Cooper put one hand on her shoulder and the other on Gordy’s. “This is about our survival. I say we make a three-way promise not to tell a soul about this.”

“Like a pact?” Gordy’s eyes darted from Hiro to Cooper.

“Right. A code we all agree to live by. A Code of Silence.”

Hiro stared, zombie-like. “If a fish could learn to keep its mouth shut he’d never get caught.” She blinked. “My dad used to say that. People go to jail because they can’t keep quiet.”

“Exactly,” Cooper said. “And they get themselves killed that way, too. We all have to stick together on this. All in—or it won’t work.”

Laying a hand on each of his friends’ shoulders, Gordy nodded. “I’m in.”

Cooper nodded. “Hiro?”

Hesitating for an instant, Hiro slowly put a hand on each of their shoulders. She looked at Gordy, then faced Cooper, her cheeks wet and glistening in the moonlight. “In,” she whispered.


CHAPTER 5

Cooper took a deep breath and let it escape. “We keep quiet and this will all blow past.” Striding over to the double-door entrance of the shed, he spun the dial on the combination lock. A moment later he rolled his bike inside next to his old one.

Gordy joined him inside. “What about the hard drive?”

“We bury it for now.” Cooper worked his way to the back of the shed and dumped a plastic garbage barrel filled with basketballs, footballs, bats, and street hockey sticks. “Nobody will ever find it.” Placing the hard drive at the bottom of the dark green container, he heaped the balls and gear back on top of it. Backing his way out of the shed, he stacked a sled, a couple of snow shovels, and the lawnmower in front of the barrel.

“Cooper?” his mother called. “Is that you?”

“Yeah.” Cooper’s heart jumped. He stepped past Gordy into the yard. “Right here.” His mother stood in the open doorway of the house, hugging herself in the cool October air.

“Are Hiro and Gordy with you?”

“Yeah. We were just putting my bike away.”

Gordy poked his head out of the doorway wearing a smile like a cheap mask. It did little to hide the guilty-as-sin look in his eyes. Thankfully, the shadows worked in his favor.

“Gordon,” she said. “Your mom has called here twice looking for you. I told her I thought you were heading to Frank’s for a little studying and after-dinner snack.”

Gordy’s smile went plastic, and his eyes widened. “Well, ah, we—”

“We changed our minds,” Cooper burst in. “We just biked to the park for a while, then came back here.”

The lie came out fast and smooth as though Cooper had rehearsed it a dozen times. Hiro stepped into view from the other side of the shed with her bike. Skin pale and eyes wide, she looked haunted.

“Hi Hiro,” Cooper’s mom smiled. “Are you keeping those boys out of trouble?”

“Definitely trying.”

“Good girl,” Mom said. “Keep them on their toes.”

Cooper exchanged glances with Gordy. They’d all need to be on their toes … or they’d end up flat on their backs like Frank.

“I’d better get home.” Gordy gripped the handlebars and pushed his bike toward the cedar fence. He turned and waved to Cooper’s mom. “See you, Aunt Dana.” Without a word, Hiro followed.

Cooper hustled up beside them. “Let’s take the bus tomorrow.” He wasn’t so sure riding bikes to school would be a good idea. “We can meet at the stop early.”

Hiro nodded, but looked like she was in a different world.

Cooper put a hand on Gordy’s shoulder. “Make sure Hiro gets home okay. I’d do it myself, but …” He tipped his head toward his mom.

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” Hiro said, walking faster to keep up.

“We could all use one right now,” Gordy said, hesitating as he neared the fence. “It’s safer if we stick together.” He took a deep breath and slid the bolt to unlock the gate. Looking both ways, Gordy rolled his bike out of the backyard.

Hiro waved a weak goodbye to Cooper and his mom, then disappeared into the darkness.

His mother closed the door partially and huddled behind it like she was waiting for him. Cooper’s chocolate lab nuzzled past her and wriggled out of the house. Bounding to greet him, the dog zeroed in on him like a heat-seeking missile.

“Hey, Fudge.” Cooper dropped down on one knee and braced himself. She collided into him, all wiggles and wagging tail. Cupping her head in his hands, he scratched behind her ears and under her collar. Fudge whimpered and whined happily.

When he stood and started toward the house, Fudge trotted beside him and sniffed at the hem of his shorts as if to find out where he’d been and who he’d been with. Whatever scent she picked up, it glued her to his left leg. Like some kind of tired wind-up toy, her tail slowed and finally stopped swinging altogether. Fudge prodded and poked at the pocket of his cargo shorts, but her nose never left contact with it, even as he stepped into the kitchen.

“Did you brush by a cat or something?” Mom frowned. “Look at her, she’s trembling.”

The hair around Fudge’s neck grew stiff and started rising. Cooper put one hand between her head and his pants, gently trying to push her away. She pushed harder as if drawn by an invisible magnet.

“She’s so intense, you’d think she smelled a chocolate bar in your pocket,” Mom said.

Cooper shook his leg to break Fudge free. Not chocolate. Blood. Maybe his shorts absorbed microscopic particles of Frank’s blood when he climbed over him. Now Fudge picked up on it. The scent of death. “C’mon Fudge.” He picked up her chin and leaned close to her face. “No.” Ears plastered back against the sides of her head, Fudge looked at him with deep caramel eyes. Sad, knowing eyes. Thankfully she couldn’t talk. She’d have to live by the Code of Silence too.

“Warm me up, Cooper.” Mom reached out for a hug. He was barely taller than her, which wasn’t saying much. Cooper held her tight, wishing he’d never gone out that night. Never went to Frank ‘n Stein’s. Never—

“Cooper.” His mother held him by the shoulders at arm’s length. “You’re shaking too. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “I guess it got a little chillier outside than I thought it would. I should have worn my jeans.”

“And your sweatshirt.” She rubbed his back. “October is nearly over.”

Cooper winced at the stinging flashes of pain. “I think I’ll hit the shower.” He needed to be alone. Think. Wash the blood off.

“I tried your cell.” She pointed to his cell on the counter.

“I forgot. Sorry.” She had no idea how sorry. He unplugged it from the charger and pocketed it.

“And then I started hearing sirens just before I checked outside.” She gave him one last squeeze and let him go. “Sirens tell the world something bad has happened.”

Worse than bad. The last twenty minutes had been like something out of a horror movie. More sirens wailed now. Cooper closed the door. “I’m home now, so it looks like you worried for nothing.” He slid the deadbolt in place.

She smiled. “I’m just glad you’re safe.”

Safe. He intended to stay that way.

“Uh, Mom, I lost my house key.”

“Is it up in your room?”

“Nope, I took it with me. Had it in my pocket.” He pulled his pocket inside out. “Gone.”

Mom smiled. “It’s not the first one you’ve lost. I’ll get a copy made.”

“Yeah, but somebody could use it to get in our house.”

If his mom was concerned, she didn’t show it. “You didn’t have a ring on it—no ID on it at all, right?”

Cooper shook his head. “Just the key. But I was wondering if we should get the locks changed—just in case.”

His mom straightened a hand towel hanging from the oven door handle. “We’ll be fine. I don’t think whoever finds it will try every lock in town.”

That’s exactly what he intends to do. “But just to be safe …”

Mom laughed. “Since when did you start worrying so much? That’s my department. I’ll see what Dad thinks.”

Swing and a miss. And to push it any more would draw more attention to it than he needed.

She pointed to a tray of chocolate chip cookies cooling on the counter. “I need someone to test this batch.”

He was in no mood for cookies. He wanted to turn out all the lights and be sure the deadbolts were in place on the front door. Hide. Take a shower and scrub every trace of blood, every scent of Frank’s death off him. A wave of weakness rolled over him and settled there. His mind shifted to an image of Frank’s body on the floor of his diner.

“Think I’ll take a shower first.”

She handed him a cookie anyway and leaned against the counter by the sink. “I talked to your dad on the phone while you were out. The photo shoot went well. He should be home by noon tomorrow … and he’s bringing a surprise with him.”

Cooper chewed a bit of cookie he didn’t remember putting in his mouth. Wake up and find out this whole thing had been a bad dream … that’s the kind of surprise he wanted.

She smoothed her shoulder length hair. “Something Dad has wanted for a long time.”

Cooper’s little sister ran into the kitchen. “Tell me too,” Mattie said. At six years old, she acted like the entire family revolved around her—or should.

“I’ll tell both of you after Cooper gets cleaned up.”

Mom started giving Mattie a little hint, but Cooper couldn’t focus on it. Right now every thought in his head revolved around Frank ‘n Stein’s. He only zoned-out for a minute, but apparently he missed something important. Somehow Mattie got the idea Dad was bringing home a pony. She pranced and galloped around the kitchen, pawing at the air.

Mom kissed Cooper’s forehead. “He can’t wait to show you, so do me a favor. Hurry home after school tomorrow. No snack stops at the mini-mart or Frank ‘n Stein’s.” Frank ‘n Stein’s. Cooper’s heart lurched.

His mother started to leave the kitchen with Mattie. “You won’t forget to come right home, will you?” she teased, calling over her shoulder. “I can pin a reminder note on your backpack if you think it will help.”

His backpack.

Panic clenched his stomach and twisted it. Dizziness surged through his head. Cooper grabbed the edge of the table to steady himself. His mother wouldn’t be pinning any note to his backpack. Not tonight. He’d left it under the table at Frank ‘n Stein’s. The backpack pinned him—to the scene of the crime.


CHAPTER 6

Gordy mounted his bike and followed Hiro down the drive, scanning up and down the street for a car with one headlight. He’d feel a lot safer when he got home.

“I don’t need an escort,” Hiro said over one shoulder.

And I don’t want to be one. But he followed anyway and kept an eye out for suspicious cars, staying a couple lengths behind Hiro.

She didn’t slow as she approached her house, but picked up the pace instead.

“Hiro,” Gordy called after her. “What are you doing?”

She lowered her head to be more aerodynamic and seemed to pump harder, widening the distance between them. She zipped down School Drive, across Campbell Street and picked up the bike path through Kimball Hill Park.

She was heading right back to Frank ‘n Stein’s. I don’t think so. Gordy stood on the pedals and closed the gap within seconds and pulled up alongside.

“You crazy?”

“Frank was good to my family. And you know it.”

Yeah, yeah. After her dad died Frank gave her mom a job as a bookkeeper. Helped her get her degree and a higher-paying job. He ought to know the story. Their moms and Aunt Dana had been close since college. “It’s too dangerous to go back there.”

“Then go home.” Her mouth formed a tight line. She kept pedaling along the asphalt bike path.

Oh, nice. And how heroic would that look? “Exactly what are you planning to do? He’s dead.”

She flashed an angry glare. “Stop saying that. Just stop it.”

He coasted for a second and let her get a lead on him. He glanced down at the creek to his right. Black and rushing away from Frank ‘n Stein’s—which is exactly what they should be doing. When Coop heard about this he wouldn’t believe it. Then again, Hiro did have her own mind on things. There would be no turning her back now.

Hiro biked over the creek on the pedestrian bridge and picked up the trail bordering the creek on the west side to Kirchoff Road.

Good. It was the longer way, but definitely safer than racing through parking lots and crossing the four-lane. At least she was using her head a little.

Flashing lights lit up the sky around Frank ‘n Stein’s. Hiro took the bike trail under the Kirchoff Road bridge that looped around and ramped back up to the street level on the other side. She crossed the creek and coasted to a stop at the diner parking lot. Gordy stopped beside her and put a leg down to take in the scene. Police cars. Paramedics. A growing crowd gathered outside a yellow police line.

All the glass had been knocked out of the front door of Frank ‘n Stein’s now, and police walked through the opening like the door was propped open. Broken glass sparkled on the ground in the flashing red lights like the cheap jewelry some of the girls wore at school. Not Hiro, of course. The only jewelry she ever wore was the necklace with a miniature Chicago Police shield on it—or ‘star’ as they called it in Chicago. It was a Chicago tradition to give a necklace or pin to family members of a fallen officer. She chose the necklace. It was the gift she never wanted, but would never part with either. Gordy thought it was morbid. Almost as spooky as keeping a lock of his hair in her pocket.

A car screeched to a stop in the next parking lot, and a man ran toward the building. Joseph Stein. Frank’s partner. He ducked under the yellow crime scene tape and said something to a policeman who tried to block his way. Mr. Stein must have convinced the man he was half owner because the policeman stepped to one side and waved him on. Mr. Stein paused for a moment by the front door, as if wondering if he should unlock it, but then stepped through the door and disappeared inside.

Gordy stretched to get a better view. Was Frank’s body still on the floor? Maybe they’d taken an extra apron and covered his face with it. In any case, Mr. Stein was in for a shock.

Gordy ditched his bike and stood next to Hiro. “Okay. Paramedics are here. Nothing more we can do.”

She held up a finger, but didn’t take her eyes off Frank ‘n Stein’s.

Gordy watched Hiro. What if Hiro’s mom still worked here? She might have been dead too. Gordy wondered if the same thoughts crept into her mind. But right now this place was creeping him out. “Time to go,” he said.

Hiro ignored him. Her attention seemed focused on the fringe of the crowd. Gordy followed her gaze.

Great. Neal Lunquist. Just seeing Lunk made Gordy’s stomach twist even tighter. Lunk still wore his Frank ‘n Stein’s shirt, which is one of the reasons they avoided Frank ‘n Stein’s before 7 p.m. on Thursdays.

Even though there was some kind of truce between them after Cooper saved Lunk’s hide, Gordy didn’t exactly trust him. To him, Lunk was still the bully that used his size to intimidate. And Hiro seemed ready for a fight whenever he was around, too. She had to, really. Lunk painted a target on her back from the very beginning.

She leaned closer to Gordy. “Look at the creepy looking guy talking to Lunk.”

“Got him.” Gordy sized the man up. About six-two. Two hundred and twenty-five pounds. Mid forties. The guy had a mean look about him. And he looked like he knew how to handle himself in a fight.

She slowly rubbed the shield hanging from her neck between her thumb and forefinger. “He looks suspicious.”

“Why? Because he’s talking to Lunk?”

“Because he’s about the same size and build of any one of those three men we saw. There was plenty of time for him to leave the scene, change clothes, and come back and watch from the crowd. Criminals do that sort of thing all the time. And the man obviously has some kind of connection with Lunk, an employee—which would explain how they knew about the safe. What more do you need?”

Gordy shrugged. “A latex mask hanging out of his back pocket would do it.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “You’re ridiculous. I bet he’s got a record.”

Gordy didn’t care. He just wanted to get away from this place. “We came to see if paramedics were here for Frank. They are—so let’s go.”

Hiro held up one hand. “Look.”

The man stepped closer to Lunk. By the looks on their faces, they were having some kind of argument. Lunk looked like he wanted to tear the guy’s head off.

“I need to hear them,” Hiro said. “I’m moving closer.”

Gordy grabbed her arm. “This isn’t a stakeout.”

She pulled free and worked her way along the edge of the crowd. Gordy followed, but kept his head low. Hiro’s height helped her move close undetected, but Gordy had to work at it.

She stopped behind a small group of people not five feet from where Lunk and the man stood. Lunk’s back was turned toward them, and the man didn’t seem to notice those milling nearby.

“You got what you came for,” Lunk said. “And you’ve already made a mess of things. Leave me and Mom alone.”

The man spit on the ground and snickered. “Is that any way to talk to your father?”

Father? Gordy mouthed the word to Hiro. Now he could see where Lunk got his size.

Lunk clenched his fist. “I’m dead serious.”

The man took a step back and held his hands up, palms out. “Okay. I’m done here for now.” He turned on his heel and started walking.

Hiro leaned out for a better view just as Lunk turned their way.

Lunk spotted her immediately. He put his index fingers up to the outside corners of his eyes and pulled them back, reducing his eyelids to narrow slits. “What are you looking at Hiroko?” He elbowed his way through the crowd toward the yellow tape line.

“Let’s go,” Hiro said.

Gordy nodded. About time. He wouldn’t feel safe until he was in his own room. And he certainly didn’t want to see paramedics roll Frank out on a stretcher with a sheet over his head … and Hiro didn’t need that either.

Gordy led the way back to the bikes. “Straight to your house.”

She looked up at him with a determined half smile. “Almost straight home.” She motioned her head toward the man walking away from the crowd. “We have a suspect to follow first.”


CHAPTER 7

Frank. That was Cooper’s first waking thought. The horror of the robbery closed in on him. He felt like he was getting sucked into a bad dream. Cooper’s goal Friday morning was a no-brainer. Survive the day without getting caught.

Hiro ran to meet Cooper and Gordy just as they reached the bus stop. Thankfully, the only other kids around gathered at the corner of Fremont and School Street, barely two blocks west. “Did Gordy tell you?”

Cooper looked at his cousin. “Tell me what?”

Gordy didn’t look too anxious to tell him anything. “I thought we’d tell him together.” He nodded at Hiro like he expected her to take it from there.

“We have a suspect.” Hiro fingered the necklace.

“Hold on,” Gordy said. “You have a theory.”

Cooper held up his hands. “Tell me later. First we have a new problem to deal with.” He had to get this off his chest.

Gordy gave him a questioning look.

“My backpack. I left it under the table at Frank’s last night.”

Gordy leaned back against the street sign post like his legs couldn’t support him any longer. “We’re dead.”

Hiro groaned. “The police would have found it last night. I’m surprised they didn’t pick you up already.”

Cooper glanced down the street. Still no sign of the bus. “There was nothing in it to trace it to me. I’d dumped the whole pack on my bed before going out to meet you. The thing weighed a ton.”

Hiro looked skeptical. “Your name wasn’t on your backpack anywhere?”

Cooper shook his head. That was one thing he was sure about.

“No notebook inside? Papers?”

“Just my English book—but I never wrote my name in it.”

“You’re sure?” Her voice sounded hopeful.

“Absolutely. I stuffed my hoodie in there just before I left, too.”

Gordy looked alarmed. “What about your name in your sweatshirt?”

“C’mon, Gordy, what do you think, I’m five or something?”

“Hey,” he held up his hands in protest, “some people write their name on things like that.”

“I guess we’re lucky it was Coop’s sweatshirt left behind and not yours,” Hiro said. She raised her eyebrows with that “gotcha” look.

Gordy let that one go and stood upright. “Okay. Your name wasn’t in your backpack anywhere. So we’re good. Right?”

Cooper shook his head. “Not completely. They’ll trace it back to Plum Grove.”

Hiro said, “That’ll narrow the search field.”

Cooper slid his old backpack off his back. “For now, I’m using my backpack from last year.”

Gordy stepped closer and poked three fingers through a gaping hole in the front pocket. “Physical Science. Seventh grade. I knocked a lit Bunsen burner onto it and burnt a hole in it.” He smiled slightly. “And the best part was-”

“Gordy,” Hiro interrupted. “We were all there, remember? We need to tell him about Lunk.” She stepped closer. “Last night—before I rode home,” she eyed Cooper like she wanted to make sure he was listening. “I went back to Frank ‘n Stein’s. With Gordy.”

“Hey,” Gordy raised his hands up. “None of this ‘with Gordy’ stuff. It was your idea all the way.”

Hiro ignored him. “We wanted to tell you before the bus gets here.”

Cooper felt like the bus just hit him.

Now he felt like he needed something to lean on. She rattled off the details, her voice rising in pitch as she did. He just looked at her, trying to listen, but also hardly believing what he heard. They’d all agreed to lay low.

“Hiro,” he finally interrupted. “Why’d you chance it?”

She looked at him funny. Like it surprised her that he even had to ask. “Frank. I had to make sure he wasn’t … still alone.”

He nodded. If he’d thought it would have helped Frank, he’d have done it himself. But it was so risky. “Sometimes criminals go back to the crime scene just for thrills. What if they’d been there?”

“I think they were.”

“I tried to stop her,” Gordy said. “But Detective Yakimoto wouldn’t listen.”

“I agreed to keep quiet,” she said. “But I can’t hide and do nothing.”

They needed to hide right now. Stay safe. He shook those thoughts off. “You think you saw them?”

“I saw Lunk. Wearing his work shirt.”

Cooper watched as kids lined up to board the bus. “Okay. So Lunk was there. Wearing his work shirt. So?”

“He looked real nervous. Scared. I’ve never seen him like that before.”

Cooper pictured the 15-year-old the only time he’d ever seen him scared—in the back of the police car. The guy who’d made Cooper’s life miserable had needed his help; so Cooper had helped. Gordy and Hiro still didn’t trust him, but Lunk never bullied Cooper again—and sometimes he actually tried to be friendly with him. The bad blood between Lunk and Hiro had lessened slightly since the incident, but still only slightly.

“His boss was murdered,” Cooper said. “That’d shake anybody up.”

Hiro told him about the man Lunk argued with—and how they followed him at a safe distance.

“He looked mean,” she said. “Creepy mean. He’s connected. I know it.”

Cooper shook his head. “You followed a mean-looking stranger?”

“A suspect.”

“You’re not a cop. You do know that, right? I know you want to be one someday, but—”

“I can take care of myself.” She raised her chin. “Do you want to hear the rest or not?”

Cooper heard the bus round the corner and head their way. Terrific. He had hoped the bus would be late to give them more time to talk. “So what happened?”

“We followed him to Lunk’s house. The creep is living in the shed.”

Definitely strange. Cooper had to admit it. “Okay, so that’s weird. But what does it prove, really?”

The bus slowed to a stop and swung open it’s doors.

“An inside job,” she said. “The man is Lunk’s dad.”


CHAPTER 8

Cooper led the way to a couple rows of seats near the back of the bus and waited to talk until the bus started moving again. “I never saw his dad around,” Cooper said. “I just figured he lived in another state or something.”

“Or maybe the state pen,” Hiro said. “Seriously, he looks like an ex-con. I’m telling you, there’s a connection here. Wanna hear my theory?”

The bus slowed, coasted to the curb, and picked up six more passengers. Two of them sat in the row directly in front of Gordy and Hiro.

“Later. When we can talk,” Cooper whispered.

She looked disappointed, but nodded in agreement.

Cooper could guess her theory pinned this on Lunk somehow. She’d love that. Lunk made her first day at school miserable when she moved to Rolling Meadows after her dad died. Maybe it was the fact she wore her dad’s leather Chicago police jacket to school for weeks—even though it hung almost to her knees. Lunk made fun of the jacket, even when he knew her dad had died. And the more he did, the more other kids stayed away. Not because Lunk was especially popular. It seemed more like kids were afraid they’d be a target if they got too close.

But because all three of their moms were longtime friends, Cooper and Gordy had known Hiro for years. And they ended up being the only real friends she had. Cooper understood her. Most of the time, anyway. Honestly, the girls who locked her out of their tight little circles didn’t know what they were missing. That’s the way Cooper saw it. She was a great friend. Fiercely loyal. And now the three of them had to stay close and keep quiet.

Cooper sat behind Hiro and Gordy and stared out the school bus window. If only he’d slung his backpack over his shoulder before he went to call Frank. The regrets that kept him awake last night still wouldn’t let him rest.

Police cars filled every handicapped parking spot at Plum Grove Junior High. Not a good sign.

Gordy turned in his seat and gave Cooper a wide-eyed look. He’d obviously seen the cop cars, too.

If Cooper had ridden his bike as usual, he’d have been tempted to turn around and pedal home. And he wouldn’t have to lie to say he felt sick. His stomach felt jazzed all morning.

But staying home might draw more attention than he wanted. Besides, he’d be ditching his two best friends—and Gordy might need help staying calm. Cooper filed off the bus behind the others, trying to look natural. Gordy looked like a zombie.

“Think they’ve figured it out?” Gordy fell in step beside Hiro and Cooper.

Cooper eyed the police milling around the entrance. “No.”

Gordy tugged on Cooper’s arm. “For sure?”

Cooper stopped and let a group of students pass. “If they knew, they’d have already picked us up.”

Hiro didn’t say a word, but she nodded slightly.

“They’re zeroing in,” Gordy whispered. “What do we do now?”

Cooper forced his mind to stay logical. Just the sight of all the police had him teetering on the edge of panic. “Exactly what we said before.” He willed himself to look calm. If Gordy knew what was going on inside me he’d totally lose it. Pushing the thought out of his head, Cooper started walking again. “Just act like nothing is wrong.”

One police officer was eyeballing the dozens of bikes poking out of the steel racks. Cooper felt relieved they’d taken the bus after all. Cooper, Hiro, and Gordy mixed in with other students entering the building through sets of double doors. They stayed close together, but Cooper was in his own world.

A handful of police stood just inside the building, watching students enter. The door to the principal’s glass-walled office was closed. Principal Shull sat on the corner of his desk listening to several uniformed officers crowded around it. Cooper picked up the pace, and kept his head down. If the three of them could just make it through today without breaking the Code of Silence, there was hope. Then he’d have all weekend to try to figure out what to do next.

Principal Shull made a surprise visit to the first period class—carrying Cooper’s backpack. He ducked in, smiled, and pointed at it.

“Anybody lose a backpack with an English book and sweatshirt inside?”

He appeared totally casual about the whole thing, like he was just trying to be helpful.

The man was trolling. Hoping for a bite. Cooper hoped his own act would be as convincing as the principal’s. He didn’t move.

“No?” The principal smiled again. “Anybody know of another student who is missing one?” He looked directly over Cooper’s head at a group of boys sitting behind him.

Cooper turned to look at them too, as did half the class.

Riley Steiner, Walker Demel, and Trevor Tellshow looked totally innocent. They’d looked the same way when the principal came in questioning the culprits behind the Out of Order-Do Not Enter signs taped on every GIRLS washroom door in Plum Grove school just a couple weeks ago. Rumor had it that head librarian Miss Hoskins had a little ‘accident’ while running from one bathroom to another—looking for one that was operational. Steiner, Demel, and Tellshow claimed to be innocent then, too, but they were found out a couple days later. The detentions they served as a result only boosted their hero status among many of the guys—including Gordy.

“Mr. Steiner?” The principal held it a little higher, as if he thought Riley couldn’t see the backpack clearly from where he slouched at his desk.

Riley shrugged and shook his head—obviously answering for the whole group.

Apparently satisfied, Principal Shull made a methodical row-by-row visual sweep of the room. Cooper had no worries about Hiro. She could be impossible to read when she wanted to—which drove Cooper nuts. Gordy was another story. Cooper prayed the principal wouldn’t read anything on Gordy’s face.

“Anybody?” He gave the backpack a little shake.

Jake Mickel raised his hand. “If there’s any money in it, it’s mine.”

It broke the tension, and Cooper laughed right along with the rest of them. Mickel looked pleased with himself, and shot a glance toward the guys in the back.

The principal continued his scanning. Cooper held steady when the man looked at him.

“I’ll check another homeroom.” Again, the big toothy, “just-trying-to-be-helpful” smile. “If you think of someone, I’ll have it in my office. Just stop by.”

Right. And the cops will kindly escort you to the police station. Nice try, Principal Shull.

The principal nodded at Mrs. Schmidt, as if to signal the class was all hers again. The man disappeared out the door, closing it behind him.

For the rest of the morning Cooper’s heart pumped double-time, while the clock seemed to tick at half speed. When he stepped into Miss Ferrand’s fourth period English class, two policemen and Principal Shull were waiting inside. This wasn’t good. They stood huddled up by Miss Ferrand’s desk like they were planning a raid, or going over their strategy. Obviously the “Gee, did anybody lose a backpack?” plan didn’t work. Now they’d moved to Plan B.

Gordy looked like he was going to wet his pants. Hiro sat right in front of Cooper’s desk and set her backpack beside her. She locked eyes with him as he passed—like she knew their little masquerade was about to unravel.

This had to be about the English book in his backpack. It obviously led the police to Plum Grove School. The book was only used by eighth-graders, and all the eighth-grade English classes were taught by Miss Ferrand. By process of elimination they were narrowing the field. Fast.

Steiner, Tellshow, and Demel put up a cool front. Talking loud. Laughing. To Cooper it seemed they were trying a little too hard. The fact they deliberately acted like they had nothing to hide made them look guilty as sin. They were in the clear, though. Cooper was sure of that. The police weren’t there looking for someone behind another prank. They were looking for him.

Kids still talked, but without the usual volume. Jake Mickel leaned over, eyes wide.

“I heard the cops are here for a drug bust.”

If he only knew the truth.

Kelsey Seals, who sat directly in front of Jake, twisted around in her seat. “I heard there might be a bomb threat,” she said. “What do you think, MacKinnon?”

Bomb? Like they’d actually keep the students in the building while they checked it out. “I hear they’re cracking down on kids doodling in their textbooks.”

Jake laughed. “You’re an idiot, MacKinnon.”

Cooper shrugged. “It’s what I heard.”

Kelsey turned to share her theory with Eliza Miller—who seemed more than eager to listen.

Miss Ferrand studied the students row by row. Cooper turned to cement when Miss Ferrand’s eyes met his. Her eyes held no accusations, just an appearance of deep concern. She kept scanning the room.

Nothing in that backpack pointed directly to Cooper. He was safe, except for the fact that he no longer had an English book. And from the looks of things, he was going to need one. Now.

He looked at the clock. The bell would ring in just over a minute. Cooper didn’t dare draw extra attention to himself by leaning forward and whispering to Hiro. He slid his cell out of his pocket and texted her.

GOT YOUR ENGLISH BK?

She jumped slightly, like the vibration of her phone startled her. Fishing it out of her pocket, she read the screen and tapped out an answer.

His phone vibrated with her response.

Y. In b-pack.

Seconds left now before the bell. He texted again.

Hiro read the message and closed her phone without answering. In one smooth motion she slid her backpack behind her chair—right next to his.

The bell rang, and Principal Shull instantly stepped to the front of the class. Punctuality was a big deal with him. One of the policemen joined him.

“Students, I would like each of the boys in this classroom to take out their English book and place it on their desk.”

A murmur rose from students. Cooper reached down and slid his hand into Hiro’s backpack instead of his own. He found the book easily and slapped it on his desk like it was a “get out of jail” card.

Four boys didn’t have a book, and Jake Mickel was one of them. Principal Shull called them forward.

“Hey, I didn’t doodle in my book,” Mickel said. “I didn’t even write my name in it.”

Laughter followed him as he shuffled to the front. Seals and Miller exchanged a knowing look.

Principal Shull, along with the police officers, escorted the four boys out of the room. Unless they could pull the book from their locker, these guys would have some questions to answer. Cooper was sure about that. He guessed the police had been doing this each period after the “lost and found” approach bombed, hoping to find the guy without an English book—or an alibi for last night.

Miss Ferrand offered no explanation, and the period passed in a blur. When the bell sounded for lunch, Cooper let out a shaky breath, as if he’d been holding it since he walked into the room. He couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Hiro melted into the hallway crowd. Gordy hustled up alongside him and cupped his hand by his mouth. “They’re on to us.”

“Not here,” Cooper hissed. “Split up. See you at lunch.” Hiking his old backpack on his shoulder, Cooper picked up the pace and weaved his way through a group of girls.

“MacKinnon,” Jake Mickel called from across the hall. He stood in front of his open locker.

Cooper crossed the hallway, dodging kids hurrying to lunch.

“The cops actually wanted to see my book.” He pointed to his English book lying on the bottom of his locker.

“Did they check for doodling?”

“Didn’t even open it. Just wanted to make sure I had it.” Jake shook his head. “Weird, right?”

Grab his book. The thought flashed through Cooper’s mind. Steal it? What was he thinking? But he wouldn’t actually be stealing. He’d just borrow it until things cooled down. He slid his backpack off his shoulder and set it in front of Jake’s locker. “Maybe it’s a new tactic to be sure we do our homework.”

He laughed, and turned to stop Kelsey and Eliza, who both approached as kids shuffled past “Did you see the way the cops hauled me out of class?”

This was his chance. Cooper bent down to retie his shoe. The English book stared at him. He glanced up at Jake. His back was turned, and his body blocked the girls’ view. His heart thumped harder. With a rush of adrenaline he snatched Jake’s book, dropped it in his own backpack, and stood.

Jake was still going at it, but in more detail than he’d shared with Cooper.

Cooper shouldered his pack. “See you, Jake. I’m starving.”

“Me too.” Jake slammed his locker closed without looking.

“Weren’t you scared?” Kelsey asked.

He shook his head. “Not a bit. I had nothing to worry about, right?”

Cooper smiled and jogged toward the cafeteria. You might have something to worry about now.


CHAPTER 9

Hiro sat at their usual table and positioned herself where she could watch the cafeteria entrance. Strange how she still felt out of place, even after going here for over a year. Her mom thought the move would be good for her. Mom could be near Gordy’s and Cooper’s moms—her best friends. And Hiro would have Coop and Gordy—and she’d make new friends. They would be just what she needed. That was the plan.

But all Hiro had wanted back then was to be alone. Her hero died. The last thing she needed was to make friends with a bunch of chirpy girls. All their laughing seemed totally out of place. The whole world should have mourned. The way she saw it, the world tilted a bit more on its axis the moment her dad died. And it was never coming back.

Maybe she pushed the other girls away. But the truth is, they kept their distance, too. She just wished Lunk would keep his distance.

As it turned out, it wasn’t new friends she needed. It was the old ones that pulled her through. She’d known Coop and Gordy since they’d been kids. And they were the ones who’d really helped her through those dark days.

And Frank had helped her in his own way, too. Why do the good men die? Dads who love their kids and are out there trying to protect people. Business owners who give struggling widows real help and a chance. Frank didn’t deserve to die. He gave Hiro’s mom more than a job. He gave her hope. Hiro’s stomach felt totally messed up. She could feel a lump forming in her throat.

She had to pull herself together. Breaking down in tears wasn’t exactly the best way to blend in. She studied the room. To her left the hot lunch line snaked into the cafeteria. She never took hot lunch, and today it smelled like pizza. Long paper banners with the hand painted words “Go Chargers” lined the walls. Right now she’d like to charge right over to the police station and tell them everything.

Candy Mertz, Lissa Bowens, and Katie Barbour sauntered with their trays and sat at the adjoining table. They were deep in conversation—probably about some boy. Mertz and her flirts. If they saw Hiro, they didn’t show it. It was like she was invisible. That ought to come in handy when I’m a cop, she thought.

Hiro watched Coop enter the cafeteria with Jake, Kelsey, and Eliza, but he peeled away when the others stopped to join the hot lunch line. Gordy appeared out of nowhere and walked with Coop to her table, and they sat across from her.

Cooper pulled Hiro’s English textbook out of his backpack and placed it on the table. “Thanks for the loan.”

“Quick thinking on your part,” Hiro said. “But I don’t know if our luck can hold.

Coop tapped his backpack. “I picked up another book.”

Hero knew exactly what that meant. “You stole someone’s book?”

Gordy immediately checked his own pack. “Better not have been mine.”

“Jake Mickel loaned it to me.” Cooper put a finger to his lips. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”

Gordy snorted a laugh and pulled his sandwich out of his bag. Two sandwiches actually. One peanut butter. The other jelly. They never mixed until they hit his stomach.

Just watching him made Hiro’s stomach feel even worse. She pulled out her sandwich and debated eating it or not.

She pushed it away. “Look guys,” she said. “The police are going to figure this out. They’re not stupid, you know. They’ve already narrowed their search to our school—and to Miss Ferrand’s classes.”

Cooper shook his head. “They’re fishing.”

“They’re in the right pond.”

He looked over his shoulder. “Like you said. They aren’t stupid. Borrowing the book is just buying us time until the police catch the men who did that to Frank.”

Gordy shifted a mouthful to one cheek. “They’re goons.”

“Goons?” Hiro shook her head.

He swallowed. “It’s a perfectly good word for them. You’d rather I called them thugs?”

“Both a little dated, Gordy.” She pictured Lunk’s dad. “How about we call them scum?”

Cooper leaned in. “Goons. Thugs. Elvis. Mr. Clown. Scum. Doesn’t matter what we call them. We just need to stay clear of them.”

Hiro used her sandwich to hide her mouth. Not that she really thought anybody would try to read her lips, but it certainly worked. “If your cop theory is right, Elvis and the Clown could be right here in the building looking for us.” She took a bite and put her sandwich down.

“Looking for me,” Coop said, “You two got out in time. He was so focused on me, I don’t think he saw either of you riding across the street.”

“And the principal was looking for a guy,” Gordy said. “You’re in the clear, Hiro.”

Hiro took an orange segment out of her lunch bag and tapped it against her lips. “But what if Mr. Clown did see us riding off?” She stared off toward the exit. “He’d be looking for three kids sitting together, just like us.”

Gordy looked as if he were about to venture into a haunted house—alone. “You think we should split up?”

“What I’d really like is to lock arms together, walk to the nearest policeman and turn ourselves in,” Hiro said.

Cooper looked like he wanted to say something, but caught himself. She could see the frustration on his face easy enough.

“I didn’t sleep last night—and I don’t think I’ll sleep tonight,” she said. “I’ve felt sick to my stomach ever since they hit Frank. What if they catch up with us?” For an instant she imagined seeing Lunk’s dad show up at her door. Heard his snicker.

“They’re looking for me,” Cooper said. “Just me. I’m the one they saw. The only one.”

She looked him square in the eyes. “I’m afraid they’re going to find you.”

Gordy leaned in close. “You’re sure there’s nothing to tie your backpack directly to you?”

“If there was, I’d be at the police station by now.”

Hiro raised her eyebrows. “No fingerprints?”

Cooper stopped chewing.

“I’ll bet the police found some clear ones on that book.” Hiro picked at her sandwich.

“What good will that do unless they fingerprint me to confirm a match?”

Gordy looked from Cooper to Hiro. “Can they do that? Can they fingerprint you?” His eyebrows disappeared underneath drapes of straight blonde hair covering his forehead. “We’re too young.

Right?”

Hiro nibbled at the crust. “They’d have to get permission from a parent.”

“So that’s it then.” Gordy angled the rest of his peanut butter sandwich into his mouth. “Tell your parents not to agree to it.”

Hiro gave a little snort.

Gordy’s back slumped a little more. He took a bite.

Wiping her mouth with a napkin, Hiro gave Cooper a sideways glance. “And then there’s the DNA evidence.”

By the look on his face, he hadn’t thought of that.

“Your sweatshirt. One piece of hair in that hood and you’re pinned to the crime scene. It’s probably at the crime lab right now,” Hiro said.

Swallowing, Gordy looked from Cooper to Hiro. “But still, they’d have to get a DNA sample from Cooper to match it. Right?”

Hiro reached across the table and plucked a hair from Gordy’s head.

“Hey,” Gordy said, batting her hand away. “What’s that all about?”

“Do you honestly think the police can’t get a DNA sample if they really want it?” She looked at Cooper, wishing he’d understand, hoping he’d rethink the whole strategy of staying silent. “You’re in danger, Cooper. We all are, but you especially. Our Code of Silence isn’t going to keep the things you left behind from telling them everything they need to know.”


CHAPTER 10

Ten minutes later Hiro threw up what little of the lunch she ate. Right there at the table. Mertz, Bowens, and Barbour leapt from the adjoining table screaming and pointing, drawing more attention to Hiro. Students clapped and cheered. Hiro hung her head and cried.

Cooper glared at Mertz—huddled together with her two clones. Like they’d never seen someone sick before. They made Cooper queasy just looking at them.

“Let’s get you some fresh air, Hiro,” Cooper said, holding one of her arms and helping her to her feet. Gordy grabbed all three of their backpacks, stuffed the last of his sandwich in his mouth, and walked on the other side of her. Five minutes outside made all the difference. Even her voice sounded stronger.

“I’m sorry, Coop,” she said. “I’m just so scared.”

He totally understood the feeling.

Halfway through sixth period, Principal Shull’s voice crackled over the PA system. All students were directed to proceed to the auditorium immediately. Any reason to cut class short should have been cause for celebration. Instead, Cooper shuffled along with the herd, keeping his head low.

Climbing to the top row of the bleachers, Cooper sat between Hiro and Gordy. Cops milled around everywhere on the maple gym floor below. Like sentinels at each door, they stood in their blue uniforms, ready to grab their eyewitness, if they could only figure out who it was.

“I don’t like it,” Gordy whispered. “Do they know something?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “But not enough.” He stuffed his backpack at his feet.

Jake sat two rows down, next to Kelsey and Eliza. It seemed they hadn’t stopped talking since they’d started at his locker.

Riley Steiner, Trevor Tellshow, and Walker Demel sat in the front row, which was totally weird for them. For any other assembly they’d be sitting in the back, having their own little party. After the visit from Principal Shull and the cops in Miss Ferrand’s class, they obviously knew they were in the clear. They seemed intensely interested in knowing the trouble somebody else was in.

Hiro leaned close to Cooper. “If a violent crime isn’t solved in the first 72 hours, the chances of it ever being solved go way down.”

Great. Only fifty-five hours to go.

Cooper saw Lunk mount the stairs and head their way. The kid was big enough to be in high school. Actually he should be in high school. For some unkown reason he’d been held back before he moved to Rolling Meadows. And it could stay a mystery for all Cooper cared. It wasn’t the kind of thing he’d want to ask Lunk about. Being held back didn’t have anything to do with smarts, though. The guy was sharp. Like always, he walked alone and wore a black t-shirt and faded camouflage pants.

Lunk kept coming, like he deliberately intended to sit close to them. Cooper felt Hiro tense next to him. When Lunk made eye contact, Cooper nodded and managed a smile.

Sitting on the wooden bench directly in front of them, Lunk turned just far enough to see them. “Hey, Coop.” He nodded at Gordy. “Gordo.”

“Hey.” Gordy hardly looked up.

Lunk grinned at Hiro. “Thanks for the entertainment at lunch. Eat a bad egg roll or something?”

Hiro glared. “No actually, but I saved one for you.”

A smile spread across his beefy face. “The lunch lady must have had some too ‘cause she heaved all over the table while she was trying to clean up your mess.”

Gordy’s eyes brightened. “Really?”

“Yeah. She came out with a bucket and a pair of gloves, but before she could even—”

“Stop,” Hiro interrupted, covering her ears. She took shallow breaths and squeezed her eyes shut. For a moment Cooper thought she was going to lose it again. Gordy slid a couple of feet away from her.

Lunk’s face registered a clear victory. “Did I mention Candy Mertz wasn’t looking so good either?”

Hiro pressed her hands tighter against her ears. “No more.”

Principal Shull stepped up to the podium. “All right, students, quiet down.” He raised his hands in the air.

Within seconds the entire auditorium went silent and still, like they’d been unplugged. It seemed everybody wanted to know why the police were there.

“Thank you.” The principal lowered his hands. “This afternoon we have a very serious matter to talk to you about.” He paused and scanned the crowd. “I’m going to ask Rolling Meadows Police Detective Hammer to explain. Please give him your full attention.”

Hammer marched across the maple wood floor to the podium, his footsteps echoing from bleacher to bleacher. “I’m going to get right to the point,” he said, waving a folder in one hand.

Cooper tried to analyze his voice. Did it sound like a DJ? Anybody’s would with a microphone like that.

Hammer lowered the folder and scanned the crowd. “Last night a violent robbery took place at Frank ‘n Stein’s, right in town. One of the owners was brutally beaten. He’s in a coma in the ICU at Northwest Community Hospital.”

The crowd broke into hushed whispers. Cooper didn’t have to fake a look of surprise. Frank was alive? He glanced at Hiro. She stared straight ahead, her mouth slightly open. Lunk didn’t turn around, but his shoulders slumped.

“We have at least one eyewitness who saw a male, possibly twelve to thirteen years old, fleeing the crime scene on a bike. The boy nearly got hit by a car and admitted to witnessing the robbery.”

Cooper held his breath. Could anyone hear his heartbeat?. It thundered in his ears, and his stomach clenched. Gordy put a hand on his leg and squeezed.

Hammer took the cordless mike out of the podium stand and walked toward the bleachers. “Between the description from our eyewitness and evidence found at the scene, we are convinced the person who fled the diner is a student at Plum Grove Junior High.”

A gasp escaped from the student body, and immediately the bleachers were alive with talk.

Cooper couldn’t speak, even if he wanted to.

“Hold on.” Hammer raised the file folder with one hand until the wave of talk receded. “The police are looking for your cooperation here. If you know anything, if you suspect anyone, I need you to have the guts to talk to one of us. We’re looking for a male. We believe he is in the eighth grade. He carries a black backpack. He owns a dark gray zip-up hoodie from Old Navy. He’s missing his English book. He may have some fresh scrapes and bruises. This boy rides a mountain bike—the color may be brown or orange.”

Again the crowd erupted in excited talk. Kelsey Seals and Eliza Miller huddled close to each other, looking around like they may get attacked.

Cooper’s head reeled. They would find him. How could they not? But his bike was silver. That would help. The orange glow from the parking lot lights must have—

“There’s something you need to know.” Hammer stood with one hand on his hip until the room was silent as a tomb. “The boy who witnessed this is probably scared. And for good reason. He’s in real danger.” Hammer paused, letting those words sink in. “Maybe it’s a friend of yours. You need to help him. Maybe you noticed someone acting strange, out-of-character, or nervous this morning. You come see one of us.”

Riley Steiner and his pack actually scanned the room, like finding the witness was a game.

Hammer looked down at the gym floor and then looked at the students again. “You’ll be helping us catch a brutal criminal, and you may just be saving your friend’s life. The man who put Frank Mustacci in a coma will want to silence an eyewitness as well.”

The student body had never paid attention like this for any assembly Cooper had ever seen. Hiro squirmed next to him.

Hammer paced along the front row of the bleachers and waved the folder in the air. “In this folder I have the names of thirty-two boys who may fit one of the key pieces of evidence we found at the crime scene, and we’ll narrow that number by at least ten before the day is over.”

A list? Cooper wanted to slip between the boards at his feet and hide under the bleachers. Was his name on that list?

“We’re talking about a witness to an attempted murder and armed robbery.” Detective Hammer paused and scanned the crowd slowly.

Stay calm, Coop. Stay calm.

“We will find our witness. But if you know something, please talk to one of us. To do anything less is really helping the suspect get away with murder … or attempted murder. Nobody wants to live with that on their conscience.”

Cooper felt a tremor pass through Hiro.

Was she buying this nice cop routine? Clown face was wearing a cop uniform. So was Elvis. If police were involved in the robbery somehow, none of them could be trusted.

“Now, we intend to interview many of you. All of you if necessary. Each of you will receive a permission slip explaining the process. The interviews will start Monday and will be conducted by a trained juvenile officer with at least one of your parents present.”

Cooper stared at his feet. No way did he want to go through an interview. How would he bluff his way through that? And Gordy? He’d never make it.

“I’ll sit in on most of the interviews personally,” Hammer said. “And I’ll tell you right now,” he tapped the side of his head, “I have a built-in boloney detector.”

The cop paced back to the podium and leaned on it. “Let me say one more thing. We’ve got fingerprints right now. We’re working on DNA samples, and I’ve got one other piece of evidence that will open the door to finding our witness. It’s just a matter of time. I believe he’s right here in this gym.”

Muffled gasps escaped from groups of girls clinging together all over the bleachers. Like they thought the witness was a criminal, too.

I’m a victim. Cooper felt like his stomach was going to turn itself inside-out. What other piece of evidence? What would open the door? A key. My house key to be exact.

“Let me say this directly to the witness: You are holding up a criminal investigation. Not smart. Don’t wait for the interviews Monday. See me after the assembly.”

Fat chance. The truth was, the police should focus on finding the guys who nearly killed Frank. Or maybe Cooper would have to find a way to find them himself.

Hammer brought the mic closer to his mouth. “And one more thing. You need protection. The longer you wait to come forward, the greater the chance you’ll be found by the suspect or suspects. That’s just plain crazy. I can help you.”

The detective was using scare tactics now. Cooper was sure of it. But it was working.

Hammer paused and gave a long hard stare to the crowd as if he was watching for someone to blow their cover with a nervous twitch. “You come see me. Time to give it up.” One corner of his mouth turned up in a crooked smile. “Either way, I gottcha, boy.”

I gottcha, boy. The words seared Cooper’s mind like they were fresh off Frank’s grill. The same words the Clown used at the door. God help me. He’s one of them!


CHAPTER 11

His mind shifted into high gear, but he wasn’t gaining any ground. An elbow in his ribs brought him back to reality.

“It’s over,” Hiro said.

The assembly or their plan to keep quiet? Cooper wasn’t sure which one she meant. Students all over the bleachers stood and started filing out. He could hear snatches of excited conversations. Jake, Kelsey, and Emily were talking over each other now, each of them guessing what had happened to poor Frank. Cooper knew exactly what happened, but he didn’t dare tell a soul. Gordy sat next to him in stunned silence.

Lunk’s face had no more color than Hammer’s manila folder with the thirty-two names. Pulling a pen from the corner of his mouth, Lunk turned toward Cooper and Hiro.

“Mr. Mustacci is the nicest man I know,” he said, quietly.

And he’s alive. Thank God. Cooper nodded. “He always treated us good. Like we were people, not just kids. Hiro’s mom used to work there.”

Lunk worked the pen between his fingers, turning it end over end. “He gave me a job three weeks ago.” Then as if he guessed their question, he went on. “I’m 15, so I can work until seven on school nights. And all day Saturday. Gives me meals, too. All I want.”

Normally Hiro wouldn’t let an opportunity like that go without a comeback, but this time she remained silent, staring at her shoes. Then again, Lunk only had good to say about Frank. How could she argue with that? Frank’s goodness was probably the only thing on Earth they both agreed on.

Lunk kept talking—almost like he was in a daze. “I filled out applications everywhere. Mom didn’t want me to take a job, but the rent went up.”

Cooper didn’t know what to say. Lunk wasn’t the type to open up.

“None of the other places even called me for an interview. Mr. Mustacci didn’t care that I had no job experience. He gave me a chance.”

Goose bumps rose on Cooper’s arms. Those were nearly the same words Frank used when the two men forced him to give them the combination to the safe. He had given someone a chance—someone who betrayed him and told the wrong people about the safe, and how Frank didn’t trust banks.

“How could anybody hurt him?” Lunk’s eyes narrowed to slits as dark as his hair.

Hiro finally found her tongue. “Exactly what I was thinking. They’d have to be total jerks. Morons. Scum-of-the-earth, cold-hearted bullies that deserved …”

“Hiro,” Cooper interrupted.

She set her jaw and glared at Lunk.

Lunk didn’t look offended. “If I find the person who did this, or the witness who is messing up the investigation …” He bent the pen nearly in half and tossed it between the bleacher boards.

Cooper heard the pen clatter against the steel supports on its way down. He had a feeling Lunk would do the same thing to him if he found out he was at Frank ‘n Stein’s last night.

Like the starting gun at a race, the bell signaling the end of the last period triggered Cooper into action. Leaping to his feet, he stuffed his books in his backpack and slung it over his shoulder on the run. He’d play offense now. Rather than slinking around the halls, afraid of cops questioning him, he could finally get out of the school.

He caught up to Hiro and Gordy. Together they merged into the crowd bottlenecked at the doors leading to the parking lot—and freedom. Policemen stood at every exit handing out neon yellow sheets of paper. Great. The permission form.

Hiro nudged him. “How do we handle that?”

Cooper didn’t answer. A police interview would change everything. It was one thing not to go to the police—not to offer information. It was another thing to lie to them.

The crowd funneled into single file lines at the doors, and the police didn’t miss one student. “Have a parent read and sign this,” the cops repeated with almost every new student. “Bring it back Monday.”

Taking one of the forms, Cooper folded it in half and buried it in his backpack. The pack felt heavier for it. And exactly how was he going to bring the topic up to his parents? Hiro started reading her form as they walked.

Gordy pulled on his arm and stopped him as soon as they had cleared the doors. “Check that out.”

Cooper followed the direction of his gaze. The cops were all over the bike rack area. One of the officers held a camera and took pictures of every bicycle.

“Good call on riding the bus today,” Gordy said.

Hiro looked up at Cooper. “They’ll probably show the pictures to their witness.”

The driver that almost hit him.

She leaned in close. “You heard what Lunk said about Frank giving him a chance?”

“Kinda spooky, right?”

Hiro hugged herself and kept walking. “He’s part of this. Along with his dad. I feel it.”

“But he likes Frank,” Cooper said.

Hiro gave an exasperated groan. “So he’s a good actor.”

“Seemed real to me.”

When Cooper noticed Detective Hammer, he was almost on them. It was impossible to see his eyes through the mirrored lenses of his aviator-type sunglasses. No accident there.

“Got your permission slip, guys?” Hammer said. The detective still had the manila folder in one hand.

“In my backpack.”

The Detective nodded. “Good. You boys in seventh or eighth?”

Cooper felt his face grow warm. He stood taller without trying to look obvious. “Eighth.”

“Then you’re on my list.” Hammer opened the folder. “Names?”

What was going on? “Cooper MacKinnon.”

“G-Gordon Digby. But I go by Gordy. Cooper started it, and it just stuck. Even my Mom calls me Gordy now.” He talked fast and took a step back.

“There you are.” He made a notation in his folder. “I like putting names with faces.” He looked directly at Cooper.

For a second Cooper couldn’t talk—couldn’t breathe. He stared at Hammer’s mirrored lenses. All he saw was his own face in each lens looking back at him. Does he recognize me? He couldn’t. It was the guy with the raspy voice that really saw me. Mr. Clown.

The detective tapped the folder. “Get that permission slip signed.”

He turned to Gordy. “You okay Mr. Digby? You seem a bit nervous.”

Gordy swallowed. “Perfect.” His voice cracked.

Hammer cocked his head to one side. “Trying to test my baloney detector?”

“No sir,” Gordy stammered. “I’d never do that.”

A smile parted the detective’s lips slightly. “Something tells me you could slice up enough baloney to feed half your school.”

Hiro slid between Cooper and Gordy and hooked their arms. “And I’m the lucky girl who has these phony baloneys for best friends.” She rolled her eyes and tugged the boys toward the curb. “And if they make me miss the bus, I’m really going to turn them into dead meat.”

Hammer’s head rocked back with a burst of laughter. “Better get going, guys.” He motioned them toward the line of buses along the edge of the parking lot. “She’s tough.”

Still holding them by the arms, Hiro whisked them away toward the buses.

“Nice save, Hiro,” Cooper said.

“You’re welcome. But we need to talk. This isn’t over—you know that, right?”

Cooper stopped outside their bus. “Yeah. We’re on the list.” He glanced back toward the school entrance. Hammer was still standing where they’d left him—watching them.

“And after the way Gordy acted so nervous,” Hiro said, “I think you two just moved to the top.”


CHAPTER 12

Cooper didn’t dare say a word about it on the bus ride home. What if somebody else overheard him? Thanks to Hammer’s little speech in the gym, kids were on high alert, suspicious of anybody but their closest friends. Kids on the bus huddled close together and talked, sometimes pointing to other riders.

He had to think. The situation had heated up a lot faster than he expected it would. He’d convinced himself that all he really had to do was keep quiet. Stick to the Code. But that wouldn’t be enough anymore.

Cooper tried to push that thought out of his head. The important thing was that they made it. They got through day one. And Frank was alive.

The three of them left the bus together and stood watching it pull away down Fremont Street.

“We need to talk about this,” Hiro said.

Cooper started walking toward his house. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

Hiro caught up to him. “Really? Well, maybe I have one of those baloney detectors now, because I can tell you’re full of it.”

Gordy jogged a few steps ahead, turned around and walked backwards. “Look, let’s just forget about it all for awhile. This is Friday. Tomorrow is Saturday. And then we have Sunday.”

Hiro put her hands on the sides of her head and shook it in obvious frustration. “And what comes after Sunday, Mr. Calendar?”

Gordy fell in step alongside them. “Monday?”

“Right. And your own personal interrogation by a juvenile officer.”

Gordy groaned. “Did you have to bring that up?”

“We need a plan,” Hiro said. She picked at her braid. “We have to do something.”

For a second Cooper had that feeling they were being watched. He glanced up and down the street, but didn’t notice anyone. Not even a car. “Look,” he said. “You’re right. Meeting one-on-one with the police could be disastrous.”

“Could be?” Hiro cocked her head to one side.

“Maybe we could call in sick Monday,” Gordy said.

“You’re smarter than that.” Hiro tapped Gordy’s forehead. “And that won’t look suspicious?”

Gordy mumbled something, but Cooper couldn’t quite make out what he said. It wouldn’t be hard to guess.

Cooper sat on the curb. Hiro and Gordy sat beside him. For a minute nobody said a word. He figured they were both waiting for him to speak. He felt their eyes on him.

“What if …” he tried to focus his thoughts, “What if we try to figure out who the robbers are ourselves?”

Hiro looked at him. “And how would we do that?”

“The back-up hard drive.”

“You mean look at the surveillance tape?”

“Why not? If there’s a camera in the office we may get a look at Mr. Lucky’s face.”

Hiro stood. She fingered her necklace like it was a source of investigative inspiration. “Or maybe the other two had their masks off while they worked on the safe.”

“Hold on,” Gordy said. “What are we supposed to do if we do get a clear view of them?”

Cooper took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Maybe we could burn a DVD, just that portion of it, and mail it to the police.”

“And if the police see any one of their faces,” Hiro said, “maybe they’ll call off the whole interview thing Monday and concentrate on finding the real guys.”

Gordy looked hopeful. “Yeah. That could work. Then we’d be in the clear. Right?”

“And,” Hiro said, “we’d actually be helping with the investigation.”

Cooper stood and the three of them walked toward Cooper’s house. “It beats waiting for them to find us.”

“When do we start?” Hiro said.

“Tomorrow. We’ll use my dad’s laptop. We can bring it out to the shed.”

Hiro looked up at him and smiled. She hadn’t done that since agreeing to the Code.

“Hey, Coop.” Gordy pointed. “Check out your fence. It looks like somebody drove through it into your backyard.”

Cooper stopped dead and stared. Two sections of cedar fencing stood propped against the garage door, along with a single post. A trail of plywood and boards lined the ground all the way from the driveway through the opening in the fence It looked like a path laid out as if to protect the grass from getting deep ruts.

“The surprise,” Cooper said. He’d totally forgotten about it. “Mom said Dad was bringing something home today. Mattie is totally convinced she’s getting a pony.”

“Every girl’s dream,” Hiro said. “Whatever it is, it must be heavy.”

Gordy trotted toward the driveway. “Like a horse trailer?”

Cooper jogged alongside him. “No—it can’t be.”

“Oh yeah,” Gordy snickered. “Mattie got her pony.”

Almost on cue, the silver nose of the pickup poked through the opening of the fence. Cooper’s dad pulled the F150 onto the drive. He wasn’t pulling a trailer. The driver’s window was down, and Dad waved.

“Wait,” he called. “Don’t go back there yet.” He parked the truck and jumped out—a blur of faded blue jeans and a denim shirt. “Hey, Gordy, Hiro. Glad you’re here too.”

Fudge loped out from the backyard and slammed against Cooper. He bent over and tussled her ears. She nuzzled his hand and wriggled against Hiro’s legs like she couldn’t decide who she wanted to be with. Hiro knelt down and said something to her. Fudge leaned into Hiro, like she was eating every word.

Hustling over, Dad put a hand on each of Cooper’s shoulders. “I got it.” He had Christmas in his eyes.

Cooper looked up at his dad, a feeling of doubt nagging at him, but he didn’t want to disappoint him. “Got what?”

Dad threw an arm around Cooper’s shoulder and started walking towards the gap in the fence. “I’m going to show you—and you’re going to love it.”

A school bus lumbered down Fremont, lights flashing as it coasted to a stop at the end of their driveway.

Dad stopped. “Let’s wait for Mattie to get off the bus.”

When the doors swept open, Mattie hopped to the pavement, her ponytail bobbing happily. “Daddy!”

She ran to him and threw her arms around his waist. “I missed you.”

Dad bent down and kissed the top of her head. “I missed you too, Squirt. And I have a really great surprise in the backyard.”

Mattie squealed. “Can I ride it?”

Gordy snorted and laughed.

Dad started for the backyard again. “We’ll all go for rides, lots of them—when it’s fixed.”

Cooper could see his dad watching him as they approached the corner of the house. Dad obviously wanted to see his expression the moment he saw it.

Cooper stopped and stared. A boat. A very big and worn-out looking boat.

“Hokey smokies!” Gordy shouted. “That thing is huge.”

More than huge. It looked like Noah’s Ark had been discovered and now rested in their fenced-in backyard.

Dad gripped Cooper’s shoulder and gave him a shake. “Can you believe it? Look at this baby.”

“I’m looking,” Cooper said. “But I don’t believe it.” Big, beat, but beautiful. “Whose is it?”

Mom stood with her arms folded across her chest in the shadow of the trailored cabin cruiser, her five foot two inch height barely a head above the dull blue waterline stripe. She looked like she’d rather have a pony.

Cooper’s dad put an arm around his shoulder, pulled him close and grinned. “Ours.”

“No way!” Gordy slapped Cooper on the back.

“Ours … to keep?’

“Uh-huh.” Dad rushed ahead. “It was my uncle’s.” He gave mom a hug, then stood next to the boat and grinned. “I spent the best parts of my summers on this boat as a kid. Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. I loved that place.”

Cooper shielded his eyes from the sun and looked up at its full height. On the trailer, it had to be twelve or fourteen feet high to the top of the searchlight mounted on the canopy over the bridge. “But this is really your uncle’s?”

“Was my uncle’s. Was.” He wrapped his arms around Mom and lifted her off the ground. “It’s ours now, right babe?”

Mom didn’t look too thrilled—but Cooper’s pulse definitely spiked as the truth set in. “So we own it now?”

“Completely.” Dad looked like the next door neighbor when they’d brought their newborn baby home from the hospital. “He gave it to us. GAVE it to us. A 1956 Chris Craft Futura cabin cruiser—FREE.”

Mom shook her head. “But it’s going to cost us now.”

“Only as we can afford it,” Dad said.

Cooper stepped close to the boat and ran his hand along the white painted planking. Chips of paint crumbled under his fingertips and spun to the ground.

Dad reached over him and pulled off a pancake-sized peel of the old paint and thumped the wood underneath with his knuckle. “See? It’s solid. This thing was built like a tank. All we have to do is sand and repaint it.”

Cooper traced his hand along the side all the way to the front. The bow looked like it could slice through any wave.

Dad followed right behind him. “What do you think?”

Cooper turned to face his dad. “It’s gorgeous. How could he just give this away?”

“His wife finally talked some sense into his head,” Mom said.

Dad laughed. “He’s been in a nursing home for some time now. The boat’s been in his backyard for years. All I had to do was pull it out of there.”

“Uncle Carson,” Gordy said. “Will this thing actually work?”

Dad squatted down and pointed underneath. “Take a look toward the back and tell me what you see.”

Cooper bent down next to Gordy and looked at the copper-bronze colored bottom of the boat. A darkened brass rudder hung down, flanked on either side by a big four-bladed propeller.

“Has this thing got two motors?” Gordy asked.

“Bingo,” Dad said. “Twin hemi V–8’s. They’ll need a little work, but we’ll have this thing on the water by next spring.” Standing, he put his hands on his hips. “You should see the wake it throws. It looks like it’s dragging the lake.”

Cooper could envision it. The roar of the engines, warm breeze in his face, and a white frothy wake churning away from the back of the boat. “Are we going to name it?”

Dad smiled and motioned toward the back end of the boat. “It already has a name. It’s painted on the transom. See what you think.” Dad pulled back a faded green tarp that draped over the back of the boat.

The varnished mahogany planking served as a backdrop for large script letters in white and black paint angling upwards. The Getaway. Cooper smiled. The name fit.

Dad stood beside him. “And it always was a getaway for me as a kid.”

Cooper thought his dad looked like a kid right now. There was a part of him that wanted to lose himself in the boat. Explore every inch of it. Find out all its secrets. But that would be a lot easier if he didn’t have some secrets of his own he was hiding.

“The swim platform on the back was added somewhere along the way. But it sure makes it easy to get in the boat.” He hiked himself up onto the platform.

“What do you think, Mattie?”

Cooper looked at his little sister. Somehow she seemed to have the opposite reaction to the whole thing as he did. Hiro slung her arm around her, and it looked like Mattie was ready to cry at any moment.

“Are we keeping it here?” Mattie’s eyebrows were crumpled the way they always did when she was upset.

“Well, yeah, Squirt,” Dad said. “For now anyway.”

Mattie frowned. “Where are we going to keep my pony?”

“Pony?” Dad looked confused. “We’re not getting a pony—that would be way too much work.”

Mattie turned away and buried her face in Hiro’s shirt.

“C’mon, Squirt,” Cooper said. “This is way better than some dumb pony.”

Mattie whipped around. “Ponies are smart.” A tear found a path down her cheek.

Hiro smoothed it away. “How about sometime we’ll pretend the boat is our ship. And you can be the mermaid. How would you like that?”

Mattie sniffed.

Hiro leaned in close. “You’ll be the prettiest mermaid anybody ever saw.”

She smiled just a bit.

“But you’d better watch out for the octopus.” Cooper held out his arms and waved them around slowly. “They like to tickle mermaids,” Cooper said, darting his hands under her arms and tickling her. “And they have so many arms you can’t possibly stop them.”

Mattie dropped to the ground and rolled side to side on her back, laughing and kicking and swinging her hands. Fudge barked and tried to nuzzle in between them.

“All right, Cooper,” Mom said, tussling his hair. “Leave the little mermaid alone.”

Cooper got up, and feigned another attack.

Mattie squealed and balled up on the ground.

Cooper glanced at Hiro and for a moment saw her look at him with the way she used to, before the Code. “Okay, I’ll let you go this time.” He reached out to Mattie, and she grabbed his hand and he pulled her to her feet.

“Mattie,” Mom said, “how about you and I go in and work on dinner while they keep exploring the boat? I could really use a taste-tester.”

Mattie nodded and followed her mom toward the back door. Fudge trotted behind them, tail swinging like she knew she’d get samples too.

“I’d better get home,” Hiro said.

“Don’t you want to see inside?” Dad called out.

Hiro glanced at Cooper’s mom with a pleading look.

“Why don’t you just show the boys for now,” Mom said. “Believe it or not, some people may not be quite as excited about The Castaway as you are.”

“The Getaway,” Dad said. “It’s The Getaway.”

Hiro giggled. “The boys can show me tomorrow—but I really have to go. Congratulations on your new boat. It’s a real prize.”

Dad smiled. “Blue ribbon stuff all the way.”

Cooper watched Hiro leave. She turned and waved just before going around the corner of the house.

“C’mon up here, guys,” Dad said. “Wait’ll you get on deck and see inside.”

Dad led the way, with the boys on his heels. Cooper and Gordy hoisted themselves onto the swim platform, then up to the top of the transom and over the stainless steel rail. The three of them stood on the weathered teak floorboards of the open deck area at the rear of the boat.

“I love it,” Gordy said.

Cooper knew the feeling. He still couldn’t believe it. This was really theirs now? He looked toward the bow and held his breath.

“This is the bridge—the place where you pilot the boat.” He pointed to two captain’s chairs standing side by side on tall pedestals behind a huge windshield. Unlike a car, the steering wheel was in front of the seat to the right. The dashboard had a cluster of gauges and controls.

Cooper climbed behind the controls and sank into the cushioned seat. Gordy climbed onto the captain’s chair next to him. The extra height gave a perfect view through the windshield and out over the bow. Side windows worked as a wind and spray shield, but the back stayed open. Perfect.

“I’ll be sitting here,” Cooper said grabbing the wheel. “And Gordy will be there … so where will you sit, Dad?”

Dad laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll both get chances to drive. And wait ‘til you feel … and hear the rumble of those engines. There’s nothing like it.” He pointed to a pair of doors built into the deck floor. “They’re mounted below those doors. We’ll check them out in a bit.”

Cooper stood, imagining the pitch and roll he’d feel on deck when this was out in the water. “Dad, I can’t believe this.”

Dad smiled. “Welcome to The Getaway.” He walked to the side rail and ran his hand along its smooth surface. “This boat is magic, you know.”

“Magic?” Cooper and Gordy spoke at the same time.

“Uh-huh.” He slid onto one of the captain’s chairs and turned with one arm hanging over the back. “This boat can take you places without even leaving the yard.”

Digging in his pocket, he pulled out a ring of keys and nodded toward the locked mahogany hatch leading to the inside cabin. “Ready to do some serious exploring guys?”

At a quick glance, the keys looked almost exactly like the ones from Frank ‘n Stein’s. Cooper’s elation suddenly deflated as the memory of fishing for the keys in Frank’s pockets flashed in his mind. For a couple minutes, he’d forgotten the robbery. And the police. And Frank in a coma.

“Coming, Coop?” Dad already had the hatch off.

“Definitely.” Cooper stepped over the threshold and ducked inside the cabin behind his dad. Light streamed in from a series of oval shaped windows on either side of the room. The cabin looked compact and efficient. A small kitchen sink with cabinets above and below stood just to the left—a built-in table with booth-like benches on either side to his right.

Unlike the outside of the boat, the interior looked new. Richly varnished mahogany hardwood trimmed out the cabin. All it needed was a good cleaning.

“And up here in the bow,” Dad said, “sleeping quarters.”

“How great would it be to sleep in here, right Coop?” Gordy sat on the edge of one of the beds.

Cooper nodded. A great place to hide, too. Something about being inside the boat gave him a sense of safety. He could only imagine how much more safe he’d feel if it were anchored in a lake somewhere instead of parked in his backyard.

Cooper’s dad lifted the top off one of the seats flanking the table. “Check this out.” A storage compartment underneath held several orange horse-collar type life vests and an old Fremd Vikings gym bag.

He tugged the bag free and unzipped it. “It’s still here. Just the way I left it.”

Cooper stepped forward for a better view as his dad pulled a black mask, fins, and snorkel out of the duffle.

“I spent as much time under the water as I did on the water.” Dad slid the mask over his head and grinned. “I loved diving.”

Gordy picked up one of the fins. “Snorkeling or scuba?”

“Both. Always looking for treasure.” He dug deeper into the duffle and pulled out an industrial-looking magnet with a nylon cord tied around it. “When I was really young we’d drag this from the boat just to see what I could pick up on the bottom.”

“Ever find anything valuable?” Gordy inspected the magnet.

“Lots of things. They were treasure to me, anyway.”

Cooper pulled a black notebook from the duffle. A red diver’s flag sticker clung to the cover, peeling up on the corners.

“That’s my diving log book,” Cooper’s dad said. “Used to write down the details of each dive.”

Cooper flipped it open. Dates, depths, and temperatures were recorded. Visibility and details of things he found on the bottom were all there. The idea of strapping a scuba tank on his back and disappearing under the surface of the lake sounded like the perfect escape. No police. No robbers. No lies.

Dad rummaged through the duffle and pulled out a black metal flashlight, unscrewed the end and shook two very corroded batteries out of the handle. “Should have never left the batteries in.” He inspected the contacts inside the handle. “I’ll get this cleaned up first thing. It should be okay.” He jammed the flashlight in his back pocket.

“What’s the coolest thing you ever found?” Gordy angled himself to look at the dive log with Cooper.

“All sorts of stuff. Old bottles. Tools. Money.”

“Money?” Gordy smiled. “How much?”

Cooper’s dad dodged the question. He loved to draw out the suspense. “The lake is full of secrets … you just have to keep searching for them. I found parts of boat wrecks, an ice fishing shack, and bones … just to name a few.”

“Bones?” Cooper hadn’t heard this story.

Gordy looked at him wide-eyed. “Were they in the ice fisherman’s shack?”

Cooper’s dad smiled. “I’ll tell you all about them. And plenty more … another time. Right now we’ve got more exploring to do before dinner. Who’s up for a look at the engines?”

Cooper set the notebook aside. But he made a mental note to spend some serious time looking through it when things got back to normal.

Over the next hour Cooper got to know The Getaway as well as he knew his own bedroom—and he loved it just as much.

Dad looked at his watch. “Almost dinner time.” He swung a leg over the back rail and dropped onto the swim platform below. “I’m starved.”

Gordy followed, but Cooper hated to leave. He wished the boat was on Lake Geneva right now with a full gas tank. They could cruise the lake until things calmed down in Rolling Meadows. He stepped on the engine hatch and bounced a bit to make sure it was closed tight. From this vantage point he could see over their fence into their neighbors’ yards on either side of them.

“Cooper,” Mom called. She stood in the doorway, motioning him over. “I just heard on the news that something terrible happened at Frank ‘n Stein’s last night. The story is up next—hurry.”

Cooper’s heart dropped like an anchor—and the magic of the boat sank with it.


CHAPTER 13

Cooper dragged behind, rehearsing his part in the imagined conversation he might have with his parents. Mom sat on the couch and turned around as soon as he stepped into the family room.

“It sounds awful.” She patted her leg and motioned Mattie to climb on her lap. Fudge padded over and curled up at Mom’s feet.

Dad grabbed the wooden rocker, pulling it close and off to one side of the TV. Gordy sat on one arm of the couch, but Cooper swung a kitchen chair into the room behind everyone else. He didn’t want his face to give anything away during the news report. He wished Gordy had done the same thing.

Positioning the chair backwards, Cooper straddled the seat and rested his arms across the back of it. The story showing up on the news wasn’t something he figured on. With all the things going on in the Chicago area, why would they pick this story?

His stomach clenched the moment a live feed from Frank ‘n Stein’s flashed on the screen. A reporter stood in the foreground holding a microphone.

“I’m standing in front of Frank ‘n Stein’s Diner in Rolling Meadows, the scene of a brutal robbery shortly after closing last night,” the reporter said.

The camera zoomed in on the front of Frank’s. Yellow POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS tape stretched across the front of the building announcing to the world that something evil had happened there.

“Frank Mustacci,” a smiling picture of the man flashed on the screen, “was found beaten last night in his restaurant shortly after closing.”

“No!” Cooper’s Mom hugged Mattie.

Cooper felt Frank was looking right at him. Wondering why Cooper didn’t hop over the counter and help him. How could I have let them hurt him like that?

Gordy looked back over his shoulder and caught Cooper’s eye. Cooper could read his cousin’s face as clearly as if he’d actually spoken the words. What are we going to do now?

The camera returned to a head and shoulder view of the reporter. “There is speculation that this robbery may be gang related, although authorities are not commenting on that,” the reporter said. “A boy approximately twelve to fourteen years old was witnessed fleeing the crime scene on a bike.”

Cooper’s mother gasped. “He could be your age.”

He is my age—to the exact second.

Dad reached for the remote and turned up the volume.

The camera zoomed back to show a stocky man wearing a green Frank ‘n Stein’s polo shirt standing next to the reporter.

“I’m joined here by Joseph Stein, Frank’s partner and co-owner of Frank ‘n Stein’s.”

Mr. Stein gave a slight nod.

Cooper had seen him plenty of times working the order counter at the diner. Now he looked quiet and sad, nothing like his usual outgoing self.

“Mr. Stein,” the reporter turned from looking at the camera to directly face the man. “Does it surprise you that a teenager may have been involved in this?”

“Frank is a really, really nice guy. What shocks me is that anybody could have done this to him—especially a kid. Frank loved when kids hung around.” Stein bit his lip like he was trying to keep from breaking down. “Honestly, unless it was some kind of gang initiation or something, I don’t think a kid had anything to do with this.”

Cooper wanted to scream, “Mr. Stein is right. There were three of them, and none of them were kids!”

“My understanding is the boy seen fleeing the crime scene is a possible witness,” Stein explained, “not a suspect.”

“Do you have surveillance cameras?” the reporter asked.

“Absolutely. All the cameras feed into a single unit, which was destroyed by whoever did this. There’s an auxiliary hard drive that stores all the data, but the person who did this was smart enough to take it with him,” Stein said.

“Do you think this was done by professionals?”

“The police told me they have good prints and some other evidence left behind by whoever did this.” Mr. Stein shifted his weight. “That doesn’t sound too professional to me.”

“What type of evidence?” The reporter moved the mic closer.

Cooper’s stomach twisted. He could answer that question.

Mr. Stein put his hands up in front of his chest. “I’m not sure I should be saying anything more. I don’t want to do anything that may mess up the investigation.”

“Of course,” the reporter agreed, but Cooper sensed a bit of disappointment in her voice. “Have authorities given you any indication how long they expect the investigation to continue?”

Mr. Stein shook his head. “Specifically, no. But they seemed confident they’d have a suspect in custody within just a few days.”

Cooper tried to think. The cops have prints. That made sense. They could have picked up his prints on the door, the knife—all over. But that won’t do them any good unless they have something to match them with. Or unless the police intended to start taking fingerprints at school. He made a mental note to take a closer look at the permission slip. But Elvis and the clown wore gloves, so none of the prints were going to lead to the real robbers.

“And we’ll open for business as usual tomorrow,” Stein said. “It’s the way Frank would want it. We’ll be taking donations for Frank’s medical bills—so please …” His bottom lip quivered and he lowered his head.

The reporter put on a sympathetic face. “Thank you for taking the time for the interview. I know this must be a hard time for you.”

Mr. Stein bowed slightly, and backed away. The camera quickly cropped to a tight head and shoulder shot of the reporter.

The reporter had a gleam in her eyes. Either she really loved being in front of the camera delivering terrible news, or she had some juicy tidbit she’d been dying to reveal to her television audience.

“There is strong evidence to suggest the mystery witness attends this suburban junior high school. This tape was filmed earlier this afternoon.”

Mom sucked in her breath. “Carson! That’s Plum Grove.”

Cooper’s dad didn’t take his eyes off the screen. Leaning forward, he turned the volume up even more. Cooper’s stomach swirled. He’d have a lot more explaining to do than he’d bargained on.

The newscast cut to a video of Plum Grove at the end of the school day. Students were flowing out of the doors and cops were everywhere. “We interviewed Rolling Meadows Police Detective Hammer earlier today about the incident.”

The screen showed a clip of the same reporter standing in front of Plum Grove School as the last of the buses pulled away from the curb. Hammer stood next to her wearing the sunglasses with the mirrored lenses.

“Detective Hammer, are there any similarities to the 1993 slayings at Brown’s Chicken in nearby Palatine?”

That was it. The infamous Brown’s Chicken robbery. Seven people murdered in the walk-in freezer. No wonder they were giving this air time. Even though it happened years before Cooper was born, the massacre at Brown’s was told and retold like a local ghost story. Cooper tried to refocus on the news report.

“… other than that, no similarities at all,” Hammer said.

“There was a lot of police activity here at Plum Grove Junior High today,” the reporter said. “Do you believe one of the students is involved?”

“I believe one of the students witnessed the crime.”

“But that witness hasn’t come forward?”

“Not yet.” Hammer gave a half-smile. “But he will. Or I’ll come to him.”

Cooper shuddered. Even if you have to try that key in every house in town.

“Will the fact that Frank Mustacci’s brother-in-law is the Mayor of Rolling Meadows have a bearing on the efforts put into this investigation?”

Cooper held his breath. Frank was related to the Mayor? How had he never heard that? Of course it would put pressure on the police to solve the crime—or pin it on someone.

“Absolutely not,” Hammer said. “We give 100% to every criminal investigation. This one will be no different.”

“Detective, the Brown’s Chicken robbery and murders baffled investigators for ten years and may never have been solved if an angry girlfriend hadn’t spoken to authorities.” The reporter paused. “Do you feel the Frank ‘n Stein’s investigation will run into similar problems?” She held the microphone in front of Hammer for his response.

“The Brown’s Chicken investigation had its own unique challenges and the trail got cold.”

“So you feel confident you’ll get your man—or teenager as the case may be.”

“Oh yeah. We’ll get him.” The cameraman zoomed up slowly on Hammer’s face. “This trail isn’t cooling down for us. It’s getting warmer.”

Cooper could feel the heat. Licking dry lips, he tried to swallow.

“Thank you, Detective Hammer,” the reporter said. The camera moved in tight on the reporter’s face. “Frank Mustacci remains in a coma at Northwest Community Hospital.”

The reporter signed off, and Dad muted the TV. Turning slowly, he looked directly at Cooper—or through him.

“You knew all about this, didn’t you Cooper?”


CHAPTER 14

How much could Dad know? Maybe parents had an instinct about their own kids, or Dad had a baloney detector of his own. But if he acted like he was holding anything back, Dad would be all over it. Cooper swallowed. “Yeah, isn’t it awful?”

“You never said a thing about it when you got home.” He glanced at Gordy. “Neither of you did.”

Gordy stood—and Fudge yipped and scrambled away. “Oh, sorry, Fudge.” He jammed his hands in his pockets.

Cooper had to say something before Gordy did. “I-I guess it was the boat.”

Mom shifted Mattie off her lap. “What?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said, relieved he had a trail to lead them down. “The whole surprise of the boat. We were talking about the robbery on the way home, then we saw part of the fence down and then there you were, Dad, driving out of the backyard with the pickup.”

The explanation just kind of gushed out. Cooper was getting some real traction now. “And once I saw the boat, I didn’t think about what happened at school today until you called us in to see the news.”

Dad moved over to the couch and sat on the arm. “I guess I can understand that.” He nodded like he was thinking. “But still … we’re talking about Frank here.”

Taking a deep breath, Cooper forced himself to slow down. He couldn’t afford a mistake now. “Detective Hammer, the guy they showed on TV, talked to the students at an assembly today. Said Frank is in ICU at Northwest Community Hospital.” He paused. “He’s in a coma, just like the reporter said.”

Cooper’s mom wiped back tears. “This is going to hit Hiro’s mom hard.”

“Hiro thinks Lunk might be wrapped up in it somehow,” Gordy said. “He works there part time now, you know.”

“Neil Lunquist.” Mom stood and started toward the kitchen. “I still have a hard time trusting that boy.”

“Which is why that doesn’t make sense,” Cooper said. “I mean, how obvious would that be? I’m sure the police would check out every employee’s story.”

Stopping, she turned to look at Cooper. “Those sirens we heard last night. That must have been what it was all about. I told you something terrible must have happened.”

Mom didn’t know the half of it. Cooper pushed the images out of his mind. “They gave us a form for you to sign.” Volunteering this information hadn’t been part of his plan. He’d hoped to stall the whole thing off. But not mentioning it now might only make them suspicious when they did find out.

“What kind of form?” Dad looked right into his eyes.

Cooper kept his gaze steady. “Some kind of permission form so they can set up interviews with the kids.”

“I’d better take a look at it,” Dad said.

Cooper needed to breathe. All he wanted to do was get out of the room. “I’ll get it right now.” Hurrying into the kitchen and down the hall toward the front door, he pulled open the closet and knelt down beside his backpack. The form wasn’t hard to find, and when he turned around his dad and Gordy were headed his way.

“Did the police say why they felt the witness is a Plum Grove student?”

“Uh-huh.” Cooper pulled the English book from his backpack that he’d “borrowed” from Jake Mickel. “This. Someone left a book in the dining area.”

“And that led them right to Plum Grove.” Dad nodded.

And by showing the book, Cooper hoped he’d effectively lead his dad from shifting any suspicion his way.

Mom came around the corner from the kitchen. “I’m just glad you rode bikes in the park.” Shuddering, she stepped over and hugged Cooper. “If you had gone to Frank ‘n Stein’s like you’d planned to, you might have been there when they got robbed.” She squeezed him tighter. “I probably shouldn’t have said that, because now you might get bad dreams.”

Might get bad dreams? Cooper squirmed just a bit. Last night his dreams would have terrified a horror film fan.

“You were going to Frank ‘n Stein’s last night?” Dad raked his fingers through his hair. “Thank God you didn’t go. What made you change your mind?”

Cooper hesitated. “Well, uh, we started heading that way, but, um—”

“I wasn’t hungry,” Gordy interrupted.

Mom laughed. “You not hungry?”

“And so we rode around a bit until I did get hungry.”

Cooper had to stop him. If Gordy kept on going, he’d blow everything.

Dad looked confused. “So then you did go to Frank ‘n Stein’s when you got hungry?”

“No.” Gordy’s eyes darted to Cooper. “I sort of had an accident and fell into the creek. So we couldn’t go to Frank ‘n Stein’s. I got all wet and muddy. Real muddy. My shoes were loaded with it.”

Dad glanced at Gordy’s feet. “Shoes sure cleaned up nice.”

“I wish,” Gordy said. “These are my old ones.”

“Did either of you boys see anything that might help the police?”

Cooper shrugged. “It was dark.” He needed to get the focus off last night. The permission slip. “Here, Dad.” He held out the bright yellow form.

Cooper’s dad took the form and frowned as he read it. Mom stood behind him and read over his shoulder.

“They may ask for DNA testing?” Cooper’s mom said. “Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

Cooper’s dad kept reading the form. “They intend to find out who the witness is, whether he wants to offer the information or not.”

“Do we sign it?” Cooper’s mom look concerned.

Carson MacKinnon nodded. “I don’t see why not. One of us will be there. We need to do everything we can to help. We’ve got nothing to hide.”

Maybe you don’t. Cooper watched his dad sign the form. But I sure do.


CHAPTER 15

How Cooper fell asleep, he had no idea. Long after everyone went to bed he lay there thinking about the man wearing the clown mask. He slipped down the stairs and double-checked the dead bolts on the front and back doors. He even left the hall light on and jammed his desk chair under his bedroom doorknob. Fudge curled up next to the bed. His baseball bat went under the covers with him. Flat on his back and eyes wide open, he watched the fish in his tank and listened to the house creak and snap in the cold night air. That was the last thing he could remember.

Saturday morning Cooper dug out the hard drive and climbed onto the faded teak deck of The Getaway to meet Gordy and Hiro. He didn’t have to wait long. By the time he flipped open his dad’s laptop Gordy walked through the opening in the fence with Hiro at his side. Gordy grinned and waved, then trotted to the ladder propped against the stern of the boat. Hiro looked like she’d had a rough night, too.

Gordy swung a leg over the railing with Hiro right behind him. “I caught Hiro up to speed with what happened here last night.”

Cooper hoped she’d be impressed. He held to the Code. “I guess my dad’s baloney detector was out of commission.”

“Because he trusts you,” Hiro said.

The words burned a hole in Cooper’s gut. He ducked inside the cabin, set the laptop on the table, and slid onto one of the benches.

“I can’t believe you didn’t just tell him.”

Cooper stared at her in disbelief. “We agreed to the Code, remember?”

“We agreed to keep quiet.”

“That’s what we’re doing.”

Hiro shifted. “We’re lying.”

Cooper instantly felt his face heat up. He didn’t like being dishonest with anyone, especially his parents. He liked being reminded of it even less. Lying was wrong. He knew that. But this situation made it different. It had to be done.

Her eyes bored into him. “Doesn’t that make you feel just a little bit guilty?”

“No,” Cooper lied. “I’m doing him a favor. I’m doing all of us a favor.”

She tossed her braid over one shoulder. “How do you figure?”

“I’m protecting them.” Cooper pulled the hard drive from the pocket of his cargo shorts and connected it. “Look. I thought we were going to do some detective work together.” He tapped the hard drive.

She nodded, her mouth formed one tight line. She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue either.

He’d take what he could get. “Let’s get on with it.”

Hiro didn’t speak for a moment. “You’re not going to bring this to the bell tower Sunday night, are you?”

“Not unless I bust it in pieces first.”

She seemed satisfied with that.

Cooper focused on the laptop screen. The computer recognized the external drive immediately. Thankfully the fall didn’t damage it. A part of him dreaded the images he might see.

“Uh-oh.”

Gordy leaned in closer to see the screen. “Uh-oh, what?”

“I can’t open the file.”

“Click on it again.”

Cooper gave it another shot. A window popped up for Silent Sentry Surveillance Systems with a $1500 introductory offer for the program. Dead end.

Hiro groaned. “We need the program. We’re never going to get these files open without it.” She slumped back in the booth. “Now what?”

It didn’t exactly sound like a question. More like a test question.

Cooper unhooked the hard drive and tucked it back in the pocket of his cargo shorts. “I’ll bury this again. And for now, we stick to the Code.”

“And do nothing?”

“Sticking to the Code is something.”

Hiro stood, threw her arms in the air and slapped them down at her sides. “The police are closing in. Maybe those scumbags are too. We have to do something. Get help. Tell somebody.”

“So you think we should just lock arms and skip into the police station and tell them what we’ve seen?”

“Maybe we should.” She raised her chin and gave a slight nod.

“And what if Elvis is Hammer—or one of the other Rolling Meadows cops?”

“That makes no sense. Why would a police detective rob Frank ‘n Stein’s?”

“I have no idea.”

Hiro stood. “And I say Lunk is part of this. Or his dad.”

Cooper shook his head. “That theory has just as many holes. I say we wait this out.”

Hiro put her hands on her hips. “We need protection. We have to go to the police.”

“Listen,” Cooper said. “They have my house key. Fact. Said they’d find me if I talked. Fact. It’s not just me I’m worried about. I lay in bed at night thinking about some guy in a clown mask hauling off and hitting my mom. Or Mattie.”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest and sat back down. “I know. I get it.” Her voice softened. “But we have to do something.”

“I just can’t go to the police. When Hammer used those same words—I gotcha boy, I just got chills, you know?”

“You think it really could be him?” Gordy spoke nearly in a whisper.

“It’s possible. And when he talked about having some other piece of evidence—something that could open the door to finding the person at the crime scene, also known as me—what do you think popped into my mind?”

“The key,” Gordy said.

Cooper shrugged. “Exactly. I felt like he was sending me a message.” Cooper pictured Detective Hammer’s face in his mind. It would be a perfect cover, wouldn’t it? Who would question a detective? And who would be able to steer the investigation away from himself any better than the guy who gave the orders? He turned to Hiro. “Until we can be sure the police aren’t involved, I think we need to stick to the Code. Let’s give this a little more time. Okay?”

Hiro held out one hand. “Let’s think. On the one hand we hide the truth, but we stay safe.” She held out her other hand. “On the other hand, we come clean and may get killed as a result.” She shrugged. “We lie or we die. I just can’t make up my mind.”

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Cooper said.

She nodded. “But for how long? The truth always comes out—and when it does we may be in a lot more trouble.” She looked from Cooper to Gordy. “This is too big for us. You know we won’t make it through the police questioning Monday, right?” She looked directly at Gordy.

Cooper didn’t answer. She had a point. A good one. But if they could just keep this whole thing quiet a little longer, buy some time, maybe they could find some other way. Why say anything until they were absolutely sure they couldn’t keep it a secret any longer?

“Okay,” Cooper said. “If we don’t figure out a way out of this by the time they start the interviews, we’ll dissolve the Code and we’ll spill to the police. Agreed?”

“You mean that?”

Cooper nodded and saw the flicker of relief in her eyes. He wished it made him feel that good. But the whole idea of breaking the Code started something ugly churning in his stomach. There had to be another way.

The Code of Silence was their ticket to safety. Their Getaway. A boat that would bring all of them over the rough waters of the mess they were in. They just had to keep it afloat until the storm passed by.


CHAPTER 16

Cooper pulled the hood of his old pullover sweatshirt up while the three of them biked through downtown Rolling Meadows. His zippered hoodie was probably still in the crime lab somewhere. Cooper missed riding his newer bike, too, but he wasn’t going to take that out of the shed until everything cooled down. Like maybe next spring.

They rode single-file along the edge of the road, giving Cooper time to think. He’d lied to his parents. He told himself it was all about keeping them from getting too suspicious. And it was really the courageous thing to do. A way to keep them safe. But still … he deliberately deceived them. That didn’t exactly sound heroic.

When Frank ‘n Stein’s came into view he slowed a bit. Cars filled the parking lot. True to his word, Mr. Stein was open for business. Not that Cooper had any intention of going there.

“I guess we won’t be going back there for awhile,” Gordy said, almost as if he’d been reading Cooper’s thoughts.

Hiro pulled up alongside Cooper. “And how would that look?”

“What?”

“We go to Frank ‘n Stein’s two or three times a week,” Hiro said. “Now suddenly we don’t show up. Wouldn’t that look a little suspicious?”

“You think too much.” Gordy waved her off with one hand. “Nobody will even notice.”

Cooper stopped pedaling and coasted along the sidewalk. “Hiro has a point.”

“Hiro has a point?” Gordy said. “What about me?”

Hiro shrugged. “All I’m saying is that if we do go, it shows we have nothing to hide.”

Cooper slowed to a stop. The Code wasn’t just about keeping quiet. It was also about not looking guilty. About keeping suspicion away from them. “Actually, that makes sense.”

“That’s crazy.”

“And I’m not crazy about going,” Cooper said.

“So don’t.” Gordy wheeled his bike around and pointed it up the street. “I say we go back to Taco Bell, order some of those cinnamon twisty things, and drain the pop machine with our free refills.”

“Hey,” Hiro said. “We’re all a little spooked.”

“Spooked? Me? I just feel like Taco Bell right now, that’s all.”

Sometimes the easy way wasn’t the best way. Cooper knew that. He also knew the longer he waited, the harder this was going to be. “I’m going to Frank ‘n Stein’s.” He hoped by saying it out loud he’d feel as confident as he sounded. Not this time.

“I’ll go too,” Hiro said. “Maybe we can find out how Frank is doing.”

“Have a great time.” Gordy circled around them once. “Count me out.”

“Sure you don’t want to come with us?” Cooper pulled a quarter out of his pocket. “I’ll show you those moves.”

“I’m going to Taco Bell.” Gordy didn’t smile. “If you’re smart you’ll come with me.” He jerked his bike toward the fast food restaurant and stood on the pedals.

Cooper watched for a minute, hoping he’d turn around. Gordy never even looked back.

“You changing your mind?” Hiro said.

“Uh-uh.” Cooper started pedaling for Frank ‘n Stein’s. “I just thought he would.”

They coasted into Frank’n Stein’s parking lot and propped their bikes against a pole.

“You ready for this?” Hiro practically whispered.

“Sure,” Cooper lied. A sheet of particle board replaced the broken window in the door. Chips of glass winked at him from cracks in the asphalt like they knew his secret. He reached for the door and tried not to think about the last time he stood in that spot.

The familiar smell of seasoned beef and Chicago hot dogs charring on the grill welcomed him in.

“Hiya, kids.” Mr. Stein stood behind the counter and smiled. “What can we get you?”

Cooper ordered a chocolate Monster shake and wiped sweaty hands on his cargo shorts before handing Mr. Stein the money. Stein took one of the dollars and stuffed it in a giant pickle jar on the counter nearly half filled with coins and dollar bills. A hand–printed sign taped to the rim of the jar read “Hospital fund for Frank Mustacci.” A picture of the co-owner flipping a burger on the grill was clipped to the sign. Cooper’s throat burned.

Mr. Stein did the same with the money Hiro handed him for her iced tea.

“How is he?” Hiro whispered.

Stein’s smile faded. “Still in a coma.” He grabbed a rag and wiped off the counter. “But when I saw him this morning, his color looked better.”

“That’s good.” Hiro tapped two straws out of the dispenser and handed one to Cooper. “Think I could go see him?”

Cooper’s heart slammed into his chest.

“You’d be like an angel to him if you did.” Stein leaned across the counter toward Hiro. “You a churchgoer?”

Hiro nodded.

“You say a prayer for our friend, will you?”

“I have every hour since it happened.”

Mr. Stein’s smile returned. “Atta girl. Say one for both of us, eh?” He turned to the drive-thru window.

Hiro reached in her pocket, pulled out some cash, and added it to the pickle jar. She looked at Cooper as if she totally expected him to do the same.

He pulled out the only money he had—his emergency “snack buck.” He took one last look at Washington’s face with the black marker mustache and glasses he’d added and dropped it in the jar.

Hiro nodded her approval. “He needs all the help he can get.”

Cooper glanced into the kitchen—all the way to the back door. It was still a crime scene to him. The mop and bucket stood against the side wall. Had they used it to swab up Frank’s blood? The creepy feeling gnawed at him.

“Chocolate shake, iced tea, large fries?”

Neil Lunquist held the cardboard tray out to them over the counter.

“Oh, hi, Lunk.” Cooper took the tray. “We didn’t pay for fries, though.”

Lunk mouthed for him to stay quiet. “I take care of friends. Take it.”

“But—” Cooper glanced at Mr. Stein working the drive-thru window. His back was turned, and it was obvious he hadn’t seen a thing.

Lunk jammed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a couple of singles. “Here.” He stuffed the money in the pickle jar. “Feel better?”

Cooper nodded. “Thanks.”

Cooper took the tray and turned. Mr. Stein had decked the whole dining area out with Halloween decorations. Like some kind of haunted castle—only this one was for real. Normally Cooper would grab their booth in the back. Today? He just wanted out of here.

Hiro nudged him. “Picnic table outside?”

“Perfect.”

Hiro seemed as anxious as he was to leave. She grabbed a couple of napkins and filled a small paper cup with ketchup.

He’d done it. He showed his face. It felt good to face his fears, to push himself. It felt even better to push back out the door.

Hiro didn’t say a word as they walked to the table. She swung a leg over the bench to face the creek. Cooper didn’t feel right about Frank ‘n Stein’s being behind him where he couldn’t see it—like he expected Elvis or the clown to rush out the door at any moment. That was crazy. Still, he positioned himself on the bench opposite of Hiro so he could keep an eye on things.

“Glad to see your conscience still works,” Hiro said.

“What?”

She picked up a fry and dangled it in front of him. “The fries?”

“Oh, that.” Cooper pulled the lid off his shake and poked the straw in deep. “I didn’t feel right about it.” He drew in a cool mouthful of the shake.

Hiro sipped at her tea and pulled her braid over her shoulder. “It was nice to see the old Cooper for a change.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t play dumb.”

Cooper grabbed some fries and avoided looking at her. Why couldn’t she just leave it alone? Give this a little time to work itself out? Then the lies would stop. All of them.

“I don’t know how he can still work there,” she said.

“Lunk?”

“Uh-huh.”

“He couldn’t have been one of the guys at that robbery.”

Hiro shrugged. “He’s in it somehow. And I’m going to figure it out.”

“Give it a rest. Lunk isn’t all bad.”

She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to one side. “Is he changing—or is it you?”

“What?”

“I’m praying for you, Cooper.” Hiro said it so quietly, as if she hadn’t intended him to hear.

But he heard it so clear that his ears burned. “Look.” He bounced his straw up and down in the thick shake. “You should be praying that Gordy doesn’t blow it, or that those men don’t find us, or that they get caught somehow.”

Hiro didn’t say anything. But her eyes went right through him—like she was reading his mind. She looked down suddenly, like she didn’t like what she saw.

“Do you think Frank will make it?”

Cooper thought on that a minute. “If his color is better, that has to be good. Are you really going to see him?”

Hiro nodded and bit her lower lip.

Truth was, he wished he could too. But how could he face him, even if he was in a coma?

A Rolling Meadows police car wheeled into the lot and pulled into one of the parking spaces.

A knot tightened in his stomach. A police car at a fast food restaurant wasn’t an unusual sight, but Cooper wondered if the cop was there to get a meal or to work on the case.

Cooper held his breath for an instant while a policeman opened the door and stood. Detective Hammer. Perfect.

Hammer scanned the lot like a man in the habit of looking for potential trouble. When his mirrored sunglasses turned Cooper’s way, he smiled and strode toward the picnic table.

“Oh no.” Cooper groaned, covering his mouth with one hand. “Hammer is coming this way.”

Hiro’s eyes grew wide, then instantly closed tight.

Was she praying?

When Hiro opened her eyes, she looked normal. Relaxed.

Cooper hoped he looked as natural.

“Cooper MacKinnon, right?” Hammer, still wearing the mirrored sunglasses, stopped at the table and hiked one foot on the bench. “Plum Grove School.”

“Hello, detective.”

“Where’s your friend?”

“Gordy?” Cooper pointed down the street. “He went to Taco Bell instead.”

“Any reason he would want to avoid Frank ‘n Stein’s?”

“Uh-uh.” Cooper shook his head. “He just wanted those cinnamon twist things.”

Hammer gave a single nod. Without seeing the cop’s eyes, Cooper couldn’t tell if he believed him or not. He started back toward Frank ‘n Stein’s. He stopped and turned just as he reached the parking lot. “Come here often?”

Cooper nodded and raised his cup. “I love their monster shakes.”

“Did you have one Thursday night?”

His arm froze. “Huh?”

One corner of Hammer’s mouth turned up. “Anything you want to tell me?”

Cooper held his gaze. Lying was an art. To master it you had to know when to stop talking and how to divert a direct question. “Yeah. You should try the monster shakes.” He sucked on the straw and kept his focus on Hammer’s sunglasses. To look down, or anywhere else would be as good as admitting he was hiding something. He held up the shake. “The chocolate is best.”

“Maybe I will.” Hammer smiled. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk at school Monday. Did you get that permission slip signed?”

“Already in my backpack.”

Hammer nodded. “Monday, then.” He turned and walked to the front door, stopping only briefly to inspect the bikes.

“He’s on to you.”

Cooper’s leg bounced under the table. “He was baiting me. Looking for a reaction. He doesn’t know anything.”

“You don’t think he suspects?” Hiro shook her head. “He asked if you had a shake Thursday night.”

She looked surprised for an instant. Like something just clicked into place. She reached up and started fingering the police star necklace.

“Hiro?”

“What did you do with your shake Thursday night?”

Cooper thought for a moment. “I left it on the table.”

“With the backpack,” Hiro said. “That means they have your DNA for sure.”

He didn’t need Hiro to tell him what that meant. Fingerprints and DNA. All the police needed to do was get a sample from him.

Cooper poked at his shake with the straw. He felt like he was locked back inside Frank ‘n Stein’s, unable to escape. How was he going to get out of this? The surveillance tapes were a dead end. But he had to do something. He couldn’t just sit here and hope he didn’t get caught. He had to search for the robbers as hard as they were probably searching for him. But how on earth was he supposed to do that?

Gordy flew into the parking lot holding a Taco Bell bag along with the handle grip. He didn’t pull on the brakes until he hit the grass near the picnic table. The bike skidded one way, then the other before slowing enough to hop off. He dumped the bike on the grass and strolled over.

“Eating outside.” He jerked his thumb toward the police car. “Good idea.” Gordy dropped his half-empty bag on the table and grabbed some of Cooper’s fries. “Wonder what that’s all about.”

“It’s Hammer,” Hiro said. “He was asking about you. Said he’d already been to your house.”

“W-what?” Gordy took a step back, eyes wide open. “What does he want?’

“Nothing,” Cooper said. “Hiro’s messing with you.”

Gordy glared at Hiro and looked over his shoulder at Frank ‘n Stein’s. “Let’s get out of here.”

Cooper couldn’t agree more. The thought of the detective coming back with more questions made him uneasy. He stuffed the last few fries in his mouth and crumpled up the bag. He swung one leg over the bench and stopped. Hammer walked out the front door—and headed their way.


CHAPTER 17

There’s your friend.”

Gordy heard Hammer’s voice behind him. Now what? He turned just as Hammer strolled up, monster shake in hand. Hammer stopped to inspect Gordy’s bike, and then walked right up to him. The cop stood close. Way beyond the comfort zone.

Gordy felt as stiff as the Frankenstein mascot himself.

“How was Taco Bell?” The detective’s face showed no emotion. The mirrored lenses didn’t give anything away either. Gordy imagined a cold stare behind those glasses. Dark eyes. Elvis eyes.

“Mucho bueno.” He held up the bag of twists. “I think that’s Spanish for very good.”

And it would be mucho bueno to get away from Hammer. He should have just stayed at Taco Bell.

“I tried the monster shake.” Hammer stirred it with the straw. “Cooper here was telling me how much he likes them.”

“Gets one every time we come in,” Gordy said.

“Comes here a lot, does he?” He took a sip and waited for his answer, probably enjoying the way he could make people sweat.

“Well, yeah, sometimes. We all do.” Gordy glanced at Coop. Did he just say too much? “It’s been awhile though.”

“Couple days, maybe?”

Gordy took a step back. He could use a little help here.

“Detective Hammer.” Hiro held onto her necklace as she spoke. “Would it help if I bike to Gordy’s house and bring back his signed permission form for you? I mean, then you could question him legally.”

A slight smile creased the officer’s face. He took a long draw from his shake. “I can’t wait until Monday. You boys are officially at the top of my list. Congratulations.”

“Look,” Coop said, pulling a pen from his pocket and writing his phone number on his napkin. “Here’s my phone number. Call my parents right now if you want. Then you can ask me anything you want. I have nothing to hide. None of us do.” He handed Hammer the napkin. “Frank Mustacci was good to us, and I want to see whoever did this to him caught and put away for good.”

Hammer took the napkin, looked at it for a moment, then folded it and slid it in his pocket. “I think I can wait until Monday.” He held up the monster shake and saluted with it. “Thanks for the tip on the shake.”

Gordy wanted to give him a couple tips of his own.

Hammer headed back to his car, climbed inside, and started the engine. Gordy didn’t want to stare. He turned his back on the parking lot and listened for him to back out, but he didn’t leave. Maybe he was on the radio or something. Or maybe Hammer was just trying to rattle him.

“We all should have gone to Taco Bell,” Gordy whispered. He’d tried to keep them all clear of Frank’s. He stuck to his guns, even though it killed him that Hiro and Coop didn’t change their mind and follow him. He’d been so sure they would. They had to stick together—even in little things like this. “Thanks for bailing me out. That guy could make a dummy sweat.”

Hiro looked at him and raised her eyebrows. A smile surfaced and it looked like she was about to dish out a zinger.

Gordy knew what she was thinking—and what she was probably about to say. He held up his hands to stop her. “A dummy—you know, a mannequin—like our friendly greeter at Frank’s.”

“Ohhh.” She gave a slow nod. “You’re not sweating, though, are you?”

He fished a handful of the twisty cinnamon things out of the bag. “You just love yanking my chain, don’t you?”

She nodded and smiled. “Every bit as much as you love yanking mine.”

Coop gave another slurp on his shake, obviously hitting bottom. “Let’s not talk here—just in case the detective can read lips. Let’s meet at The Getaway.” He started toward the garbage can.

“Coop, don’t,” Hiro said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t toss your cup in the garbage. Bring it with you and throw it out at home.” She nodded toward the police car but kept her head down. “What if he’s waiting for you to drop that in the garbage can so he can get another DNA sample?”

Cooper stopped and his eyes got wide.

“Whoa,” Gordy said. “They’d match it to the one you left on the table.” Gordy didn’t know if he could take this much longer.

Cooper nodded.

Gordy’s legs felt shaky. Yeah. What if? Hammer would have all the evidence he’d need to make an arrest—or a surprise appearance as Elvis. How could they hold up this charade? Gordy wanted to stick with the Code, stick with Cooper, but Hiro was obviously wavering. And Gordy felt like he’d accidently spill everything if Hammer so much as turned his head toward him. How would he ever get through Monday? Even Cooper would have messed up royally if Hiro hadn’t stopped him.

Hiro was definitely super perceptive. She had sensed danger at Frank’s the other night before either one of them. In a flash, Gordy heard her voice in his mind. “Let’s go. Please! I have a bad feeling!” Gordy wondered if Hiro was getting a bad vibe right now.

Cooper stuffed the empty cup in his backpack. “How did you even think of that?”

Hiro smiled. “It’s what I’d do if I were him.”

Cooper mounted his bike. “You’re going to make a good cop someday, you know that?”

“Better believe it.”


CHAPTER 18

The three of them rode back to Cooper’s house in relative silence. Hiro’s mood seemed to shift on the ride. By the time they climbed up the ladder and over the stern, she turned quiet.

Instead of going inside the cabin, Cooper led them to the bow. He sat at the very front and let his legs dangle over the side.

“We need to talk about that surveillance hard drive.” He could hear the raspy voice in his ear. Sunday night. Or else. He rubbed the back of his neck. He could almost feel the man squeezing.

Gordy eyed him. “You’re not thinking of delivering it to the bell tower tomorrow night, are you?”

“No. But I’ve got another idea. I just need to process it a little. We won’t be able to talk at church. Wanna meet here after lunch?”

Gordy shrugged. “Works for me.”

Hiro seemed off in another world. Cooper waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Hiro?”

“I’ll be busy in the afternoon. But I can make it here after dinner, I guess.”

“Okay. What’s wrong?” He hated to ask the question—because he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

“Twenty minutes ago I threatened a police detective.” Hiro fidgeted with her braid. “I’m supposed to be a policewoman someday, and I confronted the man on his police ethics. We’re the ones who are wrong here.”

Cooper didn’t know what to say. She’d just bailed them out of a jam—at her own expense. In some other situation that may have made him proud or especially grateful. Right now it made him feel dirty. Like he’d stepped in the mud and wiped his shoe on her jacket.

She rubbed the necklace. “Maybe you should have said something.”

“Like what? Oh, by the way, we were here the other night. Saw the whole thing. Elvis and his clown pounded Frank and robbed his place. Honest. Oh, and by the way, are you Elvis?”

Gordy snickered, but he looked a little spooked.

“I mean, come on, Hiro. What if Hammer is one of the guys? If I say something to him, I could be playing right into his hands.”

Her eyes filled with tears. Great.

“My Dad would be ashamed of what I just did. Of what I’m doing. I’ve dishonored him.”

Ouch. “What do you expect me to do?” Cooper asked.

“Fight for the truth. Like you always used to do.” Hiro crossed her arms across her chest. “Can’t you see this is going to backfire on us? They’re going to find out, and when they do, we’ll look a lot worse than if we’d just come forward with it.”

“But we didn’t do anything wrong,” Gordy said. “Right, Coop?”

Cooper nodded. “You make us sound like we’re criminals or something.”

“We’re lying to the police. We’re holding back evidence with that surveillance hard drive. That does make us criminals.”

“C’mon, Hiro. You’re looking at this all wrong.”

“Am I?” She stood and took a step toward him. “Your only concern is protecting yourself.”

“What?”

“You don’t care about anyone else.”

Her words knocked the wind out of him just as if she’d caught him off guard with a fist to the stomach. Didn’t she get it? The Code of Silence was about protection—for all of them. Why did she think he went all the way to the back of Frank ‘n Stein’s kitchen to grab the keys? To protect them. If he didn’t they’d likely have been caught.

“That’s not true.” He wanted to explain it to her. To show her how wrong she really was. But he stopped. He wasn’t so sure she’d hear him if he tried. And if she didn’t, the wall between them would get a little higher. The wall. Sometimes it did seem like this thing was turning into a wall.

Then again, maybe she was just thinking about herself. How lying to the cops might mess up her chances of becoming one someday. Cooper could feel his own steam rising at that thought.

“When are we going to visit Frank?” she asked.

Where did that come from? Cooper wanted to say something about “lying low” again, but she looked dead serious. “I’d like to,” Coop said.

“But you won’t.” Her voice had an edge to it.

“I just think it might be a little risky.”

She shook her head. “Like we’ll look suspicious somehow if we visit?”

“Well, yeah, something like that.”

“I’m with Cooper,” Gordy said. “Visiting Frank is crazy.”

“Crazy?” Hiro raised her chin just a bit. “Frank is a friend. And friends visit. You don’t think it looks crazy if we don’t?”

Gordy looked as uncomfortable as Cooper felt. “Maybe we could just send a card. We could all sign it, and, uh …”

Always trying to keep the peace. Cooper loved that about his cousin. But the card idea wasn’t going to fly with Hiro.

A quiet settled over them. Cooper needed options. Trouble was he didn’t have any. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Okay.” Cooper finally broke the silence. “The way I see it, we’re running out of road here. But I still say we wait until the last second to tell what we saw.”

Neither of the other two spoke for a moment.

Cooper felt they were waiting for him to say something. “We’ll come clean before any one of us goes into Detective Hammer’s interrogation.”

Gordy thumped his fist on his chest. “I can bluff my way through with Hammer. I’m for sticking with the Code.”

“And what about his baloney detector?” Hiro said.

“I’ll be like a rock. Nobody will get anything out of me.”

Cooper held up his hands. “Hold on, Gordy. We can’t take a chance with the interrogation, no matter how sure we are about sticking to the Code.”

Hiro nodded. Gordy looked like he was ready to say something, but Cooper held up his hand to stop him. He had to finish this thought. “But we can’t just go to school Monday morning and spill to Hammer either. Not alone.”

Gordy nodded. “Exactly. If he really is Elvis, we’re toast.”

“Sooo,” Hiro’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

“If we don’t hear they’ve caught the robbers by the evening news on Sunday night, I’ll tell my parents everything. We can go to the police together if you want.”

“If we go as a group,” Hiro said, “we’ll be safe. I’ll bring my brother too.”

Cooper shrugged. “Why not? The more of us that go to the police station, the better. They can’t get all of us.”

Hiro smiled. It was just a quick one. A flash of teeth and then gone again. But it was enough for Cooper to know the old Hiro was still there. Still loyal. He didn’t know what he’d do if that ever changed.

“Why wait until Sunday night?” Hiro pleaded. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Because I’m praying the robbers will be caught before then and we won’t have to get involved at all.” Praying? Why did he even use that word? He’d been worrying plenty, but praying was a different story.

Hiro looked like she was wrestling with something. Like how to convince Cooper they should turn themselves in right now.

“Okay. I’ll wait.” She folded her arms across her chest.

Gordy shot her a suspicious look. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“We’re only talking twenty-four hours.” She nodded. “It will be here before we know it.”

That’s what Cooper was afraid of.


CHAPTER 19

Just talk to him, Hiroko. Like you would at the diner.”

Hiro looked at her mom, and then back at Frank Mustacci. Oxygen tubes in his nose. IV’s trailing into his arm. Wires running to monitors with printers graphing his vitals. It was a little hard to imagine talking to him like this at Frank ‘n Stein’s. He needed to be wearing his white apron instead of the hospital gown. And his hands needed to be doing something. Loading relish on a dog. Piling beef on a bun. Something. She’d never seen his hands so still. Now that she was here, she had no idea what to say.

Maybe her mom sensed it. She had a way of knowing what people were thinking. Mom also had a way of not pushing. She cradled one of Frank’s hands in her own and stroked it gently.

Hiro wanted to do the same. But she couldn’t. She pictured him laying on the floor of the diner. When she thought he was dead. He didn’t look any more alive than he did that night.

“Do you remember how confused I was when I first worked for you?” Her mom’s voice was soft. Soothing. “I mixed up orders. Gave customers fries when they ordered onion rings. Put hot peppers on their beef when they ordered sweet. But you knew it was the grief, didn’t you? Remember what you told me?”

Hiro looked for any sign of understanding on his face. Eyelids flickering. Maybe a twitch. She saw nothing.

“You’re in a tunnel, Katsumi. It’s dark and scary, and you think it will always be this way. But you’ll get through. You’ll see.” She squeezed his hand. “And you were right. God led me out of that horrible place. And he put you in my life like an angel in an apron, encouraging me all the way.”

Hiro wanted to talk to him that way. Wished she could tell him how she missed his grandfatherly advice. The way he checked up on her. Watched out for her.

“And now you’re in a tunnel. It’s dark. It’s scary.” Hiro’s mom leaned in close. “But you’re going to find the way out. Our Jesus will show you when the time is right.”

They were all in a dark tunnel. Her, Coop, Gordy … all three of them. Only their tunnel was made of lies and deception. And they needed to find a way out. She wished they were here right now.

They weren’t able to talk at church this morning, and they probably wouldn’t talk until they met at The Getaway to work out their plan for the surveillance hard drive and the bell tower.

“How about we pray with you, Frank. Would you like that?” Hiro’s mom talked to him like she really believed he could hear her.

When her mom started praying, Hiro’s throat burned. She held her own hand and prayed at the same time. Prayed her own silent prayer. Don’t take him away from us, Father. Bring him back. Please. Bring him back.

She didn’t realize her mom had stopped praying until she felt her hand on her shoulder.

“We’ll let him rest now.”

She didn’t want him to rest. She wanted him to sit up and get out of this place.

Her mom placed his hand back on the bed. “We’ll be back, Frank. I promise you that.”

And I can promise you something, too. Hiro stood. I’m going to find the person who did this to you.

Her mom walked out of the room. Hiro hesitated, then reached out and touched his hand. It felt warm.


CHAPTER 20

Gordy could see everything from the table he and Hiro shared outside Dunkin’ Donuts. Coop approached the bell tower on foot from the opposite direction—from the west. Cargo shorts. Sweatshirt. Backpack. Even he didn’t recognize Coop with the hood pulled so far forward. His entire face was lost in the shadows, even when he passed under a streetlight. The darkness made for a perfect cover.

Gordy kept his eyes on everything west of them. Hiro had everything to the east, which was tricky because of the McDonald’s and the size of the parking lot for the Jewel-Osco grocery and drug store.

Hiro also had the phone. If they saw anybody watching him, or heading his way, he’d get a call, and put into play one of the escape plans.

“He’s at the bell tower,” Gordy said. “Duct tape is out. Aaaaand he’s taping the note to the bell tower. Kaboom. Message delivered.”

“Cut the commentary and keep your eyes open,” Hiro whispered. “If anybody is watching, Coop’s in the danger zone now.”

Gordy grabbed a donut. “Just like a real stakeout, eh? Donuts and everything.” If he didn’t do something to try to keep things light he’d go nuts. He felt jumpy enough as it was already.

Coop stayed on the sidewalk and picked up the pace, walking directly past them without even glancing their way. Gordy watched to make sure nobody trailed him.

They’d hammered out the plan on The Getaway after dinner. Gordy still didn’t like the idea of Coop making the drop alone—or even leaving the note in the first place. Hiro gave it her vote, though. Felt they’d be doing something. Which really meant she wanted to play detective. At least they decided to wait until after dark.

Hiro even brought her pocket digital camera. Not exactly the high-tech surveillance equipment the police had, but hey, it had a 10-to–1 power zoom. Which is why Gordy figured this was all about Hiro wanting to find the robbers herself.

Gordy wished he’d been the one making the drop. Once he got on his bike, no way those guys would catch him. “You think those goons are watching?”

Hiro didn’t answer. She nibbled on a donut and kept her eyes on Coop and the parking lot.

The silence made him jumpy. “I can’t believe you really went to see Frank.”

“The real shocker is that you two didn’t.”

Gordy winced. He had a hard time with that too, but he wasn’t about to tell Hiro that. She’d be all over him to go see Frank. Time to change the topic.

“Okay. If the robbers do pick up the note, think they’ll buy the part about the hard drive being buried and that nobody will get it—not even the cops?”

Hiro didn’t answer, but kept focused on Coop. “He’s going around the McDonald’s now,” she said. “Let’s move.”

The plan called for a casual walk over to McDonald’s so they could keep an eye on Cooper from there. Hiro’s pace seemed anything but casual. Which was okay with Gordy. The moment Cooper dropped out of his line of vision, the more Gordy didn’t like this plan.

They went inside McDonald’s and hurried to the windows just in time to see Coop walk into the grocery store. About a hundred yards of parking lot separated them. Gordy checked his watch. He’d allow him thirty seconds to get to the washroom. Ninety seconds to change and stuff his shorts and hoodie in the backpack. Thirty seconds to get out.

Hiro stood at the window and watched. Gordy paced.

“Are you ready to order?” The uniformed order-taker lady smiled at him.

“Oh, uh, no.” Gordy checked the Jewel exit again. “Still trying to decide between one of those smiley meals with the cool prize and a jumbo hotdog.” Anything to get her out of his hair.

The lady cocked her head to the side. “We don’t serve hotdogs.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

He checked his watch. Five minutes. Too long. Hiro must have had the same thought. Without a word they headed for the doors.

Hiro had her phone out by the time they’d rounded the building.

“There he is,” Gordy said. Coop walked out the doors on the pharmacy side of the building. Jacket. Blue jeans. Baseball cap. Only the backpack looked the same.

Gordy slowed the pace and let out a deep breath. “Finally.”

Cooper’s bike stood waiting for him right where Gordy locked it up on his way to Dunkin’ Donuts. Hiro’s bike was locked next to it. She would follow Coop at a distance. Gordy would walk home. That was the plan. So far, so good.

If Coop felt nervous, he did a good job of hiding it. Within seconds he mounted the bike and casually pedaled due east toward Meadow Drive before disappearing around the far corner of the grocery store.

Gordy scanned the lot, all the way out to the cars backed into the stalls along Kirchoff Road. Almost there.

A dark SUV pulled out of it’s parking slot, turning on its headlights as it rolled forward. Headlight. “Hiro!”

“Got it.” She punched in Cooper’s number on her phone and raised it to her ear.

The SUV plowed through the lot—passed the easy exit onto Kirchoff and headed right for the side exit onto Meadow. Even with the overhead lights blazing in the parking lot, Gordy couldn’t make out the driver—but the goon had definitely seen through Cooper’s disguise. The bell tower wasn’t even visible from here. Elvis or the clown must have been positioned where they could see the bell tower—and they phoned their partner in the SUV. There was no other way this driver could have spotted Coop.

“Pick up, pick up, pick up!” Hiro shouted into the phone, running between parked cars for her bike.

Gordy sprinted for the corner of the building. This can’t be happening!


CHAPTER 21

Cooper felt the phone vibrate in his pocket and had it to his ear after the second ring.

“You’ve got a tail,” Hiro shouted. “One headlight. Move!”

He dropped the phone in his pocket, made a hard left to cut down the alley behind the Jewel, and stood on the pedals.

He spotted the SUV out of the corner of his eye. And the driver obviously saw him.

Tires squealing, the vehicle turned off Meadow and barreled into the alley behind him.

Building to the left. Six-foot cedar fence to the right. Kimball Hill Park straight ahead. If he could make it into the park he’d lose them. God help me. God help me.

Even with the wind rushing in his ears he heard the SUV driver gun the engine—gaining on him. They were going to run him down. He chanced a quick shoulder check. The SUV was closing fast. Too fast. He wasn’t going to make it!

Cooper hit the brakes, skidded, and jumped off the still rolling bike. Leaping for the fence, he clawed his way to the top even as the SUV skidded to a stop behind him.


CHAPTER 22

Hiro dropped the lock on the ground and mounted her bike on the run. Banking the front corner of the store, she spotted Gordy sprinting along the side of the building. She pumped harder and passed him just as they reached the alley.

The vehicle was stopped, driver’s door open, about three quarters of the way down the length of the building. A shadowy figure pitched Cooper’s bike in the back and slammed it shut.

“Noooooo!”

The man dashed back into the SUV, hit the gas, and peeled out—sending gravel pinging off the pavement toward her.

He must have thrown him in the back seat. “COOP!”

In seconds the car disappeared around the corner. She didn’t even catch the number on the plates.

She clamped on the brakes and stopped, dumping her bike as she did. Too late for the camera. Hands trembling, she fumbled for her phone as Gordy pounded up.

He bent over, hands on knees gulping for air. “Gotta—help—Coop. 9–1–1.”

She was on it, if her hands would stop trembling enough to hit the right keys.

Her phone rang instead, startling her. Coop!

She connected and swung it to her ear. “Are you okay?”

“Where is he?” Gordy reached for the phone.

Hiro pulled away. “Over the fence?” She looked down the alley. “He got over the fence. He’s on foot. By the playground behind Kimball Hill School.”

“Tell him to hide,” Gordy said, already running for the fence.

“We’ll come to him.”


CHAPTER 23

Hiro sat a couple rows in front of Coop and Gordy on the bus ride to school Monday morning. Any closer and she might have hauled off and hit one of them. Somebody needed to knock some sense into those boys.

Coop tried to discount the incident in the alley. He was spooked—he could tell. But he tried to cover it up—just like he’d been doing with everything else since they agreed to the Code. The problem was, Coop was getting away with it. His parents thought they went to Frank’n Stein’s, just like he’d told them he was going to do. How he was going to explain the missing bike, she had no idea. But knowing Coop and his new talent for lies, he’d come up with something convincing.

Hiro stepped off the bus ahead of Coop and Gordy. The school parking lot Monday morning proved to be every bit the circus it had been last Friday. Only this time it wasn’t just the police. A mob of angry parents milled around the entrance.

The whole interview process had been totally derailed—by Lunk’s mom. Rather by Mr. Slimhall, her attorney. Which made Hiro fuming mad.

The slick lawyer and his staff called every parent of the Plum Grove student body over the weekend. The moron told her mom how “innocent kids often get fingered for the crime by some grudge-wielding classmate.”

That didn’t worry Mom. The thing that caused her to agree not to sign the form was when he reminded her that a witness would be called to testify against some pretty desperate criminals—possibly with underworld connections, who may want a little payback.

Apparently the tactic worked on enough of the parents to raise a significant protest. No interviews would be conducted until the whole thing got sorted out legally, and that could be days. Mom had gotten a call back from the attorney with the news while Hiro was wrapped up in the bell tower stakeout fiasco.

Coop got the word and loved it. It meant they didn’t have to break the Code yet. That’s the way he saw it—and he definitely wasn’t seeing this thing with 20/20 vision. Coop said something like, “Now that the police won’t be tied up interviewing students, they can throw all their efforts into finding the real robbers.” Ridiculous.

Detective Hammer stood in front of the group, wearing his mirrored sunglasses, waving his hands like he was trying to quiet them down. The police were so busy with the grumbling parents they didn’t seem to pay any attention to the students—which probably explained the matching grins Coop and Gordy wore.

They caught up to her and walked into school together. Honestly, the two of them looked better than they had in the four days since the robbery, even after the incident last night. That ticked her off a little, too. Hiro felt like she was going to explode. The way she saw it, she and Coop were at polar extremes. She wanted to go to the police and spill. He wanted to avoid them at all costs. Even if that meant more lies. What was happening to him?

And Gordy sort of bounced between the two of them. Trying in his own way to be loyal to both. Trying to bring them together. She could see that. It was one of the things she loved about him. But sometimes it made her want to kick him, too.

The three sat at a lunch table at the back fringe of the cafeteria. The adjacent table stayed empty this time. Apparently Mertz and her flirts weren’t taking any chances that Hiro might lose her lunch again. Hiro smiled. That suited her just fine.

Gordy sat across from her and tore into his lunch like he hadn’t eaten in days. Coop sat next to her and acted like he didn’t notice anything was bothering her. So if he wasn’t going to bring up the topic, she would.

“You broke your word to me,” Hiro said. And that was the issue, wasn’t it? He’d lied. To her. She looked him in the eyes. “You said if the men weren’t caught, and if we didn’t hear a report on the Sunday night news, we’d break the Code. We’d tell our parents and go to the police.”

“But it was only because of the police interviews today. When those got delayed-”

“You’re in danger, Coop,” she interrupted. “We all are. Some very bad people are looking for us. And we’re hiding the truth from the ones that can help us.”

And they needed help. Last night she thought she’d lost him. It terrified her. And he might not be so lucky next time.

Coop looked around the cafeteria like he worried somebody might overhear. “Believe me, I’m with you on that. That’s all I could think about last night. And I got an idea.” He leaned forward. “I’ve got a plan.”

Hiro groaned and shot him a skeptical look. “The last one didn’t turn out so hot.”

“It’s a whole new ball game now.”

“A game? This is a game to you?” Hiro said.

“That’s not what he said, Hiro. C’mon.” Gordy picked up his carton of milk and started to chug it.

“That’s exactly what Coop thinks this is,” Hiro said.

Gordy kept guzzling the chocolate milk.

She looked from Gordy to Coop. “I think both of you think this is a game. Gee, why don’t we play ‘cops and robbers’ while we’re at it?”

Gordy hunkered over in a choking laugh. Milk ran out of his nose and dripped on the cafeteria table.

Coop handed him a napkin.

They were playing cops and robbers weren’t they? Only this wasn’t some game. The robbers wanted to silence Coop, and the cops were trying to make him talk. Somehow she had to convince Coop they needed to end the Code of Silence. If Coop agreed, Gordy would follow.

Gordy mopped himself up. He thumped his chest with his fist and cleared his throat several times.

She hardly dared to pin her hopes on his new plan. She thought about the strategy she’d been turning around in her head last night when she couldn’t sleep. Coop would hate it. But she’d made up her mind to put a plan of her own into action. And she had no intention of telling him. Not yet.

But she did want to hear about his idea. “So what were you going to say?” Hiro looked at Coop. “Your plan?”

He looked around as if he wanted to be sure no one was close enough to listen in. She followed his lead and checked to be sure nobody approached from the other direction. The steady noise of the cafeteria actually gave them a decent level of privacy. “I’ve got a plan to help the police find the robbers.”

Hiro would love it if that was true. But she wasn’t ready to hire a band and start a parade down the cafeteria aisles. “Like what?”

“Not here. Meet at The Getaway after school.”

Was he stalling her? She locked eyes with him. “I hope it’s more than stay quiet and keep under the radar.”

“Way more. I think I’ve found a way out of this. And for once it involves talking instead of being silent. But that’s all I’m going to say here.”

“More lies?”

“Uh-uh. The opposite. It’s a way for us to tell the truth without getting caught. Interested?”

She gave him a single nod. “Very.” She wanted to trust him. Wanted things to be the way they were. She felt the tension between them ease a bit.

Gordy grinned. “This is more like it.”

Obviously he felt it too.

“How about we get off the bus a couple stops early to hit the mini mart on the way home.” Gordy looked from Hiro to Cooper. “We can fuel up for our meeting.”

When he was happy, the world was a sunny place … and Gordy liked to eat. Hiro hit the fridge when the shadows closed in.

Cooper shrugged. “Why not?”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Lunk approaching with a food tray in hand. She braced herself.

“Is this saved?” Lunk nodded toward the empty space on the bench next to Gordy. He slid his tray on the table and sat without waiting for a response.

“Well, I imagine you must be proud of yourself, Mr. Lunquist,” Hiro said.

Lunk’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Stopping the police investigation. Your mom is the one who started the whole attorney thing. Mr. Slimeball, I think. Right?”

“Mr. Martin Slimhall.” Lunk took a bite of his hamburger and nodded. “She got the ball rolling. Yeah. But she’s not the only one. You saw the people out front this morning.”

“And what was that little act in the gym last Friday, about you wanting so badly to see the person responsible caught?”

Lunk looked at her like she was crazy. “I do want them caught. In fact, I’d like to catch the scumbag myself and have ten minutes alone with him before I call the police.”

He didn’t care what she thought. She wasn’t much more than an annoyance to him. She could see that in his face. Like she didn’t bother him. Like she was a mere bug to be swatted away. Dismissed. Well if she was a bug, she’d be a mosquito—and she’d draw blood. “Then why slow down the investigation?”

“I’m not slowing it down.” Lunk wolfed down another bite.

“Right. The cops are out writing speeding tickets today instead of tracking down leads here. I wouldn’t call that progress.”

Lunk’s face grew red.

Gordy cleared his throat. “Gee, Halloween is just three days away. What are you going to be, Hiro?”

She glared at him. “Don’t even try to change the subject, Gordy.” Honestly, she appreciated the way he always tried to be a peacemaker, but if he got in between her and Lunk … look out.

“Admit it, Mr. Lunquist.” Hiro raised her chin. She was proud to be a mosquito. “You say you want justice for Frank, but your actions tell a different story.”

“I’m just making sure the cops don’t get over anxious and put the finger on the wrong person.”

“Like yourself?”

“They’ve done it before.” He glanced at Coop.

Maybe he expected Coop to back him up on that point. Maybe he just wanted to read his face to see if he shared Hiro’s opinion. Cooper just sat chewing his sandwich and staring at some spot on the table like he was fascinated by it.

“Look,” Coop said. “You’re both making good points.”

Lunk looked at him with suspicion in his eyes.

Hiro felt the same way. Now Coop was trying to be a peacemaker?

“Okay”, Coop said. “Both of you want to nail the guy who did this to Frank. Right?”

For an instant she saw Frank the way he looked in the hospital bed. Her eyes burned and she blinked back tears. “You know I do.”

“Lunk?”

He stared at his plate. “Yeah, as long as it’s the right one.”

“Then like it or not, you’re both on the same side. Try acting like it.”

Lunk shifted on the bench. He looked at Coop for an instant, then reached for his burger and took another bite.

Hiro fingered her braid, but didn’t say a word. Lunk on the same side as us? What about Lunk’s dad? Lunk had never been on her side. For anything.

They ate in silence for several minutes—which seemed like forever. Hiro tried to think of some safe topic to bring up, but right now every thought centered on the robbery, or Frank, or how the Code of Silence put a chokehold on Coop. And while she hated the fact that they hadn’t broken the Code of Silence yet, maybe she should be thankful. Police interviews weren’t really going to do more than flush the three of them out of hiding. It probably wouldn’t help them find the real robbers, and the case was getting colder by the minute.

“Sometimes I think the police suspect some junior high punk did it,” Lunk said. “Oh, they’re not saying that. Not officially. They say they only want some eyewitness. But if you ask me, they haven’t ruled out the fact that whoever left that backpack there may have been involved.” He kept his head down like he was talking to his plate. “I’ll tell you this, more than one person is involved. Frank would never let one guy take him down.”

Kids started getting up from their tables. Carrying trays to the garbage. Hiro watched Candy, Lissa, and Katie pass.

Coop leaned in. “What makes you say that?”

“He fought in Vietnam in ‘69 or ‘70. I saw a picture on his office desk.”

Hiro’s antenna went up. So Lunk had been up in Frank’s office. That means he knew about the safe. What if he told somebody about it? The wrong kind of somebody?

Hiro shot Coop a glance to see if he caught it.

She wanted to keep Lunk talking. “That was a long time ago.”

“But a man doesn’t forget how to fight. It becomes instinct.”

Hiro tried to picture Frank in a uniform. She couldn’t imagine him trim and young. In her mind she pictured Santa packing an M16. Definitely not the type of thing you’d see on a Christmas card.

Lunk shoved his empty tray to the center of the table. “He can still handle himself. I helped him unload a delivery truck. He carried thirty-pound boxes of hot dogs to the freezer like they were shoe boxes.”

Hiro smoothed her napkin and placed it on her plate. “I’d have never guessed that by looking at him.”

“Looks can be a real fooler,” Lunk said.

“And you want to find the people who did this to him,” Coop said. “Exactly how do you plan to do that?”

Good question, Coop.

Lunk shrugged. “Watch. Keep my ears open. Think. I’ll come up with something.”

What was that supposed to mean?

The bell rang and interrupted her thoughts. Students stood all over the cafeteria, and the noise level rose with them. Lunk grabbed his tray and left without another word.

Gordy let out a sigh of relief.

“I don’t trust him,” Hiro said. “He’s trouble. He’ll never change.”

“Hiro’s right,” Gordy said. “And he had to know about the safe. Did you catch that bit about Frank’s office?”

Coop nodded, like he was questioning things himself. “He sure acts like he wouldn’t have had anything to do with it, like he wouldn’t have given his dad some inside information.”

He crumpled his lunch bag and stood. “But then again Lunk said it himself. Looks can be a real fooler.”


CHAPTER 24

Coop dreamt of being a fireman. Hiro? A cop. But Gordy had bigger plans. He’d own a diner like Frank’s someday. Or a mini-mart like the one they were in. Either way, by being his own boss he’d never have to worry about hunger pains. Which was exactly what he felt now.

He juggled three bags of chips, a couple of candy bars, and a 20-ounce soda. Coop picked up a sack of bite-sized powdered donuts and chocolate milk. Hiro held a bottled water and an apple.

“Gee, Hiro, really going hog-wild, huh?” Gordy said. “Not exactly my kind of picks.”

“I’m not surprised.” She raised her eyebrows. “This is brain food.”

“Ooooh.” Coop laughed. “Direct hit.”

Gordy managed to grab another candy bar on his way to the checkout counter. A man stood at the register ahead of them. Dozens of lottery tickets covered the white countertop in loose coils.

“I’ll take ten ‘Lucky Picks’, a dozen ‘Lucky Duckies’, and … let’s see,” the man paused to let the clerk catch up. “… hit me with about twenty of the ‘Cash Cows’. That should do it.”

Gordy had never seen anyone order that many lottery tickets at one time. The man looped the tickets around his neck like Hawaiian leis. A mound of cash lay on the counter—and right on top was Cooper’s “snack buck” … the one he’d donated to Frank’s hospital fund.

The man turned. Mr. Stein. He’d just spent the money for Frank on lottery tickets.

The co-owner of Frank ‘n Stein’s recognized them instantly. His face lit up in a friendly smile. “Look who I caught buying after-school snacks! Your parents know about this?” Stein winked.

Gordy’s eyes went back to the dollar with the moustache drawn on Washington’s face.

Mr. Stein must have picked up on that. He held up the empty jar with Frank’s picture on it. “We collected $110 and change. Not bad for just a few days. Of course, I knew that a hundred bucks wouldn’t do a thing to Frank’s hospital bill.” He shook the lottery tickets. “But these babies can change all that.”

“You spent the entire hospital fund on lottery tickets?” Coop put his donuts and chocolate milk on the counter and picked up the emergency snack dollar he’d kept in his pocket for as long as Gordy could remember.

Mr. Stein stepped aside. “Uh-huh,” he said. “A smart investment. Now we have a chance to do something really big.”

Gordy had to agree … a hundred dollars wouldn’t do much for Frank. “What if you only make twenty bucks or something?”

“Then I’ll make up the difference. But look at all these.” He shook the leis. “I’ll bet we’ve got some real winners in here.”

The clerk rang up Coop’s snacks, took his twenty, and gave him back his change, including his snack buck. Coop looked glad to get it back.

“Why don’t you kids stop by later and help scratch these off,” Stein said. “See how we did.”

Gordy glanced at Coop and read his face instantly. Fat chance on that idea. Which suited Gordy just fine.

“Any change with Frank?” Hiro asked.

“I think he looks better, but then that may be wishful thinking.” Mr. Stein sighed. “No signs of rousing, though, if that’s what you mean.” He stepped to one side while Gordy lined up his snacks on the counter. “Are you keeping up with your prayers for Frank?”

“Every time I think of him,” Hiro whispered.

Stein reached one arm around her and patted her shoulder. “Good girl. I knew you were lucky the moment I met you.”

“Lucky?” Hiro asked as she placed her food on the counter.

“Yep. Frank is lucky to have you for a friend. And I’d like to consider you my friend too.” He held out his hand.

Hiro hesitated for a second, then gripped his hand and pumped it once.

“Whoa,” Stein said with a chuckle. “Nice grip.”

Hiro’s face reddened, and she looked down at her feet.

“Ever think about stopping by the hospital and visiting Frank?”

Hiro looked at him. “I went yesterday. With my mom.”

Gordy was glad Mr. Stein hadn’t asked him the same question.

“There, see? I told you Frank is lucky to have a friend like you. I think you visiting Frank may be the best medicine he can get.”

The clerk put Gordy’s treats in a bag and handed him his change. Hiro stepped up to pay.

Mr. Stein started for the door. “You three come by the diner anytime.” He put his hand by his mouth and whispered. “I’ll make sure you get a little healthier snack than you’re getting here.”

Gordy liked the sound of that. “Like shakes and fries?”

Mr. Stein laughed. “Exactly.” He pulled open the door and stepped outside. A few minutes later, Coop, Gordy, and Hiro started toward home.

Coop opened the bag of powdered donuts and snagged one. Gordy darted his hand in the donut bag and pulled out two.

Hiro walked beside them and took a bite of the apple. “How do you two feel about him spending those donations on lottery tickets?”

Gordy shrugged. “Did you see all the tickets he had? He’s sure to win something. I think it was a good idea.”

“It didn’t bother you that he used money that didn’t belong to him?” Hiro asked.

“He’s still using the money for Frank,” Gordy said.

She sighed and shook her head. “But what about the principle of the thing?”

“Oh, here we go.” Gordy didn’t want to think that hard. All he wanted was to snack a little and—

“Are you telling me it’s right to spend somebody’s money without asking them?”

“Like Frank is really going to know.”

Hiro’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “Gordon Digby. That was an awful thing to say,”

Gordy held up his hands. “I’m sorry. That was awful.”

Hiro looked at Coop. “Do you share Einstein’s opinion?”

Coop thought for a second. “Mr. Stein sure didn’t see anything wrong with it.”

“I’m asking what you think.”

“I don’t like it.”

Hiro looked satisfied with that.

“If he wins big, it could do some serious good,” Gordy said.

Hiro snorted. “Remind me never to let you hold my wallet.”

Coop didn’t comment, but looked like he’d drifted off into another world. Maybe he was working on his plan. Gordy gave him space.

“Let’s walk by the bell tower,” Coop said.

Gordy eyed him.

“See if the note is gone.”

Gordy did not want to go near there. “It’s out of our way.”

“Not much.”

Gordy hustled a few steps ahead, turned around and walked backwards so he could face them. “What if they’re watching?”

Coop shook his head. “They’re looking for one boy, not a group of three.” He looked beyond Gordy. “I just want to see if they picked it up.”

Gordy looked behind to make sure he wasn’t going to trip over a curb or something. “Okay, so let’s walk home, I’ll get my binoculars, and we can take a look from a hundred yards away. I vote no to getting any closer than that.” He turned and fell in step alongside them. “Hiro, you’ve got the deciding vote.”

She thought for a second. “I’m with Coop on this one.”

“What? C’mon, Hiro. Have a little more of your brain food. They were watching the bell tower yesterday. Just waiting for Coop to step into their trap.”

“We’ll stay on the opposite side of the street,” Hiro said. “And whether or not the note is there, we don’t stop. We don’t even slow down.”

“Right,” Coop said.

Gordy didn’t like it. Not even a little bit. “Now I wish we’d stayed on the bus.” He twisted off the cap of his soda and chugged nearly half the bottle. But at least Coop and Hiro were working together. The tension between them was really getting to Gordy. The last thing Gordy wanted was for them to be fighting. They needed to stick to the Code, right? Somehow, the fact they were in it together made sticking to the Code okay. If they fought, lost their unity, well then … Gordy didn’t want to think about that. He dug out another candy bar and ate the whole thing at once.

“When we get close,” Hiro said, “why don’t I do the looking for all of us. If someone is watching us, they’ll be paying more attention to you guys than they will me.”

“Good call, detective,” Coop said. As they got closer to the bell tower, Cooper held the bag of mini-donuts out toward Gordy. “Let’s keep our eyes focused on the bag as we go by,” he said.

Gordy grabbed a couple and stuffed them in his mouth as they walked. “What if they left a note for you?”

Coop thought for a moment. “No way are we going to get it. We tip the police.”

Hiro slipped in between them and hooked her arms in theirs.

“Exactly.”

She kept her arms locked with theirs as they approached the tower.

“Okay,” Hiro said. “Definitely no note … but there’s something weird …” she sucked in her breath and clutched onto his arm tighter. “O God,” she whispered. “Dear Jesus.”

Gordy looked at the base of the bell tower and immediately saw a bike. Coop’s. Mangled, crushed, and folded nearly in half. No. They didn’t leave a note, but they definitely delivered a message.

“Don’t stop. Keep walking,” Hiro said. Her voice sounded tight. “Keep walking. Keep walking”

She didn’t have to tell him to keep walking. He had no plans to stop. In fact right now the only thing he really wanted to do was run.


CHAPTER 25

To Cooper, the walk home seemed strangely quiet—which gave him the chance to sort things out in his head. Gordy seemed to do as much checking over his shoulder as he did looking ahead. And Hiro was likely building a case for breaking the Code. They took a roundabout way to their street, doubling back more than once just to be sure they weren’t being followed.

Fudge bounded to meet them the moment they walked into the backyard. She zeroed in on the mini-mart bags, sniffing and poking them with her nose. She barked when Cooper headed up the ladder. He grabbed a powdered donut from his bag and held it up for her to see.

Ears alert, she focused on the donut in his hand.

Cooper feigned a throw. Fudge bounded after it, but quickly turned back. He threw again, but this time with an easy, underhand pitch. Fudge caught it and wolfed it down without chewing at all. She pranced back happily and stared at him, hoping he’d throw again. As if she didn’t have a care in the world. Cooper couldn’t imagine how nice that must feel.

The day was too perfect to be indoors, even if it was in the cabin of The Getaway. Cooper found a seat on the bow and the other two followed. Both of them looked at him, waiting for him to begin.

“Okay,” he said. “Elvis and the clown are still in town, and they’re serious.”

“Seriously demented,” Gordy said. “They twisted your bike like a pretzel.”

More like the knot in Cooper’s stomach.

“We need protection, Coop,” Hiro said. “If they’d caught you last night we’d have found you under the bell tower. You know that. Right?”

He nodded, but Cooper had no intention of ever being that close to them again. “There is one good thing about them still being in town,” he said. “The police can still catch them.”

Hiro nodded slightly. “True.”

We’ve been able to stick to the Code for four days, and we just caught a real break with the whole police interview thing.”

“A break?” Hiro took a sip of her water. “There’s more than one way to look at that. And if they have a solid reason to do it, they can still pick you up for questioning.”

She was right.

“Anyway, we can’t just sit around and hope the police nab the robbers.”

Gordy twisted open the cap on his soda. Fizz streamed out, and he held it over the edge of the bow so it dripped down to the ground below. “So what do you think we should do?”

Cooper looked from Gordy to Hiro. “Help with the investigation.”

Hiro looked at him for a long moment. Like she was trying to visually test the sincerity of what he just said. “How?”

Cooper glanced at the house for a moment. The bow of The Getaway was a perfect spot to talk. He could see anybody coming long before they got within earshot. “The police are spending too much effort looking for their mystery witness.” He pointed to himself.

“They may not have any other leads,” Gordy said.

Cooper leaned forward. “So we have to find a way to steer the police in the right direction, without blowing our cover.”

Hiro slumped back. “Are we just going to rehash our situation, or do you have some way to accomplish this impossible task?”

Cooper smiled. “I have a plan. And I think it will work.”

“I’m listening.”

“Okay. I type a letter to the police telling them what happened. They’re only sure about one of us being there, so I won’t mention anyone else but me. I tell them about the guys who did it. The ones they should be looking for.”

“Wait a second,” Gordy said. “If you do that, and the cops did it, they’ll really be out to find you. They’ll figure you’re going to talk.”

Cooper shook his head. “I’ll make it really plain that I can’t identify the men.”

Hiro looked deep in thought. “Why would they believe it? They may have gotten dozens of letters from people claiming to have been there. People do that, you know.”

“I’ve already got that worked out.” Cooper pulled a powdered donut from his bag and stuffed it in his mouth. He twisted off the cap of his chocolate milk and gulped down a couple of cool mouthfuls.

Hiro jabbed him. “Are you going to tell us, or what?”

“I give them some details only I would know.”

“Like what?”

“Where Frank was laying. How he was laying. That a stool was used to break the glass door. That the register change drawer was on the floor. That Frank’s glasses were on the floor by the feet of Frankenstein. Things like that.”

Hiro thumped him on the back. “Brilliant!”

“Almost as good as coming clean and telling the truth?”

Hiro smiled. “Almost.”

It was good to see her smile at him again. And there was something more. Respect. “Well, it’s as close as we’re going to get.”

Gordy wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Sounds good to me. Then we just drop it in the mail?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “The bad thing is we’ll lose a whole day or so before the police get it.”

“Why don’t we deliver it ourselves?” Hiro said.

Gordy snorted. “And risk getting caught?”

“No, not at the police station.” Hiro stood and paced the bow. “The night drop slot at the library?”

Cooper thought about that for a moment. “We address the letter to the police. The librarian will get it in the morning and call them. They’ll probably send a squad car right over.” He nodded. “Great idea. What do you think, Gordy?”

Gordy didn’t look so convinced.

“What if the librarian doesn’t call the police? The mail is safer.”

“But slower,” Cooper said.

Hiro shrugged. “Why not do both?”

“Perfect.” Cooper threw a powdered donut to Fudge. “If the library idea works, the police will get a head start on finding the men. If the library sits on it, the police still get the letter in the mail.”

Hiro stopped pacing and leaned against the rail. “One problem.”

Cooper popped another donut in his mouth and looked at her.

She fingered her necklace. “It might actually make things worse. I mean, if I were a cop—”

“But you’re not,” Gordy interrupted.

Hiro glared at Gordy.

Cooper held up one hand. “Let her finish.”

“If I were a cop—” she glared at Gordy as if daring him to interrupt again “—this letter would make me want to question whoever wrote it. Maybe I’d find out even more details if I questioned the witness in person. Right?”

“Well that’s not going to happen,” Cooper said. “They’ll have to be satisfied with the letter.”

“But they won’t be. Not unless they can talk to you.”

Cooper thought about that for a second. “And if they really want to talk to me, they may try even harder to find me.”

“And,” Gordy said, “the letter may give them some clue as to who you are.”

“Great.” Cooper twisted off the cap of his chocolate milk and took a long drink. “We’re back to square one.”

Hiro sat back down between them.

“What if I put a phone number in the letter?” Cooper said. “We could pick up one of those disposable phones at Walmart.”

Hiro’s eyes brightened. “We buy the phone with cash and there’s no record of who owns the phone!” She clapped him on the back again. “Let’s do it.”

“I feel like a spy or something.” Gordy smiled. “So when do we get this letter out?”

Cooper looked at Hiro, then back at Gordy. “Tonight.”


CHAPTER 26

Cooper felt energized. He was playing offense now. The three pooled their cash for a phone. Hiro and Gordy left on their bikes for Walmart. Cooper stayed back to write the letter.

He worked at the computer right in the family room. It was either that or the library—which didn’t seem like the best idea. Every time his mom walked through the room, his heart pounded out a warning. He wanted to work fast, but he had to be careful with every word. He had to give enough information to prove he was at the scene of the crime, yet not give away his identity while he was at it.

“Homework?”

Mom’s voice startled him. Cooper whirled around in the desk chair. She walked toward him, her eyes on the screen. Cooper stood, blocking her view.

“Yeah, I’m trying to get this done so I can go riding with Gordy and Hiro later.”

Lies and deception. They came easy now. Cooper pushed the thought out of his mind.

“Need any help?” She moved her head to one side as if trying to see the screen.

Cooper reached over and gave her a hug. “Thanks, Mom.”

“What brought this on?” Mom hugged him back. She seemed pleasantly surprised. And distracted.

“Let me finish this up, and maybe I’ll have you proofread it when I’m done.”

“Okay.” She gave him a squeeze. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

Cooper didn’t sit until she left the room. He banged out the letter, printed three copies, and had another thought. He made some quick changes, printed one copy, then deleted the file. He found envelopes in one of the desk drawers and printed those too.

He didn’t start to relax until the letters were safely tucked away in his backpack.

Now all he had to do was add the phone number and wait until dark.

Cooper met Hiro and Gordy in the cabin of The Getaway after dinner. Cooper laid the copies of the letter and the four envelopes on the small built-in table.

“Don’t touch them,” Cooper said. “If they dust them for fingerprints, we only want them to find one pair.”

“Good thinking,” Hiro said. “Maybe you’ll make a good cop yourself.”

Cooper didn’t want to be a cop. He wanted to get as far away from them as he could.

Gordy counted the envelopes. “Why the extras?”

“One copy for me to keep. One for the Daily Herald.”

“The Herald?”

“I was thinking.” Cooper picked up the envelope and slapped it on his open palm. “If the police don’t take the letter seriously, maybe the paper will. I just had to make some changes to this copy.”

“I’m impressed,” Gordy said. “Looks like you’ve covered all the bases.”

Cooper printed the phone number on the police copies of the letter and added “Between 3:30 and 4:30 p.m. ONLY.” He didn’t want anyone trying to call him while he was at school or at the dinner table. He wrote slow and neat. If the police showed it to any one of his teachers, they definitely wouldn’t recognize the writing as being his.

“Maybe we should say something about Lunk,” Hiro said.

“And if they find he’s not involved they’ll really think we’re trying to mess up their investigation,” Cooper said.

“You still think he had nothing to do with it. I think that’s a problem.”

“Let’s just say I’m not convinced. Besides, I’m not going to risk retyping this.”

Hiro didn’t argue, but she didn’t look happy either.

“What about the printer?” Gordy pointed at the envelopes. “Can they trace it back to you by looking at the text under a microscope or something?”

“We’re okay,” Hiro said. “The police have his fingerprints and DNA. If they suspect him enough personally to bring him in for questioning, they won’t need the printer to tie him to the crime scene.”

She pretty much summed it up. Not exactly a comforting reminder. They hung around The Getaway until just after the library closed. Cooper felt a strange mix of excitement and fear when he pulled his new bike from the shed, like he was on some kind of secret mission. The fear? He just might be dismantling part of his cover at the same time.

Gordy led the pack on the bike path through Kimball Hill Park and under Kirchoff Road. He looped around on the other side. Hiro followed next and Cooper took up the rear. Frank ‘n Stein’s sat deathly still. The neon in the windows reminded him of last Thursday night, only four days ago. It seemed way longer than that.

They approached the library from the backside. Several cars were in the employee lot, but the regular lot sat empty. The lines between the spaces gave an eerie glow in the moonlight. For some reason it made Cooper think of a graveyard. He was glad Gordy and Hiro came along. He pedaled harder. Let’s get this done.

Gordy coasted to a stop in front of the library and took lookout duty. Hiro dropped off far enough from the entrance to stay off to the side just in case the library had a camera mounted to monitor the area. Cooper left his bike with her, pulled up his hood, and hustled up to the glass double doors.

Lights were on, but everything looked still. He fished the envelopes from his pack.

“Give to the Rolling Meadows Police. Urgent.” Cooper whispered as he read aloud. He opened the book return night drop and hesitated for a moment.

“What are you waiting for?” Hiro motioned for him to hurry.

Cooper dropped the letter in the book return and closed the door. He heard the faint whoosh as the letter slid down the incline. No turning back now. He did the same with the envelope addressed to the Daily Herald.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Hiro nodded.

Biking back seemed shorter. They cut over to the post office to drop the other police letter in the mail box, then biked through the park like three ghosts. The wind felt cool and clean against Cooper’s face. The wind rushing in his ears soothed him in its own way. Adrenalin still pumping, he felt like he could ride all night, but he knew he’d better get back before his parents started asking questions.

“Great night, Coop.” Gordy rode up alongside him. “I gotta get back.” Gordy gave a quick wave and peeled off toward his house.

He was right. It felt good to fight back, even if it was in a small way.

Cooper rode alongside Hiro to her house and coasted to a stop. He put a foot down and looked at Hiro. “Are you okay with me?”

“Getting there.” She smiled.

“Getting there?” Cooper had expected something more. Like a little more gratitude. He took a risk for all of them. The letter may not have been a huge thing, but at least it was a step in the right direction.

Her smile changed. A sad smile. “I hope this works. I really do. But even if they catch those scumbags, I don’t think I can be truly happy until we come clean. To actually go, like in person, to the police, or our parents, or somebody.”

The good feeling he’d enjoyed melted away. “Look. I’m doing what I can. I want those guys caught too. But I’m not going to risk you or Gordy or my family to do it.”

“Or you. You left yourself out of it,” Hiro said. “A lot of this has to do with protecting you.”

“Okay. Yeah. But I’m the one they saw. It’s my house key they have.”

Hiro nodded—like she agreed but not totally. “If you’re wrong about police being involved—what then?”

“You seem to have all the answers. Why don’t you tell me?”

Hiro paused. “You’re risking all of us to protect you.”

“What?” He felt his face heat up instantly. “That’s crazy. I’m trying to protect all of us.”

“But you can’t. Don’t you see that? We need police protection. We need our parents involved. You may think you’re some kind of protector here, but you’re putting all of us in danger—and that’s the truth.”

“The truth?”

“Yeah,” Hiro said. “There was a time that meant something to you.”

He didn’t want to hear any more of this. Not another word. Cooper pushed off and started pedaling. “G’nite, Hiro.” After the effort he’d just made, he didn’t want to be told that it wasn’t enough—or that it was all about protecting him.

“Coop!”

He didn’t turn around.

“C’mon. Don’t be mad. Friends are supposed to be able to talk.”

Friends. Right. He pedaled harder. He wanted to get away from her. From everyone. But the faster he went the more miserable he felt. Riding off like this had to hurt her. Something he never wanted to do. He turned the corner and slowed his pace. Her words echoed in his head. He couldn’t stand the thought of being around her right now. Couldn’t stand the way she looked at him—like he wasn’t doing enough. But the thought of not being with her was worse.

The adrenaline high he’d gotten from delivering the letter was long gone. He felt drained. Empty. He pedaled and coasted. Pedaled and coasted. The darkness surrounded him. Went through him. Suddenly, in his world of lies, the truth came to him. It wasn’t Hiro he’d wanted to get away from. It was himself.


CHAPTER 27

Cooper woke with a heavy sense of dread in his stomach. He lay in bed and checked the clock. The alarm was due to ring in just a few minutes. Normally he’d roll over and wait for the alarm to ring. And hit the snooze button when it did. Instead, he turned off the alarm and stared at the ceiling.

Fudge sat up and laid a groggy head on the edge of his bed. He worked his hand under her collar and gave her a good scratch. Why hadn’t he just turned around when Hiro called him? Maybe he wanted to punish her. Make her feel really bad. But he ended up doing a number on himself at the same time. Stupid.

The first chance he could, he was going to make it right. He’d see her at the bus stop and say he was sorry the moment he saw her. Cooper imagined the scene in his mind. It made him feel a little better, but the dread still hunkered down in his stomach.

He knew the incident with Hiro was only part of the problem.

It was the lies. The deception. Enough to fill a backpack. And when he woke up every morning he put the pack on and carried it until he drifted off in sleep. The pack felt heavier today.

He forced himself to think of the letters to the police and the newspaper. It was a good move. Even Hiro admitted that. It was also a step toward detection. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the phone Hiro and Gordy had picked up.

Would the police or the newspaper actually call today? He hoped not. The letter should be enough for the police to go on. The newspaper too. The details about the robbery should be enough to prove he was actually there. But what if they called to try to get more information? Could they put a trace on a cell phone? Would they try to keep him on the phone long enough so they could track him down?

“Hello. Hullo.” Cooper tested his phone voice. What if Hammer recognized him?

Cooper sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. One thing was certain. He would keep the phone off until after he was out of school. Until 3:30, just like he put in the note. He stepped over to his desk and slipped the phone in his jeans pocket. And he’d be sure to be in Kimball Hill Park before he turned it on. Someplace far enough from the house in case the police were able to trace the call.

He’d need some way to disguise his voice. Cooper shuffled into the bathroom. The toilet paper roll was nearly empty. He changed out the roll and stuffed a wad of toilet paper in the tube.

Fudge stood by his bedroom door and looked at him.

He put the tube to his mouth like a bullhorn. “Want to go out, girl?” The words sounded muffled and echoed through the tube.

She cocked her head and wagged her tail.

“Wish I could stay here with you today,” he whispered, pocketing the tube. “Or maybe just hide out in The Getaway all day.”

Only Gordy met him at the bus stop. Hiro still hadn’t showed up when the bus lumbered around the corner. She’d never missed the bus as long as Cooper knew her. Maybe she was sick. Sick of him. He hated the thought that he couldn’t straighten things out with her. That he couldn’t apologize for getting mad at her the night before. But she’d asked for it, hadn’t she? Why did she have to keep pushing him to break the Code?

Hiro didn’t show for class either. Maybe she really was sick. Cooper’s stomach wasn’t feeling so hot either—but he knew it had nothing to do with a bug. Now he’d have to wait until after school to make it right with Hiro.

He felt the phone in his pocket. He’d hoped Gordy and Hiro would both be with him if a call came after school. Now it might be just Gordy.

Cooper tried to function with a mind that stayed divided all morning. Even while in class, he kept checking the clock. The library opened at 9:00 a.m. By 9:30 he figured the police had his letter. They’d be checking out the details.

And waiting to call him.

No. He pushed the thinking out of his mind. Not waiting for anything. The police would start looking for Elvis and the clown and Mr. Lucky. Why would they waste their time trying to talk to him?

By the time he made his way to English, the idea of a call from the police consumed him.

He walked alongside Gordy and spoke quietly, the noisy halls providing a place to talk without being overheard. “What if they record my voice and analyze it somehow?”

“Count on it,” Gordy said.

“Great.”

“Just disguise your voice.”

“I’m already on that. I’m just not sure if I should speak in a high or a low voice.”

Gordy shook his head. “Not good enough. If they record you, and they will, they’ll be able to play it back at different speeds to nail your normal voice.”

“I plan to muffle it too.”

“Yeah. Talk with your mouth full. I do it all the time.”

Cooper smiled.

The smile slid off his face when he entered the classroom. A copy of the Daily Herald sat on Miss Ferrand’s desk. There, on the front page, was a picture of Frank ‘n Stein’s and a headline that read, “Witness Letter Raises More Questions.”

Gordy must have seen it too. He nearly came to a complete stop.

“How did it get in the paper already?”

Exactly Cooper’s thoughts. The paper gets delivered early. Before the library opens.

The bell interrupted his thoughts, and Miss Ferrand wasted no time getting down to business. She shut the door and walked back to her desk. She picked up the paper and held it up so everyone could see it. The class quieted down almost immediately.

“According to today’s Daily Herald, last night somebody slipped a letter addressed to the police and another one addressed to the paper in the library night drop.” She sat on the edge of her desk. “Someone in the library emptied the drop box before they went home for the night and found them.”

That answered the timing question.

“I’m going to read parts of the article to you.” She looked around the room. Slowly. Stopping to get eye contact with each of the boys.

Hiro’s empty desk in front of him made him feel way more exposed than normal.

“The police believe that the person who wrote the letter is in one of my eighth grade classes.”

The room erupted in excited chatter. Girls leaned across the aisles talking to each other and shooting the boys suspicious looks.

Cooper reached in his backpack and put his English book on his desk. Actually, Jake Mickel’s book.

Kelsey Seals turned around and looked at Cooper’s desk, then at Jake’s behind her. “Where’s your English book today, Jake?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Somebody must have swiped it.”

She cocked her head to the side just a bit—her distrust obvious. Eliza Miller stared at Jake, eyes wide.

Jake turned to Cooper. “Honest. I had it in my locker.”

“It’ll turn up,” Cooper said. But not until this is all over.

Miss Ferrand stood and slowly walked between the rows of desks. She kept talking and focusing on the boys, but Cooper wasn’t following. He tried to figure out what he was going to do when she looked at Gordy. Or at him.

When she came to Gordy, Cooper watched him as intently as Miss Ferrand did. He looked guilty as sin. Cooper knocked his book on the floor.

“Sorry,” he said.

“You’re a klutz, MacKinnon,” Jake Mickel said.

Riley Steiner and his pack laughed, but it was just enough to do the job. She locked her eyes on him as if she knew the book had been a diversion. He forced himself to look right into her eyes. Any wavering and he’d be giving himself away.

She looked at him longer than anyone else in the room so far. Her eyes were light blue. Gray, really. Weak looking eyes. Cooper had to stay strong. He tried to look right through her eyes into her head. Finally she turned away to look at the next suspect.

She continued through the room, but never went back to Gordy. After her little staring game was over, she made some notes on a legal pad on her desk, then folded the newspaper so she could hold it with one hand without it flopping over.

“Dear Daily Herald,” she read, then paused and looked up as if to make sure everyone in class was listening.

The entire class sat stone still. Apparently satisfied, she sat on the corner of her desk again and focused on the newspaper.

“The police are looking for a boy in junior high in connection with the robbery at Frank ‘n Stein’s last Thursday night. I was there. The way they’re pushing, sometimes I wonder if they think I’m the one who robbed Frank Mustacci. That isn’t true. I didn’t rob the diner or hurt Mr. Mustacci. Frank let me stay while he cleaned up. When I was ready to leave, the front door was locked. I called for Frank because I figured he had the keys. I think he was taking a load of garbage to the dumpster.

I was at the front counter when the back door burst open—and somebody pushed Frank inside. I hid behind the counter and two men beat Frank and forced him to give the money from the cash register. Then they said they knew about his safe and made him give the combination. Frank went for a knife, and the two of them beat him again.

While they were opening the safe, I escaped using Frank’s keys. He was lying on his back behind the counter, with his head toward the dining area. I thought he was dead. Honest.”

A collective gasp escaped from the room. Ferrand paused and nodded, obviously pleased by the reaction. She scanned the room. Maybe she hoped to see one of the boys unmoved by it all, or nervous. Cooper let his jaw go slack, his mouth hang open as if in total disbelief of what he was hearing. Her eyes caught his for a moment and then moved on.

She went back to reading the paper.

“The men heard me escaping and started after me. I barely made it out the front door and turned the lock in time. I didn’t get a good look at them. They were wearing masks. One wore a clown mask. One wore an Elvis one. The clown had a hoarse-sounding voice. Elvis sounded like a DJ. They both had cop pants on. They talked to a third guy, but I never heard or got a good look at him. He was the driver, I think. He came in after they beat up Frank. They called him “Mr. Lucky.”

That’s why I’m not going to the police in person. I don’t know who I can trust. I can’t identify these guys anyway, so the police can stop looking for me. They need to find out who did this and stop wasting their time chasing after me.

The one guy got a pretty good look at me. And he threatened me. So don’t even try to get me to say anything more. I have nothing more to say. He pulled the surveillance camera hard drive, which I grabbed on my way out. It won’t help anybody to have it, but it may hurt me. I was in plain sight of the camera. The hard drive will prove I didn’t do anything wrong, but it will also identify me. So it stays with me. That’s everything I know about the robbery.

I am going to write a cell phone number on the bottom of this letter. I will answer the phone between 3:30 and 4:30 pm to answer any question you may need to ask for me to show this isn’t some prank. I can prove I was there. I can tell you exactly where Frank was laying. I can tell you what was on the floor in front of the counter. I can tell you what they used to break the front window to get at me. I can tell you what I left behind at one of the tables. Find the real robbers. Nail the monsters that did this to Frank Mustacci. Stop looking for me.

Sincerely, “Silence is Golden”

Cooper glanced around the room. Girls sat like zombies with pale faces and wide-eyed stares. Kelsey Seals turned, mouth partially open like she wanted to say something, but couldn’t figure out how. Probably a first for her. Eliza Miller, biting her lower lip, stared at Jacob Mickel like she already had the mystery witness figured out.

The boys’ eyes were on fire. Like they wish they’d written the letter. They had no idea what they were asking for. Cooper tried to mirror their faces.

Miss Ferrand looked up. “The article goes on to speculate on different theories. The paper believes the note may be legitimate, and they intend to follow up. According to some unnamed source in the police department, the police share a similar opinion. Which brings me to the next point.”

She walked up and down each aisle. Slowly. So slowly. Ignoring the girls, but deliberately looking at each of the boys as she did. “The writer of this letter did a very brave thing. And he has every right to be scared right now.” She looked directly at Cooper.

He crumpled up his brow and tried to muster up a confused expression. He looked behind him and then back at her. She moved on.

“I want to send my own message to this person.” She went to the white board and wrote a phone number with a red marker. “This is the school phone number. I have a mailbox just like every other teacher. You call me. Leave a message. I can help. I’ll check my messages right up until when I go to bed. Questions?”

Cooper had some questions for her. Like, was she crazy? Did she really think he would open up to her?

Kelsey Seals raised her hand. “What will you do?” Obviously she’d found her voice.

“I’ll go straight to the top,” she said. “The principal is very good friends with Detective Hammer. We’ll make sure the witness is protected.”

Cooper slouched down in his seat. She was crazy.

“Like the witness protection program or something?” Jake Mickel blurted it out. One of the jealous boys.

“I don’t think so. But he’ll be safe. Trust me on that.”

Trust her? The one who gave pop quizzes with trick questions? Right.

Eliza Miller raised her hand, cautiously, like she wasn’t sure she should. “What if, like, somebody suspects somebody else in the class?” Her eyes darted toward Mickel for an instant. “What should we do?”

“Talk to me and tell me why,” Ferrand said.

This thing could turn into a real witch hunt. Nice move, Miss Ferrand.

More hands shot up. More mindless questions. Cooper tuned most of them out. His mind snapped back to Hiro. Did the Yakimotos get a paper? He imagined her absorbing the article. At least she should be happy the plan worked.

“Paper and pencil out, everyone.”

Miss Ferrand’s voice pulled him back into the classroom. “I want each of you to write my number down right now.” She pointed at the board. “And you call me. Understand?”

Maybe the principal put a bounty on his head.

The noise level went up as kids scrounged in backpacks for something to write on. Cooper fished out a scrap of paper. He looked up at the number like he seriously intended to write it down. Instead he wrote fat chance across the paper, folded it and slipped it in his pocket.

He watched Gordy hesitate for a moment, then write something on the paper. He looked at the number on the board again and checked his paper as if to be sure he got it right. Gordy put on a convincing show of it—and hopefully that’s all it was.

“Or if you want to talk after class, I’m here for you. Understand?”

Heads nodded all over the room. Cooper nodded his head too. He understood all right, but he’d stick to the Code of Silence, thank you very much.

Miss Ferrand made another notation on her legal pad, then looked directly at Cooper. “Does everyone have my number?”

Cooper nodded again, but had the uneasy feeling she was especially concerned that he wrote it down. That whole “women’s intuition” stuff was spooky. Something nobody could really explain or understand. Hiro had an extra dose of it.

Miss Ferrand looked at him again, picked up her legal pad, and started toward him. Maybe she didn’t want to take a chance on whether he’d stay and talk or not. She looked like a reporter on her way to a juicy interview.

The bell rang, and the kids erupted into excited talk like it had been bottled up inside them for days, and they couldn’t handle the pressure anymore.

Girls jumped up in the aisles and hovered around Miss Ferrand as if they needed protection somehow. Seals and Miller led the charge. Which was just fine with Cooper. He slipped by her in the confusion and made a beeline for the door with Gordy right on his heels.

“Cooper MacKinnon!”

He heard her call just as he rounded the corner into the hall, but acted like he didn’t hear a thing. Out of her line of sight, he took off at a run. He figured he had five or six seconds before she’d break free from the girls in class and make it to the hallway.

Kids burst out of other classrooms and filled the halls. Cooper kept count of the seconds. Three, four, five. He ducked in front of a herd of seventh graders piling out of Mrs. Brittain’s class and stopped running. Gordy scooted in right next to him.

“Don’t look back,” Cooper said. He kept his head down and walked fast, hoping she wouldn’t spot him.

Maybe Hiro had the right idea. Taking a sick day might be good for his health.


CHAPTER 28

This is nuts,” Gordy said, hustling to keep up with him. “Think she suspects us?”

“Not us. Me.”

“Why just you?”

“The letter made it sound like I was alone. She’s looking for only one person.”

“Think you’re at the top of her suspect list?”

Cooper chanced a look over his shoulder to make sure she wasn’t following. “I don’t know why, but by the way she looks at me … yeah.”

“Top of Hammer’s list. Top of Ferrand’s list. Ditching her won’t help any.”

“Thanks for the reminder. I only need to buy some time.”

They hustled into the cafeteria side by side. Cooper stopped and pulled a sweatshirt from his backpack and pulled it over his head.

Gordy gave him a questioning look. “What are you doing?”

“Changing how I look a bit. I wouldn’t be surprised if Miss Ferrand comes looking for me during lunch.”

“Tell me you’re not going to pull the hood up.”

Cooper smiled and kept walking.

“I wish Hiro was here,” Gordy said.

Hiro. Cooper’s heart sunk. “Me too.”

“Ferrand will expect us to sit together. Think we should split up?”

“Might help.” Cooper scanned the lunchroom. “See you on the bus.”

Gordy nodded and headed for the hot lunch line. Cooper pulled his bag lunch from his backpack and looked for someplace to sit. He wanted to find a spot all to himself so he could think. And keep an eye out for Miss Ferrand. But sitting alone somewhere was a little obvious. The smart thing would be to sit somewhere he wouldn’t normally consider sitting. Like under a table.

A burst of laughter from a table full of girls caught his attention, and probably every other person in the cafeteria. Julie VonMoose had an empty spot next to her, but he didn’t feel that desperate.

Cooper looked over his shoulder and checked the entrance. Still gobs of kids piling in, but no Miss Ferrand. He couldn’t keep standing in the middle of the aisle. If she walked through the doorway he’d be dead.

Steiner, Tellshow, and Demel pushed through, talking loud and tough. Clearly wishing they were a part of the unfolding drama around the robbery, and trying to make up for the fact that they weren’t.

Cooper started toward a table at an opposite corner of the cafeteria than he usually sat. He’d get a good view of the cafeteria, and an exit door was just a matter of feet away. There were several empty spaces. Cooper swung a leg over the bench and sat quickly, keeping an eye on the entrance. He pulled out his sandwich and took a bite.

“Hey, MacKinnon. Have a fight with Gordo or something?”

Lunk’s voice. Cooper’s stomach tightened. He hoped he would just keep going.

No such luck. Lunk swung a leg over the bench and sat across from him with a tray loaded nearly as heavy as Gordy’s normally was.

Lunk eyed him through shaggy black hair. “So why aren’t you sitting with Gordo and Yaki-dodo?”

“Yakimoto. Hiroko Yakimoto.” Cooper chomped another hunk of sandwich. “Hiro isn’t here today. Must be sick.”

“She’s always sick.” Lunk smiled. “Wants to be a cop. Right? Definitely something sick with that girl.”

Cooper looked past him. Miss Ferrand stood just inside the cafeteria doors scanning the room.

Lunk followed Cooper’s gaze, then studied him, eyes squinting just a bit. “Waiting for someone?”

“Uh-uh.” Cooper lowered his head just a bit and focused on his peanut butter sandwich.

Miss Ferrand started walking. Slowly, like a prison guard pacing the cell block, watching the inmates. He could see her scanning the tables. Not a routine, making sure everything is under control type scan. She was looking for someone. Him.

Lunch wasn’t even close to being over. Was she going to walk around the entire perimeter of the room like this? She reminded him of a cat he’d seen stalking a bird in their backyard. The cat moved slowly. Deliberately. Getting closer and closer to the little chickadee that was busily tearing into bread Mom had thrown out in the yard. Cooper envisioned the cat pouncing on the unsuspecting bird at any moment. He’d pulled off his shoe and threw it at the cat just in time.

Cooper saw Gordy come out of the hot lunch line. He walked to the usual table with his tray in front of him and sat down. Ferrand was on him like the paparazzi. Gordy shrugged and looked around the room, while he talked to her. Miss Ferrand nodded briefly, and resumed her search. Whatever Gordy told her must have worked.

Miss Ferrand got closer. Arms folded across her chest, her claws painted red. A cat on the prowl. And Cooper was the bird.

“Avoiding someone?” Lunk leaned in closer. The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. The kind of smile that said he knew.

Hammer had singled him out. Ferrand was zeroing in. Now Lunk. Was everyone psychic or was he that easy to read?

Cooper ignored Lunk and tried not to look at Miss Ferrand. He couldn’t help but steal a glance. She’d rounded the corner and slowly patrolled his way. He needed a shoe.

“You in some kind of trouble?” Lunk’s voice was low.

Cooper didn’t answer. He needed some quick, witty remark. A comeback that would get him off the hook. But he couldn’t think. His brain seemed as mushy as the peanut butter sandwich in his stomach.

“I’m taking that as a yes,” Lunk said. He looked down the aisle. “You want to get out of here?”

Cooper stared at his lunch bag. What’s the worst that could happen if Miss Ferrand had a little talk with him? She’d ask some questions. He’d hatch more lies. He was getting pretty good at avoiding the truth. The real issue was whether she would see through him. And if she did, would she talk to the principal, or Detective Hammer? All the Detective needed was a decent reason to single him out for questioning. Ferrand might be able to supply that if she could get him one-on-one.

The course seemed clear. Avoid the talk. Stall it off. No good could come of it, and her snooping around could threaten the Code.

“Not in a very talkative mood, are you, MacKinnon?” Lunk said.

“My stomach,” Cooper said. “A little messed up.”

“Anything to do with Ferrand?”

Cooper glanced over. She couldn’t have been more than thirty feet away. She’d stopped walking for the moment, giving the room another visual sweep from that vantage point. She still didn’t see him, but it was only a matter of seconds now. He braced himself. Told himself to relax. Stay calm.

“I’ll distract her,” Lunk said.

“What?” Cooper looked at him.

Lunk nodded toward the side exit. “Hit the washroom around the corner until the end of the period. You’ll be safe there.”

Without waiting for a response, Lunk stood and grabbed his tray. He plowed past some students standing in the aisle—and right into Miss Ferrand.

His tray crashed to the floor, the sound echoing off the cinder block walls. Miss Ferrand stood with her hands out to her side looking at ketchup blotches on her clothes.

Kids jumped up from their seats for a better view. Riley Steiner and his boys stood on a bench leading the entire cafeteria in whistles, claps, and cheers.

“Sorry, Miss Ferrand.” Lunk’s voice sounded sincere over all the other noise.

Cooper jumped from his seat, and stumbled over his backpack. A black permanent marker spilled out. And the phone. He shouldered the pack, scooped up the phone and marker and jammed them in his pocket as he hustled for the exit. Once around the corner he ran for the men’s room. He kept running until he locked himself in the handicapped stall.

Had Miss Ferrand seen him scoot out of the lunchroom? What would she think now? If she did see him, he’d be on her most wanted list for sure. And what about Lunk? He owed him some kind of explanation—but what?

Cooper hung his backpack on the hook behind the door. Pulling the phone from his pocket, he turned it on. The phone came to life. A little part of him wished it didn’t. If it was broken, he wouldn’t have to worry about getting a call from the police. He turned the phone off as quickly as he could, fearing the police might try calling early.

He wondered what Miss Ferrand was doing now. Mopping herself up in the ladies room? Escorting Lunk to the office? Either of these would keep her distracted. What if she was talking to Gordy? Pumping him with questions. Watching his eyes.

Hiro picked a lousy day to stay home. She’d abandoned them. If she’d been here, at least he wouldn’t have to worry about Gordy taking on Miss Ferrand by himself.

But he’d escaped another potential trap. Barely. This was crazy. He leaned against the stall and waited for the period bell to ring. He was innocent. He hadn’t done anything wrong, yet here he was hiding in the bathroom. He wanted to shout it out loud. Over the school PA system. Tell everyone he didn’t do anything wrong.

The stall partitions had been painted over who knows how many times, erasing brainless messages guys wrote. The current paint was about the color of buckskin. Not the smartest shade to discourage guys who were into graffiti. Cooper had never written on a wall before. He stared at it. And pulled the permanent marker from his pocket.

When the bell rang, he stepped back and looked at the inside of the wall like he was seeing it for the first time. Written in three inch black letters were the words “I did nothing wrong! I didn’t do it!”

What was I thinking? Cooper grabbed a piece of toilet paper and rubbed one of the letters. It didn’t even smudge. Idiot. He grabbed his backpack, slung it over his shoulder, and used the toilet paper to open the latch.

The outer door of the bathroom opened. He heard voices. Cooper hurried to the sink to wash. Two guys walked in, but didn’t even look at Cooper. Lunk was right behind them.

Cooper saw him in the mirror. Lunk looked at him, and then at the stall door yawning open. Cooper wanted to say thanks, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he stepped away from the sink, and without bothering to dry his hands, went for the door.

He totally expected Lunk to follow him. When he sensed that he was pushing through the door alone, he felt a measure of relief. Cooper glanced over his shoulder and tensed. Lunk disappeared into the handicapped stall.


CHAPTER 29

Cooper didn’t see Miss Ferrand for the rest of the afternoon, but he kept his head down in the halls between classes, just in case. Maybe she went home to change. The final bell rang, and he hit a set of side doors and circled around the outside of the building. He wasn’t going to risk the main doors. He had to focus on other things now—like the fact he might get a call from the police on the cell in his pocket. He had to handle it right. Quick. Disguise his voice. And not give anything away.

The safest thing would be to walk home. Explain to Gordy later. To get on the bus was to potentially walk into a trap; but if he walked, he might not make it to the park before the phone call came.

Cooper stayed in the front of the building, but stalled getting on the bus. He’d hop aboard just before it left. If Miss Ferrand or the principal came looking for him, he’d be a sitting duck on the bus.

Gordy found him easy enough.

“Miss Ferrand ever find you?” Gordy said.

“No.”

Gordy looked at him. “Just how do you plan to avoid her in English tomorrow?”

“Great question,” Cooper said. “I don’t know. I just have to make it through today first.” He scanned the mass of students gushing out of the school. A couple of teachers were supervising by the bus lines. But no Miss Ferrand.

Lunk pushed through the crowd and headed their way. Great. Dread settled in Cooper’s stomach.

“Hey, MacKinnon.”

Lunk’s voice sounded casual enough, but he had an intensity in his eyes.

Gordy took a step back.

Cooper looked past him toward the exit doors. “Thanks for what you did at lunchtime.”

Lunk gave a half smile. “I enjoyed it. You want to tell me what is going on?”

A direct question. One Cooper didn’t want to answer. Something about Lunk’s eyes said he had a pretty good boloney detector himself.

“It was stupid,” Cooper said. He brushed on a smile. “I overreacted to something she said in class. I had a feeling she wanted to talk to me about it.”

“Just wondering.” Lunk pulled out a pocket spiral notebook. “Either of you have a marker I can borrow?”

The question sounded innocent, but warnings went off in Cooper’s head. Did he really need a marker, or did Lunk want to see if Cooper had one?

Gordy shrugged. “Not me. Cooper always has one in his pack. Right, Coop?”

Cooper cringed inside. “Yeah. I, ah, should have one somewhere.” He lowered his backpack and hovered over it, making a show of checking each compartment. All the while he knew the marker was in his jeans pocket.

The crowds of students thinned, forming spaghetti lines onto the buses. In a minute they’d have to get on the bus or risk being spotted too easily on the sidewalk. Could he stall that long?

“I need black,” Lunk said. “Permanent.”

“That’s the only kind he carries,” Gordy said.

Great, Gordy. Cooper stood and shrugged. “Must have lost it.”

Gordy pointed. “How ‘bout your pockets?”

Cooper wanted to glare at Gordy, but Lunk’s eyes were locked on him. He checked his pockets, slowly. He hoped Lunk would tell him to forget it. Tell him he didn’t need it anyway. He felt it in his right front pocket. Should he pull it out?

Lunk kept his eyes on him. He didn’t look like a guy who was going to let it go. Cooper pulled the marker out. “Will this work?” He handed Lunk the marker.

Lunk pulled off the cap and looked at the tip. “It looks perfect.”

“We gotta go,” Cooper said. “Keep the marker until tomorrow. We’d better catch our bus.” He shouldered his pack.

Gordy started trotting toward the sidewalk. Cooper followed, but Lunk called after him.

“Tell me, MacKinnon. Exactly what didn’t you do?”

“Ride my bike. So if I miss the bus, I’m toast. We can talk tomorrow.”

Lunk stood there, his weight settled mainly on one foot. The look on his face said he intended to follow up.

And if he did, Cooper really was toast.


CHAPTER 30

Cooper felt weak when he dropped onto the seat beside Gordy. Gordy frowned. “What happened to you?”

“I think Lunk is on to me.”

“You sure?”

“He knows I’m hiding something. He just doesn’t know what.”

Gordy twisted to look out the window as if he thought Lunk might be watching them. Reading their lips. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing. Thankfully we had to get on the bus.”

The bus door closed and the driver eased away from the curb.

Gordy gave a low whistle. “Close call.”

“Too close.” He’d made it through another day, but they were getting harder. And it wasn’t over yet.

He checked his watch. In thirty minutes he’d be turning on his phone, and the thought of that just added to his mounting concerns about Miss Ferrand and Lunk. And Hiro.

Gordy didn’t speak until the bus pulled out of the parking lot. “Think the police will call?”

“I’m sure of it.” As much as he dreaded it, he also knew this was his chance. It would be worth it if he could get the police to stop looking for him and put all their efforts into finding Elvis, Mr. Clown, and Mr. Lucky. Then he’d straighten things out with Hiro.

“I’m glad I don’t have to talk to them,” Gordy said. “Think Hiro will show?”

“Hope so.” Cooper felt more confident when she was around, and if a call came from the police, he’d need all the help he could get. But most of all he wanted to make things right with her about last night. He wanted her to know he was sorry about riding off angry.

The bus swayed down Plum Grove Road, picking up speed. Cooper reached in his backpack and pulled out the cell. Holding it in his hand, he stared out the window. Did the letter really help the police? Were they any closer to finding the men who put Frank in the coma? Cooper’s knee started shaking.

By the time the bus reached their stop, Cooper felt like his whole body was shaking. The two boys hustled off the bus.

Gordy started across the street as soon as the bus passed. “Meet you in five minutes?”

“Right.” Cooper jammed the cell in his pocket and took off at a run for his house. The front door was locked, so he circled around to the back. Peering through the glass on the back door, he saw Mom with her back to him working at the kitchen counter. The fact that she wore the black apron meant she’d been baking. He tapped on the glass. Mom turned and smiled. Fudge bounded into the kitchen barking her security dog bark, which turned into a tail swinging “let’s go out and play” bark the moment she saw Cooper.

His mom pulled open the door and gave him a hug. He was only slightly taller than her, but just enough to look over her shoulder at the microwave clock. He had to get moving.

She kissed him on the cheek. “Still didn’t find your key?”

“Nope. Did you talk to dad about getting the locks changed?”

“No.” She opened the refrigerator door. “Dad figures it will show up. Nothing to worry about.”

That’s exactly what worried Cooper … that the key would show up. In the hands of Elvis. Or the clown. Or Hammer. His mind flew back to the stool crashing through the window the night of the robbery. Changing locks wouldn’t stop these guys anyway.

“What would you like for a snack?” Mom said. “Peanut butter sandwich? Cookies? I just baked a fresh batch.”

The five minutes had to be nearly up. “Not right now. I have to meet Gordy. He’s probably out front waiting for me.”

“There’s always time for a snack. I’ll get one for Gordy too.” Mom disappeared toward the front door.

Cooper followed with Fudge right at his side. Mom opened the door and swung open the screen. Gordy stood in front of the porch holding his bike. The surprise on his face was obvious.

“How about a little snack, Gordy?”

Gordy glanced his way, and Cooper shook his head slightly.

“Aw, thanks, Aunt Dana. Maybe later.”

“Gordon Digby, you never turn down a snack.” She looked back at Cooper, suspicion in her eyes. “What are you boys up to?”

“Just riding bikes, right Coop?”

Cooper nodded.

Mom didn’t look convinced. “You’re not planning to shoot that potato gun are you?”

“No. Honest, Mom. We’re just going to ride around a little. Maybe play some ball.”

“Then you can take time for a snack.” She walked past him into the house.

The way she said it, it was almost like a test. If he didn’t have a snack, she’d know they were up to something. Then there’d be more questions. More lies.

“I guess a snack would be a good idea,” Cooper said. He motioned for Gordy to follow.

“What would you like?”

“Cookies,” Cooper said. It would be quicker.

Mom pulled out the chocolate chips and set them on the table. Gordy started right in and sat down like he had no idea what time it really was. Cooper grabbed one too, sat across from him, and ate fast. Fudge laid her head on his leg.

Mom opened the freezer and shifted things around on the shelves. “I have some vanilla ice cream in here somewhere. How about I make an ice cream sandwich with those cookies?”

Gordy’s eyes lit up. “Excellent!”

Cooper kicked him under the table and pointed at his wrist.

“How about you, Cooper?” Her voice sounded muffled by the freezer.

“The chocolate chips are perfect just like this.” He broke off a piece and fed it to the Hoover under the table. Fudge sucked it up and swallowed it without even chewing.

Mom nodded and pulled the vanilla ice cream from the freezer. Cooper felt the phone in his pocket, thankful he hadn’t turned it on yet.

The doorbell rang, and Cooper jumped to his feet. Fear-charged adrenalin. What now? If it was Miss Ferrand he might as well give it up. Trotting down the hall, he recognized the silhouette framed in the screen door. “Hiro.”

“Ask her if she’d like a snack,” Mom called after him.

Cooper swung open the door. “Where were you today?” Fudge bounded out and greeted her with a wagging tail and happy whimpers.

She bent down and kissed Fudge on the top of her head. “I’ll explain later.”

Her voice sounded fine. If she was sick, it wasn’t a cold.

“Shouldn’t we be leaving?” Hiro said.

“I’m trying.”

Mom came around the corner wiping her hands on a towel. “Can I get you something, Hiro?”

Gordy followed her, holding the cookie ice cream sandwich like a Whopper.

Hiro smiled. “It looks really good, but we have to run. We’re supposed to be at the park right now meeting someone.”

Cooper’s mom put her hands on her hips and eyed him. “First you were playing ball. Now you’re meeting someone?”

Not good. Cooper hesitated, but only for an instant. “I can explain. Later.”

“You can explain now, too.”

She didn’t look like she was going to budge.

Cooper sighed. “We are going to play a little ball. But there’s also someone I’ve got to talk to. Just a guy I’m trying to help out a little—and I’m not even sure he’ll show up. But I’m supposed to be there by 3:30—and if I don’t leave now I’ll be late.”

Cooper’s mom looked at him like she was trying to make up her mind.

Hiro cleared her throat. “Actually I’ve been the one trying to encourage Coop to talk.”

Mom’s shoulders relaxed and she gave Hiro a hug.

Cooper leaned over and gave his mom a kiss on the cheek. “If there’s anything to tell, I’ll fill you in later. Okay?”

She gave him a kiss back. “You’d better.”

“If he doesn’t,” Hiro said, “I will.”

Cooper had a feeling she really meant it, too.

Mom smiled. “Have a good time.”

Minutes later Cooper left the residential section and wheeled his bike across Campbell Street and into Kimball Hill Park. Hiro still rode right next to him. It felt good to be on his new bike again. It felt better to be riding next to Hiro. He held his bat along the handlebars and a ball in his pocket. They rode in silence. She didn’t offer any explanation as to why she missed school today—and he wasn’t sure he wanted to ask.

What he really wanted to do was tell her how sorry he was for the way he acted last night. But it would have to wait. He had to get the phone call done first. He checked over his shoulder. Gordy lagged several houses back, trying to eat the ice cream sandwich as he rode.

The bike and jogging path ran between a small pond to the left and Salt Creek to the right. Ahead, a footbridge crossed the creek to connect with the bike path on the other side. Eventually the bike path on the other side of the creek led under Kirchoff Road to Frank’n Stein’s. Cooper wished he was heading there for a monster shake and fries right now.

“Hello. Hello. Hullo.” Cooper practiced disguising his voice. His high voice sounded wimpy. Talking really low tickled his throat.

The park was the perfect place to field a call. He didn’t want it too near his house, just in case the police were able to trace the cell. A public place was best, especially one like this where they could see police approaching from a good distance away. Far enough to allow them a chance to escape—and from the park they could take off in any direction. Campbell Street and Kirchoff Avenue ran parallel to each other, with Kimball Hill Park sandwiched right between them.

Cooper coasted the last twenty yards to the bridge and braked the moment he crossed. He ditched his bike and the bat in the tall grass next to the footbridge. Crouching, he worked his way down the embankment just a bit.

Hiro took her post on the top of the bridge, keeping an eye on things to the south. Kirchoff Road was clearly visible. A moment later Gordy stood opposite of her, keeping an eyeball peeled toward Campbell Street, in the direction from where they’d just come. From this vantage point they’d be able to spot any police cars in the area.

Cooper checked his watch. 3:35. He sat nearly under the bridge so he wouldn’t be seen by anyone scoping out the park. If the police were patrolling the area, all they’d see was Gordy and Hiro standing on the bridge—and neither of them holding a phone.

Reaching in his pocket, Cooper pulled out the phone and pressed the power button. The phone came to life, and Cooper’s heart picked up the pace. He fished out the toilet paper tube and made sure the wadding was still inside.

Hiro leaned over the railing. “You ready for this?”

Cooper nodded. Another lie. The truth? He was ready to chuck it all. Get away from it somehow. Escape. Be done with this. But just maybe the phone call was his ticket.

“Are you going to say something about Lunk?”

Cooper stared at her. “Like what?”

“Just ask them to check him out. Check his dad out.”

“We’ll see, okay?” It came out too forceful, too harsh.

Her lips disappeared in a tight line.

Great. He’d upset her again. Why couldn’t she leave it alone?

“How long do you think we have before they can trace this thing?” Cooper wobbled the phone in his hand, trying to get her mind off the comment he’d just made.

Hiro shook her head. “Cell phone? No idea. Keep it short to be safe.”

Right now he wished he hadn’t given the police a phone number at all. He looked at his watch. “What time do you have, Hiro?”

“3:37.”

“Maybe they won’t call.”

“Give ‘em time.” He hardly dared hope they wouldn’t.

The phone chirped almost on cue.

Cooper’s heart lurched. He cleared his throat, and before connecting, practiced saying hello several times, changing his voice a bit more every time he did.

“Grab it,” Gordy hissed.

Cooper nodded, put the tube to his mouth, and pressed the button. No turning back now.

“Hello.” He used the high voice.

“This is Rolling Meadows Police Detective Richard Hammer. Are you the one who wrote the letter?”

“Yes.”

“What do I call you, friend?”

“Let’s leave it at that.”

“What?”

“Friend.”

Hammer paused slightly. “Okay, Friend.”

Cooper sunk lower in the grass. “What do you want from me?”

“Your full cooperation.”

“That’s why I wrote the letter. You need to find those men.”

“I want you to come in and talk.”

“No.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“I told you in the letter. Two of the men wore cop pants. I go to the police, and maybe I end up talking to one of them.”

“Ridiculous.”

“I won’t take that chance.” He glanced up at Hiro and Gordy. Both of them were on the same side of the bridge watching him and listening. So much for the lookout plan.

Hammer sighed. “Get a chest.”

“What?”

“Get a chest. Be a man. Come to the police station and help us find these men.”

Cooper felt his cheeks burning. He wished he’d gone with the low voice. “It’s the phone or nothing. And you’re almost out of time.”

“Okay,” Hammer said. “You say you were at Frank ‘n Stein’s during the robbery. How is it that they didn’t see you?”

“I hid behind the counter. I told you that in the letter.”

“Were you alone?”

Cooper looked up at Hiro and Gordy. “Yes. Just me.”

“And you were the one on the bike at the Dunkin Donuts drive-thru?”

“Yes.”

“If you’re innocent, why did you take the hard drive for the surveillance cameras?”

“The guy they called Mr. Lucky disconnected it. I was afraid they’d be able to identify me.”

“Do you still have it?”

Cooper hesitated. “Yes.”

“Where is it?”

“Hidden where you’ll never find it.”

“I need that hard drive.”

“I looked right into the camera. I can’t give it to you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

Cooper could picture him with the mirrored lenses. “Won’t.”

Hiro motioned from above him and mouthed Lunk’s name.

“Listen good,” Hammer said. “I think you’re wasting my time. You didn’t describe anything to me that someone couldn’t see through the window. So you rode your bike to Frank’s and looked in the window before the police came. You saw him laying there and thought you’d get some thrills with your crazy story about men wearing latex masks.”

Cooper fought back panic. “Know what I think? You might be the man in the Elvis mask.”

Hammer didn’t say a word. Cooper took it away from his ear for a second and checked the screen to see if the man disconnected.

Hiro pointed at her watch.

“Unless you give me that surveillance camera hard drive, how do I know there are any men at all? Maybe you don’t want me to have the drive because there were no other men. Just you. Maybe a couple of friends, too. And you guys got in over your heads.”

“No, no that isn’t what happened at all.”

“Only one way to prove that.”

“Look, you just have to believe me. It’s all true. You need to find those men”

“How can you prove to me you were really there—that you really saw all you claimed to have witnessed?”

Was Hammer really questioning whether he was there, or was this a stall tactic? Or an attempt to get him even more nervous so he’d mess up?

“I was there.” Cooper’s voice sounded more shrill.

“Give me proof.”

Gordy motioned with both hands and drew one finger across his throat. “Cut it,” he whispered.

“What more proof do you need?” Cooper said.

“Hard drive.”

“No deal.”

“I thought you wanted to help us?”

“They wore masks. I didn’t. The hard drive won’t help you find the robbers, just me. Forget it.”

Using a high-pitched voice to stand up to a cop seemed incredibly stupid. Like robbing a bank with a squirt gun.

“Then I’m going to figure this is all some kind of elaborate joke on your part. You weren’t even there. So I’m going to keep looking for the kid who was really there. And I’m going to find you, too.”

Hiro tapped on her watch furiously. She scampered off the bridge and down the embankment. “Get out,” she whispered.

He’s stalling me. Cooper looked around, half expecting to see police cars roaring up to the park. “I’ll send you more proof.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“What kind of proof?”

He is stalling.

“You’ll see.” Cooper pushed the disconnect button and sat there wishing he hadn’t agreed to send more proof.

Hiro ran toward him the instant he put the phone down. “You should have mentioned Lunk’s dad.”

Cooper didn’t want to go there. “He kept firing questions at me.”

“What happened?” Gordy hustled off the bridge and slid down next to him.

“He wants more proof.” He looked at Hiro. “How long was I on?”

Her eyes were open wide. “Too long. We should get out of here.”

The phone rang again. All three of them jumped. Hammer calling back, no doubt. Or maybe it was the Herald. Cooper turned off the power. He wasn’t sure how it all worked with cell phones, but what if they could still track him as long as the phone was on?

“Get down,” Gordy shouted. “Police.”

The three dropped as low as they could. Cooper peered through the tall weeds and grass. A Rolling Meadows Police car prowled down Campbell Street and pulled to the side of the road a couple hundred yards away, effectively blocking the most direct way home.


CHAPTER 31

Think he saw us?” Cooper strained to see.

“I don’t know,” Gordy said. “What’s he doing there?”

“Calling for backup?” Hiro’s voice sounded as tiny as she was.

“Great.” Cooper hugged the ground. Smelled the cool earth below his face. Wished he could burrow in somehow. Tunnel his way home.

Gordy shifted. “What now?”

“Keep still,” Hiro said.

The police car didn’t move. Was he watching them? If backup arrived, their chances of getting away would go way down.

Cooper raced through his options. If they took off now, there was only one cop to chase them, but then again maybe the cop wasn’t even looking for them. To make a run for it now may tip him off. Sit tight and wait might be the smarter thing to do. But that didn’t make it any easier.

Only a handful of people were in the park. If the three of them took off together, they’d certainly be noticed.

“Listen,” Hiro said. She cocked her head in the direction of Kirchoff Road behind them.

A siren.

Cooper turned to get a visual. A squad car raced down the busy street, lights flashing.

Coincidence? Or maybe this was backup on the way. If he stopped on Kirchoff, they’d be blocked to the North and the South.

“What do we do?” Gordy poked his head up like a gopher. “They’re going to box us in here or something.”

“What do you think, Hiro?” Cooper regretted asking her the moment the words left his mouth. He knew what she wanted. A white flag.

“If we try to run, they’ll catch us,” she said.

Cooper army-crawled his way partially up the embankment for a better view. Gordy and Hiro’s bikes were propped against the bridge. His lay on its side. Hugging the ground like it was trying to find cover too. His bat lay next to it. The police car on Campbell hadn’t moved.

“Okay,” Cooper said. “Plan B.” He dug the baseball out of his pocket. “We go up there and play a little ball. I’ll bat, you two field.”

Hiro didn’t say anything, but the way she played with her braid he figured she was working out the pros and cons in her head.

“We hide in plain sight,” Cooper said. “We won’t look as suspicious as we would riding away on our bikes.”

Gordy grabbed Cooper’s leg like he didn’t want to be left behind. “How do we explain why we were down here by the creek?”

Cooper held up the ball. “Fishing the ball out.” He looked at each of them and hoped he didn’t look as scared at they did. Gordy had that wide-eyed guilty-as-sin look. “Ready?”

Cooper turned a shoebox-sized rock over and scooped out a hollow in the cool earth under it. He fished the phone out of his pocket, placed it in the hole and shifted the rock back in place. If he did get stopped and questioned, the phone might be his death warrant. Literally.

“Here we go.” Cooper said a silent prayer, took a couple of deep breaths, and stood up. He fought the urge to look at the police car. His periphery vision would be enough to warn him if the car made a move.

Strolling up the embankment slow and easy, he picked up his bat and shouldered it. “C’mon you two,” he called. The police car didn’t move, but he could feel the cop watching him.

Gordy and Hiro climbed the embankment at the same time.

“Take the field.” Cooper pointed with the bat like he was Babe Ruth. “Hurry.”

Gordy and Hiro took off at a jog, and Cooper batted one over their heads. The smack of the bat worked like a starting gun, kicking Gordy into his competitive mode. He opened up the throttle and took off after the ball.

Gordy relayed it to Hiro, and she tossed it back to Cooper.

He took another swing, and sent the ball on another flight. Leaning on the bat, he watched Gordy hustle for the ball.

“We have more company,” Hiro said. “This one has its lights flashing.”

Cooper forced himself not to turn around. Told himself to act normal. He wiped slick hands on his jeans to get a better grip, and knocked a half dozen more out into the field.

“They’re gone,” Hiro said.

Cooper dropped the bat and leaned his hands on his knees. Gordy and Hiro hustled up.

Gordy’s face looked as white as the baseball. “Where do you think they went?”

“My guess?” Hiro put her hands on her hips. “They’re cruising the neighborhood.”

Gordy looked toward Campbell Street. “Maybe we should stay here awhile.”

Cooper nodded. “Then I need to write another letter to Hammer.” He gave them a quick rundown of the conversation with the police detective.

Hiro and Gordy hustled back to field more balls. It gave Cooper time to think. After nearly fifteen minutes he motioned them back.

“So what’s the plan?” Gordy handed Cooper the baseball. “How are you going to give them more proof without the hard drive?”

“More details, for starts.” Cooper said. “What was in Frank’s pockets. The name of the book in my backpack.” He watched Hiro. “Then I’ll tell them that my prints should be on the knife that was laying on the floor with the coins from the change drawer.”

“Which,” Hiro said, “should be all the proof they’ll need. All they’ll have to do is match the prints on the knife handle to the prints all over the letter.”

“Exactly,” Cooper said. “And just to make sure they don’t come back and ask for proof again, I’ll give them the clincher.”

Hiro gave him a sideways glance.

Cooper smiled and looked from one to the other. “When I left Frank ‘n Stein’s that night, I still had Frank’s keys.”

Gordy’s eyebrows went up as he nodded. “You locked the door.”

“So,” Hiro said. “You’ll write that you have Frank’s keys.” She pushed her hands in her pockets. “All they have to do is ask Mr. Stein and he’ll verify the keys are missing. That will prove you were really there, in the diner.”

“Then the cops can concentrate on finding the robbers.” Cooper glanced at Hiro. He hoped she’d smile at him. Show some support. Approval. Her face didn’t give him a clue as to what she was thinking. He still hadn’t straightened things out from last night. Then again, until the robbers got caught, how could he really straighten any of this out?

“If I were a cop,” Hiro said, “and I knew you were going to write another letter tonight, I’d stake out the library.”

Gordy whistled. “You think the cop asked for more proof just to set a trap?”

She reached up and held the police star necklace. “Could be.”

“Great,” Cooper said. He imagined himself dropping the letter in the book depository and police swarming in from all over. Or worse yet, maybe just a couple cops—wearing latex masks. “So we’ll pick a new drop spot.”

“Yeah,” Gordy said. “Throw ‘em off guard. Any ideas?”

Cooper shook his head. “But we’ll think of something.” He picked up his bike, crossed the bridge, and started walking toward the edge of the park like he was in no hurry at all. Gordy and Hiro did the same. Only when they reached Campbell Road did he mount his bike.

Cooper rode between the two of them as they headed back. They decided a slow ride would look less suspicious. Gordy struggled with it. Riding ahead, circling back. Getting ahead again. Cooper thought about taking this chance to talk to Hiro. To tell her he was sorry about last night. But the thought of writing the new letter kept getting in the way.

“I went to see Frank again today.” Hiro said it so quietly it almost sounded like she was talking to herself.

Guilt settled in immediately. She’d been to see Frank twice. He hadn’t even gone once.

“So you weren’t sick at all?” Gordy glanced at Cooper.

“Sick of worrying somebody is going to kill Coop, or one of us. Sick of the lies.” Hiro didn’t make eye contact with Cooper. “I didn’t feel like going to school.”

Cooper coasted to a stop. “And you think I did?”

Hiro braked and put one foot down. “I don’t know, Coop. It seems like lies aren’t bothering you much these days.”

Her comment stung. Who was she to judge him? She’d ditched them at school today. Wasn’t there to help. Maybe she deserved the way he treated her last night. “Your mom let you stay home from school even though you weren’t really sick?”

Hiro studied the pavement. “I just told her I was sick. And after she left for work I biked to the hospital.”

Cooper tried not to let his frustration show. “And they let you see him by yourself?”

“Yes.” She nodded, but had a distant look in her eyes like she was still in the hospital room.

Gordy was quiet, but after a moment, he whispered, “How did he look?”

She shook her head slightly, like she was forcing herself out of a daze. “The same.”

Cooper saw the scene in the reflection of Frank ‘n Stein’s window all over again. Frank getting beaten nearly to death. He pulled the baseball out of his pocket and picked at the stitches. “Did they say anything? The nurses?”

“Not to me. But they act like he’s going to get better.”

“What makes you say that?”

“They talk to him.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Whenever they came into the room they’d say things like, ‘Hiya, Frank. You’re looking good, honey. You ready to get up soon?’”

Cooper had it pictured in his mind. “Did he move or anything?”

“Nothing.”

“Whoa,” Gordy said. “Like he’s in a coma or something.”

Hiro tapped him on the forehead. “He is in a coma.”

Gordy’s face got red. “Well, yeah, I know that.”

Something surfaced in Cooper’s mind. Hiro was operating on her own now. She didn’t show up at school. She visited Frank. Doing everything without letting Gordy or him in on her plans. Wouldn’t the police want to question anyone that came to visit him? Had she even considered that before she went there?

“Maybe I’ll stay home from school tomorrow,” Gordy said.

“Great,” Cooper said. “So you’re going to ditch me too, eh?”

“Ditch you?” Hiro’s chin went up. “Is that what you think I did?”

“Yeah. That’s exactly what you did.”

“Look, I’m still sticking by that stupid Code of Silence. If I abandon you it will be more obvious than taking a day off school. I’ll break the Code and tell the police myself.”

Cooper felt his face get warm. Did she just give him a threat?

Hiro looked down at her feet. “I want to feel safe again. I pray and pray for God to protect us. Then I go right back to living a total lie. How can God respect that? I don’t trust him enough to tell the truth?”

“The lies will stop.”

“Only when we come clean. But until then we’re living a lie. I was trying to tell you last night. This is too big for us. We need help. Because of the Code I haven’t told anyone except God. And how can I expect his help when I hide the truth?”

“You think it doesn’t bother me?” Cooper whispered.

Her head snapped up and her eyes bore into him. “Not anymore. Lie, lie, lie. That’s all you seem to do.”

“Really?” Cooper clenched his jaw. Stop. Don’t say another word. Cool down before you say something you’ll regret.

“Yes, really.” She leaned forward. Like she needed to put every bit of her weight behind her words. “There was a time when you would have felt terrible if you lied. Now you don’t seem to feel anything at all.”

Her eyes. Cooper couldn’t get past her eyes. Something different there. Missing. The respect was gone. All he saw was disgust. Contempt.

Her look hit him in the gut just as real as when the robbers wailed on Frank. And it hurt with a kind of pain he’d never felt before.

How dare she say he didn’t feel anything. She had no idea how he felt. He opened his mouth to lash back. To sting her like she’d just done to him. He looked at his feet and clamped his mouth shut instead.

“Go ahead and say it, Cooper MacKinnon.” Hiro got in his face. Taunted. “You were going to say something. Get it off your chest.”

Get it off your chest. Get a chest. What was it with his chest?

Gordy stepped in, looking more ashen-faced than he did when the police car stopped at the park. “Hey, you two. C’mon, now. We’re all friends here. What do you say we go get something to eat?”

Cooper didn’t answer. We’re all friends here. That was the problem, wasn’t it? Maybe that was just another lie. Hiro let them down by ditching school. Going to the hospital. Making her own plans. Griping about the Code every time they got together. Some friend.

“C’mon, Coop,” Hiro said, her voice daring him. Egging him on. “You were ready to say something a minute ago. I want to know what it was.”

Gordy put a hand on Hiro’s shoulder. “Hey, I think we’d better—”

Hiro slapped his hand away. “I want to know what Coop was going to say.” She poked Cooper in the chest. “Let’s hear it, Coop. If you can do it without lying that is.”

“Is that all you think I do? Lie?” She didn’t get it. Didn’t see how he had to lie. “And what about you? What do you call what you told your Mom today about being sick? A little white lie? A half-truth? You say you’re sick of the lies, but you’re no better than me.”

Hiro’s mouth opened just a bit. Maybe she was surprised at what Cooper said. Maybe she realized for the first time that she really did lie to her mom. Cooper had no idea—and told himself he didn’t care. But when the tears welled up in her eyes, he knew he’d made a direct hit. He saw his pain in her face. And hated himself for doing it.

Hiro backed her bike away from them. Without another word she straddled it and headed down the street.

Her reaction twisted Cooper two ways. On one end, happy he’d scored a solid point. On the other a panicky desperation to apologize and make it right.

“Brilliant.” Gordy glared at him and shook his head. “Are you going to let her leave without patching this up?”

Why did he have to patch things up? He was trying to protect them all, wasn’t he? They’d made it safely this far because he’d made sure they stuck to the Code. It was the only real option they had. And a good one. Silence is golden, right?

“Call her back,” Gordy said.

Cooper watched her biking away. Her black braid beat a furious tempo against the middle of her back.

He fought the urge to call her back. He had a right to be steamed. To stall until she turned around and came back. Until she saw he was only trying to help.

“Coop.” Gordy’s voice hinted at disbelief. “She’s not going to come back.”

She stood on the pedals, picking up speed. Every second the separation between them grew farther. They were supposed to be friends. How did this happen?

“Hiro,” he called. Probably not loud enough.

She didn’t turn back.

“Hiro, hold on!” He shouted this time.

She must have heard him, but she didn’t turn. It was like last night. The roles were reversed this time. Now he knew how she must have felt when he rode away. He jammed the baseball in his pocket and held the bat against the handlebar.

“Let’s catch her,” Cooper said, mounting his bike.

A police siren immediately behind them nearly made him drop the bat. It only bleeped on for a second, but enough to freeze him in place. He turned just as a police car pulled over to the curb behind them. The door opened, and a patrolman stepped out.

“Can I talk to you boys for a moment?” The officer shifted his gun belt as he walked toward them.

Cooper glanced back toward Hiro. She was nearly a block away now. She had obviously heard the siren and stopped, with one foot down. She stared for a moment, then pushed off and rolled away.

She abandoned him again.

“Excuse me,” the police officer said. “Were you two playing ball in the park ten minutes ago?”


CHAPTER 32

Gordy thought about running. It was instinct—and stupid. Instead, he sat on the bike and watched the cop approach.

The policeman looked like he just walked out of an ad for a health club. Blonde buzz cut, baby face, and a chest that looked as powerful as the gun strapped at his waist. M. Stryker was engraved on a nametag pinned above his chest pocket.

Gordy imagined himself sitting on a stool with a bright light on his face with this guy interrogating him. In one minute he’d confess. To anything.

The officer stepped onto the curb and nodded toward Coop’s baseball bat. “You were just in the park. Right?” He towered over them. Gordy figured his head would only get to the guy’s shoulder. Coop might make it to his nametag.

“Yes, sir,” Coop said.

The policeman sized them up. Like he was wondering how either of them could have gotten away from desperate robbers.

Gordy did a little figuring himself. This guy seemed bigger than the goons at Frank’s.

“We were just knocking the ball around a little,” Coop said.

“I was watching,” Stryker said. “By the bridge?”

“Uh-huh.”

Gordy’s red sweatshirt was hard to miss. He was relieved Coop didn’t deny it.

“You swatted a couple of nice hits there. Why’d you stop?”

Coop shrugged. “We were just messing around a little. Have to get back to do some homework.”

That sounded good, but Gordy knew that was a lie. He kept his eyes on the cop’s eyes. To look at the ground now would send a signal. A bad one. He couldn’t mess this up.

The policeman nodded. “Where do you go to school?”

“Plum Grove.”

That seemed to interest him. “Seventh grade?”

Here we go. He knows. He knows.

Coop sat a little taller on the seat. “Eighth.”

Maybe he was asking some easy questions, calibrating his own “baloney detector.” Stick to the truth, Coop.

“What were you doing down by the creek bed when I rolled up?”

“Looking for the ball.”

“It seemed like a funny place to play ball, with the creek right there. Why not use one of the diamonds?” He looked at Gordy this time.

Gordy shrugged. “We weren’t playing a game. Just knocking it around a little. There were only three of us.”

Stryker looked back at Cooper. “What happened to your friend? It looked like she rode off in a hurry.”

Friend? Hiro was Coop’s friend, but something was definitely changing.

Coop looked down. “She’s mad at me.”

No half-truth there. “Totally steamed,” Gordy said. He couldn’t figure this guy out. Was he stalling until backup came? Maybe Detective Hammer himself? Or maybe he just had to ask enough questions until he decided whether or not to haul them in.

“Why is that?”

“I’m trying to figure that out,” Coop said. “We were having a good time. Then she said something that got me frustrated. So I guess I said something not so kind back to her.”

“Like reminding her how she lied to her mom,” Gordy said.

The policeman cringed. “That will do it.”

Cooper let his hands drop to his sides like the situation drained all the strength out of him. “She got all upset and rode off. I was just going to go after her and talk to her when you pulled up.”

“Probably best to let her cool down a little.”

Coop looked down the block. “I just don’t get it. Everything was going great.”

Gordy looked for Hiro too. He couldn’t help it. Like he’d expected her to come back. Gordy wondered if she ever would.

Coop turned back to face the cop. “I just wish I could figure girls out.”

Stryker laughed. “That, my man, is a question you’ll struggle with all your life. Women are mysterious creatures.”

“Crazy, if you ask me,” Gordy said.

The cop laughed again. “But try to live without them. You can’t.”

Gordy wasn’t so sure about that. But Coop nodded like he agreed. He really seemed busted up about things with Hiro. If it was an act, he was good at it—and he ought to consider trying out for the school play.

The cop stepped onto the curb. “Women are wired different. They’re like computers. Complex. Unpredictable. Temperamental. Sometimes they drive you nuts.”

“And sometimes they crash,” Gordy said. “Like our friend Hiro.”

Stryker gave Coop a pat on the shoulder. “Give her a little time before you talk to her. She’ll be back around.”

Coop didn’t look convinced. And honestly? Gordy had to go with him on that one. Which made him feel kind of sick inside. It was always the three of them. They stuck together—and he’d do just about anything to keep it that way. To get it back. Stryker walked around the front of his police car. Suddenly he turned. “Do either of you have a cell phone?”

There it was. The cop made it sound like a casual request. He dropped the big question when their guard was down. Smooth.

Gordy stuffed his hands in his pockets and pulled them out empty.

“I’ve got mine,” Coop said.

“I just needed to make a call,” Stryker said. “I was hoping maybe I could just borrow one for a minute.”

Right. Just long enough to look at the number and slap the cuffs on him. Gordy could kiss the rock they’d hidden the Walmart phone under.

Coop pulled out his real cell. “You can use mine.”

Stryker took the phone, punched in a number, and put it to his ear. He wasn’t on for more than a minute, and he handed it back with a smile, apparently satisfied neither of them were the mystery witness. For now.

Coop waited until the police car turned a corner and drove out of sight before he said anything. “Well, that got my heart pumping.”

“Good. Maybe you can get mine going again.” Gordy held his hands out in front of him. “Look at my hands. They’re all jittery.”

They mounted their bikes and began a slow pedal home.

Gordy should have been happy, but the way things ended up with Hiro put a big shadow over things. He hoped the cop was right about letting her cool off. That everything would be okay tomorrow. But somehow he didn’t see how it could. Not unless Coop turned in the hard drive and broke the Code. Which wasn’t going to happen.

“How upset would you say Hiro is?” Coop broke the silence.

Gordy shot him a quick glance. “On a scale of one to ten, I put her at least a seven.” At least.

“Great.”

Gordy replayed the way her face looked before she rode off. “Maybe eight.”

“Or nine,” Coop said.

Gordy shook his head. “Not nine. She’d have tried to deck you at nine.”

The little joke didn’t do anything to lighten Coop up.

“But still,” Coop looked down the block, like he was hoping he’d see Hiro pedaling toward them. “Eight is pretty bad.”

“Your crack about her lying to her mom really got her.” Lying. That’s what it all came down to. The lies were ripping the three of them apart. He saw Coop’s side of it. Hey, if they could just hang together until the police picked up the goons, they could put all this behind them. But he understood Hiro’s side of it, too. And Hiro was coming unglued. Like the lies were toxic, and it was killing her. Killing all of them.

Coop coasted for a moment. “Think she’ll spill?”

“No way. Not Hiro.” Gordy hoped it was true. “The three of us stick together. Right?” But even that didn’t seem to be true. Not anymore.

Cooper didn’t answer. Like he sensed something had changed. Gordy had to think of a way to patch things up.

They rode to Coop’s drive in silence. Gordy hoped she’d be there. Waiting for them. Wanting to end the tension between. He scanned the front porch. The gate in the cedar fence to the backyard was closed. No bike. No Hiro.

Maybe Coop had the same hopes. He definitely looked disappointed. Gordy tried distracting him. “So what’s next?”

Coop coasted to a stop and swung his leg over the bike. “I have another letter to write. And deliver. You want to meet after dinner?”

Gordy nodded. “I’m in.”

Coop smiled, but his eyes weren’t smiling a bit. “You’re always in.” He clapped him on the back. “Thanks.”

Gordy knew what Coop meant. Gordy also knew that Cooper’s smile would have looked a lot better if Hiro were with them right now.

“Lucky we hid that phone,” Coop said. “You think he really believed us?”

“Totally. Don’t you?”

“I guess so.”

“Guess so?”

Coop kicked a stone off the drive. “It’s just that if he didn’t totally believe us he might try to check out our story.”

Gordy shrugged. “He let us go without even frisking us. What’s left to check?”

Coop didn’t answer for a long moment. “What if he goes snooping by the creek and finds the phone?”


CHAPTER 33

I’ve got some good news, and some bad news,” Dad said. He took a last bite of mashed potatoes and leaned back.

Cooper held his breath. He had a feeling part of the news had to do with the police interviews. Maybe they got past the hurdles.

“What’s the bad news, Carson?” Mom’s eyebrows went up with a pleading look that lined her forehead.

“Don’t worry, Babe. It’s not that bad.”

Which set Cooper’s stomach a bit more at ease, but it still felt like a knotted dish towel.

“I have three tickets to the Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus. The greatest show on earth.”

“Yes!” Mattie jumped up from her seat and ran around the kitchen table. “We’re going to the circus!”

“A satisfied client offered me the tickets. They didn’t cost me a thing.”

“When?” Mom picked up the calendar.

“This Thursday night.”

“That’s Halloween.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We’re going to the circus in two days!” Mattie circled the table again with her arms out like wings.

“The problem is,” Dad looked at Mom. “With only three tickets one of us will have to stay back.” He pointed at himself and shrugged.

Cooper imagined being at the Allstate Arena with hours of acrobatics and amazing stunts. It would be a good place to get his mind off things.

“Will there be ponies?” Mattie stopped running and grabbed Dad’s arm.

“Absolutely.”

Mattie jumped up and down. “And clowns?”

“All over the place.”

Clowns. Cooper could see it now. Three rings with guys in clown getup. “Hold on, Dad,” Cooper said. “I’ll stay back.”

“What? And miss all the fun?”

“The way I see it,” Cooper said, “you bringing home The Getaway was like bringing me tickets to the circus, the Super Bowl, and maybe even Disneyworld all wrapped up together.”

Dad smiled. He beamed, in fact. Cooper scored some points with that one.

“Mattie can see some ponies and have some one-on-one time with you and Mom.”

It was settled pretty quickly. Dad and Mom would take Mattie. Cooper would stay home. He wouldn’t have to look at clowns for three hours.

After dinner he made an excuse to do homework on the computer in the family room, but he worked on the letter instead. Cooper had it pretty much written in his mind, so he was able to type it fast and print two copies without anyone coming near. One copy he folded and sealed in an envelope right away. The copy for The Herald.

After deleting the letter on the screen, he took a sheet of plain paper and pressed his hand flat on it, making sure every finger made full contact. He held it there for a full thirty seconds, wanting to be sure the oils from his hand left clear prints. Taking a pen, he traced his hand on the paper so the police would know exactly where to dust for fingerprints. He folded the second copy of his letter, along with the handprint sheet, and then slipped it into a different envelope. But he didn’t seal it.

Cooper met Gordy in The Getaway at eight p.m. The battery-powered camping lantern Cooper kept in his bedroom sat on the middle of the cabin table, casting strange shadows behind Gordy.

“Think Hiro will show?” Cooper laid the two envelopes on the table.

“Not unless she has a brain transplant.”

“How do you know?”

Gordy squirmed a bit. “I talked to her just before I came over.”

“What?”

“Yeah, well, I knew you were pretty upset with how she left us and stuff, so I thought I’d talk to her and, you know, smooth things over.”

“So what did you say?”

“Well, that you were pretty steamed at her for ditching us, but I thought you’d forgive her if she came back tonight.”

“You told her that?” Cooper leaned back and raked his hands through his hair. “She’s going to think I’m an idiot.”

Gordy nodded. “That’s pretty much what she said.”

“Great. What about you smoothing things over?”

“But she did want to know what the policeman said.”

Cooper thought about that a moment. That meant she still cared what happened to them. It wasn’t much, but he’d take whatever he could get. “What did she think about how we handled his questions?”

“She didn’t really say.”

“Nothing?”

“Well, okay. She just said ‘more lies.’ And that was about it.”

That’s just about what Cooper would expect her to say. “You told her what time we were meeting?”

Gordy nodded. “She said not to count on her being here.”

Cooper stared at the lantern and let the words sink in. So that was that. It was just him and Gordy now. Like old times.

“Coop?” Gordy peered out the cabin window into the darkness. “You think we should give it up?”

“NO!” Cooper shouted, making Gordy jump.

“We can do this.” Cooper tried to slow himself down. “Just a little longer. Give the police a little more information so they find those guys. If we turn ourselves in now we’re in just as much danger as we ever were.”

Gordy shrugged and kept his eyes on the table. “It’s just that Hiro says—”

“Hiro says? I know what Hiro says. She didn’t like the Code from the beginning. Do you want to leave, too?”

“No,” Gordy held up his hands. “I’m with you, Coop. It’s just that Hiro had a couple of good points when she was talking to me, and—”

“She’s delirious,” Cooper said. “She thinks we can trust the cops. Well we can’t. And I’m not about to walk into a trap. If you want out, let me know right now and I’ll do this myself.”

Gordy looked confused. “I said I’m with you. What more do you want?”

Cooper felt a twinge of guilt. He leaned back against the booth and sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge, I guess.” He checked his watch. “Wanna hear what I wrote?”

“Sure.”

Cooper unfolded the letter to the police and started reading.

“Rolling Meadows Police,

This is my last letter. Here is more proof that I was at Frank ‘n Stein’s at the time of the burglary. That I am your witness. My backpack was on the back table. Inside was a book titled Adventures in American Literature. There was no name in the backpack, or on my sweatshirt.

I checked Frank’s pockets for the keys while the burglars were upstairs in the office opening the safe. His left front pocket was empty except for a 4”x 6” photo of a Halloween party. His right front pocket had papers and change.

You should have found a big knife on the floor on the customer side of the front counter with my fingerprints on it. They will match the prints all over this letter. To make it easy, I tried to leave a good print on the next page.

The knife came from a rack near the back door. It isn’t the same knife as the burglars used with Frank. There should be a small cut under his chin where they stuck him to make him give the combination to the safe.

This information should prove I was there and not just looking in a window. I am telling the truth. The guy with the clown mask almost caught me. He got my house key. He said he would find me and my family if I went to the police. He used the stool from the video game to break out the front window when I got away because I locked the front door behind me. I still have the keys.

I’ll turn the phone on at 3:30 p.m. Wednesday. Don’t waste your time trying to get me to come in or bring the hard drive. I’ve given you all the proof you need. Just find those three men. The one with the Elvis mask was about the same height and weight as Detective Hammer.

Talk to the guy who almost hit me with his car. The burglar chased me. He told the people he was a cop. Ask them for a description. I didn’t see him.

The night of the burglary an SUV pulled out from behind Frank ‘n Stein’s. I saw it from Dunkin Donuts. It was dark, so I didn’t get a good look at it. One headlight was out. And they’re still in town. One of the robbers told me to leave the surveillance hard drive by the bell tower Sunday night. I left a note saying I wouldn’t give it to anyone—not even the police. They were waiting, and they chased me. Same SUV. Headlight still out. I got away, but they got my bike and turned it into a pretzel. They mean business. Don’t waste time looking for the witness who chooses to be silent. Find these men before they try to silence me for good.

Signed,

Silence is Golden”

Cooper looked up. “What do you think?”

“Maybe you should put something about Lunk.”

“Lunk? Hiro said that? I honestly don’t think he had anything to do with it. We have no proof.” But that was only part of it. He looked down at his hands. “If they question him, he might just happen to suggest they check out a guy named Cooper MacKinnon.”

Gordy nodded and held up his hands in a peacekeeping gesture. “You’re right. And I think you’ve covered all the bases. Especially that part about talking to the witnesses by Dunkin’ Donuts.” He nodded. “Yeah, I think it’s good.”

Cooper folded it and slipped it back in the envelope. “Now all we have to do is deliver it.”

“Where are we taking it anyway?”

Cooper looked at his cousin and held up a set of keys. “Frank ‘n Stein’s.”


CHAPTER 34

Why there?”

The two boys made their way out of The Getaway cabin and into the cool night air.

Cooper shrugged. “Who’d suspect it? If the cops are watching the library, they may also be watching the mailboxes and who knows where else. They’d never figure I’d go back to Frank ‘n Stein’s.” Cooper stepped over the transom and hurried down the ladder.

“Are those the keys?” Gordy followed him down the ladder.

“Yep.”

“Wait a second.” Gordy jumped the last few steps to the ground. “We’re not going inside, are we?”

Cooper stuffed the keys in his pocket. “It will prove I have them. They’ll know I’m the one who was inside.”

“No way. You’re crazy,” Gordy said.

Cooper made a goofy face. “So are you. It runs in the family.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Cooper could read Gordy’s face even in the pale moonlight. He looked torn. Like he wanted to be supportive, but he was scared, too. And who wouldn’t be spooked at the thought of going back inside Frank’n Stein’s after closing? Just thinking about it creeped Cooper out. “It will be okay. We’re doing the right thing.”

“Do we even know what the right thing is anymore?” Gordy said it quietly. Almost like he was talking to himself.

Cooper acted like he didn’t hear it. Was Hiro messing with Gordy’s head?

“Hopefully this will make everybody happy.”

“Impossible,” Gordy said. “The cops won’t be happy until they get you out of hiding, and the goons won’t be smiling until they make you disappear for good.”

“There’s a happy thought.” Cooper jogged toward his bike.

Gordy trotted alongside him. “It’s strange, you know? The good guys want to make you talk, and the bad guys want to shut your mouth permanently. It’s like both sides want to get their hands on you, but for opposite reasons. Unless, of course, the cops really are bad—then everyone wants to wring your neck.”

“Real comforting,” Cooper said. “Then I guess I want to disappoint everybody.”

Gordy glanced at him. “You got a good start with Hiro on that one.”

Coop let that sink in. Gordy definitely pegged that one right.

Gordy’s face got serious. “You think we’re making a mistake by not going to the cops? I mean, how can all the police be bad?”

Cooper could tell Gordy had been thinking about it pretty hard just by the way he asked. He could almost see the doubts gnawing at Gordy. Hiro really was getting through.

“I don’t want to take a chance,” Cooper said.

Gordy clapped Cooper on the back. “If this wasn’t so stinkin’ dangerous, it would be kind of a good adventure, you know?” Apparently Gordy wanted to change the topic, or at least the mood.

Cooper smiled and shook his head. “Let’s get rid of this letter.”

They rode side by side down the darkened streets in silence. The most direct route to Frank ‘n Stein’s was through the park, and at this time of the night they should have it all to themselves. Kimball Hill Park didn’t have many trees, but those it did have were big and tended to be grouped together in clusters. The moon was bright enough to cast long black shadows beside them.

Cooper tried to peer into the shadows to see if anything or anyone lurked there. His imagination conjured up images of men crouching in the pools of darkness. They wore masks. Always masks. He stood on the pedals. If anything was out there, he wanted to have some good speed behind him. The rush of the crisp fall air forced his eyes to water. The wind moaned in his ears. It seemed to be alive, an unseen presence warning him to go back.

Gordy pulled ahead and took the lead over the footbridge and onto the bike path bordering the west side of the creek. Kirchoff Road lay dead ahead, and the bell tower loomed beside it.

When they neared the bell tower, Gordy skidded to a stop behind a towering maple. He laid his bike on the ground. Cooper did the same. The two boys crouched in the shadows and watched the traffic on Kirchoff Road.

Cars were sparse, and in the next five minutes they never saw a police car prowl by. Except for Mr. Stein’s car, the parking lot at Frank ‘n Stein’s stood empty. Nothing looked out of place. Still, the police could be watching the place through a set of binoculars.

“If the police come, just get out of there. Don’t wait for me. Tell my Dad everything. Tell him I’m sorry about all the lies.”

Gordy nodded.

“And tell Hiro,” Cooper paused. What would he want to tell her if he could? “Aw, forget it.”

Gordy grabbed his arm and pointed. “Look.”

The lights went out in Frank ‘n Stein’s kitchen. Mr. Stein plodded into view, shrugging on his jacket while he walked.

The bell tower chimed out the half hour like a giant grandfather clock. Cooper checked his watch. Half past nine. Mr. Stein stepped outside, locked the door, and trudged to his car.

“Poor guy looks beat,” Gordy said.

Gordy was right. The co-owner was probably covering Frank’s hours and his own. Trying to hold it all together without his partner and friend. He looked more stooped over than Cooper remembered, like he carried an extra weight on his shoulders. Maybe this next note would lead the police to the burglars, and things would lighten up for all of them.

“Think Frank will make it?” Gordy said it so quietly, Cooper barely heard. “I mean, there’s always hope. Right?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “There’s always hope.” Gordy didn’t need to know what he really thought.

By the time Mr. Stein pulled out of the lot and drove down Kirchoff Road, Cooper’s heart was beating like the bell tower. He hated to leave the cover of the shadows, but it was time to move.

“Let’s just get this done. On the way back we’ll grab the phone.”

Gordy nodded.

Cooper walked the bike out of the shadows, straddled it, and bumped his way along the grass. The two of them followed the bike path through the tunnel under Kirchoff Road and out the other side.

Frank ‘n Stein’s stood on the rise across the creek. Except for the neon lights, all the other lights were off. Just like last week. Cooper shuddered and felt for the envelopes in his back pocket.

Cooper coasted for twenty yards then turned into the parking lot. He stopped next to the front door and hopped off his bike. Gordy stopped right behind him. He didn’t get off his bike, but held Cooper’s in place for a fast getaway if needed.

Pressing his face up against the glass, Cooper peered inside. To a casual person driving by, or even a cop, it would look like he’d tried to get there before they closed but missed it by a few minutes.

The dining room was as still as a graveyard, with all the creepiness of one too. Halloween decorations were out in force. A skeleton hung against a dark backdrop. Somehow it seemed totally wrong to put the decorations up after the robbery.

The donation jar for Frank’s hospital expenses was on the counter again and over half full with dollar bills and change. Cooper wondered if the lottery tickets Mr. Stein bought paid off. It looked like he’d be ready to buy more soon. The picture over the counter of the two partners had an addition now too. A handmade sign hung below the smiling image of Frank. Please pray for my partner and friend!

Cooper felt a twinge of guilt. He’d barely prayed for Frank at all. The only prayers he’d spoken lately had to do with getting himself out of a jam. Somehow the Code of Silence had kept him from talking to God, too.

Frankenstein himself stood where he always did, guarding the ordering counter. Some guard. He didn’t do so well the other night. The eight-foot mascot seemed to be looking right at Cooper, smiling, like they shared a secret. He was part of their Code of Silence, and right now Cooper had a whole lot more confidence in the green-faced monster staying quiet than he did Hiro.

“Are you going to leave the letters or what?” Gordy whispered.

“In a second.” Maybe he shouldn’t take the time to open the door. With one more glance toward the road, he whipped the letters out of his pocket and tried sliding one end under the door. The words Give to Rolling Meadows Police stood out like the neon lights in the windows. The other was addressed to the Daily Herald. The envelopes jammed and bent. He tried another spot. No luck.

“Hurry.”

Cooper fished the keys out of his pocket. His hand shook. Get a chest, Cooper. Get a chest. He took a deep breath, held it, and slid the key in the lock.

“Good thing Hiro isn’t here,” Gordy whispered. “Breaking and entering. You’re really busting the law now.”

Terrific. Cooper turned the key, and the latch clunked open. He pulled open the door, and a burglar alarm pierced the silence. Shrill and pulsing, the siren screamed loud enough to wake the dead—or get them killed.


CHAPTER 35

He dropped the envelopes inside and grabbed the keys, not bothering to lock the door.

“Move!” Cooper hopped on his bike.

They pedaled hard out of the parking lot. In a moment they scooted out of sight in the tunnel below Kirchoff Road. It would be a great place to hide, but it was way too close to Frank ‘n Stein’s.

“Keep going!” Cooper’s voice echoed against the cement and steel of the tunnel. Even the alarm sounded louder under the road.

Gordy stood on the pedals and whipped out of the tunnel on the other side of Kirchoff.

With each turn of the crank Cooper’s mind hurled accusations at him. You’ve blown it this time. You’re going to get caught. Even the wind rushing against his face seemed bent on holding him back. He pulled alongside his cousin, making Gordy hunch over and drive harder, taking the lead again. In moments the two of them raced into the shadows of Kimball Hill Park.

His original plan called for a roundabout, casual ride from Frank ‘n Stein’s, one that wouldn’t look suspicious. Maybe they were being watched right now. He needed to think. Map a safe route home. Making a beeline for the house may lead the cops right to him.

“Hold up, Gordy!”

His cousin shot him a questioning look. Only when Cooper hit the brakes near the giant maple tree did Gordy react. He skidded to a stop next to him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Cooper dumped his bike. “Just want to be sure we haven’t been spotted.” The spot gave a perfect view in all directions, including a clear shot of Frank ‘n Stein’s. He crouched down to rethink.

“Lousy alarm,” Gordy said, breathing heavily.

Cooper could still hear it, even at this distance. It was like the diner had a life of its own. It was calling out to the police, telling them where he and Gordy hid.

“Well, Hiro really missed it,” Gordy said.

And Cooper missed Hiro. In a way, the letters started out as a way to show Hiro they could help with the investigation without revealing their identity, without compromising their safety.

“Coop.” Gordy nudged him and pointed just beyond Frank ‘n Stein’s.

Two police cars raced with their lights flashing, sirens off. They squealed onto the road and headed west for Frank ‘n Stein’s. Two more squad cars roared in from the opposite direction. All four cars converged on the diner. The policemen scurried out of their cars like ants from a damaged anthill.

“Somebody heard the alarm,” Gordy said.

“Or maybe it’s wired directly to the police station.”

Cooper’s plan didn’t include his letter being discovered so soon. Not until the next morning when Mr. Stein opened up. He watched two officers approach the door. Another pair split up and ran along each side of the building toward the drive-thru menu sign in the back. Two more fanned out in the parking lot of the apartment building next door, walking between the cars and even dropping down to check underneath them.

“They came quickly,” Gordy said.

Too quickly. And two of them from the direction of the library. They were scoping the place out. If he’d dropped the letter at the library, they’d both be sitting in the back of a squad car right now.

“We got out of there just in time,” Cooper said.

Four more cars pulled up with blue and red lights flashing madly. The parking lot looked like some crazed light show gone bad. Two officers ran down the embankment where the creek passed the diner.

“Weird.” Gordy crouched down on the bridge. “Here we are watching them while they’re looking for us. It’s like attending your own funeral.”

“Which is exactly what we’ll have if we don’t get out of here,” Cooper said. “We’ll forget picking up the phone tonight. They’ll widen the search zone quick.”

After a quick scan in all directions, the boys crept out of the cover of darkness and mounted their bikes. In a moment they crossed the footbridge and sailed along the creek path toward Campbell Street at the other end of the park.

Fifty yards from Campbell Street a police car cruised into view. The boys pulled into the cover of some trees, dropped their bikes, and waited. The cruiser combed the sides of the road with its searchlight.

It looked like something out of an old science fiction movie. The beam reached far into the park, exposing every bench and rock in its path. It was an alien, searching for them. Sniffing them out.

Cooper and Gordy hid their bikes behind some brush and pressed themselves against the trunk of an ancient oak. The light inched their way. Cooper looked back toward Frank ‘n Stein’s. Several cars peeled out of the lot, joining the search. “Here they come.”

“We gotta get out of here,” Gordy said.

“Right.” Cooper watched the cop car inching down Campbell. “As soon as he’s out of sight, we’re gone.” The police had a net in place, and they intended to pull Cooper in. He couldn’t let that happen.

“When is this going to end?” Gordy muttered.

Cooper knew the feeling. It all seemed so crazy. They were hiding from the police like any other criminal.

The searchlight crept across the brush. Cooper held his breath, praying the police wouldn’t see the bikes in the shadow behind it. One reflection off the metal and they were nailed. Game over. The light splashed against the oak casting a pillar of darkness behind them. Neither of them moved. Cooper didn’t breath. Light bleached the ground on either side of the tree and stopped. He expected it to keep going, but the beam stayed locked in place.

“What’s he doing?” Gordy whispered. “Think he sees us?”

Both of them were in the dark. The cop couldn’t possibly see them. But did he suspect something? Was he getting out of his car, walking this way to investigate? It made sense, and Cooper fought the urge to bolt.

Gordy leaned his forehead against the tree. “Please make him go, God.”

He said something else, but Cooper couldn’t make it out. He listened for a car door, or some sign the policeman was coming their way. He wished he could peek around the edge of the tree, but to him the searchlight was like a giant laser beam. If it touched him, even for an instant, he’d be toast.

The light started moving again. It crossed the tree, surging full strength on the other side, and kept burning its way across the park away from them.

Cooper let out a shaky breath. Thank you, God. Thank you, God.

They waited no more than thirty seconds before going for the bikes. Cooper didn’t want to risk another police car using a searchlight on the park.

“We’re not still going to take a roundabout route, are we?”

Cooper shook his head. “Too risky now.” Before heading to Frank’s they’d mapped out a return route with lots of turns to be sure they weren’t followed. “We’ll keep our eyes open, but let’s go straight home.” All he wanted was to get back and stay there. For about a month.

They watched the police car weave its way around parked cars lining Campbell. The searchlight probing for its quarry. It was past them now, and creeping farther away by the second.

“Let’s make a run for it,” Cooper said, swinging a leg over his bike. Gordy nodded and did the same.

Cooper took off, building up as much speed as he could. The two of them zipped across Campbell Drive, crossed through several yards, and into the maze of winding roads in the residential area.

In record time he made it to the house and rode through the gate to the backyard. Gordy followed and both of them leaned their bikes along the shed.

“I’ll pick mine up tomorrow,” he panted, heading back toward the gate.

Cooper wanted his own breathing to even out before he went in the house. He opened the shed, wheeled his bike inside, and tossed the keys to Frank ‘n Stein’s in the plastic barrel.

He hustled over to Gordy so he could lock the gate behind him. Cooper didn’t need to remind him to make sure the coast was clear. He didn’t think either of them would ever stop looking over their shoulders.

Gordy stopped and peered toward the street. “No more letters. Right?”

“Not a chance.”

Gordy nodded once. “Good.” He leaned out the gate, glanced both ways and then looked back at Cooper. “You think Frank ‘n Stein’s got a new hard drive for their security cameras?”

Cooper added up the days. “Maybe. Why?”

“You had your face up against the window, and um …”

Gordy didn’t finish his thought. He didn’t have to. If the cameras were up and running, they’d just captured a view of him pressing his face up to the window. As clear as the picture of the owners hanging on the wall.


CHAPTER 36

Cooper’s stomach felt almost as bad as when he’d flipped off the bike at Dunkin Donuts. Like there was an entire gymnastics team inside his gut practicing their floor exercises. Fudge bounded over to greet him the moment he walked into the house.

“Hey, Fudge.” Cooper reached for her.

She plowed right into him, nearly bowling him over as she did. Tail swinging, she nuzzled and poked him with her nose.

“Easy girl.” He reached for the back of a kitchen chair to steady himself. Sweat trickled through his hairline. His stomach felt full of lava. He pulled the hoodie over his head, and a wave of dizziness swept over him.

Mattie skipped into the kitchen, then stopped and stared at him. “Cooper’s home,” she called. “And he looks sick.”

His breath came in short pants. Too weak to run, he plodded for the bathroom and dropped on all fours in front of the toilet. Fudge walked beside him, ears plastered flat to the sides of her head.

He gagged once, and the volcano erupted.

“Cooper’s hurling!” Mattie shrieked and ran out of sight.

He coughed, and his stomach squeezed out the last of it.

“Cooper, honey!”

Mom’s voice. She knelt beside him and stroked his back.

Cooper’s throat burned. He cleared it several times, then spit in the toilet and leaned his elbows on the seat.

“Feeling a little better?” Mom stroked his back.

Cooper nodded. His stomach still felt shaky, but better.

“When you’re ready, I want you to march right up to bed. Looks like you’ve got the flu.”

Cooper knew it wasn’t the flu, but he didn’t argue. He flushed the toilet and sat back on the floor. Fudge sat beside him with sad eyes. The close call. The police. The fear of the security camera picking him up at the window. Trying to stay alive was killing him.

An hour later he stared at the ceiling above his bed. His stomach better, except for the dread that stomped around inside. Kicking at him in an uncontrolled tantrum. Reminding him of everything that went wrong—and things that still could.

Two good things came out of his little rush to the toilet. First, everyone stayed clear of him. He was quarantined to his room. Only Fudge was allowed visiting rights. That meant nobody would be asking him questions, and he wouldn’t be telling any lies. It was something.

But the best thing was that this would be his ticket out of school tomorrow. He wouldn’t have to worry about Miss Ferrand getting suspicious, or Lunk cornering him with more questions. If nobody could get to him, this would practically guarantee the Code of Silence wouldn’t be broken as long as he was home “sick.” Hopefully long enough for the police to catch Elvis and the Clown. And Mr. Lucky, the one with the cowboy boots.

If he played it right, maybe he could milk this for a couple days. He calmed himself with that thought. He’d spend the time trying to figure out his next move. Maybe he’d call Hiro. Patch things up. Somehow.

Cooper scratched Fudge behind the ears. Her presence was comforting. He wasn’t completely alone in this. Poor Gordy would be on his own tomorrow at school.

He should call Gordy. Tell him he wouldn’t be there. But talking to Gordy over the phone about any of this seemed risky. What if someone overheard on Gordy’s end? By now he’d be in bed. Calling at this hour would generate a bunch of unwelcome questions. Maybe he could call him in the morning before school.

He felt guilty he wouldn’t be there for Gordy, especially because of how he’d felt when Hiro bailed. Would Gordy face questions from Miss Ferrand? From Lunk? And he couldn’t count on Hiro to help. She’d probably love to see Gordy spill his guts. Gordy would be alone. Maybe the Code wasn’t so secure after all.


CHAPTER 37

Hiro sat on the edge of her bed with all the lights off except the desk light with the green glass shade. She set her phone in its circle of light, and checked just to make sure she hadn’t missed a text.

Did the police take Coop and Gordy in for questioning? She shouldn’t have left them there. There were a lot of things she shouldn’t have done. Like agree to the Code in the first place. And deliberately deceive her mom.

When Coop rode off angry the night before, she’d felt so incredibly lonely afterwards. He didn’t come back. She’d dosed him with his own medicine tonight. And somehow she’d poisoned herself at the same time.

Hiro stood and walked silently to the closet, opened the door, and reached for her dad’s Chicago Police jacket. Sliding it off the hanger, she buried her face in it, drawing in the smell of the leather.

She slipped it on and stood for a moment, feeling its weight. Its strength. The sleeves hung below her hands, and she pushed up the cuffs.

“I messed up, Dad,” she whispered. “And I don’t know what to do.”

She sat on the floor next to her bed and hugged herself. “If you were here I wouldn’t have done this. We’d have worked this out together.”

She opened the jacket and studied the star hanging from her neck. Dad’s star. The circular seal of the city of Chicago sat in its center. The words Chicago Police wrapped around it. SGT. KENJI YAKIMOTO was engraved in a banner that wrapped around the top of the star. Surrounding the seal on the bottom were a series of letters and numbers. EOW 2–22–2009. EOW. End of watch. The day he died in the line of duty.

“I still need you, Dad. Your watch wasn’t over with me.” She hugged herself again. “I’m in trouble here.”

Her mind played back events over the last five days. All they’d wanted to do is keep the horror of what they’d seen a secret. Locked up tight so it couldn’t escape. Now the secret had them. And no plan of escape seemed to come without a high risk. A price.

Break the Code, and I’ll lose a friend. If there was anything left of their friendship to lose. But if she didn’t break the Code, she might lose him to the robbers.

Could Dad see her now? Could he hear her? She wanted to think so. But she knew her Heavenly Father saw. He heard. And He cared.

“Help me know what to do,” she whispered. “I want to stop the lies.” She wiped her eyes with her dad’s sleeves. Like he might have done if he were there. The feel of leather against her cheek made her heart ache even more. “Protect us, Father. Bring Coop back.

And Frank.”

She reached for her phone and checked for missed calls, even though she knew better. No call from Coop. She could be waiting for one all night. As she stared at her phone, an idea formed.

She should call Coop. She really wanted to. But he wasn’t ready for what she had to say. She dialed Gordy instead. He picked up on the second ring.

“Hiro!” he said. “I’m glad you called. We delivered the second letter—but to Frank’s this time because we were afraid the cops might have the library staked out and Coop used the key at Frank’s but the alarm rang and we had to hightail out of there and we almost got caught because the cops were waiting by the library and swept the park with searchlights.” Gordy paused for a breath.

“Gordy,” she said and sat down on her bed. “Slow down. I want to hear everything.”

Hiro rocked herself. He filled her in on the night’s events.

She listened silently, her idea taking shape. “Gordy,” she said when he stopped talking. “I’ve been thinking about what you told me earlier. About what Miss Ferrand said to the class today. I need you to give me her phone number.”


CHAPTER 38

Hiro woke up early Wednesday morning, still wearing her dad’s leather jacket. Her stomach cramped as she remembered the message she left last night. If Miss Ferrand checked her messages before she went to bed like she said she’d do, the tip about Lunk and his dad would already be in police hands. Lunk’s dad may already be in custody. That thought eased her stomach a bit.

They should have done it days ago. Why couldn’t Coop see that?

And now she needed to do something else that was long overdue. She dialed her brother. She took a couple of deep breaths while the phone rang.

“Officer Yakimoto.”

“Kenny? I need to talk to you.” Just get out there and say it. Get it done.

“How’s my little sister?”

“What if I think I know someone who might be involved in the Frank ‘n Stein’s robbery?”

Ken didn’t answer.

“Kenny?”

“I’m here.”

Another pause.

“You know this for a fact, or are you playing junior detective again?”

She stood and paced. “Well, I have a pretty good hunch.”

Ken laughed, and Hiro could feel the heat rising in her cheeks.

“Neal Lunquist works there. His dad is in town. Looks like an ex-con to me. And I think they were involved.”

“Old news,” Ken said. “RMPD got a tip last night and they checked it out.”

“I hope ‘checked it out’ means they have him in custody. The night of the robbery I heard them arguing in the parking lot.”

“The parking lot? As in the crime scene lot?”

She didn’t like his tone. “Yes, I went there because-”

“Because you think you’re a cop,” he interrupted, “but you aren’t.”

Hiro reached up and touched the necklace. She would have her own star one day. Not a miniature one hanging from a necklace, but full size—the real deal.

“You made that call,” her brother said. “Am I right?”

“Actually, I did.” She wasn’t ashamed of it one bit.

Ken was silent for a long moment. “I have a buddy with Rolling Meadows. We went through the Academy together. The way I heard it, the tip went straight to Hammer. He’s one tough dude. Now drop it.”

“What?”

“Hammer will run down that lead. If there’s something there, he’ll find it—but you stay out of it.”

She let that sink in. Actually, what he said made sense.

“Hiroko. You still there?”

“Yeah. Just thinking about what you said.”

“Good. And remember it.” He paused. “But if you tipped off the RMPD already, why are you calling me?”

She’d struggled with that same question through the night.

“Hiroko, what is it you aren’t telling me?”

There it was. A direct question. And deep down, what she was hoping to get. A question that would force her to tell the truth.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Hypothetically speaking, what if I know the student who witnessed the robbery?”

“Know? Or are we talking about hunches again.”

She felt small. Weak. Her stomach cramped so hard she sat on the edge of the bed and hunkered over. “Know.”

“You’re telling me you know Golden Boy?”

“Golden Boy?’

“Yeah, that’s what the guys at RMPD call the one who wrote the letters. They got a second one last night.”

Hiro felt a twinge of guilt about the second letter. She didn’t even know what it said. “Okay, hypothetically, let’s say I know Golden Boy.”

“Tell him to go to the RMPD. Straight to the man in charge of this investigation. Detective Hammer.”

“But what if he thinks Hammer is part of the gang that did it.”

“Ridiculous.”

“That’s what I told him,” Hiro said.

Ken didn’t answer for a moment. “Hypothetically, of course.”

“Of course. Right.” That was sloppy. Technically, she didn’t want to be the one to break the Code. She just wanted to start things rolling. “What if you talked to him?”

“To Golden Boy?” Ken laughed. “Trying to ruin my career?”

“Ruin it? This would help it.”

“Right,” Ken said. “Arlington Heights rookie cop finds key witness in Rolling Meadows robbery. That makes a great headline, but it would be political suicide.”

“You’re a policeman, not a politician.”

Ken laughed again. “Same thing.”

This wasn’t going the way she’d hoped.

“Listen,” Ken sounded serious now. “Anything I learn from a witness is going to go according to protocol. Right up the chain of command here in Arlington Heights—and then to Rolling Meadows. If there’s a dirty cop in the mix he’s likely to hear about it.”

“Dirty cop?” Hiro pressed the phone to her ear. “You don’t honestly think any police are involved, do you?”

“No idea. But then that’s the point. A good cop is careful and doesn’t make assumptions.”

His words hung there. That’s exactly what she’d been doing. Assuming Coop was totally wrong. Paranoid.

“Listen, Hiroko,” Kenny’s voice dropped to a whisper. “This robbery wasn’t just some amateur snatch and grab. These were professionals.”

Kenny talked so quiet, Hiro had to tab the volume up a couple bars on her phone. “Are you saying organized crime?”

“I’m not saying anything. To anybody. There was a lot of money in that safe. A lot. And the wrong people found out.”

People. He said people. This was bigger than she’d ever thought. And if organized crime was involved, there could be dirty cops—in high places.

“Golden Boy’s letter last night made it sound like the men who tried to kill Frank Mustacci are looking for him. Now why would a couple of pros stick around looking for an eyewitness? Why not skip town?”

She’d wondered the same thing herself. “Why?”

“Hey, you want to be the cop. Think it through.”

“They wouldn’t stay in the area at all. It makes no sense. Unless …” Her mind started spinning. What if they weren’t the decision makers? What if they were taking orders from someone else? Someone who expected them to clean up their mess … or else.

“Unless what?”

“They were hired muscle.”

“Bulls-eye.”

“Then we’re talking mob connections or something,” Hiro whispered. “And that would explain why the police want the witness so bad. And the surveillance drive.”

“And they’re going to get both. Today.”

Hiro sucked in her breath. “What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. Word I got was they were going to bait Golden Boy.”

Hiro started pacing again, the phone in one hand, clutching the star in the other. “Bait him? What would that look like?”

“Don’t know. They said he’ll turn himself in.”

Coop wouldn’t do that, unless somehow they tricked him into turning himself in. Which would be a good thing, actually. He’d break the Code—not her. And the police would get the hard drive and maybe the evidence they needed to put some big time criminals away.

Unless, of course the police were involved. Then turning himself in would be … suicide.

“Kenny, what would you do?”

“If I were Golden Boy? Lay low until I could figure out who I could trust.”

Hiro stopped pacing. Exactly what Coop had been doing. Trying to do, anyway. “And what if you were me?”

“I’d warn my friend he might be walking into a trap,” Ken said. “I’d tell him this was bigger than he can possibly imagine. I’d let him know that if organized crime is behind the robbery, powerful people will want him dead … hypothetically speaking, of course.”
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Wednesday morning Cooper overslept, totally missing his chance to call Gordy. Once he was awake, time crawled by. Other than the dread in his stomach, he felt fine. His strength returned. By noon he started pacing the room, wondering what Hiro was doing and if Gordy had blown their cover yet. He half expected a police car to pull up to the curb, and every ten minutes or so he checked the window.

The text message from Hiro came just about the time he’d be heading to lunch if he hadn’t stayed home.

RMPD plans to trap you today.

That was it. No details. And the thing that really gnawed at him was this. How did she know that? Which is exactly what he wanted to ask her. But right now things were way too iffy between them. He didn’t want to make it worse.

The good news, if this could be considered good news at all, was that at least she’d warned him. That was something.

Maybe Gordy told her about the second letter and she had one of those feelings. But he didn’t need to be a detective to know the police would try to trap him. He was sure that was why Hammer had asked for more proof.

He debated whether or not to send a response to Hiro, but how would it look if he didn’t? He tapped out a quick thanks and sent it. It made sense to keep any bridge of communication open between them.

He hoped she’d send a response back, but when nothing came, he went back to thinking about his next move.

If he was going to avoid the trap, he’d better know what it was. Maybe they’d try to keep him on the phone long enough to locate him. By 3:30 Hammer would have cars everywhere in hopes to net him. The timing had to be the key to their little trap. He’d have to mess up their little timetable.

Mom left the house early for work and wouldn’t be back until just before Mattie got off the school bus. Dad was shooting a photography job in Schaumburg and wouldn’t be home until dinnertime. By the time he’d downed his lunch, Cooper knew what he had to do.

“C’mon, Fudge.” Cooper grabbed the leash and clipped it to her collar. “We’re taking a little walk.”

Fudge trotted happily beside him. She didn’t seem to care where they went. Maybe if she knew, she’d be as nervous as he was.

“Here’s the plan, Fudge. The police expect me to turn on my phone at 3:30 again. And they’ll be ready.” Cooper figured they weren’t about to let him slip away again. They’d have police cars all over. Maybe even plainclothes cops in public places looking for a junior high kid with a phone. But this time he wouldn’t wait for the call. He’d call Detective Hammer himself—early. An hour and a half before Hammer would expect it … and hopefully that meant he wouldn’t have the net set up yet.

Cooper kept a close watch for any suspicious-looking people in the park. It seemed he and Fudge were alone. The phone was exactly where he’d left it. He took a piece of paper out of his pocket with the Rolling Meadows police number on it. Taking a deep breath, he powered on the phone and dialed the number.

“Detective Hammer, please.” Cooper used his high voice and the paper tube, just like before. Fudge looked up at him and cocked her head.

He counted off the seconds while on hold. The phone clicked at twenty-seven.

“Hammer.”

“It’s me. Silence is Golden.” Cooper looked around.

“You’re early. Skipped school today?”

Cooper cringed. How easy would it be for Hammer to check attendance records? He had to cover up his mistake. “I’m between classes—so I’ve only got a minute. You got the letter with more proof, just like you asked. What are you doing to find the real robbers?”

“Not as much as I could if I had the security tapes,” Hammer said. “I want them.”

“Can’t. I explained that.”

“You ever heard of obstruction of justice, kid? This is crazy.”

Cooper checked his watch. “Not from where I stand.”

“Really? And exactly where is that?”

Like he would really tell him. “O’Hare Airport. United terminal.” It was the first place that popped in his head. “I’m leaving the country.” He wished he could.

“Funny,” Hammer said. “Now you listen good. I have a suspect in custody. But I can’t hold him without something concrete. I need the hard drive.”

Cooper’s heart kicked it up a gear. “You’ve got one of them?”

“Absolutely. I think we’ve got Mr. Lucky. Got a solid tip from a student at Plum Grove. We picked him up a couple hours ago. Found the guy hiding out in a shed. Turns out the guy has a very interesting record, and he’s related to an employee.”

Cooper was too stunned to answer. Lunk’s dad is Mr. Lucky. They got him. Thank you, God! “What about the other two?”

“We’ll find them. He’ll be ready to bargain when he sees we have the surveillance data. And when you bring it in, I’ll have you identify him in a lineup.”

He hadn’t expected this. Wasn’t prepared. Cooper looked around. No police cars in sight. Could it be true?

“You there?”

“I can’t identify him. I never saw his face.”

“Don’t worry about that yet. You might be surprised at some things you’ll remember.”

“Yeah, uh, does this mean you believe me?”

Hammer chuckled. “Absolutely. Unless you don’t show, that is.”

Cooper wanted to shout. Call Hiro and Gordy. Celebrate. And apologize. Looks like Hiro had been right about Lunk. “Honest?”

“Trust me, kid.”

Trust him? He couldn’t trust anybody. How much time had passed?

“I can only hold him twenty-four hours unless you come in.” Hammer’s voice hardened. “He had a key in his pocket. Looked like a house key. Says he got it from somebody—but won’t say who.”

Cooper’s stomach clenched. A house key? His house key. They really got him. “He must have gotten it from the guy with the clown mask.”

“That’s the way I see it. But he’s got lockjaw now. I think the surveillance tape will loosen that up.”

So they had Mr. Lucky. But that still didn’t guarantee that Elvis and the clown weren’t cops. What if Hammer was working with Lunk’s dad, Mr. Lucky? What if they just wanted to smoke him out?

“Mr. Golden. You still there?”

“Yeah.” And that was a problem too. He’d been on the phone too long. Again. He had to think.

“So give me your address so I can pick you and the hard drive up. I’ll bring the key. If it fits your house you won’t even have to identify Mr. Lucky on a lineup. Your key will pin him to the crime.”

It sounded on the level. And easy. But if Hammer was part of it, he’d be leading him right to his house. “How long do I have?”

Hammer sighed. “This isn’t a game. You said you wanted us to find the guy. Now you won’t even ID him? You really want me to cut him loose?”

“No. NO.” Cooper caught himself. Had he just answered in his normal voice? “How long?”

“Without more proof he’ll walk tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock.”

“I’ll call.” Cooper hit the END button and powered off his phone. How long had he been on? Two minutes? Three? He looked around the park and beyond to the street. No police cars. Yet.

“C’mon, Fudge. Let’s get out of here.”
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Gordy had something new in common with Hiro. Both of them were ready to skin Coop alive.

“No call, no nothing,” Gordy said. He sat at the table chowing down a burger. “How about that for a friend?”

Hiro picked at her food, like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to eat it or not. Neat little carrots in a plastic bag. Celery sticks all cut to the same length. And some kind of health-nut sandwich on whole wheat. No wonder she didn’t tear into her lunch.

“He’s changed,” she said. “It’s like his conscience is gone. Honestly? I don’t think I’d sit at his table if he were here today.”

Which was another thing that ticked Gordy off. Coop was messing everything up. How could a guy hope to keep the three of them together if he kept saying bonehead things like he did last night?

And if he didn’t keep the three of them together, what then? Where would he even fit? He’d stick with Coop, probably, but they’d both be miserable. Hiro was part of them. She belonged.

“I called Miss Ferrand,” Hiro said. “Left a message.”

“I figured,” Gordy said. “The way she hugged you before class. How much did you tell her?”

“Only my theory about Lunk and his dad.”

Gordy drained a milk carton. “Good. Coop trusts him way too much, if you ask me.”

Hiro pulled open the seal of the plastic bag holding the raw veggies, then zipped it closed again. “I feel good. Really good about this.”

Gordy eyed her. “If you feel so good, how come you’re not eating?”

Hiro looked down at her food and fumbled to open the sandwich bag. “Just thinking, I guess.”

“You going to come with me to Coop’s after school?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not a chance. But I was talking to Ken this morning … and I have a message you need to bring him.”


CHAPTER 41

Once he got back from phoning Hammer, Coop went to his room and stayed there. He needed time to think.

Fudge curled up on the rug beside his bed. Her body looked totally relaxed, but she didn’t sleep. Every time Cooper looked at her, she was looking at him. Like she was giving him the space he needed, but keeping an eye on him at the same time.

He should be feeling relieved. The police had a suspect in custody. Exactly what he’d been hoping and praying for. Well, hoping. He hadn’t been praying as much as he should. Why was that? Cooper knew the answer had something to do with the Code of Silence. It was hard to ask God for favors when you were lying through your teeth to everybody else.

But right now he had to focus on a new game plan. If they had Mr. Lucky, he had to do everything he could to keep him in custody. And that would mean breaking the Code. The thing was, if they caught the robbers, the Code wasn’t really needed anymore.

Right?

He still had a squirrelly feeling about Hammer. He wanted to trust him, but he wasn’t sure he could. What if he was the guy in the Elvis mask? It would be a perfect cover. Who would suspect a police detective? Maybe Hammer masterminded a little side business of robberies to add to his pension. What if Hammer met Lunk’s dad before? What if they were friends? “Business associates.” Maybe he’d done other jobs for Hammer in the past. They helped themselves, and helped each other.

Or maybe Lunk said something to his dad—even innocently. Maybe Lunk mentioned something about his new job and the safe and how he kept a lot of money inside. Lunk’s dad may have contacted Hammer, and they could have planned the job together.

The possibilities looped through his head. One thought rose to the surface. He was running out of time. If he didn’t do something, they were going to find him anyway. The police would win the little legal battle to do the interviews. Or they’d do a little DNA sampling and haul him in. If he waited for them to put it together, they’d pick him up on their own terms. And if Hammer was really part of the robbery, that meant trouble.

No, he couldn’t just wait to see how things turned out. Not anymore. He pulled a spiral notebook out of his backpack and started sorting things out on paper.

1. Lunk’s dad is Mr. Lucky. Need to avoid Lunk.

2. Hammer may be Elvis. Can’t go to police station alone.

3. If I don’t break the Code by tomorrow at 10:00, Lunk’s dad will walk.

4. If I don’t break the Code, they may find me soon anyway.

5. Need someone to go with me—someone I can trust.

Cooper put down his pen and reread the list. They had a suspect now. A suspect. That changed everything. “I’ll tell Dad and Mom tonight.”

He looked at Fudge as he spoke. Her ears perked up, but she didn’t even raise her head.

“I’ll get the security hard drive, and we can all go to the police station together. Dad. Mom. Hiro and Gordy too. It will be safer to go as a group.”

Working out a plan was sort of like trying on a new pair of shoes. You laced them up and walked around a bit, seeing how they felt. He did the same with the plan. Spilling the beans tonight was an idea that took a little getting used to. Cooper needed to see if it was a good fit.

He ran outside to the shed and dug through the plastic barrel. He pulled out Frank’s set of keys to the diner. They jangled a bit, and his mind flashed back to Frank ‘n Stein’s kitchen. Cooper jammed them in his pocket and reached for the hard drive. Tucking it under one arm, he hurried back to his room with Fudge shadowing him the whole way.

He stashed the diner keys under his bed next to the phone from Walmart. But he dropped the security hard drive right on top of his pillow and stared at it. Part of him wanted to cover it up. The other part wanted to leave it in plain sight as a symbol of what he had to do.

His gut felt a little jazzed. Like he’d taken too many rides at a carnival on a full stomach. Only this was a carnival ride he couldn’t seem to get off. Staring at the fish tank, he let his mind drift like the fish inside. He thought about the horrible secret he’d been protecting, and the lengths he’d gone to keep it from being uncovered.

Cooper didn’t like what he’d done, but it had all been necessary. If he had to do it all over again, he’d do it the same way.

Or would he?

Of course, if he could change anything, he’d change where he was last Thursday night. If only he’d never gone to Frank ‘n Stein’s, he wouldn’t be in this mess. But then who would have gotten paramedics to help Frank? Frank might have laid there all night … and been dead in the morning.

Images of Frank crept into his mind. Frank getting beaten and crumpling to the floor. Pushing those pictures out of his mind, he flopped onto his bed.

He thought of Gordy. Did anybody question him at school? Did he stick to the Code? Cooper looked at his clock, wondering why Gordy hadn’t stopped by yet. School had been out for over thirty minutes. He wanted to talk to Gordy, but then again, that would only bring him closer to confessing everything to his parents. Now that the police had Lunk’s dad, it would all be over soon. His stomach churned.

He heard a car door slam outside. Cops. He peeked out the window and saw Mom and Mattie come up the front walk.

Fudge tore down the stairs to greet them. Cooper shuffled along behind her. He didn’t feel a bit sick, but didn’t want to get Mom suspicious about his miraculous recovery either.

Mattie burst through the door just as he got to the bottom stair. She waved, smiled, and hurried toward the kitchen, humming some nameless tune. Totally carefree. Just like his life before the Code.

Mom closed the door and walked over to him. She gave him a hug and felt his forehead. “No fever. How do you feel?”

“Good enough to go to school tomorrow.” Originally he’d planned to stretch this sick routine out for another day if he could. But now that the police had a suspect and Cooper was going to tell his parents about what really happened, it didn’t really matter anymore.

“But I think I’ll take it easy and stay in my room for awhile,” Cooper said.

“Okay,” Mom said. “I’ll bring you some soup and crackers in a bit.”

“Sure, thanks, Mom. That’d be great.”

Cooper trudged back upstairs with Fudge right behind him. Cooper plopped on the bed, and Fudge sat on the floor and leaned in close. Cooper stroked her head. “And what’s the story with Hiro, Fudge?” He pictured Hiro in his mind the last time he’d seen her. Something about her eyes when he accused her of lying to her mom. The pain. Like he’d physically hit her. “I hate the way she looked at me.”

Hiro didn’t understand, or maybe wouldn’t understand was a better way to put it. Following the Code was a matter of life and death. At least for Cooper up until now. She seemed to get that at first, but somewhere along the way she got confused.

Or was it him?

Cooper swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there. What about the things she said about him? Her face drifted into his mind. But it wasn’t the smiling, loyal Hiro he saw. It was the face that showed the hurt and pain she felt. And the loss of respect for him.

If he broke the Code of Silence, maybe things would get back to normal with Hiro. Maybe. Their friendship had taken a real hit. He knew it. But was the damage permanent?

The doorbell tore Cooper from his thoughts. Fudge bounded out of the room and down the hall barking and howling as she went.

“It’s Gordy,” Mattie called.

Cooper hustled down the front hall and stepped outside. Gordy stood waiting on the front porch. He started in as soon as the door closed behind Cooper

“I can’t believe you ditched me today. I mean, I was totally on my own.”

Cooper motioned for him to lower his voice. “I was sick.”

Gordy glared at him. “Now you’re lying to me, too, huh?”

“Lying?”

“Oh, come on. This is Gordy you’re talking to. You can’t tell me you really had the flu.”

“I threw up last night. If you don’t believe that, ask Mattie. She was there.”

Gordy put his hands on his hips. “That was last night. But I bet you felt fine this morning.”

Cooper looked down at the decking of the front porch.

He leaned in close. “You ditched me. Me.”
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Cooper looked up. He expected his cousin’s face to look angry. Instead he saw hurt.

“Sorry, Gordy.”

“Before Hiro, it was always the two of us. We stuck together no matter what. Right?”

“We still do.”

Gordy waved him off. “Then Hiro was like one of us, until she couldn’t stand it anymore.”

“Couldn’t stand what?”

“How you’ve changed.”

“What?”

“But in my heart I defended you. I stuck up for you because we always stick together. We cover each other’s backs. Until this morning. And now even I can’t defend you anymore.”

“C’mon, Gordy.” Cooper put his hand on Gordy’s shoulder. “Calm down.”

Gordy brushed Cooper’s hand away. “What if Miss Ferrand questioned me today?”

“Did she?”

“No. But she could have. And you didn’t care.”

Cooper could feel his cheeks getting warm. He fought to keep his own voice down even though he felt like shouting. “Of course I care. You know I care.”

Gordy looked at him. His eyes narrowed. “You expect me to believe that?”

“It’s the truth.”

“Truth?” Gordy shook his head. “Do you even know what the truth is anymore?”

“Huh?”

“That’s what I figured.” Gordy turned and trudged to the porch steps and sat down.

Cooper stood watching, his mind replaying what had just happened. Gordy didn’t trust him anymore. Gordy.

“Maybe Hiro is right,” Gordy said.

“About what?”

“Forget it.”

Cooper sat on the step next to him. “No, tell me. What did Hiro say?”

“Can’t.” Gordy pretended to lock his lips with an invisible key. “I promised I wouldn’t.”

Gordy never kept secrets from him before. Never.

“When did you talk to her?”

“Last night after I left here. At lunch today. After school too. What difference does it make?”

A whole lot of difference in Cooper’s mind. Gordy was spending time with Hiro without him. Lots of time.

“Anyway, I need to deliver a message from her.” He paused like he was trying to be sure he worded it just right. “She talked to her brother right before school today.”

“She talked to Ken?” Cooper couldn’t believe it. But that explained the text message and where she got the inside scoop about a trap being laid for him. “Did she tell him?”

Gordy shook his head. “Just talked about the case.”

“Ken isn’t stupid,” Cooper said. “He’ll figure it out. What was she thinking?”

“Relax. She didn’t break the Code. You want to hear this or not?”

What he really wanted to hear was an explanation from Hiro. But he didn’t want Gordy to clam up either. “Yeah, sure. What did her brother say?”

“Some of the Arlington Heights cops are buddy-buddy with some of the boys in blue from Rolling Meadows. The word is they want the person who wrote the letters bad.”

No news there.

“The cops call you ‘Golden Boy’. Did you know that?”

Cooper thought about the way he signed the letters. Silence is Golden. “It makes sense, I guess.”

“And Ken said that Hammer was going to nail you when you called back or something. They weren’t going to let you slip away this time.”

Cooper smiled. “I figured they’d have police patrolling all over at 3:30. So I was one step ahead of them. I called them early before they had the net in place.”

Gordy looked relieved. “You got the phone without me?”

“Yep. And I made the call. Hammer seemed really surprised too. He tried to keep me on the phone, but I never saw one patrol car. I caught him totally off guard.” Cooper glanced back toward the front door. “And I’ve got some really good news for you.”

Gordy looked at him, his eyebrows raising slightly.

Cooper paused for a moment. “They got him.”

“Who?”

“Lunk’s dad.”

“You sure?”

“Somebody from Plum Grove called in and gave them a tip.”

Gordy smiled. “It was Hiro. Called Miss Ferrand’s number.”

Cooper stared at him. “You know that for a fact?”

“I gave her Ferrand’s number last night. And Ferrand hugged her before class.”

A little alarm went off in Cooper’s head. Hiro and Gordy weren’t just together a lot. They were meeting and making plans without him. They were taking matters into their own hands and leaving him out of the loop. Hiro was gone, and she was taking Gordy with her.

“So they got him, huh?” Gordy looked like he was going to burst. “This is fantastic. Hiro called this one right.”

Hiro was taking charge. And she could have blown the whole thing. “What did she tell Ferrand?”

“How she overheard the conversation between Lunk and his dad. How he’s living in the shed. That they should check it out. Search the shed for masks or money.”

She didn’t really do anything wrong. It wasn’t like she breached the Code. Not exactly. But she’d certainly torn another hunk away from their friendship. “And neither of you thought of talking to me about that first?”

“Look,” Gordy said. “She kept telling you to tip the police off in the letter or the phone call. You wouldn’t do it … so she did.”

Cooper stared at the ground. Let it go. Let it go. Don’t take it out on Gordy or you’ll drive him away. Admit it. You were wrong about Lunk—it’s as simple as that. But the Code kept us alive, didn’t it? That has to count for something. Hiro has to give me a little credit.

“Coop? It’s over, right? They got him. That’s what we’ve wanted.” The anger was gone from his voice now.

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “Maybe it is.” But it didn’t feel over. Not nearly.

Gordy walked back up the stairs and sat on the railing. “So how come you’re not doing cartwheels across the lawn or something?”

“They want me to bring in the hard drive and identify him on a lineup.”

Gordy looked deep in thought. “Actually go there—as in turn yourself in?”

Turn yourself in. Cooper didn’t like the way that sounded. Maybe he got so used to keeping a lid on this that even the thought of going to the police didn’t seem like anything to celebrate. But it was time to break the Code for good. “If I don’t, he’ll walk.”

Gordy’s eyes widened. “But wait a second. What if—”

The front door opened and Cooper’s mom walked out on the porch. “Hi Gordy. Looks like your cousin will be in school tomorrow.”

Gordy eyed him. “For sure?”

Cooper nodded. “Yeah, I feel good.”

Mom smiled and gave Gordy a hug, then walked back toward the door. “I’ll put fresh sheets on your bed. You’ll feel even better.”

Cooper waited until she disappeared inside. “Okay. What is it?”

“I’m not sure. Ken didn’t have any details, but it was pretty clear the police planned to try some other tactic this time. Something different.”

“Whatever it was, it didn’t work.”

“I dunno,” Gordy said. “Hiro wanted me to warn you that the police were setting some kind of trap. She said her brother used the word ‘bait.’ They were going to ‘bait’ you so you’d turn yourself in.”

“Bait me?” Cooper’s mind raced, filling in the blanks. He stood and paced the front porch. “Hammer said they had Mr. Lucky. That I needed to identify him, or bring in the security camera hard drive.”

“Think it’s true?”

“The part about Lunk’s dad—absolutely. But can I trust Hammer? That’s the question.”

Gordy nodded. “Think he’s using Lunk’s dad to bait you?”

“Oh, yeah.” Cooper plowed his hands through his hair. It made sense. Hiro’s conversation with her brother added even more doubts about trusting Hammer. “And I was ready to take the bait. Hook, line, and sinker.”

He wished Hiro was with them right now. He wished that wall between them wasn’t growing. The call to Ferrand and the conversation with Ken proved it was. But she did send Gordy to warn him. That was a plus.

“What if he never even hauled Lunk’s dad in?” Gordy said.

Cooper nodded. He could hear Hammer’s voice in his head. You really want me to set him loose? An icy chill crept up his back. Now the idea of marching in there with the hard drive didn’t sound like such a good idea, even if his parents came with him. How hard would it be for Hammer to destroy the evidence?

“We need to rethink our next step. I was ready to go in. I mean, I dug out the hard drive and everything. It’s sitting right out on my bed.”

Gordy’s eyes opened wide. “Didn’t your mom just go up to change your sheets?”
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Stupid, stupid, stupid. Cooper bounded up the stairs two at a time. Fudge shouldered past him and pulled ahead, even though she couldn’t possibly be sure where he was going. He burst into his room just as his mom dropped a wad of sheets on the floor. For a second he stared at the bundle wondering if she had somehow rolled the hard drive up inside.

“Looking for this?” Mom held up the computer component.

“Yeah, thanks, Mom.” Cooper stepped forward and reached for it.

Mom pulled it back. “Not so fast. First I want to know what this is all about.”

Stupid mistake. He’d have to wing it. “An auxiliary hard drive. You know, a backup.”

“Whose hard drive?”

“A friend from school. They got a new computer with tons more memory. They didn’t need the backup space anymore so he offered it to me.” He gave what he hoped looked like a casual shrug. “I figured we could always use the extra memory so I took it.”

She bounced it in her hand like she was testing the weight. More like testing the truth of his story. “And why hadn’t you told us about it?”

He had to turn this around. Get her to stop asking questions by asking some of his own. “He gave it to me Tuesday. I got sick and forgot all about it. I put it on the bed so I’d remember to tell you. That’s where it was, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“If I were trying to hide it, why would I leave it on the middle of my bed?”

She didn’t answer.

Cooper was getting good at this little diversionary tactic. But he knew this could still go either way. He had her playing defense now, which is where he wanted her. If he let up the pressure, she’d jump back on offense. But push too hard, and she’d likely push back. “Gordy is going to help me hook it up this weekend. Sound okay to you?”

“Maybe. What’s this boy’s name?”

Busted. “Jeff.” Where he came up with that name, he didn’t know. It was the first name that popped into his head.

She eyed him. “Jeff?”

“Uh-huh. Jeff Williams. His family just moved here from Canada.” Sometimes the more outrageous the lie, the more believable it was. Nobody would expect someone to lie that openly, so they figure it’s the truth. Politicians did it all the time. He reached for the hard drive.

She pulled back again and wagged a finger at him. “Not so fast, Cooper MacKinnon. I think I’ll hold onto this and see what Dad says tonight.” She tucked it under one arm, picked up the bundle of sheets, and started out of the room.

Not good. Time for the trump card. “Don’t you trust me?” He tried to paste a surprised, hurt look on his face.

Mom turned. “I’ve always trusted you, Cooper. But that doesn’t mean that sometimes I shouldn’t check to be sure I can keep trusting you.” She smiled and left the room.

Cooper stood there for a second. Fudge looked at him with eyes that seemed to know everything. She looked disappointed in him. Or worried for him. She had good reason to be.

He followed his mom down the stairs to the laundry room. She put the hard drive on the counter and started feeding the sheets into the machine. It was crazy. Every cop in Rolling Meadows would love to get their hands on that little thing. So would the men that sent Frank into some kind of twilight zone between life and death. And here it was, just sitting out where anyone could see it.

“Did Gordy go home?”

How was he going to get the hard drive hidden again? What would he tell his dad?

“Cooper?”

He snapped his attention back to his mom. Too late. Her eyes flicked to the hard drive. Stupid. Cooper wanted to kick himself. She’d followed his gaze and caught him looking at it. That would only fuel her suspicions.

She cocked her head and looked at him. “Is Gordy still here?”

“I think so, but I’ll check.” He trudged to the front porch, relieved to dodge any questioning about the hard drive. Gordy must have read the situation just by looking at his face.

“She saw it?”

Cooper nodded. “Confiscated it too. Wants to talk to my dad about it.”

“We’re dead.” Gordy jammed his hands in his pockets and turned away. “Now what?”

“I’ll figure out something.” Cooper hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. But if his dad plugged the auxiliary drive into the computer, and he would, he’d figure out Cooper was the mystery witness. Goodbye Code of Silence.

“Hiro wanted me to tell you one more thing.”

Cooper groaned. “There’s more?”

“Ken wondered if somehow organized crime was involved.”

“Now there’s a comforting thought.” This whole thing was getting insane. Organized crime? He wanted to think through that possibility. What it would mean. But right now, at this moment he had to figure out if he should turn himself in or not.

He glanced over his shoulder at the house. The last thing he needed was for his mom to overhear. He stepped off the porch and headed for the driveway, motioning Gordy to follow. “The real question is this. Do the police really have Lunk’s dad in custody or not?”

“And how are we going to find out?”

Cooper thought for a minute. “We could see if Hiro could ask her brother.”

“What if he gets suspicious?”

Gordy was right. Asking questions like that would be risky. “Why do you think Hiro warned me?”

“She’s your friend.”

“You sure about that?”

“Definitely. She may be steamed at you, but deep down we stick together. Right?”

Cooper felt a twinge of guilt. He should have set his alarm so he could have warned Gordy before school this morning. In a way he really had ditched Gordy today. And things with Hiro were pretty shaky. Still, it was a good sign that Hiro warned him. Maybe their friendship hadn’t taken quite the hit that he thought it did.

“Isn’t that right, Coop? We stick together.”

“Yeah, always. And I’m sorry about ditching you today. Really sorry.”

Gordy nodded. “It kind of hurt, you know?” He gave Cooper a sideways glance. “But I’m okay now.”

Neither of them said a word for a minute or two.

“Okay. Let’s figure this out. If they really have Lunk’s dad, also known as Mr. Lucky, somehow I need to go in or he’ll be back on the streets,” Cooper said. “But if they don’t have Mr. Lucky, and I show up at the police station …”

“You’re toast,” Gordy said.

“Or worse,” Cooper said. “I turn myself right in to Detective Hammer, and he just happens to have an Elvis mask in his trunk …”

“In which case,” Gordy made a fake gun with his hand and put it to his head, “he’ll be giving you a ride in the trunk too.”

“Thanks, Gordy.” Cooper wrestled with his thoughts. Turning himself in seemed more and more risky. If he could be sure they really had Lunk’s dad in jail it was a pretty safe bet that Hammer was clean. Then he’d tell his parents everything. Maybe they’d call a lawyer. Or give an exclusive interview to the Daily Herald. The more people he told the better.

And if Hammer was involved in the robbery somehow, with enough people knowing, Hammer couldn’t touch them. What would be the point? It would be too late to stop Cooper’s eyewitness testimony, and the surveillance hard drive would be turned in as evidence. In a sense, Cooper would handcuff the cop.

But if Lunk’s dad wasn’t in jail, Hammer was dirty. What else could it mean? He’d probably have to talk to his parents anyway, but at least he’d know who the enemy really was. An idea started forming.

“We need to know if Lunk’s dad is in jail.”

Gordy grinned. “Sure. We just go to Lunk’s house and ask if his dad can come out and play. Sounds easy.”

Cooper shook his head. “We check Lunk’s shed. See if he’s inside.”

“Great idea,” Gordy said. “We just bang on the shed door. He’ll come out and pound both of us.”

“Not if we don’t get close to the shed.”

Gordy looked confused. “How you going to do that?”

Cooper checked over his shoulder. “With the potato gun.”
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Gordy’s eyes brightened. “We could shoot from far enough away where he’d never see us.”

“And if he did, we’d have such a lead on him that he’d never catch us,” Cooper said.

“After dinner?”

Cooper nodded. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was something. The best part was that Gordy seemed to have forgotten all about being mad at him. If only it would be that simple with Hiro.

“I’ll bring the potatoes,” Gordy said. “Think you can meet at seven?”

“I’ll have the Spud-zooka ready.”

Gordy met him at exactly seven wearing a dark hoodie. The side pockets sagged under the weight of a pair of the biggest Idaho potatoes Cooper had ever seen.

“Where did your mom get those?”

Gordy handed one to Cooper. “The farm must be near some nuclear energy plant or something. Maybe they’re radioactive.”

Cooper tested the weight and handed it back. “Let’s go.” He grabbed the homemade potato gun, hairspray, and ramrod. “Good news about the hard drive,” he said. “I’ll tell you on the way.”

They stuck with the shadows, weaving their way from tree to tree. He waited until they were several houses away. “My dad called. The photo shoot he’s on is running long. He told us to eat without him. He won’t be home until late.”

“Which means,” Gordy said, “you’re off the hook for tonight.”

Cooper checked both ways and hustled across the street. “Tomorrow too.”

“How do you figure?”

“My parents and Mattie are going to the circus tomorrow night. So I don’t think it will come up until Friday.”

“Which will give you another day to figure out how to explain things.”

Cooper didn’t answer. He knew he didn’t stand a chance if his dad got the least bit suspicious. His only hope was that the police find the robbers before that happened. Which brought him back to tonight. He intended to find out if the police had hauled Lunk’s dad in, or if the police cooked up the story as bait.

Brittle leaves huddled along the edges of the street as high as the curbs. Cooper and Gordy shuffled through them, every step crunching as they went. Cooper held the Spud-zooka low at his side. To someone passing in a car it might look like he was carrying a five foot length of PVC pipe, with one end a little bigger than the other. To someone who had ever used a potato gun, they’d recognize it right off. In the darkness of the night, Cooper figured nobody would even notice.

“I called Hiro,” Gordy said. “Asked if she wanted to come with us.”

“I bet that went over big.”

“Yeah. She pretty much said we were crazy. If it was up to her, the Spud-zooka should have been permanently retired after the last time.”

Cooper smiled, picturing her giving a lecture on the topic. “I wish …” He couldn’t finish the thought. How would he say he wished things weren’t messed up between them?

Gordy eyed him. “Wish what?”

“Nothing,” Cooper said. “We’re getting close.”

The single story house Lunk’s mom rented was almost perfectly square. One of blocks and blocks of tiny two-bedroom homes that put Rolling Meadows on the map over fifty years ago. A narrow asphalt drive ran along one side of the house.

Cooper and Gordy circled around the back of a home several doors down. They hunkered down for several minutes to allow their eyes to adjust to the darkness of the backyard. A shallow strip of trees bordered the back end of the lot and continued well past Lunk’s. It would have been better in the summer when the trees still had their leaves, but the trees would still give them some cover.

Sticking to the tree line, they worked their way through the next couple of yards and stopped a lot and a half away. The metal shed was easily visible in the moonlight.

“Looks like somebody is home.” Gordy pointed toward the light streaming out from under the sliding door.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” Cooper jammed a potato into the open end of the PVC pipe. The sharpened edges of the pipe peeled off the excess potato, leaving a solid two-inch spud-slug in the pipe.

Gordy unscrewed the cap to the four-inch wide PVC section attached to the other end. “Ready?”

Cooper gave him a nod.

Gordy sprayed a four-second count of hairspray into the combustion chamber and screwed the cap in place. Cooper used the ramrod to push the potato down the barrel to the chamber loaded with hairspray fumes, compressing the mixture in the process.

Dropping to one knee, he shouldered the potato gun and aimed it toward the shed.

“Here we go,” Gordy whispered. He reached over and flicked the igniter mounted on the bottom of the combustion chamber.

WOOOOMPH!

The bazooka gave a little kick and launched the potato.

“Too high,” Gordy said. “Cleared the roof of the shed by a good three feet.”

A dog started barking somewhere beyond the shed. Cooper watched the door of the shed, hoping it would open. Nothing.

“Let’s reload.”

Within thirty seconds Cooper was aiming at the shed again, but a little lower this time. “Okay.”

WOOOOMPH!

The potato rocketed out the barrel. BANG! It disintegrated against the side of the corrugated steel shed with the sound of a brick crashing into a metal garbage can. The dog barked furiously.

“Direct hit.” Gordy slapped him on the back and crouched down beside him.

The shed door flew open. A man stood silhouetted against the opening. Shoulders hunched, fists raised, ready for a fight.

“Bingo,” Cooper whispered. Hammer said he’d be holding him until 10:00 a.m.

The back door of the house opened and Lunk ran out. The two talked for a moment. Cooper couldn’t hear anything they said, but Lunk’s dad acted pretty upset. He circled around the shed, apparently looking for whatever made the sound. Stopping near the point of impact, he picked something off the ground and smelled it.

“Mashed potatoes,” Cooper whispered.

The man threw it to the ground and brushed off his hands. He looked at the side of the shed and the shrapnel pattern on the ground. He held his arm out straight, as if trying to determine where the shot came from. Lunk’s dad pointed directly at them.

Lunk stopped and looked too, but apparently their vision hadn’t totally adjusted to the darkness.

Cooper’s heart thumped out a warning.

“Run or stay?” Gordy whispered.

“Wait.” Cooper watched to see if they made any move toward them.

Lunk jammed his hands in his pockets and shuffled back into the house.

“Think he’s going in for a flashlight?”

Cooper didn’t answer him. He kept his eyes on Lunk’s dad.

The man stepped back inside the shed and an instant later the light went out.

Cooper strained to see. The shed door was still open, but without the light it was impossible to see the man in the shadows.

“Let’s run for it,” Gordy hissed.

Could the man see them? Cooper wished for more leaves on the trees. Stay still. Sometimes that was the best cover a guy could get. If they took off now, Lunk’s dad would spot them and probably give chase. But even if he did, they’d have a yard and a half lead on him.

When in doubt, don’t. Don’t what, though. Don’t stay or don’t leave? Probably don’t go out and shoot the gun in the first place.

Cooper saw something move. Lunk’s dad crept out of the shadows and took a step their way. This guy wasn’t letting it go.

“Okay, nice and easy, back the way we came.” Cooper barely whispered.

A twig snapped somewhere behind them, maybe a house or two away. Cooper grabbed Gordy’s arm and scanned the tree line. The faint sound of leaves rustling helped him zero in on the spot. Someone was there. He could see him hunched over trying to use a tree as cover. Lunk! He hadn’t just casually gone into the house. He’d gone out the front door and circled around. They were trapped!
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Did Lunk see them? Cooper tightened his grip on the Spud-zooka and ramrod.

Gordy must have seen Lunk too. They couldn’t go forward toward the shed, and Lunk blocked the way they came. That meant cutting through the neighbor’s yard right between the two.

Cooper pointed the direction. Gordy nodded.

Springing to his feet, Cooper bolted from the woods with Gordy right beside him. Lunk’s dad came crashing toward them from the right. Lunk hotfooted in from the other side.

Cooper vaulted over a sandbox and dodged a bicycle just barely visible in the moonlight.

“STOP!”

Lunk’s dad. It had to be. But it fueled Cooper’s sprint between the houses and toward the street. Gordy raced right alongside him, legs pumping at a speed only raw fear produces.

“STOP NOW!”

The man’s voice wasn’t as close, but sounded just as angry. They were stretching the distance between them. Across the street and between another set of houses. Cooper didn’t let up. Outrunning Lunk’s dad was one thing, but Lunk could be a different story. Not that Lunk was quick—he was determined, though. And if he got his hands on one of them, he’d slow them down in a hurry.

Fence. The cedar planks had to be six feet high.

Cooper paced his strides to give a leap at the right moment. Grabbing the top of the wood, he swung a leg up and jumped to the other side. He landed on his feet, narrowly missing a patio chair.

Gordy wasn’t as lucky. One foot got tangled up on lawn furniture and he came down hard, slamming against a grill.

Keeping one eye on the fence, Cooper grabbed him and pulled him to his feet.

“Hurry!”

Gordy hobbled next to him, favoring one leg. “Slow down, Coop,” he said. “My ankle.”

Slow down? Grabbing him by the arm, Cooper yanked him ahead. “You’re going to get us caught.” Run, Cooper. Leave Gordy behind or you’ll both be dead. He can hide. He’ll be okay. The thought flashed in his head. It made sense—but he couldn’t. Wouldn’t. He pulled harder.

Wincing with every step, Gordy built up to a rocky gallop.

Cooper led them through the backyard and alongside the house. As they rounded the corner he glanced back to see someone struggling to get over the fence. Streetlights illuminated the front yard. They’d be sitting ducks out here.

He grabbed Gordy’s sweatshirt and pulled him toward an overgrown set of bushes lining the front of the house. The lights from inside spilled out the front windows, leaving the shrubs in heavy shadows. A lap dog hopped onto the back of the couch and yapped out a warning.

“Shhhhhh.” Gordy held his hands up as if to show the dog he meant no harm.

“Hide!”

Cooper dove to the ground and army-crawled his way to the back of the bushes, pushing the spud-zooka ahead of him. He could smell the dirt and leaves as Gordy wriggled beside him. When they reached the brick of the house they stopped.

Seconds later heavy footsteps rustled through the leaves on the side of the house. Lunk passed them and stopped no more than twenty feet in front of the bushes.

The dog kept yapping from inside the house. What if the owner came out to see what was wrong?

Lunk glanced toward the house and barked back at the dog. The dog went crazy. Breathing heavily, Lunk bent over, rested his hands on his knees, and scanned the street in both directions.

Cooper willed Lunk to leave. Just go. Give it up. He hated the helpless feeling of hiding, but at the same time realized if they hadn’t gone for cover, Lunk would probably be wailing on one of them right now.

The sound of more footsteps came from around the side of the house.

“Where’d they go?” Lunk’s dad jogged up beside his son.

“Lost ‘em.”

The man swore. “I’d like to have gotten my hands on them.”

Cooper could imagine that. Lunk and his dad tag-team wrestling him and Gordy. Cooper prayed. Told God how stupid he was and promised he’d be smarter in the future, even with the potato gun. A desperate prayer for sure. But he prayed anyway. He heard Gordy’s heavy breathing beside him. Was he praying too? Cooper hoped so.

One thing was for sure. Hammer had been trying to bait him. Lunk’s dad obviously wasn’t being held. This bit of information changed everything.

“Split up,” the man said, pointing to his left. “I’ll go the other way. Whistle if you see something.”

Lunk jogged off in one direction, his dad in the other.

“How’s your ankle?” Cooper whispered.

“Throbbing.” He hiked up his knee and massaged his ankle. “I hit a nerve or a funny bone or something. I don’t think I twisted it bad.”

“We’ll stay put until we’re sure it’s clear.”

“Think he recognized us?”

Cooper thought for a moment. “It’s too dark.” He hoped he was right.

“Thanks for waiting for me,” Gordy said. “For a minute there I thought you were going to ditch me again.”

Again. That stung. Cooper already lost Hiro. He couldn’t lose another best friend. But a few minutes ago he’d almost done it. He’d actually considered leaving him behind. Ditching him. “We stick together. Right?”

He saw the faint glow of Gordy’s teeth form a smile.

“Yeah, we stick together.”

Cooper shifted his position to keep watch on Lunk and his dad. We stick together. And it felt good. He was the one who always tried to look out for Gordy and Hiro. When did he start looking out for himself? What was wrong with him?

The dog still barked, but it didn’t sound like his heart was in it.

“It was a good shot,” Gordy said.

“What?”

“The Spud-zooka. Nice hit.”

Cooper imagined how it must have startled old man Lunquist. He laughed quietly. “Does that mean you’re glad we did it?”

“Definitely. As long as we don’t get pounded into mashed potatoes ourselves.”

Cooper kept a close watch on the street. “Hiro would have wet her pants if she were here.”

“You got that right.” Gordy repositioned himself. “And good thing you didn’t just turn yourself in.”

He had Hiro to thank for that. He didn’t want to think about what might have happened if he walked into the Police Department with the surveillance stuff. And if organized crime was in the mix, Hammer wouldn’t have to touch him. He’d just let the wrong people know his identity.

Something moving caught his attention. “They’re coming back.”

The boys lay completely still. Lunk and his dad met back at nearly the same spot. The lap dog had another fit.

“Long gone,” the man said. “Probably a couple of your friends from school.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

Lunk’s dad didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Well, whoever they are, I’ll be ready for them if they come back tonight.”

Fat chance. Cooper wasn’t going to come back tonight or any other night. Get home. That was the big goal now. To his room. His bed. Hide out there for a couple of days. Or weeks.

“You need to leave.”

Lunk’s voice. Cooper held his breath.

“You still worried about the little visit from the cops?” A deep voice. Strong. Like a DJ.

“Mom is.”

“They asked some questions and left. They’ve got nothing on me.”

So they did stop by. But they didn’t haul him in. What was going on here? How could Hammer not arrest him—unless he was covering for him somehow?

“Mom’s got a good job. Since you’ve come back so have her migraines.”

The man spit. “Women.”

“You’ve got money now. You got what you came for.”

The senior Lunquist swore. “I need a couple more days. I’ve got a loose end to tie up. Could use your help.”

Gordy squeezed his arm. Like he was thinking the same thing Cooper was. Cooper was the loose end. He had to do something before Lunk’s dad got to him. And if the cops didn’t arrest him before he left town, they might never catch him.

“I’m going back,” Lunk said.

“Any idea who’d throw a potato at the shed?” Mr. Lunquist shuffled through the leaves alongside him.

Lunk rounded the corner of the house. “I intend to find out.”
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Cooper had been right from the beginning. Police were part of this. And not just any cop, but the detective in charge of the investigation himself. How else could you explain why they let Lunk’s dad off? And Hiro was right, too. Lunk’s dad was part of it. He was Mr. Lucky. He and Hammer were both in this. And likely some organized crime connection was the common denominator that tied them together.

Cooper didn’t move after Lunk and his dad disappeared around the corner of the house. The yapping inside the house died down.

What if Lunk hid in some shadows nearby. Watching. Waiting. Cooper kept still another few minutes, then inched out and crawled to the side of the house. The backyard looked clear. He motioned for Gordy, and minutes later the two hustled down the street. Gordy had an arm around Cooper’s shoulders like they were in a three-legged race.

By the time they got to Gordy’s house, his cousin hardly limped at all.

“Tomorrow is Halloween.” Gordy stood at his door before going in.

Halloween. For an instant Cooper saw the group picture Frank had always been so proud of. He wished Frank could show it to him one more time. And he would give anything to be in a new photo with Frank like that again—even if he hadn’t had a growth spurt yet. But there would be no group photo this year—or most likely ever again. He pushed the thought back and his mind drifted to the unholy holiday approaching.

“I can’t imagine it being any scarier than tonight.”

Gordy grinned, but it faded just as fast as it appeared. “You’ll be there, right? At school?”

“Yeah, but I may be wearing a disguise.”

Gordy grinned again, but this time it stuck. “Costumes are a great idea. Maybe I’ll come as a hostage or something.”

“A hostage?”

“Yeah, I’ll put some duct tape over my mouth and nobody will get anything out of me.”

If only it was that easy. “Tomorrow.” Cooper waved, and crept across the street to his place. He stashed the Spud-zooka in the shed and hurried into the house.

With surprising ease he lied to his mom about where he’d been. He convinced her he wanted to go to bed early so he’d be strong enough for school the next day. Now there’d be no chance of his dad confronting him about the hard drive either.

Fudge followed Cooper to his room and curled up on her rug when he shut the door. He sat at his desk and stared at nothing in particular. Clearly he’d avoided another disaster. He’d avoided Hammer’s little trap. But he’d created another problem in the process. How hard would it be for Lunk to suspect they’d been the ones behind the fiasco tonight?

He swiveled in his chair to talk to Fudge, but she was already asleep. Her ears and feet twitched in random spasms. What did dogs dream about anyway?

She gave out several quiet yips like she was having a nightmare.

He sat next to her and stroked her head. Startled, she tensed and tried to get to her feet.

“It’s okay, girl,” Cooper soothed. “It’s me.”

Her tail thumped against the hardwood floor.

Cooper lightly touched the tips of the fur just inside her ear. Her ear danced involuntarily. He did it again until Fudge stood, gave a full body shake and sat down to scratch her ear with her back paw.

He laughed and tussled her ears. “Okay, Fudge, lay down. I won’t mess with you anymore.”

Ears flat to the sides of her head, she lay back down but kept her eyes open and on him.

“Don’t you trust me?” He scratched behind her ears and his mind jumped to Hiro. That’s what happened with her. She stopped trusting him or lost her respect for him. Maybe both.

Which was really crazy when he thought about it. “Everything I did helped protect her and Gordy. Even Mom and Dad. And Mattie. If I talked, all of them could have gotten hurt. Or killed.”

Fudge gave him a doubtful look.

“You don’t believe me?” Cooper eyed her back. Sometimes it seemed she understood everything he said to her. “Then why did I do it?”

Fudge nuzzled his hand and licked it. Like she was trying to comfort him. Like she understood the truth and knew it would be hard for him to accept. Which was a ridiculous thought. Dogs aren’t mind readers. How could she know anything about his motives?

A thought popped into his head. A question, really. Was the Code of Silence really about protecting your family and friends, or was it all about protecting yourself?

His mind replayed the events of the last week. It had all seemed so simple at first. So logical. Silence is golden. Right? Keep your mouth shut and nobody gets hurt.

Except people did get hurt. Hiro, for one. He’d tested their friendship to the breaking point and then some. He’d done it to Gordy, too.

The Code seemed like the right thing to do at the time. But since when did living a lie become the right thing to do? The Code wasn’t solely built on a vow to stay quiet. It was about living a lie, and doing everything they could to keep anyone from discovering the truth. And that meant more lies. And lots of deception.

Cooper didn’t like the thought of that. He looked around his room. Looked for something to get his mind off this. But all he could think about were the lies.

He told more lies in the last week than he could count. To Mom and Dad. To teachers, police. Anybody and everybody. He hadn’t just broken trust. He’d trampled it. Shattered it into as many pieces as the lies he’d told.

Most of all he’d been lying to himself. How could he have ever figured this would all work out fine … or go away? Lies don’t work that way. They have a way of circling back and showing up just when you don’t want them to.

He started pacing the room. He didn’t want to think about this anymore. It was almost over. They’d stuck to the Code and they were still safe almost a week later. Nobody was breaking into their house at night to shut him up permanently. He was alive, and sometimes that’s what mattered most.

He slumped down on the bed and looked at Fudge. She looked at him with sad eyes. Like Hiro had been talking to her.

“Don’t give me those eyes, Fudge.”

She didn’t blink. And deep in her eyes he sensed the truth. He may be alive, but with all these lies, how could he live with himself?

But he had to. A little longer and things would work out. He was sure of it.

“God, please,” Cooper whispered. “Get me out of this.”

Did God hear the prayers of liars?

He had to shake that kind of thinking. He couldn’t let fear get the best of him. He had to do something. It was obvious now that the robbers would never be picked up. Hammer would see to that. And Cooper’s notes to the police only made the search for him more desperate.

Time was running out. Of that he was certain. If Lunk figured out he’d been the one with the potato gun, it wouldn’t be hard to piece the rest together. Lunk would gladly tell his dad so Mr. Lucky could handle the loose ends and get out of town. His heart kept bringing him back to the same course of action. Something that twisted his gut just to think of it.

“Have I gone too far, girl?” Lying comes with a high price. He was seeing that now.

“It’s never too late to tell the truth, is it?”

Fudge didn’t look convinced.

And deep down … neither was he.
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Cold and overcast. A typical Halloween in the Midwest. Cooper headed for the bus stop feeling like he hadn’t slept all night.

“What happened to you?” Gordy jogged over, barely limping at all. “Let me guess. This is your Halloween costume … and you’re a zombie.”

“Didn’t sleep so well.”

“I’m not surprised.” Gordy held up one finger. “Hammer’s looking for you.” Gordy held up a second finger. “Some very nasty goons—who probably work for some underworld kingpin, see you as a loose end.” Third finger. “You’ve got the situation with Hiro.” Fourth finger. “Lunk.” Fifth, “Miss Ferrand acted like she wanted to talk to you.”

“Gee, thanks, Gordy. That makes me feel a whole lot better.”

Not that he hadn’t been thinking of those things all night. Add to that a growing sense of guilt. That’s the only thing Cooper could call it. A feeling that all his lies, all that wrong couldn’t possibly be right. He’d begged God to bring in the robbers so this whole thing would just go away. Then maybe Hiro would forget all about it too, and things would get back to normal.

He looked down the block. “I wonder where Hiro is …” Even if she showed up now there wouldn’t be enough time to talk things out with her.

“I think she’s getting a ride from her mom.”

Which was a polite way of saying he knew she was getting a ride from her mom.

“Wants to avoid me that bad, huh?” Cooper stared down the block. He’d done this to himself. He should have talked it out with her sooner. Giving her space only seemed to be widening the gap between them.

“I wouldn’t put it like that.”

The bus turned onto Fremont. “How would you put it?”

Gordy didn’t answer for a moment. “Here comes the bus.”

The morning dragged. At 10:00 Cooper’s mind flashed to Hammer. By now the detective knew the little plan to bait him didn’t work.

When Cooper and Gordy walked into Miss Ferrand’s class, Hiro wouldn’t look at him. Not good. On the other hand, Miss Ferrand couldn’t stop looking at him. He sensed her analyzing him. Maybe she was trying to decide whether she should hold him after class for a little one-on-one chat.

When the bell rang, Miss Ferrand watched him leaving class, but never stopped him to talk. Weird. And Hiro didn’t talk to him either. Awkward.

The only one who wanted to talk was Lunk. He sat right across from Cooper and Gordy at the lunch table. Two burgers sat on his tray. Two bags of chips. Three cartons of milk. Just like Gordy.

“So, MacKinnon.” Lunk squeezed ketchup packets onto each burger and leaned forward. “You going to tell me what’s going on, or do you want me to guess?”

“What?” Cooper tried to screw a confused look on his face.

“Tuesday you were real serious about ditching Ferrand. You write I didn’t do it all over the bathroom stall. Don’t try to deny it. I know it was you.”

Cooper stared at him and didn’t say a word. He tried to put on a stone face, not showing any emotion at all. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gordy give him a confused look.

Lunk took a bite of his burger, worked it into one cheek, and kept going. “Wednesday you play sick and don’t even come to school. So don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. You going to tell me what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”

Lunk snickered. “Right. So I’ll guess.” He took a huge bite from his burger and started chewing like he was enjoying putting Cooper on edge. “It’s about last Thursday night.”

Cooper took a bite from his sandwich and pointed at his mouth with a shrug. He made a big act of chewing. His mind raced for an answer. A lie that would come across as believable. With an exaggerated swallow, he cleared his throat.

“What are you talking about?”

A smile swept across Lunk’s face. “I thought Christians weren’t supposed to lie. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

Cooper didn’t answer. He couldn’t think of anything to say.

“You’re the one the police are looking for.”

And the one your dad is looking for.

Lunk’s smile disappeared. “You were there.” He leaned in close. “Frank ‘n Stein’s.”

“Me?” Cooper turned to Gordy like he’d just heard something funny. Gordy looked like a kid caught shoplifting.

“You wrote the letter in the paper. I believe you didn’t hurt Frank,” Lunk said.

You know I’m telling the truth about that because your dad hurt him.

Lunk pointed at Cooper’s chest. “But you didn’t exactly help him either.”

Cooper felt his cheeks getting warm. He took a sip of his milk.

Lunk leaned his forearms on the table. “I think you need my help.”

Right. Cooper reached across the table and lifted the bun off a burger. “What’s in those burgers you’re eating?”

Lunk stood and grabbed his tray. “Wrong time and place for this discussion. I’ll catch you later.”

By the look on his face, Cooper figured he would, too.

Lunk swung a leg over the bench and sauntered away. Cooper sat stunned.

“Now what?” Gordy whispered.

“Not sure,” Cooper said. “We can’t talk here.”

Gordy nodded. “The Getaway after school?”

“After my parents leave for the circus. At 7:00.”

“Should I tell Hiro?”

“Why bother? She won’t come anyway. She did a nice job of disappearing for lunch.”

Gordy shook his head. “I’ll talk to her on the bus.”

Cooper didn’t see Lunk at school the rest of the day, but a growing uneasiness made him look over his shoulder almost as often as he looked ahead. He saw Hiro, but she avoided him like he avoided Lunk. Her mom even picked her up at the end of the day.

“I told you Hiro won’t come when we meet tonight.” Cooper pointed at Mrs. Yakimoto’s car. “She won’t even ride on the same bus as me.”

“Her mom is taking her to see Frank.” Gordy hefted his backpack over one shoulder. “She told me about it just after lunch.”

That figures. Cooper had a clear view of Hiro’s window and watched to see if she’d turn. If she’d even look their way.

Hiro sat there looking straight ahead while her mom pulled out of the lot.

She can’t even look at me. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”

Gordy started up the steps of the bus. “Don’t act like you don’t care. This is Gordy you’re talking to.”

Cooper followed him into the bus and plopped onto a seat next to him. His mind stayed on Hiro. She’d changed somehow. Really changed.

Cooper wished they were riding their bikes. Just to feel the wind in his face. The freedom.

“I’ll talk to Hiro,” Gordy said after they got off at their stop. “The Getaway at 7:00. Right?”

“Right.”

Gordy jogged toward his house.

Cooper needed time to think. What would he say to Lunk? If Lunk told his dad his suspicions, it was all over anyway. He pictured Lunk’s dad wearing a latex mask. Imagined him coming to Cooper’s house for a little midnight visit.

The sight of his dad’s truck in the drive helped him shake the thoughts from his head. They’d be leaving for the circus soon. It might have been a good way to forget things, but then there was the issue of the clowns. No thanks.

“Cooper.” Dad stepped out the front door. “Hop in the truck.”

“Where are we going?”

“Frank ‘n Stein’s.”


CHAPTER 48

Cooper froze.

His dad walked around to the driver’s door and pulled it open. “I feel bad I didn’t have a ticket for you tonight. The least I can do is take you out for a shake.”

Cooper took a deep breath and blew it out. “Aw, don’t worry about it, Dad. I’m fine. Really.”

“Hop in. It’ll give us a chance to catch up.”

Just about the last thing Cooper would like to do. It almost ranked up there with talking to Lunk or Miss Ferrand. He climbed into the cab and buckled up, stealing a quick glance at his dad. If he suspected something, his face didn’t show it. Cooper’s mouth went dry. Maybe this was about the hard drive.

Dad filled the short drive with talk about a couple of photo shoots he’d lined up. Cooper tried to think of something to say if his dad asked what was going on in his life.

When Frank ‘n Stein’s came into view, Cooper noticed the boarded-up window had been replaced. To other people it would look like the place was getting back to normal. Cooper wondered what normal really was.

The moment they swung open Frank ‘n Stein’s front door, the aromas of Italian beef sandwiches and Chicago-style hotdogs greeted him like old friends. The place still smelled like heaven, but his memories conjured up a scene definitely south of there.

Mr. Stein stood at the counter. His face lit up in recognition when he saw Cooper.

“There he is!” He smiled. “One of our best customers.”

People always say something like that when they can’t remember your name. Mr. Stein tried. He really did. But nobody could remember names like Frank did. Frank’s picture greeted him from the top of the donation jar. And it looked like they needed a bigger one. The jar was packed.

It didn’t feel like a typical Halloween, even after the way Mr. Stein had decked the place out with Halloween decorations. A Jack-o-lantern sat on the ordering counter, complete with a candle. The walls of the empty dining area had been covered with a stone block mural to look like a dungeon. A life-sized human skeleton hung from chains on one wall. It looked way too real for Cooper’s liking. The jaws of the skull hung aghast, like it recognized Cooper and knew his secret. Cooper imagined it was himself. In a way it was. He’d been a prisoner of this place ever since the robbery.

Black and orange crepe paper twisted together along the borders of the dining area—a hopeless tangle that couldn’t be separated without some major tearing. Webs stretched from the neon signs to the windowsills. Fist-sized plastic spiders clung to them.

The more he saw, the more keyed-up he felt. Taco Bell would have been a much better choice. He kicked himself for not suggesting it to Dad. But if he had, that might have looked suspicious. Taco Bell was okay for a change, but everybody knew Frank ‘n Stein’s was his number one.

“The place looks great, huh?” Dad pointed at the Frank ‘n Stein monster mascot grinning at them from the corner. It seemed to be in its element now. The grin somehow bigger. Creepier. Like it looked right into his jeans pocket and thought the missing house key was an inside joke between the two of them.

Mr. Stein slid a large order of fries and two shakes across the counter. Dad led the way to a table. The table. The one he normally sat at with Gordy and Hiro. The one he sat at last Thursday night before everything changed.

Cooper slid into the booth and did his best to push it out of his mind.

“So tell me what’s going on with my boy.” Dad took the lid off his monster shake and poked a straw deep in the creamy vanilla.

What could he say? Something safe. Trouble was, no safe topics existed in his life right now. Talk about school? Sure. Miss Ferrand is ready to have him psychoanalyzed. He’d just made a graffiti wall out of one of the bathroom stalls. He took a handful of fries. “I can’t think of anything to talk about right now.”

Nothing he wanted to talk about anyway. At least it was partially true.

“How’s Gordy doing?”

Cooper took a deep draw from his chocolate shake. “He’ll be jealous you didn’t invite him.”

His dad laughed. “I believe it. He can really pack it in.”

Cooper wished Gordy was here. He’d probably do some goofy thing to get the conversation going in a good direction.

“How about Hiro?”

Bingo. He’d just pressed his finger on a bruise. Like a mental version of the Battleship game, his dad just scored a hit. His eyebrows moved together slightly as if he noticed Cooper’s hesitation. If he didn’t say something quick a lot more questions would follow—and Cooper would be sunk.

“Well, I haven’t seen too much of her this week.” He poked his straw up and down through the plastic lid, making a squeaking sound. “She was sick one day. I was sick another. Today we missed each other all day. Her mom picked her up from school, so we didn’t get to talk on the bus.” All of it true, but intended to misdirect him. So that really made it all a lie, didn’t it?

“That’s too bad.”

Cooper’s tactic worked, but he didn’t exactly feel happy about it. It only intensified a sense of isolation. Like he was all alone and in a place he shouldn’t be.

“I really like that girl. And she’s a good friend.” His dad leaned back and smiled, staring up at the ceiling like he was playing back a scene from his memory. “Yeah, good friends are a gift from God.”

One he’d underappreciated. “She’s really something,” Cooper said.

“A real sweetheart.” Dad nodded as he spoke the words. Like he’d just realized the truth of what he said. “But she’s tough, too. Doesn’t take guff from anyone.”

Don’t I know it. Loneliness knifed through him. Next to Gordy, she was his best friend. Was. He’d messed that up good.

He’d messed everything up. He’d twisted the truth and lies together like the crepe paper crisscrossing the room. And he didn’t think he could untangle it by himself.

For a moment Cooper felt an urge to spill the whole thing. Just tell Dad and let him help sort this mess out.

Tell him. A lump swelled in his throat. Why not? Tell him now. Deep down, he knew he needed help. For the first time in a week he cracked open a door he’d never planned to open. The one that he’d hidden the truth behind. Dad would know what to do. He’d understand and forgive him. He’d been fooling himself to think it was his job to protect the family—or that he could. Dad was the one who needed to do it. But how could he if he didn’t even know the family was in danger?

The thought gave him a rush of something. Adrenaline? His breathing came in quick, shallow breaths. Not adrenaline. Hope. TELL HIM. He gripped the edge of the table as if to steady himself. Okay. He’d do it.

Remember the Code. The words struck him just as hard as if they’d been delivered with a fist. What was he thinking? How would he even start? His dad would be so disappointed in him. Plus, talking here didn’t seem right.

The side door swung open from the kitchen and Mr. Stein walked into the dining area. “Well.” He walked toward their table and wiped his hands on a white apron stretched around his waist. “Thanks for coming in.” He swung a chair around from one of the other tables and sat down. “Kind of a quiet day.”

“Carson MacKinnon.” Cooper’s dad extended his hand. “And you know my son, Cooper, I imagine.”

“Cooper.” Stein smacked his forehead with his palm. “The face I know. The names?” he shrugged. “Frank is the great one with names.”

“How is he?” Cooper’s dad settled back in the seat.

Cooper squirmed.

“Better. Stronger every day.”

Yeah, and Mr. Stein was overly optimistic.

Carson MacKinnon raised his eyebrows and glanced at Cooper. “What a relief, huh? Still in a coma?”

Mr. Stein squeezed his eyes shut and nodded.

Cooper’s dad hesitated. Like he was giving a moment of silence in honor of the co-owner of Frank ‘n Stein’s. “Police have any more leads?”

“Aw,” Stein slapped at the air. “They’re chasing ghosts. Kids, actually. Got themselves tied up in a legal skirmish at the school so they can interrogate the kids. It’s nuts. I think they’ve spent more time looking for the mystery witness than looking for the robbers themselves. Sometimes I wonder if they think the mystery witness was actually involved in some way. Like a gang initiation or something.”

Cooper put the straw in his mouth and sucked hard on it. He needed to look busy so they wouldn’t guess how shaky he felt inside.

“You don’t think kids were involved?”

“Absolutely not. Not in a bad way, anyway. And the police haven’t actually said kids were, but the way everything came down … it just made me wonder.”

Cooper’s dad had that look he got sometimes when he was trying to word a question just right. “So what’s your take on it—if you don’t mind me asking?”

Stein leaned forward. “I believe it happened just like the letter in the paper. Some kid witnessed a robbery by professionals. The kid wasn’t part of some gang. If he was he wouldn’t write the letter. And no kid could take Frank down like that.” He looked at the floor. “No kid would.” He looked at Cooper. “Everybody loved him. Right?”

Cooper nodded, but no words came.

“The police can’t get that through their heads. They’re so hell-bent on finding that kid—oh, excuse my language,” Mr. Stein put a hand to his mouth. “Truth is, some boy out there is scared to death while some real bad guys are probably halfway across the country, spending Frank’s money.”

“If the witness is innocent, why doesn’t he just turn himself in and prove he didn’t do it?”

“Like the letter said, he thinks at least one of the robbers is a cop. He doesn’t dare go to the police.” Stein shrugged. “How can he? He doesn’t know who to trust.”

Dad swirled his shake with his straw. “I guess I see what you mean.”

“The kid needs some protection. Some help. The police are trying to chase him down like he’s a fugitive or something.” He balanced his chair on the back two legs. “If there is a dirty cop, this kid can’t go to the police by himself. I wouldn’t either if I were him. It could be a trap.” He looked at Cooper again. “Does that make sense?”

“Totally.” Finally someone who really understood.

“Well, I wish the police would understand. They’re going about this all wrong. This kid needs a friend. Not threats. All they’re doing is scaring the kid into hiding.” He waved an arm toward the window. “I’d like to put a banner in my windows. ‘“Come on in, kid. I believe you. Talk to me and I’ll march right into the police station with you and the hard drive and show them myself.”‘ He shrugged. “Well, enjoy the shakes. I’d better get back to work.” He smiled. “Time for me to shake a leg, and all that.”

Cooper smiled back. What he really wanted to do is shake his hand.
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After some major begging by Mattie, Cooper’s parents left early for the circus so they could watch the elephants being fed. Personally, Cooper thought the workers running cleanup behind the elephants would be the real show. Swinging the big coal shovels around to keep from being knee-deep in a real mess. Like he was now. More like neck deep.

Now that his dad was gone, all Cooper wanted to do was talk to him. Spill it all. He’d missed the perfect opportunity to do it at Frank ‘n Stein’s. Now it would have to wait, and the guilt he felt seemed heavier than ever.

They left Cooper with a giant bowl of bite-size Snicker bars to hand out to trick-or-treaters. Like he was really going to open the door for strangers wearing latex masks.

For a moment he pictured himself opening the front door and Detective Hammer standing there wearing an Elvis mask with some other cop in a clown mask behind him. Lunk’s dad, Mr. Lucky himself, would be there too—and maybe “Guido” and “Lonnie” or some of the other boys from the underworld.

“Trick-or-Treat,” they’d shout. “Thanks for opening the door, but you didn’t need to bother. We have a key.”

Would the robbers treat him to a trip to the hospital … or the county morgue?

Cooper wasn’t about to take a chance. Lunk had already connected enough dots to know Cooper was the witness his dad was looking for. Halloween night would be a perfect time to lead the robbers to his door.

He grabbed a piece of paper and a marker from his backpack. He wrote Happy Halloween—take a piece of candy in big letters and taped the paper to the edge of the bowl. Opening the front door a crack, he looked both ways and set the candy bowl on the porch deck. Fudge lunged at it, but Cooper grabbed her collar and pulled her back inside.

“Not for you, girl.”

Cooper threaded his way through the house turning off lights, locking doors, and checking windows. If anybody stopped by for a visit, he wanted it to look like nobody was home. Fudge kept right on his heels with her tail wagging like this was some new kind of game.

By 6:30 he pulled on a black hooded sweatshirt and slipped out the kitchen door into the backyard. He wanted to get out of the house, and he needed some time to think. He hustled straight to The Getaway with Fudge trotting alongside. Climbing the ladder he swung a leg over the rail and crouched on the deck.

“You stay down there, Fudge. You’re on guard duty tonight, okay?”

She didn’t seem to like it any better than he did. She let out a single yip in protest.

“Quiet, girl. I don’t want everybody to know I’m in here.”

He opened the cabin, slipped inside and closed it up again. He needed some light, but wasn’t about to power up the lantern. The cabin windows would glow and tip off somebody he was inside.

He lifted up the bench and pulled his dad’s old duffle bag out from the storage compartment underneath. Rummaging through it quickly, he found the flashlight, pointed it at the floor, and clicked it on. A bright circle illuminated the decking under his feet. Dad did get it fixed. He tucked the duffle away, but left the flashlight on the table. He wondered if even the flashlight might be seen too easily from outside. He eyed a book of matches and a stubby candle on a brass stand.

Sitting on one bench, he struck a match and lit the candle. It wouldn’t create enough light to be noticed outside, but it helped to chase out the shadows inside. He turned off the flashlight and waited.

Looking out the window, he checked to make sure the gate to the front yard was closed. If it wasn’t, Fudge would be in that candy bowl in seconds.

He cupped his hands around the candle to take the chill out and peeked out the window every couple minutes. The Getaway made a perfect hideout, and with Fudge prowling around in the backyard, he felt safer here than in the house. But was anyplace really safe?

Not anymore. Not since he’d seen the robbery. Cooper turned that thought around in his mind. No, that wasn’t really true. Was it just the robbery that had him hiding out in the boat on Halloween? Was it the robbery that had him looking over his shoulder at school?

No. It was the lies. The Code of Silence. The thing that was supposed to keep him safe worked like poison on him. Eating away at him. Destroying his friendship with Hiro. The robbery didn’t do all that. It was the decision he made after the robbery. The decision to hide the truth in order to live. And every time he lied, he’d been dying a little bit more.

A thump along the side of the boat startled him. He puffed out the candle and stayed perfectly still. Holding his breath, he listened. Why hadn’t Fudge barked?

“Coop,” Gordy hissed from outside the cabin door. “You in there? It’s me.”

Gordy; that’s why Fudge didn’t bark. Cooper let out a shaky breath. He unlocked the hatch and stepped back. Gordy swung open the door. And he wasn’t alone.

“Trick or treat,” Gordy said. He gave a little wave and a goofy grin spread across his face.

Cooper looked past Gordy to the girl half hidden behind him.

“Hiro?” Cooper practically whispered her name.

He backed up and sat down on the bench while the two shuffled inside. Cooper relit the candle and searched Hiro’s face to try to read what state of mind she was in. Maybe she’d thought about things and wanted to set things right too. Whatever was on her mind, she didn’t let it show on her face.

Gordy sat on the bench opposite him. Hiro stood.

“I filled her in on the stuff with Lunk.” Gordy shrugged. “She wanted to come.”

Cooper attempted a smile. He hoped it didn’t look as stiff and awkward as it felt. “Glad you’re here.”

“I won’t be staying,” she said. “I just have something to say, and then I’ll leave the two of you to do whatever it is you plan to do.”

“Okay,” Cooper said, uneasiness growing. “Sure you don’t want to sit?” He motioned toward the bench next to Gordy.

“Positive.” She looked at Gordy, then back at Cooper. “I went to see Frank again today. My mom took me after school.”

Cooper nodded. For a moment he wished he could have gone with her. Talked to Frank—even though he couldn’t answer back.

“And Frank is coming out of it—the coma.”

“What?” Cooper stood. Finally, a little light at the end of the tunnel. “That’s great!” He looked at Gordy, but his cousin didn’t look one bit excited.

“Yeah, I’m really relieved about that,” Hiro said. She didn’t look very relieved though.

“So he’s going to be alright—I mean he’ll make a full recovery. Right?” Cooper looked at Gordy and back to her again. Both of them looked glum.

“What am I missing here? You both act like he’s going to die or something.”

“Coop,” Hiro’s voice dropped to a whisper, “he is going to die.”
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Cooper took a step back. “What?”

She folded her arms across her chest and hugged herself. “He figured out who was behind the robbery, remember?”

How could he forget? Frank had puzzled the thing together just before they put him in the coma.

“They realized he knew. That’s why they meant to kill him. Kill him.” She let the words sink in. “They obviously thought they did. And when he ended up in a coma, the scumbags were still okay. I mean it’s not like he could possibly identify anybody. Right?”

Cooper nodded and pieces fell in place. “But if he climbs out of the coma, he’s a lot bigger threat to the robbers than we ever were.”

“Exactly,” Hiro said. “If my brother is right, and organized crime is involved, they won’t tolerate any loose ends.”

Cooper slumped down on the bench. “They’ll kill him.”

“Dead men tell no tales. Right?” Gordy raised his eyebrows and drew one finger across his throat like a knife.

Hiro shot Gordy a sideways glance. “They tried once. They just messed up on their first attempt.” She pulled the braid from over her shoulder and picked at it. “But they won’t make that mistake again. Unless we do something, an innocent man will die.”

In his heart he knew that was true. Why is it whenever he thought he was seeing the light at the end of the tunnel it turned out to be an oncoming train? “But what about the police? Don’t they have a guard at his hospital—”

“Police?” Hiro cut him off. “Thanks to us they don’t know he needs protecting. Because they think it was a random robbery. They don’t know the danger he’ll be in. And if Detective Hammer is part of this, he’ll have total access to Frank. Nobody will stop him.”

Cooper pictured Elvis creeping into Frank’s hospital room as he slept.

“Unless we tell.” She stood with her hands on her hips watching him.

Cooper propped his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands. He should have told his dad. He should have never set up the lousy Code in the first place. Yeah, Frank needed protection—and that meant going to the police. Hiro was right. But what about trusting the police? It would be risky to just walk into the police department and announce they’d seen the whole thing. Two cops were involved. That meant Hammer had a partner somewhere—a partner who would do anything to protect their dirty little secret.

“Well?”

Hiro had an “all business” look about her. Like she’d deliberately steeled herself so she wouldn’t back down.

“Let me think.”

“Think? What’s there to think about? An innocent man is going to die because of you!”

“Me? I never hurt Frank—and I never would!” Cooper’s leg started jumping under the table. Not now. He pressed his hand down on his knee. Hard.

“You’re leaving him unprotected—and that’s just as bad,” she said.

“What if we talk to the wrong cop,” Cooper said. “We could all be taking a risk.”

Hiro took a step closer. “Yeah, and one we have to take. We were wrong, Cooper. All of us. We should have told our parents and gone with them to the police. The dumb Code and all the lies just made it worse on all of us.”

The words sliced through him. He could feel his cheeks grow warm. He wanted to throw something. Anything. Just go out on the deck and chuck something as far as he could. Maybe even Hiro.

Get a grip, Cooper. Don’t blow this. God, please help me. Help me process this right. I don’t want to make this mess even worse.

“This isn’t going to go away,” Hiro said. “The longer we wait, the worse this is going to get.”

Listen to her. Hiro was right. About a lot of things. The Code had made things worse on all of them—and it was all his idea. So many things happened that he hadn’t seen coming. Like Frank’s life being in danger. Again. “He’s actually out of the coma now?”

Hiro shook her head. “In and out. He recognized me. Talked to me.”

“What did he say?”

Her eyes pooled immediately. “Said he was glad to see me. To know I was okay.” She swiped back tears. “Asked if you and Gordy were alright, and when I told him you were, he said ‘Thank God.’”

Cooper felt like someone had just wrung him out. “Did he tell you who was behind the robbery?”

“Didn’t get a chance. When he started talking, nurses ran in and Frank slipped back into the coma. The head nurse explained this happens as they’re coming out. They may go back and forth a bit, but she seemed very excited. He’ll probably be awake sometime tomorrow.”

Gordy cleared his throat. “Which means we have to move fast if we’re going to keep him safe.”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest again. “We need to break the Code. We need to go to the police.”

The instant she said it something inside him grabbed at it. This was truth. Cooper nodded. “You’re right.”

He could see her shoulders relax.

“You mean it?” Her voice sounded softer—like the old Hiro.

“Definitely.” More than anything, now. “I just want to figure out the best way to do it.”

Her shoulders tensed again. Her chin went up and her eyes narrowed. She stared at him like she was reading his thoughts. “Don’t play games with me, Cooper MacKinnon. I’m not going to let you stall this. We go tomorrow morning together, or Gordy and I will do it ourselves.”

She didn’t trust him. Didn’t trust him. He saw it in her eyes. Cooper glanced at Gordy. His face looked apologetic. Obviously they had this whole thing decided before they ever climbed onto The Getaway. Break the Code with us tomorrow morning or we’ll do it without you.

He’d done it to himself. Why hadn’t he seen it before? All the lies, the deception, the half-truths were their own type of poison. It had a toxic effect on their friendship. Hiro already distanced herself from him. Now even Gordy seemed to be pulling away.

If I had a chance to do this all over again, I’d do it so different. The truth of that thought swept over him. God forgive me. Please forgive me.

“Did you hear me, Cooper?” Hiro’s voice sounded hard again. “I’m not letting you stall me.”

Cooper looked down at the candle. “I’m not stalling.” The flame flickered and danced. Squirming like his own gut. He felt like he’d fallen into a sewer. Only the sewage was his own dishonesty. He reeked with it. “I’m so done with the lies,” he whispered. “I’m sick of it.”

Gordy and Hiro stayed quiet. Maybe they didn’t know what to say or had the good sense to let him think. But their silence allowed the truth to fully surface in his mind. And he didn’t like what he saw. The Code was his idea. All his. He pushed it. Enforced it. And with every day they followed the Code, he got them deeper into a mess. And now Frank’s life was in danger. Because of him.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Cooper said. “It was all about our protection.” The flame settled into a glowing taper. “Mostly my own, I guess.” But if saving his hide meant losing the things he valued most—like best friends, and self-respect—then he’d made a very big mistake. Huge.

“I thought this would be like, you know, silence is golden. I mean, even the word golden sounds so right. But it wasn’t golden at all. It was fool’s gold. It was dark and wrong. Evil. I never thought it would turn out like this. Never.”

The candle flickered and bounced. It looked harmless enough, but fire was fire, and thanks to him all of them were going to have to walk through it.

“Somehow I lost my compass. I got us into this mess. It’s my fault. I’m so sorry.” He glanced up at Hiro. “I won’t let you down.”

Her eyes glistened in the candlelight. A single tear escaped and raced down her cheek. She didn’t seem to notice. Instead she gave a slight nod and smiled. Just a half smile. But it was something.

Gordy stood and slapped him on the back. “I knew you’d come around. I told Hiro you would. Talked her into giving you one more chance.”

Hiro didn’t say anything. Maybe she was still playing it safe.

Cooper studied her face. “Got a plan?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Hiro said. “Each of us talks to our parents. Tell them what happened. Then we all meet here at nine o’clock. We take the hard drive and go to the police. Together. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Gordy said.

Something bothered Cooper. Not the plan so much as the timing of it.

“Coop?” Hiro’s voice had the slightest shake in it.

It felt like déjà vu or something—the three of them making a pact. Only last time he’d been the one pressing for a commitment.

Her eyes weren’t hard and cold—the way she’d looked when she came in. He saw desperation. Pleading. Like she wasn’t just fighting for Frank. She was fighting for their friendship. She was trying to save him. Hiro was determined to do the right thing and that meant leaving their friendship behind if she had to. Somehow he knew that. She was moving on to a new place but she was throwing him a lifeline.

But there was a flaw in her plan. He was sure of it. “What if tomorrow is too late?”

Hiro stared at him. Her lips parted slightly like she wanted to say something. Or maybe it was realization hitting her.

“If the hospital notified the police that Frank is coming out of the coma, and Hammer is a dirty cop …” Cooper left the thought hanging for them to process.

Gordy’s eyes widened. “They’ll try to get him tonight.”

“Oh, no.” Hiro shook her head, fresh tears forming. “What if you’re right?”

What if Frank was already dead? Cooper couldn’t go there. “All I’m saying is that if we’re going to do this, we have to do it tonight.”

Gordy slumped down in his seat. “My parents are at a Halloween party. They won’t be back until late.”

Hiro nodded. “My mom is with them.”

“We could go to the police ourselves,” Cooper said.

“Without even talking to our parents first?” Gordy looked at him. “And if Hammer is in on it …” He looked at Cooper, then at Hiro. “I mean—that’s a lot more risky.”

Of course Gordy was right. Cooper knew that. And the sense that this was all his fault flooded back over Cooper again. How could he have ever thought any good could come from being dishonest?

“If we go together,” Hiro said, “it would be a little safer.”

Gordy eyed Cooper. “You don’t think they’d try something with all three of us, do you?”

How could he answer that? If the men were desperate enough to keep their sorry tails out of jail they’d do anything. And there may be a lot more they were hiding. Things that would come out if they were being investigated. Things they would want to keep hidden—at all costs. And if this involved organized crime in any way, they’d have the muscle and the means to do it.

“Coop?”

Cooper shook his head. “Maybe not.” But his mind kept saying something different. They needed their parents. The risk was too great even if all three of them went. How could he let his friends put their lives at risk for a mistake he’d made? If something happened to one of them because of him—he might as well be dead. He could never live with that.

In that instant he knew what he had to do. Goosebumps rose on his arms. He might not be able to protect himself anymore, but he could still protect them. His mouth went dry. If going to the police turned out to be a trap, he wasn’t about to let his friends walk into it. God help me. God, please help me. A plan began to take shape in his mind. He just needed time.

“Okay.” Cooper checked his watch, calculating how much time he’d need to work out his strategy. “It’s almost 8:00. We can hold off a little bit. Not much. Let’s meet back here at say, 11:00. Maybe our parents will be home by then.”

Gordy shrugged. “Maybe we should just wait here until they come home.”

“No—not here,” Cooper said. He said it way too fast. Almost blurted it out. He took a deep breath. Tried to look calm—however that’s supposed to look. “I just need some time,” Cooper said. “Alone.”

Hiro studied his face. He didn’t dare look away for fear she’d know he was hiding something. He definitely felt she was trying to read his mind. And with that women’s intuition stuff, sometimes it seemed she could.

“So let’s make sure we’re all agreeing to the same things.” Hiro didn’t take her eyes off him while she spoke. “We meet at 11:00 pm. Tonight. We’ll talk to our parents—then we’ll go to the police. Together. Are we all agreed?”

“Agreed.” Gordy didn’t hesitate.

Cooper didn’t want to lie. Not anymore. Not to his very best friends in the world. But he had to. One more time. Not for his protection. This time it was all about their safety.

“Coop?” Hiro’s voice was soft. Tinged with something else. Hope? Maybe. But it sounded a lot more like fear to Cooper. She knew him better than anybody. Did she guess what he planned to do?

He took a deep breath and whispered a silent prayer in his heart. Forgive me, God. Just one more stinking lie, and if you get me out of this, I’ll never lie again. He looked at Gordy, then back at Hiro. “I’m in.”
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Hiro ducked out of The Getaway’s cabin and took in a deep breath of the cool evening air. Thank you, God. This was a huge answer to prayer. Massive. Coop hadn’t lost his conscience—silenced it. But it seemed to be speaking to him now.

Yet she still didn’t feel as relieved as she thought she would. Maybe it was the thought of talking to her mom or going to the police. But that is exactly what she’d wanted to do for days now. Was it Frank? She idly rubbed her dad’s star hanging at her throat and tested the thought. Tried it on. No … Frank was going to be okay. She knew it.

It had to be Coop. She felt a definite heaviness the instant she thought of him. Gordy, on the other hand, looked like he could float off the deck. Like he could vault over the boat’s rail and land on his feet in the yard below.

The way Hiro saw it, Gordy had been through a lot in the last few days. He never said it, but she knew. He’d put himself in the middle—working both sides to try to bring the three of them together again.

The three of them. Again the heaviness. Would it be the same? How could she ever trust Coop again? Even now, she felt he was holding back. Hiding something.

Coop joined them on deck just as Gordy climbed over the side.

“Hiro, can I ask you something?” Coop took a step closer and smiled. The smile looked stiff. Plastic. Like he wanted to look casual but wasn’t feeling that way at all.

Hiro paused.

“What’s it like … when you get that feeling?”

A chill swept over her. How could she describe it? “It’s a sense of doom.” Like walking down a dark street and knowing someone or something is following. She felt her dad’s shield. “Sometimes it is so strong it feels like the room is getting smaller or darker. Like you know something terrible is going to happen and there is absolutely nothing you can do to stop it.”

He nodded. “Is that how it felt just before you heard about your dad?”

She felt the tears well up. She didn’t want to cry now. “Yeah.”

“And the other night, at Frank’s … before the robbery?”

“Exactly.” But she didn’t want to go back there. Not now. She didn’t feel strong enough.

“That is spooky,” Gordy said.

She swung one leg over the rail and started down toward him.

“Hiro.” Coop called her name just barely loud enough for her to hear.

She stopped and looked at his face.

“Got any feelings like that now?”

She shook her head, and the heaviness in her heart seemed more pronounced. “Maybe just a sense that we’re running out of time.”
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The minute Gordy and Hiro left the yard, Cooper climbed out of The Getaway and ran to the back door of his house. Fudge bounded alongside him, ready to be part of whatever came next. If only she could.

But this time he had to work alone. No Gordy. No Hiro. If things went south, well, at least he wouldn’t be dragging anyone else with him. He slipped inside a kitchen that had no color at all, only shades of gray near the windows and black in the shadows. He didn’t turn on the light, but whipped out his cell phone and dialed his dad.

“C’mon, Dad, pick up. Hear the phone.”

“Hello.”

“Dad? I—”

“This is Carson MacKinnon. Please leave a message after the beep.”

Nuts. Cooper redialed, but with no more luck than the first time. He hung up and tried to think. Fudge nuzzled his hand. For days he’d been totally focused on keeping everything secret. Now the Code felt like a time bomb in his hands. He had to get rid of it before anyone else got hurt. Before somebody bought Frank a transfer from a hospital bed to a coffin.

He checked his watch. For his plan to work, he needed his dad to pick up that phone. Now. With his back against the wall, he slid down and sat on the floor. He dialed again, praying that somehow his dad would hear the ring over the noise of the circus. When he got the answering machine this time, he knew he had to leave a message.

“Dad? It’s me. I need to talk to you. I need you here. I didn’t want to do this over the phone, but I don’t know what else to do.” He looked around in the dark kitchen. “I’ve been lying to you and Mom all week. I am so sorry. I—”, Cooper paused.

Was he sure he had to do this? He took a deep breath. No turning back now.

“I was at Frank ‘n Stein’s last Thursday. I saw everything. There were three men. The two I saw wore masks. They had cop pants on, so I was afraid to go to the police. Gordy and Hiro were there, too. We just barely escaped. One of the robbers got my house key. Said he’d find our home and kill us all if I told.”

Fudge stared at him, ears flat to her sides. Like she remembered the night. Remembered smelling Frank’s blood on his pants.

“So I made Gordy and Hiro form a pact of silence with me. I was hoping the robbers would be caught and we’d stay safe. It was wrong and stupid.” Warm tears ran down his cheeks.

He sat on the floor in the darkness with his back against the kitchen wall. “I’m the ‘mystery witness’ the police are looking for. They don’t know about Hiro and Gordy. This thing has gotten so out of control.” He hiked his knees up to his chest.

“I think Lunk’s dad is one of the men. And I think Detective Hammer is involved too. There’s one more cop involved, so it could be anybody.” Why had he ever lied in the first place?

“Anyway, Hiro told me Frank is coming out of the coma. And he knows who was behind the robbery, so if I don’t move fast, somebody might finish the job. Gordy and Hiro are meeting here tonight at 11:00, but I’m not waiting that long. I just didn’t want them to be in any more danger than I’ve already gotten them in. I’m the one who got them into this mess—and I’m going to get them out of it. I was hoping you and I could do it together.”

The words poured out. Gushed out. And as they did, the magnitude of his lies became more and more clear. Why hadn’t he done this before? Why didn’t he see it?

He’d been digging himself into a pit. A grave. And he’d been dragging Gordy and Hiro in with him. Now he had to dig out before it swallowed them whole.

He looked at the clock on the phone.

“I need you to come with me to the police before something happens to Frank. I’ll wait here ten minutes before I go to plan B. If I don’t hear from you I’ll call you one more time to tell you what I’m going to do.”

He pushed the disconnect button and sat there, heart racing. He’d spilled. Broken the Code. But he felt better. Cooper shook his head and checked the clock. Nineteen minutes to be out of the house. Barely enough time.

Cooper hustled up to his room and grabbed a notebook. Reaching under his bed, he found the phone he’d used to call the police and slid it in his back hip pocket. He felt for the diner keys and pocketed them along with his own cell. He grabbed his flashlight from beside his bed, turned it on, and set it on the desk. The light swiped across the lined paper and left a bright circle on the wall. He pulled out a pen and started writing.

Dear Gordy and Hiro,

I’m so sorry for the lies. So very, very, sorry. It was all wrong—and all my fault. I see that now. None of us would be in the mess we’re in if it wasn’t for me and the stupid Code. Which is why I’m going to break the Code now without you. I got us into this, and I’m going to get us out of it. I have a plan, but it’s risky. If something happened to one of you I could never forgive myself. If I haven’t gotten here and destroyed this note before you’re reading this, something must have gone wrong.
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He scribbled as fast as he could, briefly outlining his plan—just in case. Ending it was the hard part. Would this be it? Would he ever see them again?

You’re the best friends a guy could ever have. If I get out of this somehow, I’ll never lie to you again, or ask you to lie for me. I was stupid. I can’t undo things, but I can make sure Frank stays safe. And I have to try to fix things so you two aren’t in danger either. –Coop

He checked the time, turned off the flashlight and gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. Six minutes. He’d squared things with his parents, and now with his friends. But he was still missing someone. A big someone.

“I’m sorry, God.” He whispered, but knew God heard him just as clearly as if he’d shouted. “Help me fix this mess—and please, don’t let Frank die.”

Coming clean with God should have made him feel better. And it probably would if he could stop thinking about what he had to do next.

“Let’s go, girl.” He moved through the house without turning on one light. Fudge trotted beside him the whole time. He flicked his flashlight on once in the laundry room. The hard drive sat right where Mom left it. Stuffing the hard drive in his pocket, he noticed his hand shaking. C’mon, Coop. Get a chest.

“Alright, Fudge,” he whispered. “Let’s get this note to The Getaway before I go.”

Cooper opened the back door, and after being sure it looked safe, jogged across the yard. Fudge’s chain jangled as she loped beside him. Climbing into the boat, he unlocked the cabin door and ducked inside. He left the note centered on the table. Flicking his flashlight on, he laid it on top of the note so they wouldn’t miss it. The batteries would easily last long enough to do the job. He did the same with his dad’s flashlight, just to be sure. Backing out of the cabin, he left the wooden door unlocked.

Back down on the ground, he ran to the shed and pulled out his bike.

“Almost done, girl.” He slipped back into the house and held the door for her to follow. “The rest I do on my own.” She looked at him and cocked her head to one side as if questioning his judgment. Cooper questioned it himself. He kneeled down and gave her a quick hug.

He was right on schedule—but hopelessly late at the same time. Days late. He should have done this sooner. He pulled his phone out and dialed his dad, praying he’d pick up.

When the recorded message started, Cooper felt weak. The beep sounded, and he outlined the final details of Plan B. He finished with a simple, “Please forgive me. I’ll never lie to you again. I love you and Mom. Mattie too.” He disconnected—and felt strangely distant from his family. He was all alone in this—God help him. And he was going to need it.

Suddenly Fudge stiffened, ears alert.

“What is it girl?”

Fudge let out a howl and bounded down the hall.

“Fudge,” Cooper hissed. “Come back.”

She didn’t even look back. Cooper followed at a distance. She was in the family room now, barking at the window.

Kids trick or treating?

Cooper moved silently through the hall, staying completely within the shadows. A silhouette darkened one pane. Somebody was there. Cooper could make out hands cupped around a man’s face, trying to see inside. And he wasn’t looking for candy.

They found me. Please help me, God. Please help me.

Apparently Fudge’s barking shook up the intruder, because a moment later the head was gone. But where?

Fudge ran to another window and barked. By her tone Cooper knew she didn’t see anything. She was still trying to scare the guy off. Cooper prayed it worked. It certainly was doing a number on him.

Suddenly she bolted to the front door again, barking like crazy. Somebody was there. It’s one of them. They have the key.

Arms out in front of him to feel the walls, Cooper hurried to the kitchen, thankful he’d left all the lights off. He had to get out of here. Now.

Fudge barked like mad in the other room. Maybe she would provide just the diversion he needed to get away.

He crawled to the back door and wished he could stay. Just hide here in the darkness until his dad got home. But that wouldn’t help Frank now. And the man out front wasn’t about to wait either.

After straining to see any movement in the backyard, Cooper reached for the handle and opened the door. Fudge never saw him sneak out the back. And he hoped whoever was creeping around outside didn’t see him either.
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Silently, Cooper crept to the back gate with his bike. He peered through the cedar slats toward the front yard. A bright Halloween moon gave him a clear view, but that also meant he’d be easy to spot. The guy could be in any of the shadows along the house and Cooper would never see him.

He lifted the latch and opened the door just a crack. A gust of wind swirled a gang of leaves out from the darkness. Cooper raised his hands, ready to fight. Nothing came at him. He stared into the shadows.

This was nuts. Either he had to get back in the house and lock the door, or get on his bike and ride. He had no protection here. Whoever was out front would likely circle to the backyard. Cooper would be trapped. He could hear Fudge barking inside. Even she wouldn’t be able to help now.

Okay. Okay. Let’s do this. Cooper heaved open the heavy wooden gate. The hinges moaned as he swung a leg over his bike and stood on the pedals. Every muscle strained as he pumped to get up speed. Cutting across the lawn, he kept wide of the shadows along the house and raced straight for the street.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw something move. He glanced over his shoulder. Someone ran right for him.

“Stop!”

Legs churning, he picked up speed.

“Stop!”

Lunk’s voice. But Cooper wasn’t about to stop now. And certainly not for him. Where was Lunk’s dad? He pedaled harder.

The wind howled in his ears, drowning out everything but the sounds of his own prayers looping through his head. Please, God. Please, God. Please, God.

He banked the corner off Fremont and onto School Drive, staying in the middle of the street. He didn’t dare look back. As much as Lunk claimed to care about Frank, his loyalty to his dad was greater.

If Lunk’s dad was with him, they’d give chase by car. Cooper cut right onto Campbell Drive, jumped the curb and flew through Kimball Hill Park. They’d expect he’d be heading to the police and try to head him off—but that’s where they’d figure wrong. Instead of taking the footbridge, Cooper flew out of the park and through the parking lot toward Kirchoff Road. The same route he’d taken home just a week before. There was no time to take the tunnel.

The hard drive pressed against his leg with every turn of the pedals, and the rhythm kept him cranking like a machine. Pain stabbed his side but he still didn’t let up his pace.

He saw the OPEN sign switch off at Frank ‘n Stein’s. Perfect. Checking for cars, he whipped across Kirchoff. Frank’s set of keys were in his pocket. He’d use them if he had to.

Cooper saw Mr. Stein shuffle into the kitchen. “Mr. Stein!” Skidding to a stop, he dumped his bike by the front door.

“Mr. Stein!” Cooper stood panting on cement legs and banged on the glass door.

Stein turned and smiled. He pointed to his watch and shrugged.

“Let me in. Please.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I’m being chased.”

The smile slid off Mr. Stein’s face and he rushed to the front door, fumbling with keys as he went.

Cooper heard the bolt slide and he yanked the door open.

“Cooper?”

“Lock it!” Cooper pulled the door closed behind him.

Stein locked the door and scanned the lot as he did. “Who’s chasing you?”

Cooper held up one hand, trying to catch his breath. “I’ll explain. But I need to hide.”

“Behind the counter.” He pointed. “Hurry.”

Scooting through the opening, Cooper ducked behind the counter. He was back. Hiding behind the very same counter but on the other side this time. The side Frank had been on.

Mr. Stein squeezed through the counter and stood, back to the kitchen, but still looking out the front windows. “So what happened? You break a window or something?” He grinned.

Cooper shook his head. “Somebody was at my house—trying to get in, I think.” He could see the confusion on Mr. Stein’s face.

“So you came here?”

“My parents are out. And I had to talk to you, and then someone was sneaking around the house.”

Mr. Stein still looked confused. Cooper took a deep breath. Time to break the Code, for the second time.

“It’s, ah, about the robbery.”

Stein’s jaw opened slightly and his eyes bored into Cooper.

“I saw everything. And they’re on to me.”

“You?” Stein took a step back. “Exactly what did you see?”

“I didn’t hurt Frank. Honest. There were three men.”

Mr. Stein eyed him. Like he was trying to decide if Cooper was telling the truth.

“Look, they came to my home. They’re going to kill me. And Frank, too, unless we can stop them.”

“Frank?”

“He knew who was behind it. I could tell by something he said. And now he’s coming out of his coma.”

“What?”

Cooper nodded. “Look, we have to do something before they find me, or hurt Frank.”

Mr. Stein reached under the counter by the register and pulled out a handgun. He jammed it in the back of his pants’ waistband.

Cooper stared. “Is that real?”

“Sure is. And loaded.” Mr. Stein wiped his palm on his apron like the gun left some invisible film on his hand. “I borrowed this after the robbery. Nobody is ever going to rob us again. Don’t worry. I’m not going to let anybody get at you or hurt Frank.”

Cooper felt himself relax. He was safe now. He’d done the right thing.

Someone banged against the front windows, making both of them jump.

“Mr. Stein,” Lunk’s voice called from outside. “I know MacKinnon’s in there. Don’t trust him. He’s playing some kind of game. He was here the night of the robbery. I’m sure of it.”

Mr. Stein hesitated.

“He’s hiding something, Mr. Stein. Let me in or I’m going to the police.”

The co-owner moved toward the opening.

“Don’t do it,” Cooper pleaded. Lunk would never go to the police. He’d be turning in his own dad. “He’s lying.” It seemed strange, him accusing someone else of being a liar. “I-I think he may be involved in the robbery.”

“Neil Lunquist?”

Hiding was pointless now. Cooper stood. Lunk was at the door, his face pressed up to the glass between cupped hands. What was Lunk up to? This had to be a trick to get Stein to open the door. Maybe his dad was hiding around the corner.

“Open up. Please.” Lunk shrunk away from the door and raised his hands as if to show he came in peace.

Cooper shook his head. “I don’t like this.”

Mr. Stein patted his belt. “I can handle him. But I need to get down to the bottom of this.” He scooted through the opening in the counter.

If Mr. Stein knew about Lunk’s dad, he wouldn’t go near that door. Cooper had to say something. Stop him.

Mr. Stein slid the key into the lock and turned the latch.

“Wait, you don’t understand,” Cooper practically shouted.

Stein cracked open the door but held it there. He gave Cooper an over-the-shoulder “this better be good” look.

“I think his dad was one of the robbers—and that Lunk told him about the safe.”

Lunk yanked the door open and glared at him. “I never did anything to hurt Frank Mustacci.” He shook a finger at Cooper. “And neither did my dad.” He pushed past Mr. Stein and charged Cooper.
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Cooper took a step back. Lunk vaulted over the counter and grabbed fistfuls of Cooper’s sweatshirt. Staggering backwards, he tried to regain his balance. Something caught his legs and he slammed to the floor.

Lunk followed him down, his weight knocking the wind out of Cooper when they landed. Pinning him to the floor with one hand, Lunk cocked back his fist.

Cooper closed his eyes and jerked his head to one side. Searing pain exploded below his right eye. He couldn’t see, could hardly breathe.

Lunk’s fist hammered him again.

Cooper felt like his eye would burst. He raised his head, squirmed to get free.

Lunk landed a punch squarely on Cooper’s nose, snapping his head back to the tile floor. Then Lunk was gone.

Through bleary eyes Cooper saw Mr. Stein drag Lunk to his feet.

“Let me go!” Lunk struggled to get loose.

Mr. Stein held him steady. “Back off, Neil, or I’ll give you a taste of your own medicine.”

Cooper felt warm blood running from his nose to his chin. Tasted it on his lips. His face burned and tingled like he’d been dragged across the parking lot. He propped himself on one elbow and lightly touched his eye.

Lunk’s shoulders slumped, and he stopped fighting.

“Now,” Mr. Stein relaxed his grip. “I’m going to lock the door so we don’t have any more visitors. Don’t move. Understand?”

Lunk nodded, but glared at Cooper.

Mr. Stein was back in seconds. He hefted the stool from the arcade game over the counter and walked through the opening himself. He set the stool in front of Cooper and motioned Lunk toward one in front of the drive-thru window several feet away. “Sit.”

Cooper got up and sat on the stool. Lunk retreated to the drive-thru window several feet away and did the same.

Mr. Stein handed Cooper a small stack of napkins and studied his face.

“You’re going to have one nasty shiner. Let’s get some ice.”

Cooper blotted his nose and mouth and stared at the bright red blood on the napkins. The image of Frank’s bloody apron flashed in his mind.

Ice cubes rattled through the soft drink dispenser and Mr. Stein caught them in a white dishtowel. He twisted the towel and handed the pack to Cooper.

“Alright, Cooper.” Mr. Stein crossed his arms across his chest and leaned against the counter. “Explain what’s going on.”

Cooper eased the pack onto his throbbing eye. He took a deep breath, and broke the Code of Silence for good. Shattered it. Every detail—except the facts that Hiro and Gordy were with him.

When he’d finished, Mr. Stein shook his head and whistled. “So you think it was cops?”

“They wore cop pants.” He put the ice pack down and traced the swelling with his finger.

“And you believe Neil gave his dad, also known as ‘Mr. Lucky,’ information about the safe. Is that right?”

Lunk jumped off his stool. “That’s a lie!”

Mr. Stein took a step forward like he expected Lunk to start round two.

“Honest, Mr. Stein, I didn’t know anything about the safe—and if I did, I wouldn’t have told anybody, especially my dad.”

Cooper watched Lunk with his good eye. The other was closing up fast. “Frank figured out someone on the inside was involved.”

“Baloney.” Lunk sat back down, an angry scowl creasing his face. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt him.”

He sounded convincing. And Mr. Stein seemed to be buying it. “What about your dad?”

Lunk glared at Cooper. “My dad is a total loser. I admit that. But he never hurt Frank either.”

Mr. Stein looked like he didn’t know what to believe. “Cooper, do you have any proof that Neil’s dad was involved?”

“Hiro saw Lunk and his dad arguing right here the night of the burglary. Lunk wanted him to stay out of sight.”

Lunk thumped the counter with his fist. “What does that prove?”

“And I heard you and your dad talking after we launched the potato at your shed.”

“That was you?” Lunk clenched his fists, but stayed on the stool.

“You told him you wanted him to leave,” Cooper blurted out. “You said he had the money. That he got what he came for. That he needed to leave town.”

Lunk’s chin shook. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked angry enough to do more face painting with his fists. “The cops came to our house and asked my dad some questions. Then they left. If they had a shred of evidence, don’t you think the police would have hauled him in?”

“Not if the detective was covering for him.” Maybe Lunk didn’t have any idea what really happened. He sure seemed to believe what he said. And he backed it up with his fists.

Lunk’s head dropped forward. “My dad drifts in whenever he really needs cash. My mom gave him a couple hundred bucks. That’s it. He’ll blow most of that on booze.” He looked up through shards of dark hair. “He hurts my mom. Scares her. Makes her worry too much.” He sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “She needs me to protect her. I just wanted him to leave.”

Cooper’s throat swelled and burned like the area around his eye. Whatever Lunk’s dad had done, Lunk didn’t have anything to do with it. Cooper had misjudged Lunk. For a long time.

Mr. Stein took a deep breath and blew it out loudly. “So Cooper, what made you come to me?”

“I knew you’d believe me after the things you said this afternoon. And if you didn’t, the security camera footage would back me up.”

“And I could go with you to the police. Is that right?”

“That was my plan. I wanted to wait for my dad and tell him first, but he took my family to the circus. When I heard Frank was coming out of the coma I knew I’d have to do it on my own. We have to hurry to protect him.”

“Do you have the hard drive?”

Cooper fished it out of his pocket. The connecter cables were still sticking out of it. He handed it to Mr. Stein and immediately felt relief. Freedom.

Mr. Stein bounced it in his palm a couple of times like he was testing its weight. “This is all we need. This changes everything.”

Lunk stood. “Are you going to play it?”

Mr. Stein motioned for him to sit back down. “First I’m calling my lawyer. We’ll let him decide what to do next.”

Mr. Stein punched a number into his cell and disappeared around the corner of the dining area to talk. An uneasy silence separated Cooper and Lunk.

Cooper wished his dad was here. He checked his watch. 9:30. Maybe this would all be over before 11:00. He’d get back to The Getaway and get rid of the note to Gordy and Hiro. As soon as they got there he’d tell them it was done. That Frank was safe, and they had nothing more to fear.

Mr. Stein rounded the corner, snapped his cell shut, and leaned against the counter again. “He’s on his way.”

“Does he believe me?” Cooper shot a glance at Lunk.

“He has no reason not to.” Mr. Stein paced again. “And what’s more important, I believe you.” He stopped and looked at Cooper. “You did the right thing tonight. A brave thing. Don’t worry. This will all be over soon.”

This will all be over soon. How many times had Cooper tried to comfort himself with those very words over the last week? One lie followed another like links in a chain. This will all be over soon. And with every lie the chain got longer, heavier. Imprisoning him.

Cooper’s phone rang. He snagged it from his pocket and checked the screen. Hiro. Probably wanting to talk him into meeting earlier. Too late for that now. Best to just not pick up. Stall her off. He stuffed it back in his pocket and let it ring.

“Will your lawyer make sure Frank gets protection?”

Lunk’s voice shook Cooper free from his thoughts.

Mr. Stein nodded. “Count on it.”

Cooper felt a measure of relief. Frank was going to be okay—something he never thought he’d be able to say after seeing him the night of the robbery.

He wondered if blood still stained the carpet running along the counter. He scanned the carpet looking for the telltale marks. Frank’s head had been just about exactly where Mr. Stein stood. If he would just take a step to one side or the other with those fancy looking cowboy boots he’d be able to tell for sure.

Cowboy boots. Cooper froze. He’d seen them before. With the gator skin toe piece. Standing in almost exactly the same spot as he’d seen them the first time.

God, no. No, please. Cooper felt dizzy. Lightheaded. His stomach swirled like the stitching on Stein’s boots. Lunk had been telling the truth. His dad wasn’t the third man in the robbery. It was Mr. Stein. And now he had the hard drive. He had a gun. And he had them.


CHAPTER 56

Gordy checked the driveway from his bedroom window again. He couldn’t remember a time he was more anxious to see his parents’ car pull up.

He wished he’d stayed with Coop. But then, it was pretty clear Coop wanted to be alone. Which hurt just a little. Maybe Coop felt the same way when he heard that he’d been making plans with Hiro. He recognized the look on his cousin’s face.

Since when did they start keeping secrets from each other? He thought about that for a minute. It was when they started keeping secrets from everybody else. When they agreed to leading a secret life with the Code of Silence. Never again.

But Coop was back now. They were together again. Tonight they’d break the lousy Code for good. Things were going to be okay with the three of them. And Frank would be safe. But still, his stomach felt knotted again.

Maybe it was the thought of going to the police. Sure, that still scared him. But the thought of trying to keep what they’d seen a secret any longer scared him more.

He looked down the street at Coop’s house. The lights were still off. He checked his watch. Over an hour to go. He stood and paced. This waiting was driving him crazy. He stared through the window again—and saw a vehicle cruising the block. Slow. With one headlight out.

NO. He dropped to the floor and peeked through the corner of the window. It was an SUV. It passed Cooper’s house, then sped up and suddenly turned off Fremont and disappeared around the corner. They were looking for Coop!

Gordy’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He saw Hiro’s name flash onto the screen just as he picked it up. Her mom must be home.

“Hiro?”

“Have you talked to Coop?”

She sounded out of breath. And scared.

“No … you?”

“Just tried. He’s not picking up.”

Gordy’s stomach twisted. “Maybe he’s-”

“I’m getting a bad feeling about this. Real bad. And dark.”

Gordy pressed the phone closer to his ear and bolted from his room, taking the stairs to the first floor two at a time. “Meet me at Coop’s—now.”

“Already on my way.”

He stopped at the front door, checking the street in both directions before racing across the front yard. “Be careful. I just saw an SUV cruise by the house … with only one headlight.”

“Dear God, no,” Hiro cried.

“The feeling.” Gordy’s mouth went dry. “Is it getting worse, or darker?”

Hiro let out what sounded like a sob. “By the second!”


CHAPTER 57

Cooper’s mind whirled back to the robbery. Suddenly it all made sense. The moment the guy in the Elvis mask mentioned the safe, Frank realized it was an inside job. Knew it was his partner. Someone aware of his personal safe and that he kept a lot of money inside. No wonder Mr. Lucky stayed in the car during that part of the robbery. He couldn’t take the chance that his partner might recognize him.

Stein started pacing back and forth along the kitchen side of the counter. “So your parents are out at the circus?”

“Yeah, but I left him a message on his cell.” He said it too fast. Did it sound panicky? Slow down, Cooper. “I told him I was coming here to talk to you.”

Stein clenched his jaw. Like this was bad news.

Cooper looked past him toward the front door. He had to get out of here. Now. And he had to bring the hard drive with him. If Stein looked at it he’d see Gordy and Hiro were there too.

Cooper still had the keys in his pocket. But how could he get past Stein? Maybe if Lunk helped, but he didn’t have a clue as to who Stein really was or the danger they were in.

What if I’m wrong? What if Mr. Stein just happened to have the same type of boots as the robber? Cooper wanted to believe that but he knew it was a stretch. Still, Cooper had to be sure.

He dug in his pocket and pulled out his cell. Cooper tried to sound casual, but his voice didn’t even sound normal to himself. “I think I should try my dad again.”

“Let’s hold on that call,” Stein said.

The hair prickled on his arms. Stein has no intention of letting me make a call.

“My lawyer will be here any minute. Let’s just sit tight.”

Lawyer? Did he really call a lawyer? Maybe. He certainly was going to need one now. Cooper checked the parking lot. But what if Stein called them? What if he called Elvis or Mr. Clown? He had to get out of this place. Get out or die.

Cooper stood. “I think I’ll park my bike better while we’re waiting.”

“Sit down.” Stein plastered on a smile. “We wait for the lawyer.”

Every bit of doubt dissolved. Stein was the man.

Stein walked to the front window. He peered down Kirchoff Road and checked his watch.

He could run for the back door, but what if it was locked? Stein would pick him off like a target in a shooting gallery. The gun was the problem. Cooper stared at the handle of the revolver sticking out from Stein’s belt. Could he get it? Bolt off the stool and grab it? He had to try something before whoever Stein called showed up. God help me. God help me.

He motioned to Lunk so stay quiet with a finger to his lips. Lunk definitely looked confused. Cooper stood silently and slipped through the pass-thru in the ordering counter. Stein’s back was still to him—only five feet away.

“Mr. Stein!” Lunk shouted.

Cooper lunged for the gun—felt the grip in his hand.

Stein whirled around and swung a backhand at Cooper’s face. The blow blinded him for an instant, but he managed to tug the gun free.

Lunk plowed into him and took him down in a rough tackle. Cooper slammed down hard, the gun skittering out of his grip. He clawed for the gun, but Stein’s boot came down on his hand hard.

Stein scooped up the revolver and pointed it at Cooper. “Easy, boy.” Sweat trickled down his forehead. “Move back into the kitchen. Both of you.”

Lunk rolled off. “What?”

“Move.” Stein motioned toward the stools with the gun.

Lunk looked totally confused. “I was helping you.”

“Noted,” Stein said. “Now get on the other side of the counter. Quickly.”

Lunk shuffled around the counter and sat. Cooper followed.

Stein waved his gun at Cooper. “Put your cell on the counter.”

Cooper obeyed, but left the phone from Walmart where it was.

“Mr. Lunquist, do you have a phone too?”

Lunk shook his head.

“Turn out your pockets.”

Lunk stood slowly, pulled out his pockets. Empty. “What’s going on?” Lunk looked at Stein, then at Cooper.

“He’s the inside man,” Cooper said. “Aren’t you, Mr. Stein?”

“What?” Lunk whispered.

If Lunk was afraid, his face didn’t show it. Only disbelief.

“I was wrong about your dad, Lunk. Mr. Stein is ‘Mr. Lucky.’“

“Now I know you’re crazy, MacKinnon.” Lunk stood.

Stein leveled the revolver directly at Lunk. “Sit down, Mr. Lunquist.”

Lunk’s jaw opened slightly and he sat back down.

“Sorry, guys.” Stein looked like he really meant it. Like this whole thing had gotten a lot bigger than he ever figured it would. Just like Cooper’s lies. “How did you know?”

“Cowboy boots.”

Stein shook his head and gave a half smile. “What are the odds of that?” He opened the register and pulled the bills from the tray. Twenty’s, ten’s, five’s, one’s. He stacked the currency, folded them in half, and jammed them in his pocket.

He was robbing his own store. Again.

“Thanks to you,” he looked directly at Cooper, “it looks like I’m going to need a little traveling money.”

“The guy you called isn’t a lawyer, is he?” Lunk looked like the energy had just been drained out of him.

“No,” Stein glanced at Cooper, “and not a cop either. Hammer was on your side. Lucky for me, you didn’t figure that out sooner.” He reached into Frank’s hospital fund jar and pulled out the bills.

Not a cop. He’d been wrong the whole time. About so many things. Hiro had misjudged Lunk but she pegged the cop part right. At least Hiro and Gordy weren’t tangled up in this. But if Stein looked at the hard drive, they were doomed.

“Why?” The question came out before Cooper could stop it.

Stein slid the hard drive in a paper sack. “I’ve had a streak of bad luck lately. I borrowed from some people who don’t like late payments. Big money. They don’t mess around when it comes to money—not with that many zeroes behind it.”

Hiro’s brother was right. The robbery was connected to organized crime. Whoever he’d called wasn’t coming to help. They were going to clean up Stein’s mess.

“Gambling?” Lunk’s voice was so quiet Cooper could hardly hear it.

Stein nodded. “When the debts piled up, I knew Frank’s safe was the answer. He never trusted banks, you know.”

“He shouldn’t have trusted you either,” Cooper said.

“Nobody was supposed to get hurt. If Frank had kept his mouth shut everything would have been okay.” Stein shrugged. “Guess a little of my bad luck rubbed off on him.”

“What will happen to Frank?” Lunk’s voice shook.

Mr. Stein slid the sack next to the register and sighed. “I really don’t know. Nothing, I hope. But it’s out of my hands now.”

Out of his hands? What did that mean?

Lunk clenched his jaw. And his fists.

“Lunk,” Cooper said. “I’m sorry I suspected your dad in this. I messed up.”

Lunk waved him off and shook his head. “I had it wrong too.” Lunk studied Cooper’s face. He seemed to be doing a bit of damage assessment. “Sorry about your face.”

Stein’s phone rang. He shifted the gun to the other hand and fished his cell from his pocket. He listened for a moment. “The back door is open.” He looked out the front window. “But there’s a bike out front, too. Make that two bikes. Listen, can’t we—.” He paused for a moment, shoulders slumping. “I’ll unlock the front door.”

Stein clearly wasn’t calling the shots here.

He snapped the phone shut and pocketed it while moving through the opening in the counter backwards. “You boys sit tight.” Backing all the way to the front door, he kept his eyes on the boys and after digging in his pocket, pulled out a small ring of keys.

Run. Was it his voice or someone else’s? Cooper couldn’t tell. But this was his chance. Cooper glanced at Lunk. Eyes bright, Lunk seemed to be thinking the same thing.

“Back door.” Cooper whispered so only Lunk could hear him.

Lunk answered with his eyes.

Cooper heard the lock in the front door slide open.

He bolted from his chair and ran through the kitchen, Lunk right behind him.

“Stop!” Stein roared. “I’ll shoot!”

“Keep going,” Lunk shouted.

Suddenly the back door burst open. A man stepped inside wearing an Elvis mask and holding a gun.


CHAPTER 58

Hiro saw Gordy pounding on Cooper’s front door when she rode up. She dumped her bike on the grass and ran up to the front porch. Fudge barked like crazy from the other side of the door.

“Coop? It’s me. Gordy. You in there?” He looked at her and shrugged.

Hiro read Cooper’s note to potential trick-or-treaters and instantly knew where to find him.

“The Getaway.” She bolted off the front porch and ran for the gate in the cedar fence with Gordy right behind her. The gate hung wide open … and the dark feelings closed in a little more.

“Coop!” She called for him even as she climbed over the transom of the Getaway. “It’s us.” She knocked on the wooden hatch. “Coop?”

Gordy reached around her and opened it.

Hiro squeezed past him and stood inside. The flashlights illuminated a note on the table. Snatching a light, she began to read.

Gordy looked over her shoulder. “What does it say?”

Her eyes flew over the words. “No, no, no, Coop. NO!”

“What!?” Gordy reached for the note.

Hiro pulled it away and kept reading. “He’s doing this without us. And he’s in trouble. I know it.”

She could feel it. Stronger than what she’d felt a week ago at Frank’s. More like the suffocating darkness she’d felt just before the police officers showed up at their door with the news about her dad. “God, no. Not Coop. Please, Father, not him, too.” The words blurred on the page, and she crumpled the note and threw it to the cabin floor.

Gordy picked it up and tried to read it by the moonlight streaming in from the porthole. “Where did he go—does it say?”

She nodded, already dialing 9–1–1. “Frank ‘n Stein’s.”

Gordy looked ghostly pale in the light of the flashlight. “I’ll get my bike.”


CHAPTER 59

Both boys stood with their hands above their heads in the back of Frank ‘n Stein’s kitchen.

“Told you I’d find you.” Elvis fished a key out of his pocket and held it up. Cooper’s key. “Guess we won’t be needing this anymore.” He tossed it at Cooper’s feet. “But then again you won’t either.”

Elvis kept a wide stance with the gun trained on the boys. He clapped Stein on the back. “Well, Mr. Lucky. Maybe your luck is changing.”

Gun still in hand, Stein gave a little nod.

“Either of them have cell phones?”

Stein nodded. “Already got ‘em.”

A third man hustled through the front door and made his way through the kitchen. He held a gun in his hand, with a second one stuck in his belt.

“Both bikes are in the creek. We’re all set.” He didn’t wear a mask, but his hoarse voice worked like a vocal ID. Mr. Clown.

Elvis stepped forward. “Into the cooler.” He nodded toward the walk-in freezer.

Freezer. Brown’s Chicken. No. Not there. God, help us.

“Please …” Cooper pleaded with Mr. Stein.

Stein looked away like there was nothing he could do. Elvis was clearly King.

Elvis took a step closer. “Get inside and sit tight. We need to explain to Mr. Lucky how he’s going to tie up some loose ends.”

“We’ll keep our mouths shut.” Lunk looked at Cooper. “Right?”

Cooper nodded.

“Like you planned when you came here tonight?” Elvis snickered. “Move.” He raised the gun.

We’re the loose ends. Cooper pulled the heavy latch and swung open the insulated metal door. A blast of frigid air met his swollen face. A single light bulb illuminated the small room. Dozens of boxes filled the metal racks lining both sides of the freezer. He stepped inside with Lunk right behind him. Please, God. Please, God. He hiked his shoulders up, cringing at the thought of a bullet ripping through him at any moment.

The door slammed behind them like a vault. Or maybe a crypt.

“I thought they were going to shoot us,” Lunk said over the noise of the high-powered fan whirring inside. “Think they’ll leave us here to freeze?”

Cooper shook his head. In his gut he knew Elvis wasn’t going to leave anything to chance. Not this time. “They’ll make sure we’re dead before they leave. He’s going to make Mr. Stein do it.” He feared the door might swing open at any moment. He and Lunk would face a firing squad.

Lunk nodded, eyes wide—like he knew. These guys weren’t about to leave any witnesses around to identify them. He looked around the freezer and pointed at the ceiling. “What about crawling out the vent?”

The duct was big enough, and they could stack boxes to make a stairway up, but the vent cover was a problem. About twenty screws held it in place. “We’d need a screwdriver. Got a pocketknife?”

Lunk shook his head. He climbed up the rack and pulled on the vent cover. It didn’t budge. Jumping back to the floor he stood there, wrapping his arms around himself against the cold.

Even if they had the tools, Cooper doubted they’d have time. He dropped to his knees. “God, forgive me, I’ve been wrong about everything. Save us. Show me what to do. Keep Hiro and Gordy safe. And Frank.”

“You praying?” Lunk squatted down beside him.

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

Cooper stood, scanning the freezer, but kept an eye on the door. An emergency handle and latch assembly provided a sure escape for someone accidentally stuck inside, but they had the opposite problem. How to keep the robbers outside from getting in? He looked at the handle and back at the metal racks. An idea flashed through his mind.

“Thank you, God.” Instantly he unbuckled his belt and whipped it through the loops on his pants. “We need to be sure they can’t open the door.”

Cooper threaded his leather belt through the door handle, wrapped it several times around the one of the metal uprights for the shelves, and buckled it.

Lunk pulled on the belt to test it. “That’ll slow them down.” He took off his belt and did the same, testing it with a hard pull. It held fast. His breath chugged out in little white puffs of steam. “This metal door.” He looked at Cooper. “Think a bullet could get through?”

The door was thick, but probably filled with insulation, not solid metal. Cooper looked around. Boxes and boxes of frozen hotdogs, beef, and buns were neatly stacked on the racks. He lugged a box of hotdogs off the shelf.

“Let’s stack ‘em in front of the door. Make a shield.”

Lunk and Cooper stacked boxes like madmen.

When the wall of cartons reached waist high Cooper stopped and dug in his back pocket. The phone. He pulled it out and held it for Lunk to see.

“You have two phones?”

“I’ll call for help.” He turned on the power button and waited for the phone to come to life. C’mon, c’mon.

“You call.” Lunk reached for another box and hefted it onto their growing shield. “I’ll stack.”

Cooper pushed the SEND button, redialing the last number he’d called. He held it to his ear with a shaking hand. Please, God. Please, God.

On the third ring someone picked up.

“Hammer.”

“It’s me—! I need help!”

“Golden boy?”

“Yeah—Cooper MacKinnon—I messed up.”

“Where are you?” His voice was tough. All business.

“Locked in the freezer at Frank ‘n Stein’s. They’re going to kill us.”

“Hold on, buddy. I’m on my way.”

Lunk slid a box in place. The wall stood nearly to his chest.

Cooper pocketed the phone, grabbed a box, and started another row along the bottom to make the wall double thick.

Someone tried to pull the door open, then pounded on it.

Both boys stopped.

“Open the door. Now!” The voice was muffled, but not enough to miss the rage in it.

Someone yanked on the door again. The belts held.

“Last chance, boys. We just want to talk.”

Cooper eyed the belts. “God please don’t let them get in here.”

“Get down,” Lunk hissed. He dropped flat on the ground.

Cooper pressed himself against the icy floor next to him.

And the men opened fire.


CHAPTER 60

Gunshots thundered from outside the insulated room. Bullets ripped through the door and slammed into the boxes. Others thudded high into the wall on the opposite side of the freezer. It sounded more like Fourth of July than Halloween.

Cooper felt the makeshift wall of boxes shudder every time a bullet lodged in it. He hugged the ground, wishing he could burrow through it to safety. He heard himself screaming.

Lunk tucked himself in a ball next to him, screaming as loud as the gunfire itself.

The gunfire stopped. And so did Cooper.

Lunk’s screams morphed into sobs and moans.

Cooper kept his head low but spoke directly into Lunk’s ear. “Follow my lead.” Lunk looked at him with wild eyes. He blinked once, then nodded.

Blam! Blam! Blam! Bullets slammed into the wall of boxes.

Cooper kept his eyes locked on Lunk’s. “Scream.”

Cooper shrieked and hollered while Lunk did the same.

Gunshots came faster now like two guns were blazing.

Cooper drew one finger across his throat and put his hand over Lunk’s mouth.

Lunk seemed to understand. He clenched his teeth like he was determined not to let out a sound.

“No!” Cooper howled, rolling onto his back. “You killed him. I won’t talk. Please, stop!”

Three more shots.

Cooper stopped abruptly. Lunk watched him wide-eyed.

Two more bullets hammered the back wall. Cooper kept his mouth shut.

Pieces of insulation, scraps of cardboard and smoke filled the air. Cooper’s body tensed, bracing for another round, but nothing came. Were they reloading? Did they leave?

Somebody pulled on the door again. The belts did their job.

Cooper put one finger to his lips. Lunk nodded.

“One more clip.”

It sounded like Elvis, but Cooper couldn’t be sure.

The room exploded in gunfire. The second shot took out the light bulb, covering them with darkness and shards of glass. The blackness brought its own terror, and a strange sense of protection at the same time. Bullets slammed into the boxes or the back wall.

Eight shots. Maybe nine. Cooper lost count, but his ears rang with the echos of them. Then silence. The kind of silence when you just know something is about to jump out at you.

Icy fingers reached up from the floor and gripped his gut. So this is what it feels like to be in the county morgue.

Light from the holes in the door cast eerie beams against the back wall. Frosty, smoke-like swirls twisted and turned in the beams like they were squirming in the agony of death.

Are they gone? The question looped in his brain. Or are they waiting outside the door—listening just like me.

Cooper started shivering. He felt Lunk’s hand on his shoulder, pressing hard. Trying to let him know he was alive or trying to keep him still—he couldn’t tell. Don’t worry, Lunk, I’m not going anywhere. Try leaving now and they’d probably get shot. Wait for help, and they may freeze to death. Maybe he’d been shot and was dead already.

He thought he heard more gunfire. Distant though. Definitely not inside. And maybe they weren’t even gunshots at all.

Cooper didn’t close his eyes, but he prayed. Thanked God they’d made it this far. Prayed the men were gone. Promised God for the umpteenth time that he’d never lie again.

“Th-think they’re g-gone?” Lunk whispered.

“I h-hope s-so.” Cooper’s teeth chattered.

“You p-prayin’?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t stop.”

The beams shining through the bullet holes broke for a moment. Somebody passed by the door.

Lunk gripped his shoulder tighter. He’d obviously seen it too.

Somebody pulled on the door again. Like the sickos wanted to see the bodies.

Suddenly his phone rang. Both boys jumped like someone had given them a jolt from a pair of defibrillator paddles—but they kept their mouths shut.

It had to be Hammer. He was the only one who had the number. Where was he? If Cooper answered the phone, Elvis and Mr. Clown would know he was still alive and they’d try to finish the job. Clenching his jaw tight, Cooper laid absolutely still and let the phone ring.


CHAPTER 61

Gordy rode hard and didn’t let up. Even with the wind roaring in his ears he heard faint pops in the distance. Like fireworks. Or gunfire. His stomach twisted and he swallowed back an urge to heave.

By the time he entered Kimball Hill Park, the Halloween night sky glowed with flashing red lights from the direction of Frank ‘n Stein’s. It looked like the world was on fire. His world was.

He glanced over his shoulder to make sure Hiro was still behind him. He’d put real distance between them, but she was flying, too. No way could he slow down to let her catch up, though.

Gordy’s legs burned, and a cramp tortured his side. But he didn’t let up. He was getting what he deserved. He shouldn’t have left Cooper. Should’ve followed his gut and stuck with him. If anything happened to him he’d never forgive himself. Never.

He sailed over the arched footbridge and nearly got air as he reached the top, then cut a hard left to pick up the bike path heading toward Kirchoff Road. Standing on the pedals to get maximum speed, he got a better view of Frank’s. Police cars were angled all over the lot. Not neatly parked in parking slots, but like they pulled in, slammed on the brakes, and left the car wherever it stopped.

Coop got in over his head this time. He went swimming in the deep end of the pool. And I wasn’t there to help.

An ambulance roared down Kirchoff road and squealed into the lot, siren blaring. A fire truck rumbled behind it. Gordy sliced down the path under the road along Salt Creek. Something shiny stuck above the surface, reflecting red lights from the police cars. Handlebars.

Coop’s bike. Dumped in the creek. The water stood deathly still like the bike had been there for some time.

God, please don’t let Coop be in there! Don’t let it be too late. He scanned the surface for a floating body or a telltale sign of a struggle on the bank. Nothing. He gave the creek one more look, just to be sure. The water looked black.

Forcing himself to look away, he wheeled up to Frank ‘n Stein’s and skidded to a halt. He dropped his bike on the grass and pushed his way through the gathering crowd. Only when he pressed against the yellow crime scene tape did he stop.

Most of the lot was taped off in a zigzag pattern from post to car or tree. Police patrolled the perimeter, making sure nobody tried to press closer. A half-dozen officers stood around one of the squad cars off to the side. Spectators gathered on balconies of the nearby apartments.

Gordy drove a fist in his cramped side and motioned to the closest officer. “My cousin is in there.”

The man held up both hands warning him to stay back. “We’re still securing the area.” He parked himself in a position where he’d instantly see if Gordy ducked under the tape and tried to make a run for it.

“Securing the area?” Gordy choked out the words. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing good.”

Hiro’s voice. He’d forgotten about her for a minute, but somehow she found him. Sweat trickled down from her forehead. Tears flowed from the corners of her eyes.

“Why are so many cops here in the lot, then?” Gordy felt helpless. “Why don’t they go in and help?”

“A small team went in a few minutes ago.” A stranger next to Gordy pointed toward Frank’s. “The others probably have to wait until it’s safe to go in.”

Safe? Coop, what did you get yourself into? He looked at Hiro. Normally any kind of police activity would have her mesmerized. But now she looked small. Weak. Biting her lower lip and rubbing the police star necklace.

The policeman’s radio squawked out a message. Gordy couldn’t catch what was said.

Hiro obviously got it. “It’s secure. They need paramedics.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Not Coop, God.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.” Please, Father, not Coop, too.”

Two paramedics hustled toward the building carrying some sort of medical bags. Two others rushed behind guiding a wheeled gurney.

Gordy wanted to follow them. Help somehow. Do something. He lifted the tape, but the cop eyed him until he lowered it again. He had no idea how Hiro’s intuition thing worked. All he knew was that he had a really strong sense of dread that Coop’s plan had gone terribly wrong … and he hoped he wasn’t right.

But he wasn’t the one with the spooky ability. That was Hiro’s department.

“What are you thinking,” he asked.

She didn’t answer, but shook her head and buried her face in her hands.

Gordy’s stomach sunk. She didn’t need to say a word. Her face said it all.


CHAPTER 62

Cooper heard someone swear. “Get me something to pry open this door.”

He tried to think. If they got the door open, it was all over. Staying low, he reached into his pocket and dug out the phone, now silent.

Where is Hammer?

Someone tugged at the door again. “Together now. Heave!”

A sliver of light came through.

No! God, please, save us! Cooper flipped open the phone.

“Slip that pipe in there.”

The sound of metal on metal—they have their pry bar in place.

“We’re g-going to d-die!” Lunk’s voice came in a choked whisper.

Cooper missed the button. Cleared it out. Tried again. Pushed SEND.

“On three, two, one—HEAVE!”

The wedge of light widened, then with a loud snapping noise, the room flooded with light.

Lunk clutched onto him. Cooper dropped the phone and held him right back. Too late for phone calls now.

He heard a phone ring—in the doorway.

“You rang?” Hammer’s voice. “Cooper—you okay?”

Cooper looked at Lunk and smiled. “We’re o-okay. Frozen, but okay.”

He stood and squinted into the light. Detective Hammer never looked so good. And other policemen in deep blue uniforms. Here to protect and serve. And save.

“Let’s get you out of there.” Hammer pulled a box off the makeshift barrier wall, handed it to a cop behind him and pulled off another to make a narrow pass-through.

Lunk squeezed through first, with Cooper following on shaky legs. The insulated door looked like a screen door now. The bullet holes riddled the door from top to bottom. The robbers obviously weren’t taking any chances.

Hammer inspected the wall of frozen hotdogs. “Did you two build that wall of wieners?”

Lunk threw an arm around Cooper’s shoulders. “That was my buddy’s idea. Tying the door shut too.”

“Brilliant.” Hammer squinted and cocked his head to one side. “Saved your lives.”

“And I’ll never forget it,” Lunk said.

“Detective Hammer,” Cooper said. “Frank Mustacci needs protection. He guessed who was behind the robbery. That’s why they tried to kill him.”

“I got a call from a couple of your friends right after you called me. Two of my boys are already with Frank.”

Relief swept through him, but he instantly tensed. “Hiro and Gordy—they’re the ones who called—they need protection too.”

“Not anymore.” Hammer pointed out the front window. “The two dirtbags who shot up this place are sitting in one of the squad cars out front. Nasty characters, both of them.”

“You sure you got the right guys?”

“Oh, yeah.” Hammer smiled. “One of them had a latex Elvis mask in his pocket.”

Lunk strained to look past them. “What about Mr. Stein?”

“We’ll get him. He won’t get far.”

“He had this beautiful place.” Lunk looked around the kitchen.

Hammer put a hand on Lunk’s shoulder. “Seems Joseph Stein liked the casinos better.”

Lunk still seemed to be in a state of disbelief. “So he robbed his own store.”

Hammer shrugged. “For him, it was the perfect solution. He just didn’t figure on witnesses.” He clapped Cooper on the back.

Several officers moved aside so a team of paramedics carrying medical cases could get through. Cooper recognized one of them instantly. The guy from the Rolling Meadows fire station who always waved when Cooper rode by.

“Hi,” the man smiled. “I’m Dave Rill. I need to check you out here.”

“And as soon as he’s done, I’ve got more questions for you two.” Hammer said.

“I’ll tell you everything you want to know,” Cooper said.

Hammer gave him that sideways look and nodded.

“And you won’t need that baloney detector either.”

Officer Hammer took off his mirrored sunglasses and smiled. “Looks like you finally got yourself a chest.”


CHAPTER 63

The parking lot looked like some kind of emergency vehicle light show. At least eight police cars, two fire trucks, and two paramedic trucks—all with lights flashing. Cooper stepped out the front doors of Frank ‘n Stein’s alongside of Lunk and Officer Hammer.

“Coop!” Hiro called from the other side of the yellow POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS tape barrier. Gordy stood next to her waving.

Cooper pointed. “They’re the ones who called you.”

“They were with you the night of the robbery?”

“Yeah.”

Hammer motioned for Hiro and Gordy to join them.

Gordy ducked under the tape and raced over. Hiro hesitated for just a moment to wipe her cheeks, then ran to catch up.

She slammed into Cooper and hugged him tight. “I saw all the police cars and the paramedics.” Hiro looked up at him. “I thought you were dead.”

“God answered my prayers.”

She squeezed him tighter. “Mine too.”

“We came back to the boat early,” Gordy said. “Hiro had that spooky feeling. Found your note.” He stared at Cooper’s face.

“Looks like you’ve moved from arcade games to the real thing. Can you see out of that eye?”

“Clearer than I have in a week.”

Hiro clenched her fist and shook it at him. “If your face wasn’t already so messed up I’d let you have it.”

Hammer laughed. “Oh I can see this is going to be a fun night.”

Lunk stared at his shoes and suddenly looked awkward. Out of place.

Cooper pointed at him with his thumb. “And God sent Lunk along like a guardian angel.”

Lunk raised his eyes and stared at Cooper through strands of dark hair. “An angel?”

“It took two belts to keep that door closed. And both of us working on that wall.”

The faintest smile crossed Lunk’s lips.

“Well, next time, NEXT TIME, we all stick together,” Hiro said, poking Cooper in the chest. “That’s what we always do. Right?” She hooked one arm through Gordy’s arm, and the other through Cooper’s. “And that goes for you, too, Lunk. Seems to me we all need to stick together.”

“Yes Ma’am.” Lunk held up his hands in mock surrender. “Whatever you say, Hiro.”

She nodded her head toward Cooper and Gordy. “With friends like these I could use a guardian angel too.”

Lunk grinned and jammed his hands in his camouflaged pants.

Gordy reached up and swept an arm around Lunk’s shoulder.

“Alright gang,” Hammer said. “I hate to interrupt this little reunion, but it’s time we all stick together and get down to the station. We’ll get your parents to join us. Then comes the really hard part. I’m going to need statements from all of you—and nothing but the truth.”

Cooper started toward Hammer’s police car. “The truth? That’ll be easy.” He smiled at Gordy, Lunk, and Hiro. “It’s the lies that are really hard.”


CHAPTER 64 
 EPILOGUE One Week Later

The night before Frank ‘n Stein’s Grand Reopening Celebration Week began, Frank threw a private party. Cooper stood at the back of the dining area, taking it all in. The diner didn’t seem to have a “creep factor” anymore—and not just because all the Halloween decorations were down. Likely it was because the room was filled with so many of the people Cooper cared for most in the world.

His mom sat at a table with three other ladies. Hiro’s mom. Gordy’s mom. And the big surprise was Lunk’s mom. Cooper had seen her before, but never looking as happy as she did right now. They chatted away, laughing and talking over each other.

Mattie sat at a table by herself, humming and drawing pictures of ponies on a sketch pad.

Cooper’s dad stood near the ordering counter with Gordy’s dad and Detective Hammer. They all looked toward the kitchen while Hammer pointed and motioned with his hands. Probably going over some of the events of Halloween night. A night Cooper would never forget—and in some ways, didn’t want to.

Like the moment his mom and dad burst into the police station. Dad hadn’t gotten the phone message until after the circus. He said that after hearing Cooper’s confession, he busted every speed limit getting to him.

Cooper never wanted to forget the way his dad rushed to his side and held him. Or the way his mom wept, thanking God over and over for answering her prayer. Cooper never wanted to forget how good it felt to confess everything to them in person, and to know his parents forgave him completely.

But most of all he didn’t want to forget a promise he made to himself that night—never to lie to his parents again.

“Coop, get over here,” Gordy called from their usual table. Hiro sat next to him.

Just as Cooper slid into the booth, Frank Mustacci stepped out of the kitchen carrying a large tray of monster shakes. He looked like himself again. Strong. His cheeks had good color, and the bruising around his eye was nearly gone. He wore a new white apron for the event. No blood stains. Lunk followed with a tray in each hand, loaded with orders of fries.

Frank stopped at Cooper’s table. “Okay, my dear friends. Time to celebrate.”

“Oh yeah!” Gordy stood and reached for a shake.

Lunk helped Frank distribute the food around the room.

Frank circled back to where he started. “And now,” he said, raising his voice so everyone could hear, “I want to thank each of you for joining me tonight at this little party.”

Lunk set down the empty trays and glanced at Cooper. He stood in the aisle, looking a little stiff. Like he wasn’t quite sure how to fit in—but he wanted to. Cooper slid over and motioned for Lunk to join him.

“This has been quite a couple of weeks,” Frank said. “Actually, it seems like less than that—but maybe that’s because I spent half of it in a coma.”

Everybody laughed.

“I thank God every day that I’m alive, and for my very special friends at this table.” He took a step closer and put his hand on the back of the booth. He looked directly at Cooper. There was life in his eyes. “And as a small token of my appreciation, I’m giving all four of you free monster shakes and fries for the next year.”

Gordy jumped to his feet and pumped his fist in the air. “Yeah!”

Cooper smiled. Maybe this would trigger a growth spurt of his own.

“I’m going to take good care of this bunch,” Frank said. “I know Hiro wants to be a cop, and Cooper a fireman, but at some point I’m going to need a new partner. Maybe one of the other boys will fill that spot someday.”

“Gordy will eat all the profits,” Hiro said.

The group laughed again.

Lunk sat up a little taller and looked toward his mom. She smiled back at him. Cooper tried to imagine Lunk as partner. Wouldn’t that be something?

Frank kept talking, but Cooper’s mind drifted. Mr. Stein still hadn’t been found, but it was only a matter of time. Life could get back to normal now. Whatever that was. With Lunk, Gordy, and Hiro around, there was likely going to be another adventure. Hopefully Hiro wouldn’t get to play cop again too soon.

He glanced over at her and found she was fingering her necklace, looking at him. She raised her eyebrows and gave a little nod. Was she reading his mind or something?

The corners of her mouth curved into the slightest smile.

Cooper smiled back. Hiro knew him so well it was spooky.

Frank finished his speech, and the room broke into applause.

Lunk stood and shook Mr. Mustacci’s hand like he’d just received a promotion. And in a way, he had.

Cooper dug in his pocket, pulled out a quarter, and slapped it on the table in front of Gordy.

Gordy picked it up. “What’s this for?”

Hiro sighed. “He’s going to teach you those trick moves on that classic arcade game.”

Gordy laughed and was on his feet in an instant. “You’re on.”

“Wanna join us, Hiro?” Cooper said, standing. “Just think about it. The forces of good and evil locked in mortal combat. It’ll be an adventure.”

Hiro smiled and shook her head. “I’ve done enough of that lately. And I’ve got a feeling we’ll be doing it again for real—sooner than you think.”

Cooper laughed, grabbed his monster shake, and followed Gordy toward the game. Somewhere, deep inside, he believed Hiro was right. A slight thrill rushed through him, a crazy mix of fear and excitement. He rubbed down the goosebumps forming on his arms and made another promise to himself. Whatever happened, next time he’d do the right thing.




Back Before Dark











“Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life
 for one’s friends.”

The Bible, John 15:13

“Sometimes calling people out of the darkness means going
 in after them.”

N. Paul Williams





CHAPTER 1

Cooper couldn’t get home late. Not this time. Even at fourteen he wasn’t too old to get grounded—a little fact he’d been reminded of before he went out with his friends. His legs felt like concrete, but he kept pedaling.

His cousin Gordy didn’t act at all tired riding next to him. Gordy raised his chin and seemed to be enjoying the wind blowing his nearly white blonde hair back around the edges of his helmet. Cooper, on the other hand, could feel the sweat looking for an escape route through his maze of curls.

They crossed Kirchoff Road and rode the sidewalk in front of the Jewel Osco grocery store. Frank’n Stein’s Diner sign flicked on down the block, beckoning to him, “Come in.”

“I’m starving,” Gordy said.

“You just had dinner,” Hiro shouted from behind them. She sounded out of breath.

“Having troubles keeping up, Hiro?” Gordy grinned. “And for the record, we ate over an hour ago. I’ve burned it off.” He pointed at Frank’n Stein’s. “How about it, Coop. Monster shake? Fries? You in?”

Cooper checked the sky. The sun was down, but they had a little time before it was fully dark. Just not enough time. “We’ll both get brain freeze if we have to gulp it down that quick.”

Gordy nodded. “Tomorrow. Right after school.”

“Coop,” Hiro called. “Slow up a little.”

Cooper coasted, and Gordy shot ahead.

Hiro pedaled up alongside, taking Gordy’s place. Her long black braid bucked down the middle of her back like it was trying to break free. “This was a stupid idea.”

“Biking to Walmart or promising we’d be back before dark?”

Hiro managed a weak smile. “Both. We’ve got to take a break. Five minutes.”

They were close enough to home now. Cooper worked his phone out of his pocket and checked the time.

“Besides, we’re losing Lunk again,” Hiro said.

Cooper checked over his shoulder. Lunk had fallen behind, just like he had in school. Which is why he was still in eighth grade with the rest of them instead of in high school where he belonged. Then again, Lunk didn’t really belong anywhere, although he was trying hard with Cooper, Gordy, and Hiro.

And Cooper tried to make him feel accepted. But leaving him in the dust wouldn’t exactly help.

“I don’t know why Lunk doesn’t get a bigger bike,” Hiro said.

Lunk hadn’t crossed the street yet, even though he was pedaling his BMX like crazy. Lunk stood a full head taller than Cooper yet rode the smallest bike. He even had some height on Gordy—and definitely some weight over him too. He’d clearly outgrown the bike years before. But Lunk couldn’t afford a new one. Not that he ever complained. Cooper wouldn’t mind swapping bikes with him in exchange for a few inches of height.

If only it were that easy.

Anyway, Hiro was right. “Gordy,” he said. “Let’s stop at Kimball Hill Park.”

Gordy gave a thumbs up, cut through the parking lot behind the Dunkin’ Donuts, and stopped on the grass just past the park entrance. Cooper and Hiro followed a short distance behind him.

Cooper hit the brakes, skidded to a stop, and got off.

“Listen, Gordy.” Hiro stopped and swung her leg over the seat, moaning slightly. “Next time you want us to join you for a little run to Walmart—my answer is no. Not unless we’ve got more time.”

Gordy snickered. “Your short legs tired?”

“Not too tired to kick you if you make another crack about my height.”

“Height?” Gordy looked confused. “What height?”

Cooper clapped him on the back. “You’re living on the edge, Cousin.”

Hiro smiled and poked her finger at him. “You will pay for that, Gordon Digby. As soon as my legs stop cramping, you’re in for a little Hiro-schmeero.” She karate-chopped the air.

Gordy took a step closer as if daring her try.

Lunk wheeled up and fishtailed to a stop. Sweat trickled down his forehead and around his flushed cheeks. Dark strands of hair stuck to his forehead and partially blocked his vision. “Taking a break?” He stood there, chest heaving, looking ready to collapse.

“Gordy needed a rest,” Hiro said. “We got tired of him whining.”

“Gordy? Tired? Right.” Lunk dropped his bike and lay down flat on his back in the grass.

Exactly what Cooper wanted to do—but if he did, he’d never want to get up. They’d be late for sure.

“Check that out,” Cooper pointed at the silver minivan driving through the parking lot. “There’s a backpack on the roof.”

Hiro and Gordy turned at the same time as if they’d rehearsed it. Lunk reacted a second later, like he was following their lead and still trying to fit into the group. He propped himself up on his elbows.

Hiro stepped around Gordy. “He must have left it up there when he loaded the car.”

Gordy still straddled his bike. “Oops.” He snickered. “What a bozo.”

“And now he’s going to lose it,” Hiro said.

Lunk fanned his sweat-soaked T-shirt. “I give it ten seconds. Nine. Eight.”

The minivan crept through the lot bordering the park, like somebody looking for a lost dog.

Hiro turned to them and put her hands on her hips. “Which one of you is going to go tell the guy?”

Lunk groaned. “I’m not climbing back on my bike. Not yet. Besides, no way can I catch him.”

Cooper felt the same way. His legs still burned.

Hiro lifted her bike off the ground. “There’s probably something important in that backpack. Nobody wants to be the hero?”

The van crawled away from them toward the far end of the park—toward the alley between the grocery store and Kimball Hill School. The backpack stayed put.

Hiro looked at Gordy. “I’ll bet you couldn’t catch that van if you tried.”

Cooper laughed. “Don’t fall for it, Gordy. She’s using reverse psychology on you.”

“Reverse psychology?” Hiro raised her chin slightly. “I’m using child psychology.”

Lunk snickered.

Hiro paused, as if giving one of them a chance to step up. “Hmmmm. A woman’s work is never done.” She swung her leg over her bike seat.

The last thing Cooper wanted to do was climb back on his bike. The ride back from Walmart had been into the wind most of the way. A real killer.

“I got it.” Gordy grinned. “I’ll catch him before he passes the loading dock—and we’ll still make it back before dark.” He motioned to Cooper. “How ‘bout it, amigo, wanna join me?”

Cooper judged the distance. He’d have to backtrack to the sidewalk through the park. There was no way—not even on fresh legs. He pictured Gordy chasing the car all the way to the far end of the massive building. He’d be lucky to catch it before it turned onto Meadow Drive. Just the thought of pedaling that hard made his legs ache. “I’m staying right here.”

Gordy put one foot up on a pedal. “If I catch him before he passes the dock, you treat at Frank’n Stein’s. Deal?”

Frank’n Stein’s sounded good. A monster shake and fries would do wonders for his sore legs. Cooper looked at the darkening sky. Too late for a snack run. And it looked like rain again anyway. “We gotta get back.”

“I know, I know. Back before dark. No problemo.” His cousin pulled away. “But you’ll owe me. Agreed?”

Cooper laughed. “Okay. I’m in.”

“I’m talking a couple of Chicago hot dogs,” Gordy said over his shoulder.

“Whatever you want—if you catch him in time.” Which seemed like a pretty safe bet to Cooper. “Adios, amigo!”

Gordy hunkered down—his legs churning the pedals. He veered off the path and raced across the grass.

“You’re cheating,” Cooper shouted.

Gordy waved. “Shortcut.” He angled off, bouncing across the freshly mown park and picking up speed.

Hiro seemed to be judging the distance herself. She smiled. “I think somebody is going to owe Gordy a trip to Frank’n Stein’s.

“I can’t believe the backpack didn’t slide off by now,” Lunk said.

“Maybe it’s up there with Velcro.” Cooper started to laugh, but a quick glimpse at Hiro cut it short.

Still focused on the minivan, Hiro wasn’t smiling anymore. Her eyes narrowed. That look was never good. She had that intuition thing going again. Spooky.

“Coop,” she said. “Let’s go with him.”

Gordy was halfway to the minivan and gaining easily. He jumped his bike off the curb and tore across the asphalt. Puddles from the storm earlier were everywhere, but Gordy sprayed right through them. His little shortcuts were going to win him those hot dogs. Nuts. It was always a mistake to bet Gordy when food was involved.

“He’s got a huge lead on us,” Cooper said.

“Lunk is right. That backpack should have fallen off.” Hiro pushed off with one foot and pedaled hard.

This didn’t make sense. But that look on her face …

Cooper grabbed his bike, hobbled a few steps, and mounted on the fly. Gordy was nearly on top of the vehicle now, franticly waving the guy down with one hand.

Legs feeling the fresh burn, Cooper stood on the pedals and pumped, trying to work up some speed over the turf. “Hiro, wait up. I was kidding about the Velcro.”

“But what if it is?”

She didn’t turn around, but kept pressing ahead. The brake lights blinked on the van.

Cooper was gaining on her now. Why would somebody Velcro a backpack to the roof?

The van stopped—just before the loading dock. Gordy swerved around and skidded to a halt alongside the driver’s door. The backpack didn’t move. Okay, that was strange. It had to be attached somehow.

Gordy propped himself up with one foot and motioned to the roof. The driver’s window zoomed down and it looked like Gordy said something to the person inside.

Hiro pedaled faster. “Gordy, wait. WAIT.” She sounded … scared.

Cooper had a creepy feeling. He tried to pick up the pace, but the grass made pedaling tough. Why would someone Velcro a backpack and drive alongside a park? Was it some kind of joke? His stomach tightened. Or a trap.

Gordy dropped his bike and stepped closer to the van.

“Hold on, Gordy!” Cooper shouted. “Wait!”

Gordy grinned and waved at Cooper, slid the side door open on the van, and reached for the backpack. The guy must have asked him to toss it inside. Gordy tugged it, but the pack stayed in place.

Not good. Not good.

“Back away, Gordy!”

Lunk’s voice. Behind him. He sensed it too.

“Gordy!” Cooper shouted, and his voice cracked. He pushed the pedals harder but couldn’t make his legs go faster.

Gordy yanked on the backpack again, this time with both hands.

The driver’s door flew open and a man reached out, pressing something into Gordy’s chest.

Gordy jerked back and collapsed like he’d been hit by a bolt of lightning.

Taser.

“GORDY!” Hiro’s scream sliced through Cooper.

Cooper surged past her, his pulse pounding in his ears. Minivan fifty yards away. God help me. God help me.

The man looked at Cooper for an instant as if gauging how much time he had. Baseball cap. Dark hair sticking out on all sides. Sunglasses. Beard. Black jacket and jeans. Gloves. Cooper wanted to plow into the guy and send him flying, but he would need wings to get there in time. “Gordy!” he screamed.

The man in black hooded Gordy with a dark bag and hefted him inside—whipping the door closed behind him. He dashed back to the driver’s seat. The engine roared even as he slammed the door.

No! NOOO! Cooper nearly reached the back of the van.

Stones shot from under its tires, peppering Cooper and forcing him to duck. The van shot ahead. Illinois plates. CRM something.

“Stop … STOP!” Cooper pressed harder. The van sped down the narrow alleyway.

Cooper squinted and caught the number. CRM 9147. He stood on the pedals, throwing all his weight and strength into every stroke while repeating the license plate number. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147.

The brake lights flashed on for a millisecond as the van approached the turn onto Meadow Drive.

CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147.

Tires squealing, the van roared around the corner, heading north on Meadow. The minivan disappeared.

CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. He kept the cadence going, blazing the number in his head. No time to come up with a catchy way to memorize it.

He raced to Meadow Drive and banked the turn. There was the van, already past Kimball Hill School. It screeched off Meadow and turned west onto School Drive. Cooper lost it again.

CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. Wind roaring in his ears, he pumped hard through the school lot and cut across the lawn for a clear view of the street beyond.

Nothing. The van—and Gordy—were gone.





CHAPTER 2

CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. School Drive curved north, and Cooper kept pushing around the bend. It was stupid, hopeless—but he couldn’t stop.

No van in sight. It could have turned on Sigwalt. Or on Campbell. It could have turned west or east and be lost in the maze of streets.

“Cooper, stop.” Lunk raced to catch up, not more than fifty feet behind him, his legs furiously pumping on the tiny bike. “Give it up. Call 9-1-1!”

He was right. Cooper clamped on the brakes and fishtailed to a stop. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. CRM 9147. He dug in his pocket for his phone and punched in the numbers with a shaky hand. Lunk skidded to a halt beside him and rested a foot on the pavement. He looked like he’d just been scraped off it.

Cooper pushed SEND and glanced beyond Lunk. No sign of Hiro.

CRM-

“9-1-1”

“CRM 1917. CRM 1917.” He gulped in air. “That’s the plate on the van.”

“Have you been hit?”

“No—some guy in a van just grabbed my cousin. Gordon Digby.”

“What’s your name?” Her voice sounded way too calm.

“C-Cooper MacKinnon. Listen, you gotta help him.”

“Where did this abduction take place?”

“At the edge of Kimball Park. Behind the Jewel Osco grocery.”

“How old is your cousin?”

“Fourteen.” He pressed a fist in his side to ease the cramp.

“Can you describe the van?”

“Minivan. Silver. Illinois plates. And that number I told you. CRM 1997. I memorized it.” He struggled to catch his breath. “Please—get the police going on this. He’s going to get away.” Cooper glanced down the street, feeling a sudden urge to hop back on his bike and keep looking for Gordy. Crazy, stupid thinking.

“Police have already been dispatched. We received a call just before yours.”

Hiro. It had to be. Still no sight of her.

“I chased him on my bike. He turned west onto School from Meadow. I lost him where School curves north toward Campbell.”

“Can you repeat that license number?”

“CRM 1997.”

“You’re sure on that one—it’s different from the first one you gave me.”

“What?” Fear gripped his stomach and twisted.

“CRM 1917 or CRM 1997?”

They both sounded right. “The first one. I’m sure of it.” He tried to concentrate. Suddenly he wasn’t so sure at all.

“Cooper, I want you to stay where you are. Do you understand?”

He didn’t understand. He had to do something. Help find Gordy, somehow. Call Dad.

“Cooper? I’m going to send a police car to pick you up. Where are you?”

A police car to pick him up? “Why? Send every car out looking for Gordy.”

“The police will need to ask you questions to help find your cousin.”

In the meantime the driver would vanish. “A silver minivan,” Cooper said. “CNR 1917. Have them stop every silver van they see.”

“The police have the vehicle description. They’re already on it. I’ve forwarded the plate numbers. Now tell me where they can find you.”

Cooper wanted to scream. How long had they been on the phone? A minute? The van could be on Route 53 by now. Every passing second gave the sick-o kidnapper a bigger lead. “I’ll bike to the station. Don’t waste a cop by sending one for me.”

He pressed “End” and disconnected before the 9-1-1 operator could lose any more time.

“Where’s Hiro?”

Lunk motioned with his head, still panting. “Gordy’s bike.”

“Let’s go.” Cooper wanted to get to her. To make sure she was okay. And maybe to hear her tell him everything was going to be okay. But turning his bike in the opposite direction from where he last saw Gordy seemed wrong. Like he was abandoning him, again.

Ridiculous. Cooper couldn’t help Gordy by chasing after him on a bike. The police were on it. They’d get him. They had to. Right now he needed to see Hiro. And call Dad.

The entire conversation with Dad took less than a minute, or so he thought. The alarm in Dad’s voice fueled Cooper’s panic. He felt dizzy, hot, then cold. I’m going to be sick. Cooper shook his head and swallowed it down. Dad and Uncle Jim were going to look for the minivan. That gave him hope. He turned to Lunk. “Let’s find Hiro.”

The rain started up again within seconds of hanging up with Dad. Like the clouds couldn’t hold back their tears. Big splotches exploded on the pavement. The earthy smell of spring rose up from the ground as plain as if someone had been digging a hole. Only it wasn’t just a hole. It was a grave—and Gordy was headed for it if the cops didn’t find that van. Cooper picked up the pace, and the rain matched his rhythm.

He raised his chin, letting the rain hit him full in the face. He wished it was hail. He deserved it. Why didn’t he see the trap sooner?

“What did 9-1-1 say?”

Lunk’s voice rattled him back to the moment.

“Hiro got a call in ahead of me,” Cooper said. “They already dispatched police. They might even be pulling him over right now.”

Lunk didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. By the look on his face Gordy was already buried in that grave.

They turned into the back entrance of the food store parking lot and scooted between the building and the fence. Hiro knelt by Gordy’s bike, praying. Cooper felt another twist. He’d gotten a call off to 9-1-1 but hadn’t thought to call on God. Stupid.

She heard them approaching and stood, a phone clutched in each hand. One was hers. The other, Gordy’s. It must have fallen out of his pocket when the guy grabbed him.

Hiro’s eyes held a strange combination of hope and despair.

Cooper pulled alongside her and threw down his bike. “I couldn’t keep up.” His own words sounded choked, like somebody had him in a bear hug. “I called 9-1-1.”

“Me too.” She pulled her braid in front of her and twisted it around her finger again and again. Rain glistened off her black hair under the streetlight. “This shouldn’t happen. Not to Gordy. And not here. I mean, this is Rolling Meadows.”

Cooper picked up Gordy’s bike and brushed the dirt off the frame with a corner of his shirt. Lunk held Cooper’s bike for him. The whole thing felt upside down. Totally wrong.

“Cooper got the plates,” Lunk said.

Hope flickered in Hiro’s eyes. “I prayed you got them. I tried, but when you pulled ahead of me …”

She didn’t have to finish. Cooper got the picture. He had actually blocked her from getting a clear view of the plates.

“What’s the number?” Hiro pulled a pen out of her jeans pocket.

“CNN—no, wait, CMN.”

Hiro jotted both CNN and CMN right on her hand—her pen hovering over it for more instructions.

“CMN 1997.” He repeated the number in the same cadence in his head. CMN 1997. CMN 1997. CMN 1997. Yeah. That sounded right.

Hiro wrote it down, looked at it, and nodded. She’d memorized it.

A police cruiser took the corner and pulled down the alleyway—fast. His lights were on, but not the siren. The driver rolled his window down. “Did you make the 9-1-1 call?”

Cooper nodded. “Did you find him?”

The cop hustled out of the car. “All three of you witnesses to the abduction?”

“Yeah—did you find him?” Cooper searched his face.

“I need you to come to the station.” He dodged the question again. Not a good sign.

Cooper looked back toward Meadow Drive—as if the van might drive back around the corner and drop Gordy off. Like it had all been some kind of crazy mistake.

He felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Son, we need you to come to the station. We’ve got some questions for you.”

“Why aren’t you looking for him? He needs the help—not us.”

The cop hunkered his shoulders as if trying to duck out of the rain. “We’re on it. Every squad car on the street. And Arlington Heights, Barrington, Palatine, Schaumburg, county, and even the state police are being pulled into the search.”

It was dark now. So incredibly dark.

Cooper felt himself trembling. “We can search too. We’ll ride with you. Help you look for the van.”

“The biggest help you can be to your friend right now is to give us every detail of what you saw. C’mon. I’ll slide your bikes into my trunk and drive you to the station. Get you out of this rain.”

Cooper didn’t want a ride to the station. He wanted to find Gordy. Nothing else mattered. And if they wouldn’t let him do that, he’d rather stay right where he was. When you’re out in the rain, nobody notices you’re crying.

Five minutes earlier his only concern was getting home before dark. Now he never would. None of them would. The dark had swallowed Gordy whole.





CHAPTER 3

Gordy lay trembling on the minivan floor. Face down—his head and shoulders between the driver and passenger seats. The bag or whatever the guy used to cover his face was mostly off now. The carpet below his face felt wet from his tears or spit or snot. Probably all three. He tasted blood. He bit his tongue when he got zapped. He’d never felt pain like that before. Wicked, searing, total pain.

Gordy could see the man driving. Gloved hands gripped the wheel. Dark sunglasses. Baseball cap pulled low, but part of his face visible. Not that it would do Gordy any good. The man had a full beard that looked as bogus as the hair sticking out from under his cap. I gotta get out of here.

He tightened and loosened the muscles in his legs. His strength was back, and he wasn’t tied—hands or feet. Get to that side door. Roll it open and jump. Gordy positioned his hands under him so he could push up and bolt.

The man picked the taser off his lap and aimed it at Gordy. “Stay.”

The man’s voice sounded unnaturally hoarse. Disguised in some way. And he talked to Gordy like he was a dog. And he’d be a dead one unless he did something.

The man shot glances back and forth from Gordy to the windshield. “Hands behind your head.” A red laser dot from the taser gun quivered on Gordy’s T-shirt like it was in a frenzied search for a place to bore right through him.

Gordy eased his hands over his head—afraid any sudden move would unleash the man’s demon gun. Gordy knotted his fingers behind his head but kept his head turned just enough to eyeball the taser, watching for a chance to make his break.

Again a turn, and the man brought his gun hand to the wheel. Now. Gordy piked and spun, lunging for the sliding door.

The man slammed on the brakes, throwing Gordy into the back of the driver’s seat. Gordy fought inertia and clawed at the door handle.

Pain exploded in his side and Gordy dropped instantly. The demon gun pinned him to the floor and unleashed a monster inside him. Like sulfuric acid raging in his veins, the torture pulsed through his rigid, convulsing body. Fists clenched, Gordy was unable to scream or move—or stop the hurt.

And just as suddenly, the pain stopped—and the rabid taser-demon inside him skulked away. But not completely. It threw a fit in Gordy’s stomach … stirring a cauldron of fear. Slick with sweat, Gordy panted and lay completely still, afraid to even to wipe the tears from his eyes. No more. No more. Please, no more.

The vehicle came to a hard stop, and an instant later the side door swung open. Strong hands grabbed him and pulled him out of the van. One hand clearly held the taser.

“Wrists together.”

Gordy obeyed immediately—but kept his hands if front of him rather than behind his back. Where was Cooper? Did he call the police? What was this monster gonna do with him?

The man slipped a nylon zip-tie around Gordy’s wrists and ratcheted it tight. Now he’d really done it. There was no chance for escape. Gordy looked around. They were indoors. A garage with sheets of plywood covering the windows. Not good. Not good.

Taser-man pulled a length from a roll of duct tape and covered Gordy’s right eye. He did the same with the left, then patted the edges on all sides as if to be sure Gordy couldn’t see. Which was total overkill, because now even his eyelids were stuck to the tape.

“Phone?”

“Right front pocket,” Gordy answered immediately. If the man didn’t think he was cooperating, he might sic the taser on him again. And he wouldn’t see it coming.

The man patted down Gordy’s pocket, then checked the others. There was no phone to be found. Maybe it had fallen out in the minivan. Wherever it was, it wouldn’t do him any good now.

A door opened, and Taser-man guided Gordy through it, steering him by his shoulders.

“Move.” The man stood behind him, prodding him along.

The room smelled stale. Lacked the scent of life. If he was in a home, nothing was cooking for dinner.

Gordy held his bound hands in front of him to keep from bumping into anything. “Please mister, let me go.” He hit one wall and the sound echoed, like the room was empty. “This is a mistake. My parents don’t have any money.”

Taser-man tightened his grip on Gordy’s shoulders and forced him to make a hard right turn as if that was all the answer he intended to give.

“Steps,” he said.

Up or down, Gordy wasn’t sure. He slowed and shuffled, feeling his way forward. He felt the edge with one foot. Down. He inched ahead, and stepped down the first step. Then a second and a third. Wood steps. Hollow sounding. Damp, musty air wrapping around his legs, his body … with every step he descended. What was this guy going to do to him? He wanted to turn and bulldoze the guy over. Rip the duct tape from his eyes and run for his life.

“Two more.”

Gordy took the final steps with the sickening feeling he was descending into his own tomb.

The man prodded Gordy deeper into the room. “Don’t pick the tape off your eyes until I leave.” He forced something metal into Gordy’s hands. “Flashlight. No extra batteries. Water in the corner. Food too. Make it last.”

Make it last? How long was this guy intending to keep him here?

“Hold still.”

Something cold wrapped around his ankle. He heard a metallic click. A shackle of some sort. He moved his foot and heard the sound of a chain dragging.

Gordy’s mouth felt dry. “Please, I want to go home.”

“For now,” Taser-man said, “this is your home.”

Gordy heard the man back away … the sound of fine pieces of gravel, or maybe sand, crunching under his feet.

“Now,” the man said, still using that hoarse whisper. “I’ve got babysitter cams hidden. Outside too. I’ll be watching you. And read the note.”

The man’s footsteps echoed up the stairway. A heavy-sounding door slammed and a latch or some kind of lock was being secured on the other side. Gordy strained to hear anything, but the moment the door slammed, the place went silent. Was the man still here?

Gordy picked at the duct tape to pull it free. His skin seemed to have bonded with it like super glue. He didn’t dare rip the tape off fast and hard for fear the eyelid would go with it. He worked it off slowly, doing the best he could with his wrists tied together. It felt like half his eyebrows stayed with the duct tape. He opened his eyes to darkness. The room was blacker than the kidnapper’s heart. He balled the duct tape and threw it to the side.

I have to find a way out of this place. He fumbled with the flashlight, trembling fingers searching for the switch. The absolute blackness of the basement wrapped around him as tightly as the nylon cords binding his wrists. He needed light. Something to push back the darkness.

After flicking on the flashlight, he started a slow sweep of the room. He caught his breath and felt his legs go weak.





CHAPTER 4

The police asked variations of the same questions over and over. First separate, then together with Hiro and Lunk.

Then came the questions about the license plate number.

What was the number again? Was he sure?

After five minutes he wasn’t sure of anything. He’d given two different numbers to the 9-1-1 operator. And the one written on Hiro’s palm was different from the first two.

The police ran every one of the plates. None of them were registered to a minivan. And running variations of the letters and numbers would be practically endless.

He’d blown it. Messed up on the most important detail that could have helped Gordy. He stared at the tile floor. He couldn’t bear to face Hiro and Lunk.

Because of his own stupidity, Cooper didn’t have an accurate license plate number to give the police. They were looking for a silver minivan—probably the most common color on the road. Terrific.

His guilt felt even heavier when Uncle Jim and Aunt Cris got to the station, their tear-stained faces etched deep with fear and worry. Aunt Cris clung to Uncle Jim’s arm like she might collapse if she let go.

They wanted Cooper to tell them every detail. When he told them how Gordy went down with the taser, Aunt Cris wailed and buried her face in Uncle Jim’s chest. Uncle Jim held her. Patted her back. Blinked back tears.

Cooper wanted to crawl into a hole somewhere. Why hadn’t he figured out it was a trap sooner? Why hadn’t he pedaled faster? Why didn’t he remember the license number?

Hiro’s mom burst in with Cooper’s parents right behind. Either his parents left Mattie in the car, or they got somebody to babysit, but Cooper’s little sister definitely wasn’t there. His parents rushed through the station doors like they were running from a fire. In reality they were heading into one—and Cooper feared nobody was going to get out without getting burned.

Lunk’s mom flew in minutes later, still wearing her uniform and nametag from her night job at the Jewel. Lunk met her halfway to the waiting area. She hugged him tight and whispered something in his ear, then hurried over to Gordy’s mom.

Cooper checked the time on his phone. Every minute added to the dread already eating his gut. The kidnapper could be heading for the Wisconsin border right now. Or if he’d gone east, he’d be racing for Indiana. How would they ever find him?

A plainclothes cop pulled open the door and stepped inside the police station. Wavy salt-and-pepper hair combed back. Mustache. Detective Hammer. For an instant Cooper felt relieved. He’d find Gordy. He had to.

Hammer looked at Cooper with a serious face and gave a single nod. He approached the group, his face unreadable even without his dark aviator sunglasses. “Mr. and Mrs. Digby?”

Cooper’s aunt and uncle stood. Uncle Jim’s face looked hard, like he wanted to tear down a wall. Aunt Cris looked like a wall had just fallen on her.

“Let’s go someplace where we can talk,” Hammer said.

Which basically meant someplace away from the kids. Great.

Aunt Cris reached for Cooper’s mom. “My sister-in-law and brother. I need them too.”

“Absolutely.” Hammer motioned the group to follow him.

Aunt Cris nodded at Hiro’s mom—and then Lunk’s. They followed without a word.

Cooper stood too. He was part of this. And he wasn’t about to let them shut him out.

Hammer must have seen him out of the corner of his eye. “Not this time, Cooper. Stay with your friends.” Quiet and professional—just like a good cop. But a little like a funeral director too. Without the sunglasses, there was no way to hide a hint of sadness in his eyes.

Not good.

Hammer led the way to a glassed-in office. The six adults followed without another word. They were doing exactly what Cooper was doing. Processing what Hammer wasn’t saying. No, it definitely wasn’t good. Hammer closed the door behind them.

Which left the three of them, sitting, waiting, watching.

“They should let us hear this part,” Cooper said.

Lunk stood. “To them, we’re just kids. We’ve told them everything. Now we’re officially out of the loop.”

Hiro sat there, staring at the floor, fingering her necklace with the miniature Chicago Police star hanging from it, her finger lightly tracing over the engraving above the star, like she was reading Braille. Her mom wore one just like it in memory of Hiro’s dad, as did family members of every other fallen Chicago cop. The necklace was her most treasured possession—and the gift she never wanted.

Cooper couldn’t figure out if she was thinking or if she’d given up. “There’s got to be something they’ll let us do,” he said. “Some way we can help.”

“Fat chance,” Lunk said.

Deep down Cooper knew he was right. The police weren’t about to let them help in an investigation. No sense even hoping for something like that. But Cooper couldn’t sit there and do nothing.

He glanced at the adults in the glassed-in office. Detective Hammer still had his funeral director face. And the adults looked like they’d just been asked to identify the body.

“Do you think they found him?” Hiro said, trance-like.

Cooper watched his Uncle Jim clench and unclench his hand. “I hope not.”

Hiro snapped out of her zombie state. “What?”

“Look at their faces,” Cooper said. “If they found him, they didn’t find him alive.” Even saying the words made Cooper sick. Alive. He had to be alive. Had to.

Lunk raked his hands through his nearly black hair, sweeping it off his eyes. “Whoever did this had it planned out good.”

Cooper couldn’t get past the fact that they fell right into the trap. “The whole thing was insane. A stranger driving along a park in a van? Every kid knows better than to get near that one. But we didn’t ride away. We rode to the guy. Made his job easy.”

Hiro shook her head. “Using the backpack to lure us in. Brilliant—in a criminal way. Why didn’t I catch it sooner?”

“It was the perfect decoy,” Lunk said. “The ideal trap for a nice guy like Gordy, who just wanted to help somebody.”

“It was all my idea,” Hiro said. “I encouraged Gordy to do it.” She hiked her legs up and hugged her knees. “No, I pressured him.”

Cooper knelt in front of her chair, making it impossible for her to avoid his eyes. “We all thought it was the right thing to do. We all got fooled.”

But Cooper wished he’d offered to chase down the van instead of Gordy. Or at least gone with Gordy when he’d asked him to. Would he have figured it out in time? Or would he have been as focused to catch the van as Gordy was?

Lunk paced. “Reaching for the backpack left him wide open for the taser.” He stopped and looked toward the closed office. “I’d like to have seen that guy throw me in the van as easily.”

Lunk didn’t say it like he was bragging, but like he wished he’d been there instead. Because maybe one look at Lunk’s size would have discouraged the kidnapper from even trying.

But Gordy’s height should have kept the kidnapper cruising for an easier target. He had to be five foot seven inches at least. Way taller than Cooper. Why not go for some little kid?

The thought gnawed at Cooper. They were three weeks away from eighth grade graduation. Practically high schoolers. Why risk grabbing someone who could fight back? The guy was either seriously deranged or incredibly gutsy. “What do you think he’s after?”

Hiro stared at the floor. “Only two reasons for kidnapping.” She paused as if wondering if she should say more. “Number one is money. For the ransom.”

“Obviously,” Cooper said. “But how much money could he hope to get? This is Rolling Meadows—not Barrington. Gordy’s parents definitely aren’t rich.”

Lunk stopped pacing. “And number two?”

“Because,” she whispered, “he’s a sick-o.”

Cooper felt like he was going to be sick. Hurl his guts out right there in the police station. He didn’t want to think about the guy’s intentions. Couldn’t.

He looked at the desk next to him. A metal wastebasket sat on the floor beside it. Cooper would be needing that soon if his stomach got much worse. God, don’t let this be a sick-o. Please, God.

“I never even thought he’d catch the van,” Cooper said.

“You bet him a couple of hot dogs,” Lunk said. “His tires were smokin’.”

Yeah. Give Gordy a shot at food, and he’d break speed records. Maybe the hot dogs had given Gordy the extra incentive he needed to catch the van. Not exactly a comforting thought. Cooper would give anything to be buying him those hot dogs right now. He stared at the nearby cop’s desk and breathed a silent prayer. God, please. Protect Gordy. Help us find him. Keep him safe.

Cooper stepped over to the desk and took a blank index card from a stack by the officer’s phone. After fishing a pen from his pocket, Cooper started to write. Less than a minute later he finished and reread it silently. Tears blurred his vision, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

He opened his eyes to see Hiro staring at him.

Her eyes flicked down to the index card then back to him. “What did you just write?”

Cooper carefully folded the card and slipped it into his pocket. “I can’t tell you. Not yet.” Nobody was going to read that card. It was both incredibly silly and monumentally important. It was meant for Gordy, and until he read it, nobody else would. Not even Hiro.

She nodded once, like she understood, but he could tell she was trying to figure it out. Always trying to be the cop. It came naturally to her. Sometimes he honestly thought she could read his mind—or tried to. Just in case, he forced the message on the card out of his head.

He stared out the window at the blackness of the night. Somewhere in that darkness Gordy desperately needed help.

“Let’s just hope a ransom call comes through tonight,” Lunk said.

Lunk didn’t need to say more. If the kidnapper wasn’t looking for a ransom, it could only mean one thing. The guy was twisted—and Gordy was never coming back.





CHAPTER 5

Hiro’s mood matched the darkness of her room. She sat on the edge of her bed and tucked her phone back in her pocket. She’d hoped the phone call to her brother Ken would’ve made her feel better. Arlington Heights bordered Rolling Meadows on the east side. And even as a rookie on the Arlington Heights police force, Ken would definitely catch wind of what was happening with the case.

But there was no wind. Not even the slightest breeze. Ken had just gotten off his shift and there was no lead on Gordy—or the van that took him away.

Wrapped inside her dad’s leather Chicago Police jacket, she hugged herself and stared out the window.

When a cop messes up, somebody gets hurt. That’s what her dad used to say. She even heard him tell her brother that the day he announced he wanted to be a policeman. Dad had encouraged Ken to learn well. And he did. Ken was a good cop.

And her dad was the best cop of them all. Had he ever messed up? Is that what happened the day he was killed in the line of duty?

No. Her dad didn’t mess up. Sometimes bad things just happen. And on that day the worst possible thing happened to him. To all of them, really. He may not have messed up, but they all got hurt. And right now she wanted him back more than anything. He would have helped find Gordy. Wouldn’t have stopped until Gordy was safe.

She was supposed to be a cop herself someday. Everybody knew about her plans. Some cop she’d make. She’d messed up. And somebody got hurt. And that somebody was Gordy—the kind of guy who should never be hurt by anybody. A guy who would do anything for his friends. Now he was gone. His family was shattered. Cooper and his family were too.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. A stranger in a van cruising slowly along a park? She should have seen the trap sooner. Should have never egged Gordy on to chase the van down.

When a cop messes up, somebody gets hurt. She’d always understood what that meant. But she had no idea how bad the hurt could be. Until now.





CHAPTER 6

Gordy held the note up to the flashlight.

I took you to prove a point to RMPD. Water and food in bag. Ration it. Don’t do anything stupid and I’ll let you go in two days.

Don’t do anything stupid? A little late for that advice. Chasing down that van was the dumbest thing he’d ever done in his life. Gordy read the note again. RMPD. Rolling Meadows Police Department? It had to be.

But what kind of point was the creep trying to prove to them? That he had serious psycho issues? Gordy could testify to that.

Was the guy really going to let him go? As much as Gordy wanted to believe that, he couldn’t. More likely the guy was just keeping him from trying to break out.

Gordy did a slow sweep of the room with the flashlight. He didn’t see one sign of those babysitter cams, either. Which meant the guy really hid them well, or else it was just another tactic to keep Gordy from escaping.

Not that the guy had left any possible getaway routes. Not even sound could find a way out of this place. Pink sheets of Styrofoam insulation covered the foundation walls. Like the owner intended to finish the basement but never got beyond the first step.

The space between every overhead floor joist was filled with thick R-30 insulation. The place was soundproof. What kind of guy soundproofs an empty basement? And why? That thought creeped him out even more.

The guy chained Gordy in the corner farthest from the stairs. A concrete double-slop-sink on heavy metal legs, hot-water heater, furnace, sump pump, washer, and dryer also joined him at this end of the basement. None of them looked like they’d been used in a long time.

And nothing kicked on. Not once. Not even the sump pump. The thing was only a few feet away. He’d have heard it, especially with all the rain they’d been getting the last few days. It was like the house itself was dead.

The metal shackle padlocked to his ankle connected him to a hefty chain. Thick enough to be an anchor chain. Long enough too. The chain snaked through the legs of the sink and around the furnace, and he still had enough slack to walk maybe twelve or fifteen feet into the basement. But not enough to get halfway to the stairs. He couldn’t budge the furnace. No chance of ambushing the guy when he came back. Not that Gordy would try to jump him. Besides the taser, the guy was built. He could definitely handle himself.

He’d only turned the flashlight off once. Just long enough to remember how much he hated the dark. That didn’t take ten seconds.

“What you don’t know won’t hurt you.” People were always quoting that dumb phrase. But they were wrong. He couldn’t see a thing when the darkness closed in, and he wouldn’t know if something was creeping up on him. But he could feel the evil present in this dead house. What you can’t see can hurt you. You just don’t see it coming.

A single mattress lay on the floor next to the furnace. Like he was really going to sleep. The ratty thing looked like it’d been found on the side of the road on garbage day.

Was he the first person to be locked in this soundproof prison? Gordy trained the beam of the flashlight on the mattress. Stains formed weird patterns on the surface.

A nasty looking toilet sat next to the mattress. It wasn’t connected to anything. There wasn’t even any water in the bowl. Just another piece of junk this sick-o picked up on the side of the road. A roll of toilet paper sat on the tank lid. Gee, the guy thought of everything.

Even after getting as close to the stairs as the chain would allow, Gordy could only see part of the door at the top. Something was attached to the back of the door. It looked like carpet padding. To muffle sound maybe? Nobody outside the house would ever hear Gordy cry for help. His screams wouldn’t escape the basement any more than Gordy could.

The soundproofing worked both ways. Gordy hadn’t heard a sound from upstairs from the moment the basement door shut. Not even a footstep.

Every basement in the Midwest has window wells. Gordy’s prison had three, but all of them were covered with black plastic. One of them looked bigger. The emergency exit. The thick plastic coverings would keep light from creeping into the basement through one of those windows, and the chain on Gordy’s ankle guaranteed he’d never crawl out.

Think, Gordy. Think. You’ve got to find a way out of here. Fast.

A gray box was mounted on the wall a few feet from the washer. Gordy held the beam on the spot, scanning the pipes and conduit leading into the electric panel. Okay. The main breaker would be in there.

Gordy picked up a handful of chain so the shackle wouldn’t bite into his ankle when he moved. He shuffled to the fuse box and opened the metal door. Two rows of fifteen-amp fuses with labels next to them. And above them the larger, main breaker to power everything.

Okay, this could help. This could give him some real light in the basement. The batteries in the flashlight wouldn’t last forever. And it could give him a way to signal for help. What if somewhere in the house, a lamp was plugged in—or an outside light on an eave somewhere? That’s all he’d need. Gordy could turn the main breaker on and off until somebody noticed it. Too bad he didn’t know Morse code. He’d signal an S.O.S until some boy scout saw it and called the police.

Gordy reached for the breaker—then hesitated. What if Taser-man was still upstairs? If he saw a light come on, he’d rush down to the basement. Gordy never wanted to see that man again. Not him—or his taser.

But he had to take the chance. He flipped the switch. Nothing. He side-stepped over to the washer, made sure it was plugged in and spun the control knob. Dead. Gordy kicked the side panel of the wash machine.

Okay. So that could only mean the electric service to the house had been turned off by the electric company. He didn’t like the thought of that.

There was no way out. Gordy shined the flashlight toward the mattress and the cardboard box next to it. Three packs of cheese crackers and three packs of peanut-butter crackers. Two bottles of water. One pack of Twinkies. He hadn’t had Twinkies since the rush to buy them when Hostess announced their closing. They could have been here for months. Except for the water, he’d eat more than this for an after school snack. How long was this supposed to last?

Were the police even looking for him? They had to be. Cooper would have seen to that. Gordy imagined how the police report would read.

Male. Fourteen years old. 5’7” tall. 130 pounds. Blond hair. Blue eyes. And stupid enough to get himself kidnapped less than a mile away from home.

The police wouldn’t be the only ones on the hunt. Coop would be searching for him. And Hiro. Maybe Lunk. Mom and Dad too. And Uncle Carson for sure.

Gordy checked the beam to be sure the flashlight looked plenty bright. Had it gotten dimmer? Hard to say, but he dreaded even the thought of turning off the flashlight. Not for two seconds. But food wasn’t the only thing he needed to conserve. He’d have to save the batteries too. With one last swing of the beam around the room, Gordy snapped off the light.

Panic gripped him the moment the basement went dark. Absolutely no light. Zero. Like that cave he’d visited with his family when he was a kid. The tour guide cut the power and Gordy froze, his hand locked in his dad’s strong grip. They told him he wouldn’t be able to see his hand if he held it right in front of his face. He’d tried too, just to see if it was true.

Gordy lifted his hands, still tightly bound together. He brought them closer and closer to his face, straining to see anything. Yeah, this was as dark as that cave. But his dad wasn’t with him this time. The only hand he could hold was his own.





CHAPTER 7

He’d done it. He had pulled off the perfect kidnapping. And doing it without an accomplice had only one downside. There was nobody to celebrate with. Who could he tell?

He turned off the TV, but sat staring at the flat screen. The story didn’t make tonight’s news, but then he didn’t really expect it to. It was too soon. He’d check again tomorrow night. Would the news crew interview the Rolling Meadows Police? They’d have to. Some cop would put on a tough game face and talk about how they were going to find the kidnapper. Blah, blah, blah.

He’d toy with the police a bit. Drag this thing out a couple days. Maybe more. Long enough to make them look like fools—especially one cop in particular.

And after the kid was released, unharmed, the detective would know that somebody out there just beat him in a little game. He pictured Hammer’s face and smiled. Let the games begin.





CHAPTER 8

Lunk tuned the teacher out completely. He was a pro at that. Class was almost over anyway—and he was ready for lunch. Besides, there were more important things to think about. Like how he could help Cooper and Hiro.

Life taught Lunk to be a realist. Hiro would probably label him a pessimist. That wasn’t it at all. But he wasn’t living in Disneyland either. Bad things happened to good people. Like his mom. Hardworking, loving, and she got stuck with a loser like his dad. How many times had Dad smacked Mom around, Lunk had no idea. But he would never hit her again. Lunk made that clear the last time his dad rambled into town looking for money. His dad stood over him at nearly six feet tall, but Lunk looked him in the eye. Daring him to take a swat at him.

What Lunk would really like to do right now is take a shot at the man who grabbed Gordy. Not that he was close to Gordy. But they were both trying to be friends. He had Cooper to thank for that. For a lot of things really. Cooper saved his life last fall at Frank’n Stein’s—even after all the grief Lunk had given him. And Coop tried to make him a part of his group—which couldn’t have been an easy sell to Hiro and Gordy. Lunk had definitely made their lives miserable in the past.

But not any more. Now anybody who messed with Cooper—or his friends—was messing with Lunk. That night at the diner had been a game-changer for Lunk. For all of them.

Especially with Hiro. She was the most religious in the group—and she usually drove him nuts. He couldn’t see the point, really. Hiro talked about God like a friend or something, but some friend. Where had God been the day Hiro’s dad was killed? Lunk could live without a friend like that.

Lunk was better off without his dad around, but it was different for Hiro. Everything he’d heard about her dad sounded like he was a really decent man—even if he was a cop.

The bell rang, and Lunk shook off his thoughts. He left the classroom in a hurry. He wasn’t sure what he’d say to Coop at lunch, but he wanted to be there. Hopefully that would help in some way. If nothing else, to keep other kids away from Coop. The kids who probably wouldn’t do a thing to help find Gordy, but just wanted to hear details about the kidnapping.

Lunk would seriously lose it if he heard one more kid say Did you hear what happened to Gordon Digby? Bad news travels fast, and at Plum Grove Junior High, the darkest news traveled at the speed of light.

Mitch Robinson, Patrick James, and Brian Forrester caught Lunk just as he dropped his books in his locker. Hiro had different names for them. Curly, Moe, and Larry.

“How did this guy get Gordon?” Mitch didn’t look all that concerned. Just nosey. “Did he offer him candy or something?”

The other two snickered, but stopped the moment Lunk glared at them.

Mitch didn’t budge. “You saw the whole thing, right?”

Lunk sighed. There was no avoiding them. Just answer their question and get to the lunchroom. “Taser.” Lunk sidestepped them and kept moving.

“Yeah, but still …” Mitch said. He trotted alongside Lunk and stepped in front of him. “Let some guy taser me and try to get me into his car, and I’d have fought him off.” Mitch looked at Patrick and Brian for approval.

“Not likely.” Lunk could feel his cheeks getting warm. “You’d have been shaking on the ground—drooling and wetting your pants.”

Mitch’s face reddened.

Good. A direct hit. Lunk tried to step around him.

Mitch blocked his path. “So if this guy had a taser, how come Cooper got away?”

Lunk stared at him. “Coop wasn’t trying to get away. He was trying to get there to help.”

“Tried hard, I’ll bet—him being the big hero and all. Maybe his cape slowed him down.”

Ah, yes. That’s what this was about. He was still jealous about last fall when Frank’n Stein’s was robbed. Cooper got a lot of attention he never wanted—just the kind Mitch would love to have. And if Lunk stayed any longer, Mitch was going to get the kind of attention he wouldn’t want. Like a punch to the kisser. But then Lunk would end up in the principal’s office instead of in the lunchroom with Coop. “I gotta go.”

Lunk stepped around the Three Stooges and bee lined it for the cafeteria. He didn’t look back. He was free—for the moment. He had to get to Cooper. Help somehow. But Cooper just lost his best friend. There was no way Lunk was going to take Gordy’s place. A year ago Lunk used to bully all three of them. At a time like this, would Coop even want Lunk around?





CHAPTER 9

Cooper felt like a prisoner in his own school. He wanted to get out and look for Gordy. But his parents wouldn’t let him bike to school. Not today. Obviously they were worried the kidnapper was still around. And maybe they had a hunch that he’d hop on his bike and go looking for Gordy before school was out. But whatever their reasons, the result was the same. He was stuck at school. From the moment he got on the bus this morning he felt trapped.

Hiro sat across the lunch table from Cooper and picked at her food. “I talked to my brother last night.”

Cooper took a bite of his sandwich and listened.

“He was on duty when Arlington Heights police got the word. Every cop wanted to find that van.”

But none of them had. Neither had the Rolling Meadows police, the state police, or the Cook County police. Hoffman Estates and Barrington cops came up empty-handed as well. The ghost-van totally vanished.

And it didn’t help that some bozo couldn’t remember the license plate numbers. Deep down he felt that would have made all the difference. He knew it would. If he had gotten it right, Gordy would be safe now.

“Did you sleep last night?”

Hiro’s question pried him from his thoughts.

“I went to bed. Not sure if I slept.”

Hiro shrugged. “Same here.”

Lunk approached the table, food tray in hand. He hesitated, like he wondered if he was interrupting something important.

The old enmity between them was long gone, but sometimes an awkwardness still hung on, especially around Hiro and Gordy.

Cooper motioned for him to sit down. Hiro moved to give Lunk room, but she didn’t look thrilled about it.

“Hiro,” Cooper said, “do you have a feeling about this?”

She looked at him and tilted her head in a questioning way.

“You know,” Cooper said. “Your woman’s intuition thing.” That spooky sense of knowing something before it could really be known. Like how she’d sensed something was fishy with the whole backpack thing and tried to stop Gordy. And like she had at Frank’n Stein’s before the robbery last fall.

She shook her head. “Nothing. One minute I’m consumed with fear. I pray. I feel hope. Then the fear seeps back in.”

Cooper shifted. “I actually tried to communicate with Gordy last night.” He looked at Lunk, then back at Hiro. If either of them thought he was crazy, they were good enough not to let it show.

“I mean, I figured we’ve been best friends as long as I can remember, and we’re cousins too. Maybe we could sort of communicate with each other.”

“Mental telepathy.” Lunk nodded. “I’ve heard twins can do that. They know when the other is in trouble. Stuff like that.”

Hiro frowned. “Telepathy. That sounds kind of creepy to me. I definitely wouldn’t go there. What kind of message did you try to send him?”

“That we were going to find him. And everybody was looking for him. Told him to hang in there—and send me some clues if he could.”

Lunk stared at his plate like he was trying to send a message of his own. Then again, maybe he thought the whole thing was totally stupid and didn’t want Cooper to see it in his eyes.

“So,” Hiro said. “Did you get anything?”

Cooper shook his head. “Zip.”

“Which means …” Lunk looked at him and just let the statement hang there. “Maybe he can’t hear you—or anyone anymore.”

Hiro jabbed an elbow into his ribs. Lunk winced slightly.

“Or maybe,” Hiro said, glaring at him, “it just proves mental telepathy doesn’t work.”

Gordy would have loved that moment. Seeing four-foot-something Hiro take on Lunk. The thought made Cooper hurt even more for his cousin.

Lunk took a bite of his burger. “No ransom call, though, right?”

Cooper shook his head. “Unfortunately.” Which was a total understatement. “My mom stayed with my aunt all night. No call. My dad and Uncle Jim cruised all night, looking for vans.”

That was part of what kept him awake. He wanted to do something. Help somehow. Not be left at home to babysit Mattie.

“Maybe a ransom call came in after you went to school.”

Was Lunk trying to cheer him up? Cooper fished his phone out of his pocket. “My mom promised to text me with any news.” He checked the screen. “Nothing.”

Hiro checked her phone. Cooper watched her, hoping maybe her brother might have sent her some kind of inside scoop from the police side of things.

“Did your brother say anything else? Any leads at all?”

Hiro looked down.

That pretty much said it all as far as Cooper was concerned. “Why hasn’t somebody called for a ransom?”

Lunk locked eyes with him. He obviously knew the answer to the question, and so did Cooper. The truth was, if a call didn’t come soon, it never would. Cooper didn’t want to go there.

“We still have time for a call,” Hiro said.

Cooper wanted to believe that. But part of him was afraid Hiro was just trying to make him feel better, which is not what he wanted at all. He wanted to feel pain until Gordy was found. “How much time?”

“I’m not sure. But Ken said something about twenty-four hours.”

Okay, so Ken was a cop, and he should know. Unless he was just trying to encourage his little sister. “Why would a guy wait that long to call?”

“To make the parents sweat. To make them desperate enough to pay any kind of ransom he demanded.”

Cooper could buy that. Maybe. But Uncle Jim and Aunt Cris couldn’t possibly be any more desperate than they were right now. None of them could. And wouldn’t waiting longer bring in more heat? The FBI maybe? Cooper thought about the index card in his pocket. He wanted to hand it to Gordy now. This afternoon.

Candy Mertz, Lissa Bowens, and Katie Barbour sauntered toward them. They walked so close it was a wonder they didn’t knock one another’s trays out of their hands.

Candy’s eyes met his. She smiled like she thought he was watching her. Like she probably figured all the guys watched her. He looked away, but not quick enough.

“Hey, Cooper,” she said. “Sorry to hear about Gordy. You two were close, weren’t you?”

Just the way she said it—in a past tense like that—as if he were already dead. A statistic. It made his stomach churn.

“He’s my cousin.”

Candy tilted her head to one side. “Awww.”

Pity. Just what he didn’t need—especially from her.

“Seriously, though,” Lissa said. “I hate to say it, but—”

Cooper held up his hand. “Then don’t. Don’t say it.”

Lissa looked startled, but Cooper didn’t really care. Why did people always say something like “I hate to say it” when the truth is they can’t wait to say it. If they really hated to say it—they wouldn’t say it. And the truth was, she was probably going to say something about how they shouldn’t have approached a van like that. He’d heard that enough today, and he didn’t need the reminder.

“I just don’t see how it could have happened.” Candy shifted her food tray. “Didn’t anybody ever tell him not to talk to strange people?”

“Of course,” Hiro said. Fire sparked in her eyes. “In fact, that’s what I told Gordy every time he wanted to talk to you.”

Lunk snorted. He’d just taken a gulp of milk, and even though he clamped a hand over his mouth, it spewed all over his tray.

Candy looked disgusted and just sort of sauntered off with the other two girls.

“Nicely done,” Cooper said. He was still shaking inside, but that was classic.

Lunk grabbed a handful of napkins and mopped off his face. “That was beautiful. A perfect zinger.”

Cooper wished he could have fully enjoyed the moment. He picked at his food while scanning the room. Kids talking. Laughing. Guys showboating in front of girls. Lunch as usual.

But there was nothing normal about this day. Why didn’t it seem like anybody else was mourning? Because nobody really cared. What happened to Gordy was a juicy story for them. Something to talk about. But when it came right down to it, their best friend wasn’t the one who was missing. “I shouldn’t even be here,” Cooper said.

Hiro eyed him.

“I mean, what are any of us doing here? I can’t study. And we’re losing time. Gordy needs us.” He stood.

Hiro didn’t move. “What are you going to do?”

“Leave.”

“Cooper, use your head.”

“That’s exactly what I want to do. Get out of here and think. Figure out a way to find Gordy.”

Lunk got up and stood next to him.

Hiro leaned forward. “So you’d just walk home, is that it?”

“I’ve done it before.”

“Not in the middle of a school day. And what do you suppose will happen when you don’t show up for class?”

“I don’t care.”

Hiro stomped around the table and stopped directly in front of him. “Think.” She tapped the side of his head. “There’s been a kidnapping. The teachers are on high alert. In two of my classes this morning, we spent the entire time talking about how to avoid abduction and what to do if you are snatched.”

Cooper picked up his backpack and swung it over his shoulder. “You don’t think I can get out of here?”

“I don’t think you should. They’ll know you’re gone. And then they’ll call your parents. What do you think will happen when they hear you’re missing?”

They’d die. And be totally distracted from what they really needed to do: look for Gordy. And if he called them, they’d tell him to march right back to school.

Hiro must have sensed his second thoughts. “We have three more hours. Then we’re out of here. If there still hasn’t been a call from Gordy, we’ll figure out how to help.”

She was right. He hated to admit it. He slid the backpack off his shoulder and dropped it onto the table. “We’ll meet at The Getaway right after school.”

Hiro nodded like the old cabin cruiser sitting squarely on the trailer in Cooper’s backyard was the only logical place to meet.

Cooper looked at Lunk. “Want to join us?”

Lunk leaned in close. “Okay, but I like your first idea better.” He nodded toward the exit. “If you change your mind, I’ll leave with you.”





CHAPTER 10

An unscheduled assembly took the place of seventh period. Any kind of assembly was usually a reason for Cooper to celebrate. But not today.

Hiro sat beside him, and it didn’t take long for Lunk to find them. He lumbered up the bleachers and nodded but didn’t say anything. He sat on the other side of Cooper like a personal bodyguard.

Mr. Shull took his job as principal seriously. He covered the same ground Cooper had heard in every class he’d been in that day. Be careful about helping someone that you don’t know—even if they seem to be in need. Don’t go to the park after dark. Don’t ride your bike after dark. Stay away from strangers. Don’t go anywhere alone.

Like that had done Gordy a lot of good. He was lured out of a group of four. Cooper had nearly made it to the van before the scumbag pulled away. Whoever grabbed him didn’t seem to care if friends were nearby. But Cooper should have seen the danger sooner. Should have ridden with Gordy all the way. Eh, amigo?

Lunk leaned toward Cooper. “He forgot one.”

“One what?”

“Safety tip,” Lunk whispered.

Hiro glanced his way. “So what is it? The safety tip.”

“Carry a weapon.”

Cooper looked at Lunk. He was serious. What? Had Rolling Meadows turned into a Wild West town all of a sudden?

Hiro leaned across Cooper. “Great idea, Lunk.” She made the shape of a handgun with her thumb and forefinger. “Maybe my brother will let me borrow his Glock. And I’ll grab my dad’s old Smith & Wesson for Coop.”

Hiro’s sarcasm didn’t seem to faze Lunk. “Would have saved Gordy.”

Cooper couldn’t even imagine the thought of carrying a handgun—much less using one.

The principal went through a whole PowerPoint presentation. Good information—every bit of it. Just too little, too late to help Gordy. Why did the school wait for a kidnapping before they took time to warn other students? Or was it just that students never paid attention until something bad happened? Likely it was the second option.

Would any of this have helped Gordy? Cooper wasn’t sure it would have made any difference. Gordy would never have approached a van like that. Nobody in his right mind would. But that lousy backpack trick proved to be a perfect decoy. A trap set for any decent kid who might care enough to help.

And now Gordy needed his help. God, what am I supposed to do?

The principal introduced Officer Sykes, a policeman assigned to Plum Grove. Hiro had talked to him before and thought he was a good cop. And not the kind of guy to mess with. He’d been around since January. Patrolling the halls during classes. Standing at the doors when kids came into the school and when they left. Beefed up security. A sign of the times.

A picture of Gordy flashed on the screen. White, blonde hair blowing. Grinning just the way he always did. Like he did when he took the challenge to chase the van. Tears blurred Cooper’s vision. He tried blinking them back, but they kept coming.

Cooper’s body shook in sobs that he fought to keep silent. He felt kids turning and looking at him. But he didn’t care. Okay, he did care, but he wished he didn’t. He felt a strong arm around his shoulder. Lunk.

Officer Sykes took the mike. “You’ve all heard some really solid information about how to keep safe. Not much I can add to that. But there’s more for you to do than just keep safe. We need your help to find Gordon Digby.”

He had Cooper’s full attention now.

“And it doesn’t matter if you know Gordon well or not. He is one of our own. One of you. And if someone messes with one of us, they’ll have to deal with all of us.”

Cheers and applause erupted. Sykes held up one hand to quiet the students. Cooper hadn’t paid much attention to the policeman when he’d seen him in the halls. He seemed friendly enough, but to Cooper the whole idea of having a cop around full time seemed like overkill. Especially at Plum Grove Junior High. Obviously Cooper had been wrong. About a lot of things.

Somebody snatched a Plum Grove student—and Officer Sykes took it personally. He looked like he’d like to get his hands on the guy who did it. Cooper hoped he’d get to see that happen.

“We start with awareness.” Sykes held up a flyer with the grinning picture of Gordy on it. “I’m going to have flyers at each door on your way out. Take as many as you’re willing to distribute. Put one in the front window of your home. Ask local businesses if you can put one on their doors. I want at least one picture of Gordon Digby on every light pole in Rolling Meadows. I’m going to be out there after school today with a roll of tape and an armful of posters. Show of hands … who else can I count on?”

Hands shot up all over the bleachers. Cooper stood and held up his hand. He felt something stirring inside him. Not one person sat with their hands on their lap. Whether they felt pressure to raise their hands or it came from the heart, Cooper felt encouraged by the number of volunteers.

“Thank you.” Officer Sykes nodded. “Now this investigation is officially being handled by the police, and you’re not to get in their way.” He brought the mike closer to his mouth. “But you’re not going to sit around with your hands in your pockets either.”

A burst of applause. Cooper’s whistle pierced the air right along with the others.

Officer Sykes raised his hands to quiet the students. “Save your energy for posting flyers. We want people to see Gordon’s face. Read the description of the van. Especially that detail about the backpack on the roof. If anybody saw that van, we want to know about it. But we need to do this fast.”

Finally, something he could do to help. Seated, Cooper looked from Lunk to Hiro.

“We don’t need to meet at The Getaway. I think we have a plan. Want to do it together?”

“It’s safer going as a group anyway,” Hiro said.

Lunk seemed to be thinking about that. “I’ll be there.”

The clock dragged during the last period of the day. The teacher droned. And all Cooper could think about was his cousin.

Officer Sykes had flyers by the doors just like he said. Cooper picked up a huge stack and stuffed it in his backpack.

“Hang on there, pal,” Sykes stepped up. “You going to post all those?”

“We’re working together.” He motioned to Lunk and Hiro.

“Take as many as you want.” He looked skeptical. “As long as you’re really going to post them.”

Lunk jerked a thumb toward Cooper. “He’s Gordo’s cousin.”

Officer Sykes stared at him. “Are you the one who was with him when he was abducted?”

“All three of us were.”

Sykes let out a low whistle. “Hold on a second.” He hustled against the flow of students leaving the building and ducked into the office. Moments later he was back with a roll of duct tape.

“Here. Take this.” Sykes tossed the roll to Cooper, then clapped him on the back. “You’ll need it.” He walked them through the doors. “Listen, we’ll find your cousin. And putting these flyers up is going to help.”

Cooper wanted him to be right. Wanted to believe this wasn’t just another adult telling him what he wanted to hear.

The bus driver stood on the walk, talking with other drivers. Hoskins. That was her last name. That was all he’d ever made out from the ID that hung from the lanyard around her neck. Cooper slid the pack off his shoulder and pulled out two flyers. “Lunk, give me a hand.”

After walking around the front of the bus, Cooper pointed at the stop-sign arm folded against the side. “Let’s get Gordy’s picture on there, front and back.”

Lunk smiled just slightly. “Every time we stop and the arm swings out …” he ripped off a length of duct tape, “drivers will see Gordy’s picture. Nice.”

Lunk helped Cooper secure the flyers.

“Hey!” The bus driver yelled.

Lunk and Cooper both jumped.

“What do you think you boys are doing?” Ms. Hoskins stood by the front bumper with her hands on her hips. “Remove it. Now.”

Cooper stepped forward. “Can we leave it here, just for a day or two?”

“Absolutely not. I don’t think it’s legal.”

“Just for today. Please. This is my cousin.”

“Sorry, son.” Ms. Hoskins marched over and reached for the sign. Lunk placed his hand over the flyer, effectively blocking it from her grasp.

She sucked in her breath and eyed him for a moment. Lunk stood taller than she was—a fact she couldn’t have missed. “Remove that sign,” she said. “Or move your hand and I will.”

Lunk swallowed but didn’t budge.

A horn beeped behind them. Other buses clearly wanted to leave, but Cooper’s bus sat at the front of the line.

“You’re holding up traffic.” Ms. Hoskins pointed. “Sign. Off.”

Lunk held his ground. Stared at her. Even Cooper felt uneasy and sensed Hoskins felt more than a little intimidated. Several buses were beeping.

Officer Sykes stepped around the front of the bus. He recognized the boys immediately. “What’s the holdup?”

Ms. Hoskins looked relieved. “They covered my stop sign—which is a violation of safety regulations. They’ve refused to remove it.”

Officer Sykes sized up the sign. “Clever.”

The woman snorted. “I’d call it stupid. I could get fired.”

Sykes smiled. “C’mon. Let’s not make a big deal about this. It’s a way you can help.”

“Then why not make all the bus drivers help?” The woman sure didn’t try to hide her sarcasm. “Why just single out my bus?”

If Sykes picked up on her attitude, he didn’t show it. He looked at the row of buses. “Excellent suggestion. They won’t fire all of you. We’ll do the same for each of the buses. How’s that sound?” He smiled slightly. “And if they question me about it, I promise not to say you gave me the idea—unless you’d like me to.”

Ms. Hoskins’ jaw dropped open.

“Don’t leave until I have flyers on every bus.”

She turned on her heels and stomped back around the front of the bus.

Lunk leaned close. “Sykes is okay.”

Cooper’s thoughts exactly.

Officer Sykes signaled all the buses to stay where they were. He pointed at Cooper. “I need more flyers. And that tape. If you two will give me a hand, we’ll only delay them a couple minutes.”

Cooper ran for his backpack. The three of them worked together, covering the stop signs on each of the other buses. They even put a couple on the back doors.

Minutes later, Lunk and Cooper hustled onto their bus to the cheers of the students inside. Fuming, the driver closed the door behind them—hard. Lunk sat beside Cooper and grinned.

As the bus slowed for the first stop, Gordy’s picture swung out to halt traffic. The students cheered again. Ms. Hoskins wouldn’t even think of pulling the picture off now. Cooper clapped and whistled, but the sight of his cousin’s grinning face stopped him cold. Where are you, Gordy?

Hiro peeked from around the seat in front of them. She looked directly at Cooper like maybe she guessed what he was thinking.

“He’s going to be okay. I can feel it.”

Cooper nodded. He wanted to feel it. To believe Gordy was going to be okay. Wanted to believe he’d already been found. But right now he couldn’t feel anything but a sick dread churning in his stomach.

The moment the bus stopped rolling, Jake Mickel and Kelsey Seals hurried past them and disappeared out the front door. Ms. Hoskins waited longer than usual. Like she wanted to make sure they got safely to their homes without somebody trying to kidnap them. Maybe she had a heart after all.

Cooper stared out the window at the picture of his cousin. The door whooshed closed, the bus lurched forward, and the stop arm yawned back into place. And once again, Gordy disappeared.





CHAPTER 11

The note on the kitchen table confirmed Cooper’s fears.





Cooper,

No news yet. I’m with Aunt Cris. I have Mattie. Pray a ransom call comes in. We think it will come sometime this afternoon or tonight. Dad is out searching again with Uncle Jim. I miss you—need to get a hug from you. I’ll figure out something for dinner later. You’re welcome to come over if you’d like. I know it’s hard to concentrate, but try to get your homework done. Call me.

Love,

  Mom



He got the hug part. Truth was, she was scared something might happen to him. His mind went back to the drive home from the police station. Dad had some new rules. Call or text every thirty minutes if Cooper wasn’t in school or with one of his parents. He could live with that.

Cooper skimmed the note again. Cooper was just glad Mom wasn’t forcing him to stay close and go over there. He couldn’t imagine being there with Gordy gone, but he couldn’t stay home either.

Fudge bounded over and nuzzled him. Cooper knelt down in front of her and scratched behind her ears. “Hi, girl. Holding down the fort again, eh?”

The chocolate Lab’s tail wagged, but her ears were flat back against the sides of her head. It was like she knew, like she understood something was very wrong.

“I need to text Mom,” he said. Texting was safer. If he phoned Mom, there was always the chance she’d insist he stay with her. Cooper grabbed his phone and tapped out a quick message.

Going out with Hiro and Lunk to post flyers in town. Have phone. Back before d

He stopped mid-sentence and stared at his writing. Back before dark. One of the last things Gordy said to him. His hand started shaking. Dinner.

Back before dinner.

He made the changes and sent it.

“I gotta go, girl.” He smoothed the fur on the crown of her head. “Gordy’s in trouble,” he whispered. “We gotta find him.” He pulled a flyer out of his backpack and showed her. “A very bad man took him, Fudge.”

Cooper replayed the fraction of a second the kidnapper stared directly at him—with Gordy on the ground, convulsing. Fudge stretched forward, sniffing the flyer.

“You wouldn’t have let the guy take Gordy, would you, girl? No, you’d have taken his arm off.” He pictured the scene, wishing Fudge had been with them. Maybe she could have helped in a way that Cooper failed.

He thought about bringing her, but he’d be on his bike, which would make holding a leash really tough, especially with his hands full of flyers.

“Next time, girl. Keep holding the fort.” He gave her a hug.

He placed a flyer on the table next to Mom’s note. The word kidnapped was written above Gordy’s photo in bold, capital letters. It seemed unreal—like a joke or something. It’s just the kind of thing Gordy would do. Put up some flyers about a bogus abduction. Only there wasn’t anything bogus about this.

Mom’s reply vibrated the phone in his pocket.

Be careful. Stick together. Call me back in 30.

Cooper nodded and pocketed the phone, making mental note of the time. He grabbed Dad’s heavy-duty stapler and another roll of duct tape. Ten minutes later, Cooper approached the rendezvous spot on his bike: Kimball Hill Park.

Hiro and Lunk straddled their bikes, waiting.

Lunk gave Cooper a single nod. “How’d you want to do this?”

On the bus ride home, Cooper had worked out a plan. “We want everybody to see the flyers—and fast, so we hit all the shops and light poles downtown first.” He handed the stapler and a roll of duct tape to Lunk. “How about you get all the telephone and light poles along Kirchoff Road. Hiro and I will cover the stores and put flyers in their windows.”

“Done.” Lunk tucked the flyers under one arm. “I’ll catch the library, gas station, and both banks while I’m at it.”

Cooper looked at his watch. “We’ll circle to the other side of the street and finish at Frank’n Stein’s.”

Hiro and Cooper started at the combined Dunkin’ Donuts and Baskin’s 31 Flavors ice cream store. The owners seemed genuinely sympathetic and allowed Cooper to tape flyers in each of their front windows.

The manager at the dollar store helped them put flyers up on every door and window. The Jewel grocery store did the same and told them to tack a flyer on a cork message board—which was a good thing because the flyers seemed lost in the front windows of the store.

Every other store showed the same support. Several managers read the flyer and got a distant look in their eyes. Cooper could almost feel their minds churning, imagining what it would be like if one of their kids had been abducted.

Cooper and Hiro crossed the street to the shops on the other side of Kirchoff. Clearly Lunk had been busy. Pictures of Gordy plastered both sides of every pole in sight. Lunk had placed them nice and high too, so they were less likely to be torn down anytime soon.

The manager at Taco Bell recognized his picture. And she should, as often as Gordy stopped in there for cinnamon twists. She shook her head and teared up. “Definitely, put flyers up wherever you want. I hope it helps.” But the look on her face didn’t reflect any confidence at all.

Hiro taped one flyer on the face of the machine for pop refills. “Everybody will see it here.”

Gordy certainly would have. “Good thinking,” Cooper said. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the look on the manager’s face. Now she was pointing out Gordy’s picture to another worker—who didn’t look any more encouraging than the manager.

Cooper had to get out. Keep moving. Do something, anything that might make a difference.

The strip mall behind Taco Bell was nearly empty. A retail graveyard. Cooper and Hiro headed for Global Gamer, one of the few remaining stores on the strip.

Cooper grabbed the door and followed Hiro inside. They entered another world. Swords and gorgeous, medieval-looking things hung on the walls.

“What kind of game requires players to have swords?” Hiro whispered.

“Who needs a game?” Cooper didn’t take his eyes off the wall of weapons. He’d love to have any one of them hanging on the wall in his room.

He gave the rest of the store a quick scan. A huge display of puzzles. Board games. Card games. Book racks with online game lore. And posters. Framed prints of medieval fantasy and futuristic sci-fi scenes–muscled fighters carrying swords or battle-axes, battle scenes with some serious weaponry.

“I was expecting something a little more—” Hiro seemed to be searching for the right word. “Family-friendly?”

“Checkers?”

Hiro gave him an exasperated look, but there was a hint of a smile.

“Clue? Operation?”

She laughed. And in that moment, Cooper realized he’d been distracted from Gordy. He felt a stab of guilt for forgetting his cousin, even for a moment.

“Let’s get this done with,” Cooper said.

Hiro nodded. And the smile disappeared. Maybe she’d forgotten too.

A clerk leaned on a display counter of knives, lighters, and Gothic jewelry—rings and necklaces covered in skulls and demons. Death seemed to be a common theme. Cooper didn’t want to think about death, even in just a game.

“Help you?” The clerk smiled. He might have been seventeen, maybe eighteen. He didn’t look like a typical, die-hard gamer in his black company T-shirt. More like one of those muscle-bound warriors on the fantasy posters.

Cooper flew through an explanation and asked permission to post the flyer.

The clerk studied it like he was reading a legal document.

What is there to think about? Cooper just wanted to get to the rest of the stores on the strip.

“Interesting ring,” Hiro said.

Terrific. Now she was going to slow the guy down. She always seemed to have no problem starting up conversations.

“Like it?”

The clerk appeared pleased and held it up for her to see, a silver skull wearing a crown. Creepy.

“Tyler King.” The clerk extended his hand to Hiro.

He pointed at the ring as if his name would explain it.

Hiro shook his hand and gave the slightest bow. “Okay. King. A crown,” she said. “I get it. Why the skull?”

“My online game screen name is Deathking.”

He said it like he expected that to explain everything. Which struck Cooper as kind of funny since Hiro hated video and online games—especially anything that had to do with battle. “Nothing but pointless violence,” isn’t that how she put it? He enjoyed the clueless look on her face.

“You create your own characters with online games.” King smiled, obviously picking up on her blank expression. “It helps to use an intimidating name.”

“So,” Hiro said, “that’s what you call your, um—” she stacked her fists on top of each other like she was holding an invisible sword and slashed back and forth—”your game avatar.”

Tyler King nodded. “Deathking. Deadly. Powerful.”

“Sounds like a lethal combination,” Hiro said.

“Exactly.” Tyler balled his hand in a fist and kissed his own ring. “In my other life, I’m King.” He smiled again.

Right now Cooper didn’t care about Tyler King’s other life. In this life, he just wanted to post the flyers so they could move on to the next store.

King held up the flyer. “You two friends of his?”

Cooper nodded.

Deathking looked at the flyer again. “Maybe he just ran. Got upset with his parents or something.” He shrugged. “I took off once when I was fourteen.”

He was probably trying to be encouraging. But he didn’t know anything about Gordy’s abduction, and Cooper wasn’t exactly in the mood for this guy’s speculation, no matter how helpful he was trying to be.

“I hung out at a friend’s house for two days.” The clerk actually looked sympathetic. “He’ll be back.”

Hiro shook his head. “We were there. Saw the guy grab him.”

The clerk’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

She motioned toward Cooper. “We were all together.”

Tyler swore under his breath. “You can put flyers on the door, the windows—anywhere you want. I’ll get it okay’d by the manager later.”

“Thanks.” Cooper pulled the tape out of his pocket and walked back to the front door. He posted the flyer right at eye level. Nobody could walk in the store without seeing it.

“You have a digital file for that picture?”

Cooper shook his head.

“I’ll ask the boss if I can scan a flyer and post it on our website, too. The image won’t look great, but it’s something.”

Hiro smiled. “Brilliant idea. Thanks.”

Now it was King’s turn to bow. “If you come up with an original picture, or a better file, bring it in.” He held up the flyer. “I’ll get this on the website for now, though.”

Cooper hoped they would find Gordy long before anybody had time to look for a better picture.

Cooper hustled across the street toward Rolling Meadows Fire Station 15—the older of the two fire stations in town.

“Did you actually like that ring?” Cooper asked.

“No.” Hiro laughed. “When he held out his hand to me—I wasn’t sure if his highness wanted me shake it or kiss it.”

A couple of firefighters stood in the open bay in front of Engine 15.

“I remember you.” One of them stepped up to Cooper. “Frank’n Stein’s. Halloween night. I checked you out after your little adventure in the freezer.” He held out his hand to Cooper. “Dave Rill.”

“I remember,” Cooper said. “And thanks again.”

The other firefighter extended his hand. “Mark Hayden.”

Cooper shook his hand.

Mr. Rill scanned the flyer. “This a friend of yours?”

“My cousin.”

Rill winced. “This hasn’t been your lucky year.”

Cooper shook his head and stared at the floor. “Worst year of my life.”

The fireman took a handful of flyers. “We’ll get them on the back of every engine, ambulance, and ladder truck. At Station 16 too.”

Hayden grabbed a few and put them on the driver’s seat of the ambulance. “I’ll post them in the emergency room at Northwest Community hospital.”

“Thanks, Mr. Hayden,” Hiro said.

Rill’s face looked hard. “I’d like to get my hands on the guy who grabbed him.”

Cooper’s throat burned. No words came.

The firefighter seemed to understand. “After we get the flyers on the truck we’ll drive around town a bit. Make sure people see it.”

Cooper nodded and headed out with Hiro at his side. He glanced back. The guys were already taping flyers to their trucks.

Lunk had already covered the gas station. Every pump had a flyer by the gas nozzle. He was waiting outside when Cooper and Hiro wheeled in to Frank’n Stein’s parking lot.

The three of them walked in together. The smell of fries, Italian beef, and Chicago-style hotdogs greeted Cooper like an old friend. Normally he’d be walking in here with Gordy. This time he carried a stack of his pictures in his backpack.

For an instant he thought about the index card in his pocket and wondered if he’d ever get the chance to use it. Don’t go there, Cooper. Do not go there.





CHAPTER 12

The Frank’n Stein’s monster mascot stood near the window, just like always, holding a hotdog in one hand and a monster shake in the other. Cooper wished everything could stay the same, just like that mannequin. Even the picture of Frank Mustacci and former co-owner Joseph Stein still hung on the wall. Now that was one thing Cooper wished Frank would pull down and burn—especially since Stein had been behind the robbery and everything that happened last fall.

Frank greeted them at the ordering counter.

“I am so sorry to hear about Gordon.”

There was nobody like Frank Mustacci. He’d known them forever. And not just because Hiro’s mom used to work for him. It was just the way he was.

“Neal already gave me flyers.” He pointed to Lunk. “We even put one up at the drive-thru.”

Cooper wouldn’t have thought of that.

“I’m just sick about this.” Frank wiped his hands on his white apron. “You kids grab a table. I’ll bring something out.”

“I’m starving,” Cooper said. “I’m going to get more than the usual shake and fries.” Cooper dug in his pocket for some money, but Frank held up his hand. “The way I see it, you’re working as part of the search party—and I can afford to help fuel you with food.”

Gordy would have loved that.

Cooper led the way to the big booth in the back. The one they always sat at.

“Nice coverage with the flyers, Lunk. That ought to attract attention.”

Lunk nodded. “Now if only somebody would call in with a tip.”

The hotline number went directly to the police station. Cooper checked the time: 4:30. Just yesterday the four of them were talking about going to Walmart after dinner. Now one of them was gone. He hoped somebody had already called in with a tip.

Lunk slapped his handful of flyers on the table. Cooper added what he had left of his stack to the neon-yellow pile and gave them a quick count. Twenty-four left.

The side door to the kitchen opened, and Frank walked through holding a tray.

“Here we go. A large cola.” he nodded to Lunk. He handed the bottle of water to Hiro. “And for Cooper, a chocolate monster shake. A couple of large fries for you boys. I’ll be back with some dogs in a minute.”

He even knew what they would have ordered. Amazing. Frank scooted into the kitchen before Cooper could give him a decent thank-you.

Cooper filled several little paper cups with ketchup and brought them back to the table. The fries drew him like a magnet, and he downed a handful while he poked a straw through the plastic lid of his shake.

Hiro twisted the cap off her water and took a sip. “So where do we go from here?”

That was the question. For the last hour or so, Cooper felt like he had direction. Purpose. But with the flyers almost gone, fear filled the void.

Cooper tapped the stack of flyers. “Get the rest of these posted. I was thinking of taping them to mailboxes along the route the minivan took.”

Hiro nodded. “We can do that on our way home. Have you checked your phone?”

Cooper dug it out of his pocket and laid it on the table. “Nothing.” He wished he felt nothing. That’d be better than the churning in his stomach right now. He took several deep sips on the straw, hoping the cool chocolate would settle things down.

“Look who’s coming,” Lunk said.

Cooper turned just as Officer Sykes, still in uniform, entered with Detective Hammer. Sykes waved and headed their way with a stack of yellow flyers in his hand. Hammer nodded and went to the ordering counter.

“I guess you are going to hand out all those flyers you took,” he said. “That all you have left?”

Cooper nodded.

“Great job,” Sykes said. “I’ve seen them everywhere.”

Cooper felt pretty good about that too, but Gordy was still missing, no matter how many flyers went out. “Thanks for what you did with the buses—and the bus driver. She was ready to bite our heads off.”

Officer Sykes laughed. “She’s a loose tooth.”

Hiro wrinkled her nose. “A what?”

“Loose tooth. She’s got no bite.” He set his stack of flyers on the table. “Mind if I join you for a bit?” He reached for a chair from the empty table and sat on it backwards. “First, how about some introductions?”

“Cooper MacKinnon.”

“Gordon Digby’s cousin, right?”

Cooper nodded. “And this is Neal Lunquist.”

Neal waved a fry. “But my friends call me Lunk.” His eyes darted from Cooper to Hiro.

“This is Hiroko Yakimoto. Hiro for short,” Cooper said.

“And she is short,” Lunk said.

Hiro made two tiny fists and shook them at Lunk. “But I can still take you, big guy.”

Lunk laughed. “No argument there.” He turned to Officer Sykes. “She wants to be a cop someday. Like you.”

“Someday?” Cooper laughed. “She wants to be one right now.”

Sykes smiled. “Bet you’ll be a good one.”

Hiro nodded. “That would be a smart bet.” She took a sip of water. “Can you tell us anything about the investigation?”

He hesitated. Cooper wasn’t sure if Sykes was deciding what he could tell, or trying to find a way to break the news that they had no news.

“We may have a lead on the van.”

Cooper almost choked on his shake. “They found it?”

Officer Sykes held up both hands as if to slow Cooper down. “Not yet. But we will.” He looked like he wished he hadn’t mentioned the van. “We got a lead that may help us find it, that’s all.”

Hiro shot Cooper a look. Not that he knew exactly what she was trying to tell him, but he had a pretty good idea. Let me handle this.

“So, this lead,” Hiro said. “Did a witness actually see the minivan, or did somebody report a stolen van that matches the description?”

A hint of surprise registered on Officer Sykes’ face. “Okay. Here’s what I can tell you. We haven’t found the van. Not a trace of it. But a man reported a minivan stolen from Woodfield Mall last night. He works at one of the stores, and when he walked to the lot after closing—no van.”

“Let me guess.” Hiro leaned forward. “Silver. Sliding doors on both sides. And the plates aren’t an exact match, but are definitely in the ballpark with what Coop remembered.”

“Could be,” Officer Sykes said. His look went from surprised to suspicious.

“Told you she wanted to be a cop,” Coop said, hoping he could keep Sykes from clamming up. “How close are those plate numbers?”

“Close enough,” Sykes said.

It was clear the cop wasn’t going to give any more details. But he’d revealed enough. It had to be the right van. But how many hours had the police lost by not having the right plate numbers? A measly three letters and four numbers, and Cooper totally messed it up. What an idiot. Maybe if he had remembered the numbers accurately things would have been different.

“Cooper,” Hiro said. “You’re not beating yourself up again about the plate number, are you?”

Was he that easy to read?

“Look,” Officer Sykes said. “In a pressure situation it’s almost impossible to remember numbers like that. The way I heard the story, you did everything you could.”

“Except the most important part,” Cooper said, “get the numbers.”

Sykes shook his head. “You chased the van. Got a visual on its direction. Phoned 9-1-1 with all that info and a description of the van so they could activate an Amber Alert. I’d call that excellent work in a high-stress situation.”

Cooper stared at the lid of his shake. There was no getting around the fact that he’d totally messed up by not getting the one piece of information that could have saved Gordy.

When he looked up, Hiro was staring at him.

“You did good, Cooper MacKinnon. Don’t you forget that,” Hiro said.

What else could he expect Hiro to say? He did good? Really? The truth wasn’t quite as heroic. He messed up good. Really good.

“So what’s next?” Hiro acted like she was part of the investigating team now.

“The police are still looking for the minivan—and especially with that plate number.”

Cooper suddenly got a creepy feeling.

“How do we know the van really was stolen? What if he’s the one who grabbed Gordy?” Cooper asked.

Cooper played out that possibility in his mind.

“Yeah,” Lunk said. “He could just be saying his van was stolen.”

Sykes studied them a moment, then leaned forward and pulled out a small spiral notebook from his back pocket. “I’ll tell you what I know, but if this leaves this table, you can forget me sharing anything again. Got it?”

Cooper exchanged looks with Hiro and Lunk. “Yes, sir,” Hiro said.

“His story checks out,” Sykes said. “And now we have complete details on the van. Plates, VIN, everything. That will help.” He pulled out a small spiral notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. “CRM 9147.”

Cooper groaned. It sounded right. Had to be right. Hiro jotted the number on a napkin. Cooper pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote the number on the back of his hand. He wanted it visible when he rode his bike so he could check every minivan he saw.





CHAPTER 13

Cooper peeked at Officer Sykes’ notebook. No address. Something bothered Cooper about the owner of the minivan. It seemed a little too convenient to report the minivan stolen after Gordy’s kidnapping. Maybe the owner had a partner and he let that guy “steal” his van. If the guy working at Woodfield Mall was involved, directly or indirectly, then Gordy may still be nearby.

He wondered if Hiro could get an address for the plates. Would her brother do that for them? Then Dad and Uncle Jim could pay the man a visit. And maybe they’d let Cooper go with them.

“Officer Sykes?” Hiro fingered the police star necklace hanging around her neck. “What are the chances Gordy is still in the area?”

Was Hiro thinking the same thing?

Sykes tucked the notebook away. “Fifty-fifty?” He thought for a moment. “I’m not going to lie to you. He could be anywhere.”

No news there. Cooper had already covered that ground in his mind. The abduction site was less than a minute from a ramp onto Route 53 at Euclid Avenue. The route could take him north or south at highway speed. The junction with Interstate 90 was only a couple miles south on Route 53—which gave east or west options. The kidnapper picked the perfect place. He was either brilliant or just plain lucky. “So you think he’s out of the area?” Cooper asked.

“Some of the RMPD feel that way. He could have crossed over the state line into Wisconsin in about an hour. Indiana, even less.”

Which made every poster they’d put up totally pointless.

Hiro tilted her head to the side. “And what do you think?”

Officer Sykes crossed his arms over the back of the chair and rested his chin there. He stared into space for a moment. “I think—” he paused. “I think he’s still in the area.”

Cooper was all ears. “Why?” He wanted to believe Gordy was close. And that he was okay.

“Nothing scientific. Just my gut. Speaking of which, I’m going to order something to eat. Keep up the good work with the flyers. I’m going to get more posted myself.”

Detective Hammer entered the dining area just as Officer Sykes left. He headed for Cooper’s table without hesitation. He held up a monster shake. “You got me hooked on these last fall. Remember?”

How could he forget? Cooper was standing outside Frank’n Stein’s when Hammer had grilled him about the robbery. He’d asked Cooper if there was anything he wanted to tell him. But that was before Cooper trusted Hammer—so he dodged the question. “Yeah. Try the monster shakes. The chocolate is best.” Cooper smiled.

“Mind if I join you?”

Last October, those words from Hammer would have sent Cooper running. Not anymore. “Have a seat,” Cooper said. Maybe Hammer could tell them more.

“Detective Hammer,” Hiro said. “Do you believe the kidnapper stayed local?”

Hammer unwrapped the straw, slid it through the lid of his shake, and pumped it up and down a couple times. “I have to keep my options open right now.”

Hiro seemed to be collecting her thoughts. “But do you have a hunch—a direction you’re leaning?”

“Maybe.” He slurped his shake. “But I’m not ruling anything out—yet. The guy seems smart.”

Cooper didn’t want to push so hard that Hammer would stop talking, but he wasn’t exactly divulging much information anyway. “What makes you so sure he’s smart?”

“We haven’t found the van. Whether he drove across the state line, or ditched it locally, that van should have turned up by now. And if he wasn’t smart—it would have.”

“But a silver minivan?” Lunk shook his head. “Way too common to stand out. How can you be sure you haven’t missed it?”

Hammer smiled. “We’ve got a good team. If it’s local, we’ll find it.”

“But it couldn’t be far,” Hiro said. “If he assumed someone might see the abduction and ID the vehicle, he’d have had another car hidden nearby so he could make a switch.”

Hammer nodded. “That certainly is one scenario.”

Cooper turned that one around in his mind a bit. A new strategy began to form. First, they’d finish posting flyers, then they’d ride and start checking every parking lot around. They could check the parking garages, Northwest Community Hospital, and what about Woodfield Mall? Minutes away by car. Big, open parking lot.

It seemed pretty obvious Detective Hammer wasn’t going to share real details of the case.

Cooper glanced outside. Still plenty of daylight left. He stood. They needed to keep moving. He drank the last couple mouthfuls of his monster shake. He thought of Gordy. They always got shakes when they came in. “Thanks, Detective Hammer. I think we’re going to finish posting the flyers.”

Hammer stood too. “We’ll find him, Cooper.” He put a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “I’m not going to quit until we find him, one way or another.”

Cooper’s legs felt weak suddenly. He only wanted to find him one way. Alive. Safe. It was finding him the other way that really had him scared.





CHAPTER 14

By 6:00, Cooper had checked in with his Mom a handful of times and posted the last flyer. He’d already folded one up and kept it in his pocket to show neighbors. For a moment, the three friends looked at each other. Hiro fingered the necklace at her throat. The miniature of her dad’s Chicago police star. Probably wishing he was still alive. Believing somehow he’d find Gordy. And he probably would.

Lunk was harder to read. But then, he had plenty of experience hiding his feelings under a tough mask. Maybe it was the result of having had an abusive dad, or the fact that he’d moved so many times that Lunk never really made friends. But even after months of Cooper trying to be a friend to him, Lunk hadn’t fully loosened up. And right now Lunk definitely had a guarded look about him. Whatever he was thinking, he was keeping it to himself.

“I like it,” Hiro said. “Nobody can drive through Rolling Meadows without seeing Gordy.”

Cooper wanted to make up for the lack of hope he saw in Lunk’s eyes. “After we find him, the guy will be a celebrity.”

Lunk nodded like he agreed. “What’s next?”

Cooper had been working on that one ever since Frank’n Stein’s. “We can go door to door down School Drive. See if anybody saw the minivan after we lost sight of it. Maybe somebody saw it turn a corner.” If the van turned east, away from Route 53, that would confirm the theory that the van stayed in the area.

It was a shot in the dark. He knew it. And by the looks on the others’ faces, they felt the same way. What were the chances somebody noticed a silver minivan? The backpack on the roof was the only thing that would have made it stand out. And by the time the kidnapper made his getaway, it was getting dark enough to easily miss a detail like that.

The last thing they could afford was to waste time. “Or we can bike over to Northwest Community Hospital. Cruise through their lots.”

Hiro brightened at that suggestion. “It’s only a couple miles away. A perfect place to dump a hot car.”

“And pick up a new one,” Lunk said. “Let’s check it.”

They had to do something. Cooper pushed off and headed east down the sidewalk along Kirchoff Road. He felt jumpy, like he’d had a double dose of 5-hour Energy. As long as he kept moving, kept looking, kept the search alive, he felt okay. But stopping drove him nuts.

Hiro wheeled up beside him. “A parking garage may be our best bet.”

Cooper’s thoughts exactly. Switching cars in a more open parking lot would have been insane. Dumping the car would be easy enough, but transferring Gordy? Impossible. A parking garage was a different story.

Cooper patted his pocket for the phone. If they saw the minivan, he wanted to call the police pronto. Or maybe after looking through the windows himself.

Hiro’s phone rang with a new ring tone that wasn’t a ring but was actually a cop’s voice, deep and tough, repeating part of the Miranda rights. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you.”

Lunk looked at Hiro in disbelief. “Really?”

Sometimes Hiro’s face was easy to read. She seemed to say he’d better remain silent. She stopped pedaling, coasting to a stop nearly in front of Taco Bell, and answered the phone. Cooper circled back and pulled up beside her. Lunk did the same.

Phone in her hand, Hiro shrugged at Cooper and mouthed the words “my Mom.”

Cooper used the opportunity to check his own phone. No new messages or texts. He sent Mom a quick text explaining where he was and when he thought he’d be home.

He didn’t want to listen in on Hiro’s conversation, but he decided to hang there for a moment and be sure it didn’t have to do with Gordy.

“Of course I’m being careful,” Hiro said. “I’m with Coop. And Lunk.” Her face clouded, and she shook her head. “Nothing’s going to happen, Mom. We just finished the flyers. Now we’re going to check parking lots. Look for the minivan.”

Cooper’s stomach tightened. Hiro’s mom was pulling in the reins. The very thing he dreaded might happen.

Tyler King walked across the parking lot from the Global Gamer. He nodded at Cooper. “I got an okay from the boss to put the picture on the website,” he said. “I should have it up tonight.”

“Thanks,” Cooper said. What else could he say? The guy was trying to help, but a picture on the Global Gamer website didn’t sound real promising. The truth was, all the flyers they’d posted seemed to be a shot in the dark.

Tyler opened the door to Taco Bell and disappeared inside.

Cooper turned his focus back to Hiro. Tears were pooling in her eyes now. She swiped them away and squared her shoulders. “Mom, please. It’s still early. I need to do this.”

She looked down, probably hoping Cooper didn’t notice the tears. Cooper scooted ahead on his bike to give her some privacy.

Lunk pulled up beside him. “Not sounding good.”

A minute later Hiro pocketed the phone, wiped her cheeks and joined them. “I have to go home. I’m really sorry.”

Cooper nodded. “Nice try. She wouldn’t budge, eh?” Hiro shook her head.

“We’ll ride shotgun to your house, then we’ll peel off from there.”

“No,” she said. “Check Northwest. And text me whether you find something or not.”

Cooper nodded toward Lunk. “First, we escort you home. Then we’ll check the lot.”

Hiro shook her head. “You’ll be wasting time.”

“And you’re wasting time arguing.” Cooper was not going to let her stubbornness win this time. “If you think for one second that Lunk and I are going to let you bike home alone, you’re not nearly as smart as we think you are.”

Cooper glanced up at Lunk.

“I’m with you, Coop.” He smiled. “Except the part about me thinking she was smart.”

Seeing Lunk smile in such a good-natured way took Cooper off guard. He’d changed so much the last few months. It was harder for Hiro to accept him into their group—but she was trying in her own ways.

“Okay. Okay.” Hiro raised her hands over her head and let them fall to her side. “You two are worse than my mom.”

Lunk snorted. “And twice as determined. Let’s get moving. Coop and I have some police work to do.”

Hiro’s mouth opened slightly, and her eyes narrowed into a glare, which made Cooper smile. Lunk definitely knew how to press that girl’s buttons.

“Try to keep up,” Hiro said. She spun her bike around and stood on the pedals.

Cooper and Lunk laughed and gave her a head start.

“She’s a firecracker,” Lunk said.

Cooper pushed off and started after her. “With a short fuse.” They followed close behind her down Meadow Lane and up School Drive. She took the same route that the minivan had taken. Keeping up wasn’t a problem with Cooper’s bike. Lunk’s BMX took a lot more effort, though. Sweat poured down his face, and his dark hair grew wet around the edges.

Cooper raised his chin to feel the full force of the wind rushing in his face. It had been nearly twenty-four hours. Was Gordy still alive? He had to be. Had to.

When Hiro pulled into her driveway she turned around. “Okay. I’m here—now go.” She dropped her bike and waved them off. “I’ll be praying.”

And it was just like her to be doing exactly that.

In a tight circle in the street, Cooper waved and leaned into the pedals. Lunk pulled up alongside him but didn’t say anything. Maybe he figured Cooper needed to process things a bit on his own. Or maybe he sensed Cooper needed to find a ray of hope—but Lunk couldn’t think of anything remotely hopeful to say.





CHAPTER 15

I’ll be praying. Lunk kept rolling Hiro’s words around in his head while he pedaled alongside Coop. Did she really think praying would make a difference? If God really cared, why did he let this happen? Let so many bad things happen?

They turned into the entrance of Northwest Communtiy Hospital. Lunk saw the tension on Coop’s face the moment they wheeled into the multi-level parking garage.

“Let’s ride it to the top together,” Cooper said.

Lunk motioned. “Lead the way.”

Cooper scanned left, then right, constantly checking both sides of the aisle. They ramped to the second level. Then the third. Lots of minivans. None of them silver.

When they reached the rooftop, Cooper’s shoulders slumped. No sign of the minivan.

Cooper wheeled to the end of the row, turned, and put a foot down. “I had high hopes for this one.”

Lunk nodded. Hope was dying. It was on life support, and Coop didn’t realize they’d have to unplug it soon.

Suddenly Cooper’s head dropped and his whole body shook with silent sobs. “God, where is he?” He looked tortured in the deepest part of his soul.

Lunk didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to say. But to him, it all came back to why did God let bad things happen to decent people? Like Gordy, who was probably dead. And Cooper, who was dying by degrees.

Cooper pulled himself together without saying anything. Not that Lunk needed an explanation.

Lunk had cried himself to sleep many nights when Dad was living at home. Before they moved to Rolling Meadows. The last time he cried was after his dad left for good.

“Let’s go back down real slow,” Cooper said. “Check one more time. Then we’ll check the other lots.”

Lunk nodded and let Coop take the lead. They rode down the ramps from one level to the next, scanning the parking spaces.

Lunk’s mind drifted to the assembly at school, thinking about all the kids who raised their hands, who wanted to help. Would they have been as anxious to help if it had been Lunk who was missing? Would girls have huddled together, crying over Lunk like they had for Gordy? Would guys like Cooper break down at the thought of losing him? Not likely.

No, they wouldn’t. In fact, some would be relieved. His mom would grieve, though. He was all she had. But beyond her, who would really care? Why did the decent ones have the worst things happen to them?

They rounded another level, coasting down the ramp. No silver minivan. No clues to lead them to Gordy. “God,” Lunk whispered. “If you’re really out there and you really care, which I’m not so sure you do, how could you let this happen?” His throat burned.

Lunk was going through the motions searching for Gordy. Looking for a van that didn’t exist. Not in Rolling Meadows, anyway. If the van was sitting in a parking lot someplace, it was more likely in Wisconsin or Indiana, depending on which way the kidnapper headed. If the van was in town, it would have been found by now. By the cops or Gordy’s dad.

Yeah, Lunk was definitely involved in the search effort. But it wasn’t because he felt there was any real hope of finding Gordy. It was more about being a friend to Coop. Until Coop came to grips with reality. Until he accepted what Lunk already knew. Gordy was gone, and he was never coming back.

Coop had the lead, and he pedaled down to the next level in the concrete parking garage. “We still have three or four more levels,” he said over his shoulder.

Did he really believe it would make a difference? There could be twenty more levels, and they weren’t going to find that minivan. Lunk hung back a bike length or two. He wasn’t looking at the parked cars so much. He kept his eyes on Cooper.

Cooper swiped at his cheeks. Knocking back tears, no doubt. Was he beginning to accept the truth? You wouldn’t know it by watching him. Coop stayed on high alert, looking from one side to the other as if he might see the silver minivan at any moment. Desperately searching for a trail leading somehow to Gordy. Like so many were doing. Coop’s dad. Gordy’s dad. Their entire families. The police. Hiro. Kids at school. All of them on a useless, hopeless quest.

Now Lunk felt his eyes burning. If God was real, then he was no better than his own dad—hurting decent people. Cruel. “Why didn’t you take me, God?” He felt tears pooling. “You should have taken me. Less people would have cried.”





CHAPTER 16

Hiro sat at her desk and stared at her dad’s leather Chicago Police jacket hanging in the open closet. Her mom’s talk had really been about dying young. The fact that terrible things happen to decent people. Like her dad. And now something terrible had happened to Gordy.

Her mom would be keeping a close eye on her—and that didn’t exactly work when it came to looking for Gordy. Hiro understood, but her mom didn’t understand that she needed to look for Gordy. This had nothing to do with trying to be a cop herself. Ever since her dad died, her mom had tried to discourage Hiro’s dreams of being a cop. Gordy was her friend, and Gordy was in trouble—so doing nothing to help wasn’t an option. It was as simple as that.

Hiro walked to the closet and felt the thick leather sleeve. “If you were here, Dad, you’d understand.” Or would he? No, the truth was, Dad would have put her on a short leash too. But her dad would have joined the hunt himself. And that would’ve made all the difference.

She slumped into her chair and thought about Coop and Lunk. They must have finished checking the hospital parking lots long before now. Did they find the minivan?

She checked her phone. No messages. Which could mean anything—good or bad news. Why hadn’t Coop texted her?

All they had was bad news, especially the fact that no ransom call had come. She checked the time on her phone. Nearly eight o’clock. They’d passed the twenty-four hours mark. A ransom demand would be good news at this point. It would mean Gordy was still alive—and probably unhurt. If a call didn’t come tonight, they would all have to face the fact that Gordy wasn’t coming back.

She didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to consider that possibility, but if she was going to be a cop someday, she’d have to get used to considering all the options. How did Detective Hammer put it? Keep all the options open.

And if there wasn’t a ransom call, then Gordy wasn’t abducted so some low-life could squeeze ransom money out of his parents. It was something else. Gordy could be a victim of the growing human trafficking business in America—in the world, really. He’d be sold to the highest bidder. If that was the case, the guy who kidnapped Gordy was a modern-day slave trader.

If Gordy died, he wouldn’t be the only one. It wouldn’t be a single grave he’d lie in. A big part of his family and friends would be buried with him—including Coop.

A thought popped into her mind. Immediately she flipped open her laptop and did a search. Within fifteen minutes, she had more information than she wanted. Her stomach felt sick. With trembling hands she picked up her phone and dialed Coop.

He answered on the second ring. “Sorry, Hiro. Should have called sooner. There’s nothing at Northwest. Lunk and I are just sitting at Frank’n Stein’s.” He sounded defeated.

She wasn’t going to make him feel any better. “Coop.” Hiro didn’t know where to start. “I think I might have something.”

“Tell me,” he said with urgency in his voice. Hope or fear?

“Not over the phone. I need to show you.”

He paused, like he was thinking through different scenarios.

“We’ll be there in five.”





CHAPTER 17

He stared at the TV tuned to the local news station. The music swelled as the news team prepared to break for a commercial. “Up next, a local boy abducted.” A picture of the boy flashed on the flat screen—then WGN cut to a commercial.

It doesn’t get better than this. He’d actually made the list of top local stories. This was even bigger than he’d hoped.

The commercials took forever, but he was okay with that. It was a chance to practice a little self-control. Impatience leads to mistakes. And he didn’t make mistakes. He sat on the arm of a leather chair and waited. His mind drifted to Hammer—the cop who had changed his life. Guys like him needed to be taught a lesson. Just because a guy had a badge didn’t give him license to be a bully. And that’s exactly what Hammer was. He knew it the first time Hammer hauled him in. Hammer had made him look stupid. Now Hammer was going to look stupid. Was he sweating yet?

The boy’s picture appeared on the screen again. He smiled to himself and tapped up the volume on the remote.

“Rolling Meadows police are investigating the abduction of fourteen-year-old Gordon Digby,” the news anchor said in his most serious voice. “He was taken from the parking lot alongside Kimball Hill Park just after seven-thirty last night.”

Camera footage from the park filled the screen.

“The teen was with several other friends, including his fourteen-year-old cousin, when he was abducted.”

His cousin? Probably the one that got so close to catching the minivan. Really close—for a moment, anyway. The kid’s desperate chase added excitement and a momentary boost of adrenalin. He got a little buzz just thinking about it.

He had to go back. Tonight. Relive the whole thing. He wouldn’t need to steal a car or a minivan. He could drive his own car.

“Witnesses report that a man driving a late model silver minivan used a taser to stun the boy. Gordon Digby’s parents were unavailable for comment.” The announcer looked sympathetic. “Police are following leads in connection with the kidnapping.”

Leads? He smiled. He didn’t leave them any.





CHAPTER 18

Cooper dumped his bike on Hiro’s lawn and took the porch steps two at a time. Lunk hustled right behind him.

Hiro swung open the door before Cooper rang the bell. She motioned him inside, and, seeing Lunk, she hesitated. “You too, Lunk.”

Lunk nodded and stepped inside, looking strangely out of place and more than a little uncomfortable. It dawned on Cooper that Lunk had never been inside her house before.

Hiro’s Mom, Mrs. Yakimoto, appeared in the hallway. “Cooper, how are you holding together?” She was at his side, arms around him in an instant.

Cooper didn’t know what to say—and knew she didn’t really expect an answer. “God knows exactly where Gordy is, and he knows how to take care of him,” she whispered in his ear.

She gave Cooper one more squeeze and released him, turning her attention to Lunk.

“Mr. Lunquist.” Mrs. Yakimoto gave a slight bow. “I’m honored to have you in our home.” She pulled him into a hug.

Lunk’s eyes grew wide and he stood there stiff as a mannequin, looking like he had no idea how to respond.

“We’re going to talk over some strategy, Mom,” Hiro said. “Is it okay to take them upstairs?”

“Take them into the kitchen, Hiroko. You can bring the laptop down here.” She started up the stairs. “I’m going to call Cooper’s mom to see if there’s anything else I can do.”

“Would you mind telling her I’m here?” Cooper said.

Hiro’s mom turned and nodded.

“I’ll be right back,” Hiro said. “Meet me in the kitchen.” She dashed up the stairs behind her mom.

Lunk and Cooper slipped off their shoes and headed to the kitchen. They had barely sat down before Hiro glided into the room, laptop clutched to her chest.

“Okay,” she said, putting the laptop on the table so all three of them could see it. “I went to the Illinois Sex Offender website and punched in our zip code.”

Cooper’s stomach soured.

“There are seven.” Hiro’s eyes teared up. “Right here in Rolling Meadows.”

God, no. Cooper felt a rage flexing its muscles deep within.

She scrolled to a screen listing names, addresses, and the crime they’d been charged with. A series of pictures was posted for each man.

Here in Rolling Meadows? How could this be?

“Look at this one.” She clicked on a name, opening an entire page of information. “Donald Burnside. Aggravated criminal sexual abuse.”

The guy looked like any regular guy you might bump into at the hardware store. Like a decent guy. A little league coach. Or a grandpa. “Elliot Santoro.”

This guy was old. Toothless. White hair.

“Aggravated criminal sexual assault.”

Cooper felt weak. He didn’t want to hear anymore. His stomach couldn’t take it.

“And this one,” Hiro said. A new page flashed on the screen. “Raymond Proctor. Child pornography.” She pointed at the address. “And he doesn’t live far from where you lost sight of the minivan!”

Cooper felt like he was going to lose it. “Do the police know about this?”

Hiro nodded. “I’m sure of it. They were probably on this last night.”

Hiro open another page. “Michael VanHorton, indecent solicitation of a child.” Hiro stopped to glance at Cooper. “Victim was 13 years old.”

Nearly Gordy’s age. What if this guy went from indecent solicitation to violent abduction? The rage grew inside Cooper.

Lunk’s face looked dark. Angry. “I know that guy.”

Hiro stared at Lunk. So did Cooper.

“He’s bad. Really bad.” Lunk shook his head. “He lives down the block from me. I’ve seen police there plenty of times. His wife and kids are gone—left him, I think. The way I heard it, they took off and didn’t leave a forwarding address.”

“To get away from him?” Hiro asked.

Lunk nodded. “I don’t go near the place. But I’m pretty sure it’s just him at the house now.”

“Or is it?” Cooper said.

Hiro seemed preoccupied with the website, scanning the information. Cooper leaned forward to look at the screen. “Go back to that Raymond Proctor guy. I want to get his address.”

Hiro closed the laptop cover and stared at him. “Why?”

“We have to go there. Check it out.”

“You will do no such thing, Cooper MacKinnon,” Hiro said. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Coop’s right.” Lunk pushed back from the table. “We should check these guys out. Especially VanHorton.”

“Never,” Hiro said. “Do you realize the kind of people you’d be dealing with?” She pulled her braid in front of her shoulder and tugged it. “Not a chance.” She nodded like the whole thing was settled.

Lunk worked his jaw muscles. Like he wanted to say something but was doing his best to hold back. He turned to Cooper instead, like he expected him to take the lead.

Cooper focused on Hiro. “Look, Gordy needs our help.” He wanted to go right now. Tonight. But it was already after nine. He was already pushing the limits for getting home. If he stayed out much later, Mom would make sure he didn’t do any searching for Gordy tomorrow. He’d be stuck at the house babysitting Mattie.

Hiro clutched the laptop in her arms, like she was afraid he’d open it up and see the addresses.

“I wish we’d found this information hours ago,” Cooper said.

Hiro looked at him like he was crazy. “What exactly would you have done?”

Cooper didn’t see any point in looking back. It was what he did next that was important. “We’ll check them out tomorrow. Right after school.” He hated the idea of waiting.

Lunk nodded. “Count me in.”

Hiro bolted out of her chair. “Are you insane?” She gripped the laptop harder. “That’s police work.”

Cooper motioned for her to keep her voice down. “They’d need warrants.”

Lunk nodded. “Which will slow everything down.”

Hiro put the computer on the kitchen counter and whirled to face them. “You’re both talking like idiots now. These men are dangerous.”

“Exactly,” Cooper said. “And Gordy is in danger. Are you going to let me grab those addresses? If not, I’ll just go home and look them up myself.”

“This is more than just dangerous, Coop.” Hiro put a hand on each of his shoulders as if to hold him down in his chair. “Something evil is going on here. Something dark. And this darkness swallowed up Gordy. I’m not going to stand by and let you disappear too.”

Cooper felt goose bumps rising on his arms. Hearing the words “evil” and “darkness” creeped him out. Yet somehow he knew what she said was true. He sensed it deep down inside.

“Did you hear me, Coop? Something evil is at work in Rolling Meadows. We need to use our heads. Stay safe.”

And that’s exactly why he needed to go. His throat burned. “But it’s Gordy,” he whispered. “Gordy.”

“I know,” Hiro said, “but—”

“No buts,” Cooper said. “How can I worry about staying safe while he’s in danger? How can I sit back and do nothing?” He couldn’t live with that thought—and he wasn’t about to try.





CHAPTER 19

When Cooper left with Lunk, Hiro did not look happy. Cooper biked toward his house in silence. He knew where she was coming from. Obviously. But if he played everything safe, Gordy might never be found.

But it was the way she talked about something evil at work that gnawed at him now. The guy who grabbed Gordy was warped. No doubt about it. But the word evil sounded even worse. It suggested the guy was influenced by demons or something so twisted that Cooper didn’t want to imagine it. Not exactly the kind of guy you’d want to meet on a dark night—or any other time—especially at the guy’s own house.

Lunk pedaled beside him. Black hair blowing away from his face. Black T-shirt. Camo shorts. Same Lunk, but changing somehow. There was a time he used his size and strength to bully. Now he used it more to support. Cooper knew Lunk had his back on this. Together they passed under the streetlights and slipped back into the shadows. It felt good knowing he was there.

“Got a plan?”

Lunk’s voice shook Cooper free from his thoughts.

“Not exactly.” Cooper thought for a moment. “Ringing the bell and asking if he’s the one who took Gordy isn’t much of a strategy.”

Lunk shrugged. “That would depend on your goal.” He looked dead serious. “If you meant what you said. About not playing it safe as long as Gordy was in danger.” Lunk paused for a second. “It might get the guy nervous. It may flush him out.”

Cooper turned that one over in his mind. The guy who grabbed Gordy had guts. He’d already proved that. That meant he wouldn’t spook easily. Cooper pictured himself ringing the doorbell of Raymond Proctor. Showing him the flyer with Gordy’s picture. And Proctor inviting him in. Like a spider leading some dumb bug to his web.

Proctor, or one of the others on the predator list might lead him to Gordy, but if the guy pulled out his taser, Cooper wouldn’t be able to help his cousin—or himself.

But the chances of Raymond Proctor, Michael VanHorton, Donald Burnside, or whoever took Gordy actually inviting Cooper in was remote. They’d put on a concerned, innocent face and wish Cooper the best of luck finding Gordy. And as soon as Cooper left, the monster would do even more to cover his trail.

No, if he was going to go to these houses, he’d have to do more than stand at the doorway. The police had probably already done that. He had to get inside. Check the house himself. Only then could he be sure.

He had to agree with Hiro. That sounded totally insane.

Cooper checked his driveway as it came into sight. No pickup truck. As far as he could tell, Dad and Uncle Jim had been searching continuously since they got home from the police station the night before. They wheeled onto Cooper’s drive, dropped the bikes on the grass, and sat on the front porch step.

“If you go, I’m going with you.” Lunk stated it like a fact.

Cooper pictured the two of them at Proctor’s door. “Hiro is right. It’s crazy.”

Lunk stared toward Gordy’s house across the street. “They’ll have a tough time taking down two of us.”

Cooper looked at Lunk, the skeleton of a plan dropping into place. “Tomorrow after school, we do it. I’ll get the addresses tonight.” How many houses did Hiro say there were? Would it even be possible to get into one of the houses, much less all of them?

A chill raced through Cooper. It was a plan. Risky, but at least they’d be doing something.

Dad’s pickup pulled in the driveway, the headlights sweeping across the lawn and blinding Cooper for an instant.

Both doors swung open. Uncle Jim slid out the passenger side. Dad stood on the driveway and stretched. The look on Uncle Jim’s face said it all. No sign of Gordy.

Cooper wanted to tell them about the website Hiro had found, but after seeing Uncle Jim’s face, he couldn’t bear to do it. He’d tell Dad when they were alone.

Uncle Jim looked like a zombie. Or maybe like a robot, operated by some invisible remote control. If he had seen Cooper and Lunk, it didn’t seem to register. “I’m just going to check in.” He jerked a thumb toward his house. “Shut my eyes a few hours.”

Dad stepped around the side of the truck. His eyes were sunken and hollow. “Call me?”

Uncle Jim nodded. “Let’s make it four a.m.” He turned and shuffled across the street.

Dad waited until his brother-in-law went into the house and closed the door behind him before he faced Cooper.

“Anything?” Cooper asked. But he already knew the answer.

“Nothing. I think we’ve checked every parking lot, driven every street, checked behind every building for a ten-mile radius. No silver minivan with those plates.”

“Lunk and I checked the garage at Northwest Community Hospital.”

Dad nodded. “We checked that last night. Twice.”

“What about Woodfield Mall?”

“Got that last night too.” He leaned against the grill and hooked a heel on the bumper. “Easy to check in the middle of the night. If there was an abandoned minivan, we’d have found it. We also checked the parking lots in every forest preserve.”

It all seemed to point to one thing. The minivan couldn’t be found because it had never been abandoned in the area.

Lunk stood there listening. Like he knew this was family business.

Dad seemed to notice him for the first time. “Oh, hi, Neal. Sorry, I’m just a little preoccupied right now.”

Lunk stared at his feet. “Gordy’s lucky to have you for an uncle.”

Dad shrugged, obviously trying to keep back the tears.

If only Cooper and Lunk had found the minivan at the hospital. At least there would been a fresh lead to follow.

“You doing okay, Cooper?” Dad studied him.

“I do better when I’m looking for him.”

Dad nodded. “Me too.”

Cooper wanted to ask how Uncle Jim was holding together. But what was the point? His son was gone. He was probably coming unglued. “What can we do, Dad?” Cooper meant it. He needed to do something.

Dad put a hand on Cooper’s shoulders and clamped down with an iron grip. “Stay safe. Keep your eyes open. Pray.”

Cooper figured he’d get an answer like that. In other words, sit back and wait. Let the adults handle this.

“I’m putting everything into helping Uncle Jim find your cousin. I know you’re canvassing the area by bike, putting up flyers and stuff. I’m proud of you for that. But I need you to take care of yourself too.” Cooper’s dad squeezed tighter. “If something like this ever happened to you—”

He couldn’t finish. He didn’t have to. Cooper glanced over at Lunk. Their eyes met, and Lunk looked down immediately. But it was long enough for Cooper to see the longing there, wishing for a relationship with a dad.

Cooper focused on Dad. He’d never looked this tired—and scared. “I want to help. I need to help.”

“Need to help?” Dad eyed him for a moment. “This wasn’t your fault. You know that, right?”

Bingo. Dad put that one together fast, even as beat as he was.

“Make no mistake, Cooper, the guy is evil. He baited a trap.”

Now Cooper looked down. The kidnapper laid a trap alright. And like a bunch of idiots, they walked right into it.

“You hear me, Cooper? This wasn’t your fault.”

Cooper nodded, but inside he wasn’t quite so convinced. “I could go out with you at four. Fresh eyes.”

Dad seemed to think about that for a moment. Then he shook his head. “We’re going through the motions out there. There’s almost no point to it.”

The words hit Cooper hard. Almost no point? Going through the motions?

“We’re past the twenty-four-hour window. But searching keeps Uncle Jim from going crazy—and I think he would if he sat at home waiting for the phone to ring.”

The twenty-four hour window. It had come and gone. And with it went all hopes of this being a ransom, which meant whoever took Gordy had no intention of giving him back. Ever.

“But you’re beat, Dad. Let me ride along. Keep you awake.”

“Thanks. But I don’t think it’s a good idea. Uncle Jim isn’t himself right now. And you riding along won’t help him.”

Cooper tried to focus. Was Dad saying what he thought he was saying? Did Uncle Jim not want to see him? Did he blame him somehow, or wish the man had tasered Coop instead of his own son?

“Thanks, son. I know you want to help.” He put a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “Save your strength. You’re going to need it.”

Cooper pulled away. “Save my strength? For what? Being a pall bearer? We’re going to find him. We have to find him.”

“Sorry.” Dad shook his head like he was trying to wake up. “That came out wrong. Of course, we’ll find him.”

Dad looked out at the street, but he didn’t seem focused on anything in particular. “I just can’t understand why the van hasn’t shown up.”

He wasn’t talking to Cooper anymore. It looked like he was still trying to piece it together himself. “The kidnapper was driving a stolen car. He’d been spotted in it. He had to ditch it fast and pick up a new vehicle. We should have found it by now if he was still in the area.”

Exactly the same thoughts looping in Cooper’s head. “Speaking of the area—” Cooper stopped, not sure how to tell Dad about the sexual predators in Rolling Meadows.

Dad held up his hands. “Save it for later. I want to talk more, but if I don’t catch a few z’s I’m not going to do anybody any good.”

An image of Dad falling asleep at the wheel flashed through Cooper’s mind. The sexual predator list could wait until tomorrow.

“You get some rest, too, Coop.” Dad locked the truck. “The guy pulled a Houdini. Disappeared.”

And took Gordy with him.

Dad trudged toward the house, slightly stooped over, like the invisible kidnapper himself was riding on his shoulders.





CHAPTER 20

Cooper watched Dad step inside the house and close the door. The strength and determination seemed to have been sapped right out of him. Like the kidnapper hadn’t been satisfied with snatching Gordy. The guy stole the life, the very heart, from every member of the family. Cooper couldn’t imagine what kind of condition Uncle Jim must be in.

“I’d better go,” Lunk said. “I guess there’s no point in my riding out to Woodfield Mall tonight and checking the lots.”

Cooper eyed him. He was serious. Lunk would have gone all the way to the mall to look for the car. “Yeah. Sounds like they already covered that ground.”

“And then some.”

All those hours in the truck. Up and down streets, block after block. “Kind of makes it pointless to keep checking lots ourselves.”

“Which is why I like your other idea.” Lunk looked at him through strands of hair. “Time for us to go where the others aren’t going.”

Cooper agreed. “Tomorrow. After school.”

A smile spread across Lunk’s face. “We could skip. Get at it first thing in the morning.”

A tempting thought. But bound to backfire. The school would call his parents. And his parents would put him on the short leash. No, as much he’d like to ditch classes, it would be smarter to wait until after school.

“You don’t have to answer,” Lunk said. “But if you change your mind, I’ll be ready.” He picked up his bike and swung a leg over. “See you at school.”

Lunk rode off slowly down Fremont and turned the corner.

Fudge met Cooper at the door and practically bowled him over. Tail wagging, she nuzzled him hard. “Hey, girl. I missed you too.”

Her ears lay flat against her head. Like she knew exactly what was going on. She sniffed his shoes. Probably trying to figure out where he’d been and why he hadn’t taken her with him.

Dad was already upstairs.

Mom came through the door a minute later with Mattie half-asleep in tow.

“Cooper,” she said, rushing to him and hugging him tight. “How are you doing, Honey?”

He didn’t have to answer. He didn’t really think she expected him to. She knew.

“Help me get Mattie to bed and then we can talk.”

Mattie stood halfway between them and the front door, eyes at half-mast, and her whole body swayed like she stood on the deck of a ship.

Cooper bent down in front of her. “Hey, Mattie. How ‘bout a horseback ride? C’mon. Climb on your big brother’s back.”

Mattie came alive, wrapped her arms around his neck, and climbed on. “Giddy-up,” she said. Cooper galloped down the hall once and back before trotting up the stairs. Mattie giggled and squealed in his ear.

“Don’t wake Daddy, cowgirl.”

She dug her heels in to spur him on. Mom and Fudge followed close behind, and within minutes Mattie lay sleeping in her own bed.

An hour later Mom went to bed too. She’d gotten Cooper to tell her what he was feeling. At least some of what he was feeling. There were things he didn’t say. And he couldn’t. Not yet. He wasn’t even sure what he felt himself.

He stared at one of the fish drifting along in his fish tank. It was totally clueless about what was going on in the world outside the glass. Just like Coop had no idea what was happening with Gordy. Fudge sat beside him and leaned against his leg.

“We’ve got one more job to do tonight, girl.” Cooper put a finger to his lips. “Quiet.”

Cooper tip-toed down the hall, made his way to the first floor, and sat down in front of the computer. Minutes later he was studying the faces of guys with names like Michael VanHorton and Donald Burnside. The website gave him everything. Height. Weight. Recent photos. And addresses. He printed fact sheets on each of the seven Rolling Meadows listings.

“That’s all we need, Fudge. Let’s head up.”

Fudge padded next to him all the way back to his room. Cooper folded the sheets from the predator website in half and stuffed them in his backpack. He turned out the light and dropped onto his bed, staring at the light of his fish tank on the ceiling.

He laid back on his pillow and texted Hiro. He didn’t want her thinking he was actually out with Lunk at this time of the night, checking on some predator’s house. He should have thought about contacting her sooner. His thumbs flew over the keys.

Can’t sleep. My dad got home. He checked streets and lots everywhere. No van. Feeling helpless. I got the addresses. Lunk and I are checking them out after school. You 1N or OUT?

He reread it. Pushed send.

And then a crazy thought popped into his head. He texted Gordy. It was a way to feel connected to him—even if it was ridiculous. The whole telepathy thing was a total bust. He pecked out a message. Even checked the spelling. The message was important, so he needed to get it right.

Cooper pushed “send” and laid his phone on the nightstand next to his bed. Fudge nuzzled his hand. “Feeling lonely too, eh girl?” He worked his hand under her collar and scratched.

“Uncle Jim probably thinks it’s my fault.”

Fudge looked at him, unblinking. Her brown eyes deep.

“And Dad has definitely given up hope.” He worked his hand behind her ear. “And what was Dad really saying when he talked about me needing my strength?”

Fudge’s ears went back.

“Yeah. You know what he meant. Me too.”

Cooper’s phone vibrated on the nightstand, startling both of them.

Gordy? He lunged for the phone and checked the screen.

A text message. From Hiro.

A lump swelled in his throat. Stupid, stupid, stupid. How could he think it was Gordy? Even for an instant? He missed Gordy even more.

He opened Hiro’s text and smiled just a bit.

IN or OUT. Is that short for INsane or OUT of my mind? Because I’d have to be one of those to join you two.

Okay. At least he asked.

He separated the blinds on his bedroom window and looked toward Gordy’s house. His bedroom window was dark. Like one of those black holes in space where things disappear.

“Where are you, Gordy?”

Cooper punched in Gordy’s number on the phone to text him again. Somehow just the thought of sending a message made Cooper feel better. It made no sense. He knew that. But this whole crazy abduction wasn’t logical either. Thumbs flying, he typed in a couple of lines and sent them out into space, hoping in some freakish way they would find their way to his cousin.





CHAPTER 21

Hiro sat at the corner desk in her bedroom, staring at the Google map on the screen. In the satellite view, she studied the route the minivan had taken.

She thought she heard the text message signal on her phone again, but that was impossible. It was sitting right here at the desk with her. She scrolled back to the text Coop had sent her a few minutes ago and read it again.

She toggled ahead to her response, wondering if Coop took it all right.

He was desperate. She knew that. But showing up at the house of a registered sex offender was stepping over the line. Way over.

What Cooper really needed to do was some solid police work. She looked at the map again. Maybe she could do it for both of them. Find another way. Keep him from visiting those homes. She zoomed up the satellite photos, giving her a perfect view of the roofs of the Jewel grocery store, Kimball Hill School, and every home along the streets.

Was this the same view the kidnapper had studied when he mapped out his route? Did he look at these streets, these houses, and figure out a backup plan in case something went wrong—like getting spotted?

Or was she giving the guy more credit than he deserved? Maybe the guy didn’t have some detailed blueprint. Maybe he didn’t have a “Plan B” for what to do if someone saw him. When Coop got close, the guy panicked. He figured Coop would phone in a description and maybe his plate numbers.

So maybe he stepped on the gas and hightailed it out of the city. Hopped on Route 53 and took his chances. Maybe he got ahead of the Amber Alert and beyond the reach of the police net. In short, the guy rolled the dice and got lucky.

Hiro let that scenario play out in her head for a minute. She pictured the guy squealing around corners making a mad dash for the highway.

But that scenario didn’t exactly fit. The backpack velcroed on the roof took careful planning. Strategizing. Not the work of a guy who made up things as he went along. This guy took risks, but they were calculated.

She turned back to the satellite views. He would have looked at this too. Working out a plan to make a safe getaway, whether he was spotted or not.

She studied the maps and knew she had to do something absolutely repulsive—think like a kidnapper. Even the idea made bile rise in her throat.

Beep-Beep. There it was again. The soft ring tone reminding her she had an unopened text. She eyed her phone. It was within easy reach, but the sound came from someplace more distant. She scanned the room and zeroed in on her backpack.

Standing, she walked across the room unzipped the small pocket in front. Gordy’s phone. Still on, with half the juice left in its battery.

Dear God. The picture on the screen made her throat burn. Gordy in the middle of Cooper and herself, with his one arm slung over Coop’s shoulders. Gordy held his phone out with the other arm to snap the picture. She remembered when he took it. The day Frank Mustacci got back to the diner. Gordy celebrated the event in his favorite way. With his best friends, a monster shake, and an order of fries.

Who would be texting Gordy? It had to be someone who was completely out of the loop. Someone who had no idea what had happened. Two new messages—and both of them from Coop. Sent just minutes ago. That made no sense.

Hiro opened the first text.

Hang in there, Gordy. We’ll find you. I promise you, we WILL find you. SOON. I will never give up. NEVER.

She covered her mouth with her hand.

It was so Coop, so totally him. Of course it was crazy to go to the home of a predator. It was reckless and dangerous and made her want to scream. But it was Coop. The kind of guy who would do anything to help his friends.

Her mind flew back to last Halloween. How Cooper deliberately misled her and Gordy. Instead of going as a group, Coop delivered the surveillance camera’s hard drive to Frank’n Stein’s alone—and almost got himself killed. Coop took all the risks himself so he could keep his friends from danger. And now he was ready to do it again.

“Coop, I hate you.” She said out loud. “Why do you have to be so stupid!” She looked at the text again. But honorable, too. “And Coop,” she whispered, “I love you for it.”

Hiro scrolled to the second message.

I only wish it was me that guy took and not you. Have an idea where you are. After school I’m going for it. Hold on.

She read it again and again. Until the tears made it impossible to read any more. She couldn’t just sit back and let him do this. Either she had to go with him—against her better judgment—or she’d have to blow the whistle. Betray him—for his own good. Tell somebody who would stop him. Would he hate her for it? How could she live with that?

“Oh, God, please. Protect Coop. Protect Gordy. And forgive me for what I have to do.”

After wiping the tears to clear her vision, she stepped back to her desk, picked up her phone, and punched in Coop’s number. No way would she let him know she had Gordy’s phone and had read his texts. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a sudden change of heart about his earlier invitation. She had to stay in the loop. It was the only way to stop him.

Hands trembling, she pecked out a text message.

Changed my mind about after school. I’m in.

She smiled even as she sent the message on its way. And she thought about tomorrow. Coop’s plan was crazy. Reckless. Totally insane. But somehow, it seemed incredibly noble. She almost hated to sabotage it—which is exactly what she planned to do.





CHAPTER 22

Still wearing his jeans and T-shirt, Cooper lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, his fingers locked behind his head. Except for the buzz from the fish tank at the foot of his bed, the house was silent. He was the only one awake, the rest of the family surrendering to sheer exhaustion. But something stronger kept his eyes from getting heavy. Fear.

Even Fudge slept on the floor beside his bed, her side softly rising and falling in the light from the aquarium. Cooper wished he could sleep. He needed it. But somehow he didn’t feel right about being safe in his warm bed while Gordy was out there, somewhere. Gordy wasn’t curled up in his own warm bed. And he definitely wasn’t safe.

Two thoughts looped in Cooper’s mind. First, he needed to pray. Second, he didn’t feel right about praying in his room. He was too protected here. He wanted to feel Gordy’s fear. That would intensify his prayers.

Goose bumps formed on his arms. He knew exactly where he needed to go.

He grabbed his Louisville Slugger baseball bat propped against the headboard, tip-toed to his bedroom door, and pocketed his flashlight from the desk on his way. Fudge didn’t stir.

Cooper crept through the hall and down the stairs without turning on any lights. He didn’t need them anyway. His shoes were by the back door. Cooper slipped them on and laced them up, debating if he should leave a note.

He decided against it. And a minute later he was climbing over the rail of The Getaway. He didn’t flick on the flashlight until he was inside the cabin of the old boat. He lifted the seat cushion from the storage bench on the far side of the compact table. He shined his light into the storage compartment underneath and pulled out Dad’s old dive bag.

He unzipped the duffle and pulled out Dad’s regulator. The rubber grips on the mouthpiece were still good. He pushed the purge valve. One day he’d be attaching the regulator to a tank and going for a dive himself in Lake Geneva. With Gordy. How many times had they talked about it while they scraped and sanded the hull of The Getaway?

He rummaged deeper, past the dive compass and depth gauge—until he found exactly what he was looking for. Dad’s dive knife.

In its black plastic sheath, with dual rubber straps designed to secure it to a man’s calf. The knife felt heavy. Solid. He drew the knife out of the sheath and inspected the vicious stainless-steel blade. A full six inches long, the blade had been honed to a razor’s edge. The tip curved upward, and the spine had a serrated edge—perfect for sawing.

The rubber grip felt good. A heavy, round end cap the size of a sixteen-ounce hammerhead topped off the heel of the knife. Cooper bounced the knife in his open palm, then slid it back in its sheath. The thing could definitely do some damage. He hoped it could do just as much good.

With his pants cuff rolled up, Cooper strapped the knife to his right calf. Going out this late wasn’t the kind of thing you did unarmed. Not with a kidnapper potentially still in the area. He took two deep breaths and blew them out loudly as he left the cabin and closed the hatch behind him.

You can do this. You can do this.

Moving quickly now, he climbed down the ladder propped against the old cabin cruiser—feeling the weight of the knife with every step. It felt good.

Moments later he walked his bike across their backyard and through the gate. He straddled the wooden bat across the handlebars and pushed off. The rain had stopped—at least for the moment. Puddles the size of garbage trucks pooled in the streets.

He stuck to the side streets, finding comfort in every streetlight and every house that had a light on inside. Even passing cars made him feel better. Like he wasn’t the only one in the world still awake.

Cooper kept an even pace but didn’t push hard. He wanted to hear any car that might be approaching from behind, and the wind rushing in his ears wasn’t helping any.

Stupid. That’s the only word that could describe him right now. He could imagine what Hiro would say if she knew where he was. He wished she were with him. The idea of doing this alone wasn’t quite as appealing as it had been when he left his bedroom.

He pedaled past the spot where he last saw the silver van. Every turn of the pedals made the knife rub against his pants leg—reminding him why he was riding through a residential section of Rolling Meadows at 11:30. It felt good to know the knife was there.

Cooper didn’t slow down until he reached the alleyway behind the Jewel Osco. He coasted to a stop and looked at the shadowed pavement behind the building. Lights mounted high on the brick walls bathed the scene in a ghastly orange glow. The whole idea of coming here seemed totally ridiculous.

But he was already this far. Cooper pushed off and wheeled his way down the alley on high alert. He pedaled closer to the six-foot cedar fence than the building. No parked cars. No delivery trucks. Just an empty loading dock and two dumpsters lurking in the shadows.

Out the other side, Cooper coasted along Kimball Hill Park. He could see the bike and walking paths stretched across the park, like pale veins on a corpse. The entire park looked dead. Every sane person was at home. Safe. In bed, sleeping. Exactly like he should be doing.

Cooper counted seven cars in the parking lot, which surprised him. He expected none at this time of night. Most likely they belonged to employees working the nightshift at the Jewel. At least somebody was around.

He stopped under a streetlight bordering the shadowy Kimball Hill Park. He put a foot down, with the corner of the fence to his back. He didn’t want anybody sneaking up behind him. Truthfully? He didn’t want anybody coming at all.

He patted his pocket to be sure his phone was an easy grab. At the first sign of danger, he was out of there. Now he wished he’d brought Fudge along. Cooper scanned the lot looking for any movement. Any sign of life. He might as well have parked in the graveyard. He was the only living soul around.

Cooper checked the alleyway behind him. Checked the park. Checked the lot. He repeated the procedure. He wasn’t just on guard. He was totally on edge—and fully wishing he’d never left the house. He wanted to spin his bike around and haul for home as fast as he could. But he couldn’t. Not yet.

This is about Gordy. This is about Gordy. He repeated the words over and over. He would do anything to help his cousin. He climbed off his bike and propped it against the fence.

Exposed. Vulnerable. Louisville Slugger in hand, he walked ten paces into the park and dropped to his knees. Water from the soggy ground soaked his pants immediately, sending a chill through him. But this is where he would pray. In a place where he’d feel a heightened sense of desperation. A place where he wouldn’t have to imagine the fear Gordy must be facing. He could feel it himself.

Right now he didn’t need to talk to Mom or Dad. He didn’t need to talk to Hiro or Lunk. He needed to talk to someone who could change the situation. He needed to talk to God. He just hoped God didn’t expect him to do it with his eyes shut.





CHAPTER 23

He sat in the darkness of his parked Toyota Camry and watched the kid. He’d looked forward to coming here all day. Just to relive the whole thing. The brilliance of it all. The kidnapping was clean. Perfectly planned. Perfectly executed. Bold. Gutsy. And sure to prove to the police that all their methods weren’t a match for his mind. They still hadn’t found the minivan—and they wouldn’t. Not until he was ready. He’d give Detective Hammer a few more gray hairs on this one. Maybe he’d lose his detective status. A demotion back to patrolman would be nice. He’d love to drive by and see Hammer directing traffic somewhere. And it could happen. So far everything else was going just as he’d imagined.

But he hadn’t predicted this. The boy knelt on the grass—holding a baseball bat. He knew exactly who the kid was. The kid had passed close enough to a streetlight to confirm it without a doubt. The one who had nearly caught up to the van.

The kid chasing him on his bike turned out to be a bonus. A total rush. He wished he’d thought to mount a mini-cam to the rear bumper. That’s a tape he’d have enjoyed watching. To see the kid’s face. See him reaching out—soooo close. To hear him scream for his friend.

And now the kid was back. Oh, this was an unexpected treat. He sat up a little taller in the seat, careful not to let his head rise above the headrest even for an instant. He didn’t want to do anything to attract attention. But if the police happened to cruise by and question him, he had an explanation.

He was always prepared. Always in control. Always two steps—no make that ten steps—ahead of the police. He would never be caught. He was too smart. And too careful. He would drive Hammer crazy.

Was this a trap? Had the boy been sent here? From the shadows of the car, he gave the lot a careful once-over. He inspected the rooftops of the nearby buildings. Nothing. No, this boy was working on his own. He’d sent himself.

What was this kid thinking? Praying for a miracle? He chuckled quietly. This was an interesting twist.

Something surged up inside him. A sudden compulsion to grab the kid. Stuff him in the trunk. Imagine how stupid the police would look then. Two abductions in the same week. In the same spot. It was madness. But a sweet, delicious madness.

Impulsiveness breeds mistakes. He knew that. And he was too smart to make a mistake, which meant that tonight he would do nothing but watch. The idea of pulling off a double kidnapping intrigued him, though. It would gain national attention. Hammer would think he had a serial kidnapper on his hands. But that’s where he’d make a critical mistake. Their profile would be way off.

It would be so easy. The FBI would be called in. Then he’d prove he was smarter than even the big guys. He’d take their pride down a peg or two. Especially Hammer. That man had enough pride and arrogance for the whole force.

A double kidnapping. The kid was begging for it. He watched the boy stand, take a careful look around, then head toward his bike. He had to hand it to the kid. Scared or not, he had guts.

Thinking about a second abduction made goose bumps rise on his arms. The police clearly hadn’t found the minivan. They likely figured he’d left the area. But a second kidnapping would show how wrong they were. How stupid they were. It would prove he had never left. Hammer would want to crawl into a hole somewhere. His hotshot reputation wouldn’t be so hot anymore. Just shot.

This would take careful strategizing. And it would mean he’d have to keep the boy in the basement a little longer than he’d planned. Two kidnappings in less than a week. Who would expect that? Who could top that?

It was all he could do to keep from laughing out loud. But he had more self-control than that.

Two kidnappings. He had to do this. Not tonight, of course. But this was a golden opportunity. Careful preparation was the key.

The whole thing gave him an appetite. He’d have to stop at the Jewel to find something on the way home. Something to fuel him while he mapped out his next moves.

The boy picked up his bike and swung a leg over. The kid would be back. He knew it. Could feel it. Now that the kid had done it once, he’d be back here again. He sized him up. Not as tall as the boy he’d already taken. And the bat wouldn’t be a problem. Not with the taser. Or would he come up with a different way to grab this one? That would take some thinking.

The boy looked to the left. The right. Behind him.

“You’re scared, aren’t you boy?” He felt the boy’s fear. Sensed it. As real as the steering wheel in front of him.

With one more look behind him, the boy pushed off and pedaled fast down the narrow passage between the building and the fence.

“Oh, you are scared.” He smiled at the thought. “And you should be.”





CHAPTER 24

Lunk finished scooping cement into the hollow wiffle-ball bat through the freshly-drilled hole at the knob. He tapped the floor with the tip of the bat to make sure all the air pockets were filled. The thing had some real weight to it now. He propped the bat upright, with the grip up, against the basement wall, and he smiled. It would be rock-solid in the morning.

“Neal, Honey. What are you still doing up? It’s after midnight.”

“Be right up, Ma.” He wiped the wet cement off the sides of the bat so it looked like new, then thumped up the stairs.

His mom waited for him in the kitchen, shaking the plastic carton of milk. “Milk shake?”

When he was a kid, that was the only kind of milk shake he knew. The only kind they could afford. She took a glass from the cupboard without waiting for his answer.

He could see right through her. Always could. She wanted to talk. Rather, wanted him to talk. Something was on her mind.

She motioned for him to sit at the table, and sat down across from him. The milk had a nice head of foam.

“How are you doing, Neal?” Her eyes searched his.

Of course. This had to do with Gordy. He thought about his friendship with Gordy and Hiro. “I’m okay. We weren’t close, not like I am to Coop.” Though they had been getting closer.

“But you haven’t stopped looking for him. You hardly slept last night. Are you doing this because of Cooper?”

She had him pegged. “Cooper stuck his neck out for me. And the second time he saved my life.” His mind dragged him back to the walk-in freezer at Frank’n Stein’s. “And that was right after I’d skinned my knuckles on his face.”

Everything had changed since then. No, that wasn’t exactly right. He was changing. Neal Lunquist. He knew how to be a bully. He could teach a class on it. But being a friend was new. Coop could teach that class, no doubt.

Truth was, he’d never had a friend before. Besides Mom. What made Coop bother with him? After the way Lunk had treated him, Gordy, and Hiro? Lunk didn’t get it.

One thing he knew for sure. He would be there for Coop.

Look out for yourself. He knew all about that. Take care of your mom. He understood that, too. Especially protecting her from Dad. But Coop and Gordy were different. He’d never seen that kind of dedication for a friend.

He sipped the foam off the top of the milk. Why had Coop tried so hard to be nice? All Lunk had done was give him grief.

“You like living here, don’t you?” his mom asked. She picked up the milk cap and acted like it interested her somehow. Probably so he couldn’t read her eyes.

She wasn’t asking a question. More like stating a fact.

“Yeah, I do.” A total switch for him. Usually, he was happy to move. Every other time he’d seen it as a chance to find something new. Or escape. And they’d moved a lot. His mom would pull up stakes for a new job or a chance to get farther away from his dad. The more miles the better.

But the fact that she’d asked the question sounded an alarm. “Do we have to move?” He tried to sound like he didn’t care one way or another.

She capped the milk and sighed. “I’m not sure.”

Lunk clenched his jaw. It had been over six months since his dad strolled through. He knew where they lived and could show up again whenever he wanted. “If this is because of Dad, I can handle him now. He’ll never hurt you again.”

She smiled at him. A sad smile. Like she knew he forced himself to eat man-sized portions of food to bulk up. Like she knew he hit the weights almost every day—so he’d be big enough and strong enough to protect her from the monster she’d married and divorced.

“You’ve always been my protector, Neal. It’s not supposed to be that way, you know.”

Neal nodded. Lots of things weren’t the way they were supposed to be. That was another problem he had with God—if he existed.

“The problem is money this time.”

He knew money was tight. He took every work hour Frank Mustacci would give him at Frank’n Stein’s. But at his age, there were restrictions on how many hours he could work. Every penny of it went for rent. “How much are we short?”

“It’s not us. I mean it’s tight, but I’ve actually squirreled away over $250 since Christmas.”

Not bad for just over four months. That meant she’d replaced all the savings they gave Dad when he skulked into town last Halloween. His dad seemed to know when he could hit them up for traveling money. Anything to keep him traveling right back out of town. “So where’s the problem?”

“The landlord.” Her eyes flashed his way for a moment, then dropped to her hands. “The bank may foreclose on him.”

That didn’t make sense. “We haven’t been late on our rent—or short either. Not one month.”

“That’s about what I said. But he’s been using our rent to pay the mortgage on his own home. He hasn’t paid a dime on this house in months.”

Lunk slammed down his glass harder than he meant to. “That’s not right. Things are just beginning to come together—” he cut himself short. Mom didn’t need to feel any worse than she already did. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So what do we do?”

He didn’t want to move away. Not now. And the way things were looking, not ever. Cooper needed him. He needed Coop. They were friends. And a friend doesn’t bail out on a friend.

“We wait. See what happens.”

Lunk walked over to her side of the table. Taking her by both hands he helped her to her feet, then wrapped his arms around her. “I love you, Mom,” he whispered. He towered over her but leaned in close. “We still have each other.” But he wanted more. He wanted real friends.

“That’s right,” she said. “We stick together, and we do okay.”

Lunk could picture Coop saying that. Or Hiro.

His mom crossed her fingers. “We just need a little luck.”

Lunk pictured Hiro saying, “We just need to pray.”





CHAPTER 25

Gordy had no idea what time it was. Somebody could offer him a million bucks if he guessed within an hour of the right time, and he’d definitely lose. All he knew was, whenever he flicked off the flashlight, the basement was as dark as a grave. He couldn’t tell if it was day or night. This must be what if feels like to be buried alive. Or lost in a cave.

“HEY!” he shouted. “GET ME OUT OF HERE!” Why he still shouted out like that, every so often, was beyond him. Maybe the silence was getting to him. Nobody ever answered. Either the insulation was that good, the man was ignoring him, or nobody was close enough to hear.

One thing he knew for sure. His voice was giving out. Raspy and hoarse. A little more yelling and he’d lose his voice completely. And what if he really needed some volume later? What would he do? He had to use his head. So no more calling for help.

His whole jaw hurt from chewing at the nylon tie cinched around his wrists. Not that it had done him any good. They might as well have been steel handcuffs. Maybe the ties had been developed for NASA like Velcro. Right now he felt like an astronaut. Cut off from every other human being on Earth. Lost somewhere in the blackness of deep space. The ties dug into the swollen skin, making every movement torture. The shackle on his ankle wasn’t any better.

Gordy studied the lock connecting the shackle to the chain. The lock was heavy and looked really old. And it only had a slot for a key—no combination dial. He guessed Taser-man didn’t want to take a chance that Gordy might get lucky and stumble on the right combination.

The guy had thought of everything. And he hadn’t left a single thing that might help Gordy escape. Did he empty the basement, or was it this way all along? Gordy had the layout of the basement and everything in it locked in his memory. Washer. Dryer. Sump pump. Slop sink. Hot water heater. Furnace. Toilet. All the comforts of home. Right.

The cardboard box was empty now, and so was his stomach. The Twinkies and peanut butter crackers were long gone. So was the water.

The guy didn’t leave anything Gordy could use to cut through the nylon ties. Or did he? Gordy stared at the toilet. Grabbing the chain so it wouldn’t pull on his leg shackle, he shuffled over to the porcelain fixture. Holding the flashlight in his mouth, he picked up the tank lid and let it drop to the concrete floor.

The lid shattered into sharp pieces of all sizes. Hands trembling, Gordy selected a long shard, sat on the toilet seat, and gripped the sharp piece between his knees.

Back and forth he worked the tie across the edge, sometimes slicing his skin in the process. But it was working. He could feel it. Swallowing wasn’t easy with the flashlight stuck in his mouth, but he frantically kept sawing, afraid the man would show up before he could get free.

He pressed harder. Changed the angle, careful to keep the makeshift blade in the groove. The entire edge of the porcelain gleamed red. Suddenly, the zip tie broke loose.

He sat frozen for a moment. Staring at his wrists. Moving them in small circles to work out the stiffness. The ties left deep indentations in his skin. Combined with the swelling and the blood, his hands looked like they had been sewn on. Like the Frankenstein mascot at the diner.

But his hands were free.

He took the flashlight out of his mouth and inspected one wrist, then the other. Slices, swelling, bruises, blood. Nothing that wouldn’t heal. And he didn’t mind the blood. At least he was still alive.

Gordy studied the jagged piece of porcelain. It would make a good weapon. He slipped it into the cargo pocket of his shorts and stood. His hands were free and he had a weapon. Progress. Now if he could only figure out a way to get rid of the chain shackled to his leg.





CHAPTER 26

Cooper sat up when he heard dad plod down the hallway, probably getting ready to go out searching again. He checked the clock on his desk: 3:35. Cooper rubbed his eyes. Had he dozed off? He must have, but he couldn’t have gone very deep for this to wake him up.

Thoughts of his excursion to the park seemed like a dream. It was crazy. Reckless. Stupid. But going to that spot—so close to where Gordy had been taken—going there to pray had been powerful. He knew he could pray anywhere and God would hear—he got that. But there was something about being there that made him feel closer to God—and to Gordy.

He didn’t think he could explain that to anybody if he tried—not that he had any intention of telling a soul. Mom would put him on house arrest.

Hiro would understand, but she would try to make him promise not to do it again—and certainly not alone. But he didn’t want to make that promise. And if he hadn’t been alone, he wasn’t sure he’d have felt the same connection. The raw fear he felt in the park added intensity to his prayers that he might not have had if someone was with him.

He was better off not mentioning this to anybody. It was a very private experience, and he needed to keep it that way. Especially if he went back.

The thought of going back made his pulse speed up. Would he do it? That wasn’t a decision he had to make. At least, not yet. He was glad he’d gone but even happier to be home. And besides, Gordy would be found soon.

What he really wanted to do was talk to Dad.

He swung his legs over the bed just as the rain started drumming the roof again. Terrific. It would definitely make Dad’s job harder. When was it ever going to end? Cooper stood and tip-toed down the stairs.

Dad stood in the kitchen with the fridge door open, squinting at the light inside, like the bulb was an oncoming car with its high beams on. How was Dad going to drive?

“Dad?”

In a whirl, Dad grabbed a bottle of ketchup and held it up like a club.

Cooper jumped backward. “Dad, it’s me!”

Obviously, Dad’s exhaustion had affected his judgment, but his reaction time hadn’t slowed a bit. He lowered the bottle. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” He put the ketchup back on a shelf and got the orange juice. “What are you doing up?”

“Just seeing how you’re doing. Need some help?”

Dad shook his head. “Not yet. Just going out looking.”

“For the van?”

“Yeah. And no.” He poured a glass of juice and took a swallow. “I’m not sure what we’re looking for.” He shut the refrigerator and leaned against the counter.

Cooper could barely make him out in the darkness.

“Sure, we’re still looking for the van. But it looks like the guy didn’t switch vehicles after all. Gordy was still conscious, and the taser would have worn off in seconds. He’d have to keep his eye on him and taser him again if he needed to. With you chasing him, he couldn’t risk taking time to swap vehicles. And he sure couldn’t stop to tie Gordy up.”

Cooper pictured Gordy struggling to get up off the floor of the van, and the kidnapper tasering him again. “So you think he’s out of the area?”

“That’s my guess. We should have found that van by now.” He raised his head to drain the glass, then set it on the counter. “Every time I turn a corner or head down another street, I keep thinking we’ll see him. That he broke free and is running for his life.”

Cooper could see it too. Wanted to see it.

Dad shrugged. “It keeps me going.” He turned and looked Cooper square in the eyes. “We’re all doing what we can. And the biggest thing you can do for me is to stay safe—like we talked about. Are you calling Mom every thirty minutes?”

Cooper nodded. And somehow Cooper had to get the focus off the things he should be doing to stay safe. He didn’t want Dad to think of any more restrictions to put on him. And he really needed to talk to him about Raymond Proctor, Michael VanHorton, and the others on the website.

“Dad?” Cooper didn’t know how to start. “Hiro did some checking online. Did you know there are registered sex offenders right here in Rolling Meadows?”

“Actually, I did. Seven of them. Mom and I checked it online the night we got home from the police station.”

Cooper felt instant relief. “So what are you going to do?”

“Not much we can do. The police have talked to every one of them and feel they’re clean. Uncle Jim and I cruised by every house, several times—just in case.”

“You mean they’re not going to search their houses?”

Dad paused. “Not unless they have a solid reason to.”

Cooper couldn’t believe it. “But what if one of them has Gordy?”

Dad stepped over and put a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. “Not real likely son. They’d know the police would check them first.”

“Exactly. It’s so obvious no cop would believe he’d abduct someone in his own neighborhood. It’s a perfect cover.”

Dad didn’t answer. Either he was thinking it over, or he wasn’t convinced. Cooper needed to take another swing at it. “This guy, whoever he is, took Gordy with three of us around. He’s not afraid to take a risk.”

“Look.” Dad slipped his shoes on. “Uncle Jim and I will keep checking their houses. We have a little route we do. And not just for the guys registered in Rolling Meadows. Also Palatine and Arlington Heights.”

“But the police should get inside their homes. Make sure Gordy isn’t there.”

Dad shrugged on a light jacket. “There are laws. Unless they get a tip or have a good reason, a cop can’t go barging into their homes. That policy is in place to protect a citizen’s right to privacy. You understand, right?”

“I guess so.” Of course, Cooper understood, but nothing was going to stop him from doing some checking himself.





CHAPTER 27

Miss Ferrand’s class was the last place Cooper wanted to be Thursday morning. He shouldn’t be at school at all. He should be out with Dad and Uncle Jim. Or checking out those homes.

Riley Steiner, Walker Demel, and Trevor Tellshow sat in the back, pretending to pay attention. Walker said something, too quiet for Cooper to make out. Riley laughed but immediately morphed it into a fake-sounding coughing fit.

Miss Ferrand kept up with her lecture as if she hadn’t noticed a thing. She was a good teacher, even if she was gaga over Shakespeare.

Hiro sat directly in front of Cooper. Jake Mickel, one row to Cooper’s right. Kelsey Seals sat in front of Jake. Everybody in their usual places, but without Gordy, everything seemed out of place.

Miss Ferrand droned on about Shakespeare. Hiro leaned over her desk, taking notes as usual. Which fried him just a little. How could she sit there and pay attention to a lecture about a long-dead writer? Cooper wasn’t about to take notes. Not one. It would be a betrayal to Gordy.

Gordy needed them. Depended on them to find him. All their time and effort should be going into that.

Thankfully he’d ridden his bike to school. He’d get home earlier than if he rode the bus. Plus he had no desire to see the bus driver. She’d probably ripped Gordy’s picture down by now.

That was the problem, wasn’t it? Nobody was willing to take real risks. Don’t miss school. Don’t risk leaving early. Don’t find a reason to get a search warrant. Don’t create a way to search without a warrant.

He looked around the room. Jake and Kelsey were trying to hold back their laughter about something. What on earth was there to laugh about?

Miss Ferrand paced along the front of the class and eyed him without hesitating in her lecture. Teachers could do that. She could say one thing out loud to the class, while she said another thing to him with that look. And her message had nothing to do with Shakespeare. She was analyzing him. Telling him she felt they should talk. Great.

Cooper stared at the clock. He could send messages to Miss Ferrand too. Like, I can’t wait until class is over. Or, How can you teach about some guy who lived hundreds of years ago when Gordy is missing?

The second hand swept the face of the clock again and again. Cooper did the math. Thirty-nine hours. Gordy had been gone thirty-nine hours!

No ransom call.

No silver minivan.

Nothing.

And everyone just sat in the class like nothing was wrong.

Hiro cleared her throat. She never did that unless she was trying to get his attention. She glanced back for an instant and held up her spiral at an angle so he could read it.

Did she really think he was remotely interested in her Shakespeare notes? He glanced at the page. Coop, if I hear one more thing about Shakespeare I’m going to scream.

Cooper smiled. Hiro was just as annoyed. He stretched to read the rest.

I’ve been thinking about what your dad said about checking those houses. He’s right. If the police have no reasonable suspicion, they can’t go in. We shouldn’t either. We need to find a way for the police to go in legally.

She was backing down on checking the homes. Fine. And not exactly a shocker either. Her change of attitude last night had been almost too good to believe. But if they waited for a legal way, it might be too late.

Miss Ferrand paced down their row of desks, coming right toward Cooper. Hiro lowered her notebook and turned the page.

Ferrand gushed about how she’d toured England during the summer and had actually been to Shakespeare’s home.

Wonderful.

“I sat on a bench right there in the little village of Stratford-upon-Avon, sipping tea and looking at William’s house,” she said.

So now she was on a first name basis with an author who died like four hundred years ago? Creepy.

“At that moment,” she said, “I understood how he could write the way he did. It was the atmosphere of the whole place. One word came to my mind, and I wrote it on the napkin that came with my tea. I still have it. Can anybody guess the word I wrote?”

Miss Ferrand paused at Cooper’s desk and scanned the room.

Kelsey raised her hand. “Romantic?”

A couple of guys behind Cooper snickered.

“A good word,” Ferrand said. “But not the one I wrote on the napkin.”

Kelsey looked truly disappointed.

Emma Olson raised her hand. “Beautiful?”

Cooper thought it would be beautiful if Ferrand moved on instead of parking at his desk.

Miss Ferrand smiled at Emma. It was her way of letting Emma down gently.

Kelsey’s hand shot up. “Quaint.” She said it with a little nod, like she was sure she was right.

Ferrand smiled but shook her head. “How about some of you boys? Let’s hear from you. The home and village clearly influenced William Shakespeare’s writing. What one word described the town, and thus his works?”

Confused. Insane. Cooper figured either of those worked perfectly.

“Jake?”

Jake looked lost. “Classic?”

The back-row boys laughed.

Ferrand wasn’t fazed. Was this really part of her lesson plan?

Miss Ferrand raised her hands and lowered them slowly to quiet the class. “Let me increase the stakes a bit. I’m going to call on three people. If one of them guesses the correct word there will be no reading homework tonight—for the entire class.”

The class came to life with cheers and clapping. She held up her hand to quiet things down.

“Walker,” she said. “A word.”

“Nice?”

Ferrand shook her head.

Riley backhanded Walker with his spiral notebook. “Nice? What a moron.”

Cooper had to agree with Riley on that one. He had no intention of doing any homework—not when he could be out searching for Gordy. But it would be nice not to get behind either.

“Okay, Riley,” Ferrand said. “Let’s see how you do. One word.”

Riley stood and bowed to the class. “The one word would be awesome: a-w-e-s-o-m-e.” He spelled out each letter clearly, like he was competing at a spelling bee. “Awesome.”

Ferrand smiled slightly. “W-r-o-n-g. Wrong.”

Groans all around.

Ferrand scanned the room. Kelsey and Emma shot their hands up, stretching for the ceiling. “One more person—get it right and you’re the hero. Get it wrong and—” Ferrand shrugged.

The girls lowered their hands.

Ferrand looked at Cooper. “Mr. MacKinnon. A word.”

Great. Now this was riding on him.

“C’mon, Coop. Do it MacKinnon.” Encouragement came from all sides.

Kelsey leaned closer. “Wonderful. Try that. Or inspiring.”

It would have been wonderful if Miss Ferrand had picked someone else.

Hiro would have been way better at this. How could he possibly figure out the magic word Ferrand wrote on her napkin? Magic word. Magical. It was worth a shot.

“Magical?”

Miss Ferrand’s eyes widened. “Oh my goodness. You’re close. Very close.” She motioned like she was trying to draw the right word out of him. “The meaning is nearly the same, but a different word. I’ll give you another chance.”

“Go MacKinnon.” Riley clapped him on the back. “Don’t mess up.”

Terrific. No pressure. And no ideas.

Maybe Miss Ferrand saw the helpless look in his eyes. She walked up to the marker board. “I’ll give you the first letter.” She took a red marker and wrote a loopy capital E in some kind of fancy script. She looked at him like the word should be obvious.

Hiro half turned toward him. The look in her eyes told him she knew the word.

“Exciting!” Kelsey blurted out.

Hiro’s head shook slightly, but it was enough for Cooper.

“Can I get a life line here?” Cooper said

“Ask the audience? Phone a friend?” Ferrand shook her head. “I don’t think so, Cooper.”

“Not the whole audience. Just Hiro.”

Miss Ferrand looked apologetic. “Not this time.”

Hiro shrugged. “Sorry I couldn’t help. It would have been enchanting.”

Cooper pounded his fist on his desk. “Enchanting!”

Ferrand put her hands on her hips and looked at Hiro with a slight smile. She walked to the front of the class and wrote enchanting on the board in fancy script. “That is the word. So no reading homework tonight.”

The class erupted in cheers. Apparently they weren’t into Shakespeare any more than Cooper was. Miss Ferrand held up her hand to quiet the room.

“Thanks to Cooper, and Hiro,” Ferrand said.

Again the cheers. Jake leaned over and shook Cooper’s hand. Kelsey looked like she was about to cry. Cooper grinned and turned to see Gordy’s reaction. The desk sat empty—and everything flooded back. For just those few minutes he’d forgotten. Forgotten about Gordy! He had to stay focused. Find Gordy. He glanced at the clock just as the bell rang.

“Cooper,” Miss Ferrand said. “I need to talk to you before you go.”

Great. The class that would never end.

Ferrand sat on the front edge of her desk and motioned him over.

Hiro shouldered her backpack. “See you at lunch.” She was out of the room by the time Cooper got to Ferrand’s desk. Maybe she was afraid Ferrand would stop her too.

“How are you doing, Cooper?” She studied him, her gray eyes peering into his own as if she were trying to read his thoughts. And actually, he wished she could. Then she wouldn’t have asked him such a stupid question.

“I want you to know I’m here for you. You can talk to me.”

And what did she expect him to say? Gee, Miss Ferrand, my cousin was abducted before my very eyes Tuesday night. At first it was hard, but I’m really doing fine now. I think I’ll go home and read some Shakespeare. Have a nice day.

“I want to help, Cooper. Really.”

Finding a way to check the homes of those men on the website would be a real help. But he didn’t think that idea was going to fly with her. Cooper stared at his feet.

“Principal Shull brought in a counselor today. A trained professional in areas of trauma and loss like you’re experiencing.”

“You mean a shrink?” Cooper looked her in the eyes.

“A licensed psychologist. And I want you to talk to him.”

Give me a break. Not only was she not helping, she was going to slow him down. “But I thought schools only brought in guys like that after there’d been a shooting or an accident or something where students were killed.”

Ferrand tilted her head to one side and winced apologetically. Her eyes said the rest. She thought Gordy was gone too. Pitied poor Cooper’s naïve hope that he was still alive. Always proactive, the school had already lined up some kind of grief counselor.

“Gordy is alive. I know it.”

Again, those sad, puppy-dog eyes.

“I don’t want to talk to some shrink. I just want to find Gordy.”

“Of course you do. We all do. But sometimes we need a little help processing things. A number of students have already gone to see him.”

“I don’t need a shrink.”

“Cooper,” she said. “I’m not blind. You weren’t tracking with me at all today. Not until the very end.”

Cooper clenched his jaw and tried to keep from saying something that would only make things worse.

Miss Ferrand caught it. She had to. Her eyes flicked down to his cheeks.

“You were thinking about Gordy all through class, right?”

“He’s my cousin. And he’s gone. Some sick-o grabbed him and I couldn’t stop him. I tried. I tried. So how do you expect me to concentrate on some stupid author who wrote stupid stories when my cousin needs help?”

The words came out too fast and with too much force for Cooper to stop them. He took a deep breath. That little outburst wasn’t going to do him any favors.

“The counselor can help you.”

Cooper shook his head and backed toward the door. “No thanks.” The last thing he needed was another thing to delay him from searching for Gordy.

“Not an option. You’re going right after lunch.” She pulled out a small pad and made some notes on it like a doctor writing a prescription.

Terrific.

She tore the sheet off the pad and handed it to him. “The nurse’s office. Immediately after lunch. This is your pass.”

He read the paper. Cooper MacKinnon to see Dr. Dale McElhinney, 5th period, Thursday. A glance back at her told him this wasn’t open for discussion. But she wasn’t asking him to stay after school, so he couldn’t really come up with an argument anyway. It could be worse, which was exactly what would happen if he argued any more.

“Have some lunch. Then see Dr. McElhinney.” She stood and put her hands on his shoulders. “I’m worried about you, Cooper. You take things on yourself that somebody your age should never have to do.”

Ferrand smiled and tilted her head. She cared. Cooper knew that. But what he needed right now was more time to find Gordy. No, what he really needed was a miracle.





CHAPTER 28

Hiro sat at the lunch table but kept watching the doors for Cooper. She emptied her lunch bag and arranged the contents on the table. Bottle of water. Plastic bag of mixed carrots and celery. Plastic bag with an apple—precut into slices. And a fresh-sliced turkey sandwich with spinach leaves and tomato on whole wheat bread, cut diagonally. Everything organized and in its place, just the way she liked it. Too bad life couldn’t be that neat.

Gordy’s abduction. The fact that the kidnapper’s bait had fooled her—Hiro—the one who wanted to be a cop someday. Then there was the police investigation—turning over plenty of rocks but finding nothing. The trail had gone cold. She closed her eyes and a shiver ran through her. She couldn’t let her mind go there.

Her life was a mess. Chaos was a good word for it. Her mom was trying to put up a good front, but Hiro knew better. She dozed on and off watching the six o’clock news last night, but her bedroom light was still on well after midnight. Hiro noticed her crying while she cleaned the kitchen. Mom never explained, but the tears running down her cheeks spoke for her. She couldn’t imagine how bad things were at Gordy’s home. Or at Coop’s.

And Coop wasn’t doing well. He was starting to scare her. And Lunk wasn’t any help.

Posting flyers was smart. But visiting the homes of registered sex offenders? That was insane. Even considering checking their homes crossed a boundary. He’d left clear thinking behind, and he was headed someplace very reckless. And dangerous. She wished she’d never brought it up, never showed him the website.

If she could convince him to just check house-to-house to see if anyone saw the van. But Coop couldn’t let the license plate thing go. He couldn’t forgive himself for not catching that van.

Cooper couldn’t handle the thought of losing Gordy. Gordy could be dead already. She considered the idea, turned the thought around in her mind. She tried looking at it logically, like a good cop would. But Coop wouldn’t consider the fact that Gordy might be gone. In Hiro’s mind, it had been too many hours to ignore that possibility.

Possibility. That was the wrong word, wasn’t it? Realistically, it was no longer a possibility. It was a probability. And Coop could lose his life trying to find someone who was never coming back.

She had to play this smart. She’d go along with him to a point—if only to keep him from shutting her out. But there was no way she’d let him knock on the door of a registered sex offender. She’d blow the whistle on him first—and she wasn’t afraid to tell him that to his face.

The thing that scared her was how he might react. Would he pull away from her? Probably. And then who would be the voice of reason? He’d hatch some crazy plan, and she wouldn’t have a chance to talk him out of it.

Hiro pulled a manila file folder out of her backpack and spread the contents on the table. Page after page of printouts from the satellite views of the route the minivan had taken. They wouldn’t have much time at lunch, but even a few minutes might help.

Lunk sauntered over, tray in hand, and sat on the same side of the table as Hiro, with ample space between them. His plate was piled with four huge slices of pizza, surrounded by four cartons of chocolate milk. Just the kind of lunch Gordy would have chosen. She wondered what he might be eating if he was still alive. Was he eating?

Lunk scanned the cafeteria. “Where’s Coop?”

“Miss Ferrand wanted to talk to him.” She checked the entrance again. “I’m surprised he’s not here yet.”

“What’d she want?”

Hiro took a sip of her water. “I have no idea.” She tried to keep her voice even. Like it didn’t concern her. She kept her eyes on the cafeteria entrance.

Officer Sykes walked in and surveyed the room. When he noticed her looking at him, he headed their way.

“Nice lunch,” Lunk said, poking a slice of pizza at her sandwich. “That kind of food will kill you.”

“Really.” Hiro took her napkin and dabbed the top of one of his pizza slices. She held it up. “See this? Grease. Lots of it. You call that healthy?”

“Well, yeah.” Lunk looked at her like she was a little crazy. “That grease, as you call it, is a specially formulated lubricant to help the pizza get down your throat without causing a choking hazard.”

Hiro turned her head away. She didn’t want Lunk to have the satisfaction of seeing her smile. Officer Sykes was almost at their table, stuck behind Candy, Lissa, and Katie. The three beauty queens were walking way too slow, looking for a prime place to sit. Their plates were piled high with processed food. At that rate, they wouldn’t be beauty queens for long.

Candy stopped at the table and turned to get a better look at the pages. “What are you doing now, Hiroko?” She made a mock face of bewilderment.

“Hey,” Lunk said. “It’s the female version of the Three Stooges.”

Was he actually trying to stick up for her?

Candy didn’t even acknowledge that Lunk spoke.

Hiro felt her temperature rising.

Lissa nodded toward the aerial views. “Planning a treasure hunt?” Hiro smiled. Not because she felt particularly happy, but showing hostility was plain ugly. Candy and her friends were proof of that. “Yeah, it’s a treasure hunt. I’m trying to help find Gordy Digby, in case you’ve forgotten. And he is a treasure. Worth his weight in gold.”

“I can’t argue with you there,” Candy said. “But you have to admit, he had poor taste when it came to picking friends. I could never see the value in them.”

Lissa and Katie giggled.

Hiro was not going to let them get under her skin. “Treasures like Gordy are rare.”

“Not as rare as you think,” Lunk said. “These three ladies are a treasure too.” Lunk pointed. “If we combined their considerable weight and had that in gold, it would be worth a fortune.”

Candy glared at him. “Look who’s talking. You’re a real jerk, you know that, Lunquist?” The girls stomped off, chattering among themselves and shooting disgusted glances at Lunk.

Officer Sykes took the bench opposite them. “Nicely done, Mr. Lunquist. But you never heard me say that.”

“It was a horrible thing to say, Lunk,” Hiro said. “But I loved it.”

Lunk grinned.

“But,” Hiro shook a finger at him, “I can handle myself.”

Lunk raised both hands in mock surrender. “Don’t I know it.” He angled a slice of pizza into his mouth. “Tell me something, Hiro. Why don’t those girls like you?”

Hiro gave him a sideways glance. “You used to be just as rude—up until six months ago or so. Why didn’t you like me?”

“Oh …” He shifted the pizza to one side of his mouth. “Don’t get me started.”

Officer Sykes rested his forearms on the table and studied the pages pieced together to make an aerial map of the crime scene area.

Coop walked up and stepped over the bench seat on the other side of Hiro. He looked paler than in class. “Hi, Officer Sykes,” Coop said.

Sykes nodded. “I thought I’d join you for a few minutes.” He focused on the aerial views. “You mind?”

Coop pulled a peanut butter sandwich out of the brown paper bag in his backpack. “No problemo.”

Hiro didn’t have the patience for small talk. “What happened with Miss Ferrand?”

Cooper pulled the slip of paper out of his pocket. “Wants me to see a shrink after lunch.”

Lunk snorted a hearty laugh.

“Ridiculous,” Hiro said. “Are you going?”

Cooper took a bite of his sandwich. “No choice.”

Lunk leaned in close. “How do you feel about that, Cooper?” He spoke in a slow, smooth voice.

Cooper stopped chewing. “What?”

Laughing, Lunk opened a milk carton and took a long swig. “Just trying to get you ready for your first therapy session.”

“First and last.” Cooper pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked for text messages.

Hiro followed his lead and scrolled through her phone.

“Anything?”

Cooper shook his head. “Forty hours and no word. No clue. No van. Nothing.” His head dropped. “God, where is he?” He said it quietly.

Hiro swallowed the lump in her throat.

Officer Sykes cleared his. “Tell me about the green highlighted section.” He tapped the aerial views with his pen. “Why does it end here on School Drive, right in the middle of the block?”

Cooper shrugged. “It’s the last place I saw the van, which could have given him a quick escape if he took the most direct route to 53.” He traced the route north on School Drive, and zigzagged onto Cambell, then over to Rowhling. “But we can’t be sure where he went after he hit Campbell Street. We don’t want to make assumptions that could lead us in the wrong direction.”

Officer Sykes nodded. “Good procedure.” He looked at Hiro like he knew she was the one who had initiated it. “And this?” Officer Sykes pointed at a red heart Hiro had drawn in the alleyway behind the Jewel food store.

Hiro kissed the tip of her finger and touched the heart. “The last place I saw Gordy.”

Officer Sykes clenched and unclenched his jaw like he was trying to swallow a lump in his throat too.

Hiro tried to think of something to say to get her mind off the red heart. “We mapped out the area and the routes the van could have taken. We posted flyers along each of the routes and plan to go door-to-door to see if anyone living there might have seen the van.”

Officer Sykes’ nodded. “After school, I’m going to do some house-to-house checking.” He obviously cared for the students enough at Plum Grove to keep looking even when he was off the clock.

She felt a flicker of hope. Maybe Officer Sykes could talk Coop into helping him somehow—keep him from pursuing the sex offender’s angle. “If we could find someone who saw the van after Coop lost sight of it—”

“We may find out if he headed to 53 or stayed local.” The policeman finished her thought.

Officer Sykes drummed his fingers on the pages. “What about the houses with the big X through them?”

“Empty,” Coop said. “For sale or foreclosed by the bank, but nobody is living there anymore. We put a flyer on the front doors because they’re on one of the routes the van could have taken. But we figured there’d be no sense ringing their doorbells looking for witnesses.”

Officer Sykes nodded. He scanned the map again. “I’m impressed. I really am. What do you say we combine our efforts this afternoon? You guys can help me canvass the neighborhood. We’ll stay together but work both sides of the street.”

Perfect. Hiro looked at Coop.

Cooper picked at his food. “We’ve got to go where the police can’t. Or won’t.”

She couldn’t believe he just said that. Which proved her point. Coop was absolutely getting reckless. And that was dangerous.

Officer Sykes gave Coop a sideways glance. “You can speak your mind around me.”

Coop’s lips formed a thin, tight line, like he wasn’t about to say more.

“Tell him, Coop,” Hiro said.

Coop shot her a questioning look. Like she was betraying a confidence. Which, of course, she was. Maybe Officer Sykes would talk him out of it if he knew where Coop wanted to start looking.

Coop seemed to be weighing his options. Like he wasn’t sure he could trust the policeman. Afraid Officer Sykes would stop him.

“There are some houses we’re going to check extra carefully,” Lunk said. He pointed to the houses Coop had circled and drawn a skull and crossbones next to.

Sykes looked from Lunk to Coop, like he was waiting for an explanation.

Hiro leaned forward. “Registered sex offender homes. Coop intends to check them out.” She half expected Coop to glare at her, but he didn’t.

Officer Sykes turned his whole body to face Coop. “Tell me I didn’t hear that right.”

Coop shrugged. “There are seven registered sex offenders living in Rolling Meadows. Somebody has to check them.”

“The police checked them out first thing. Every one of them.”

“Did they search their houses?”

Officer Sykes gave Coop a long look. “If they had any reason to believe one of these men had a hand in Gordon’s disappearance, they would get a warrant.”

“I take it that means no.”

“Look,” the policeman said. “I don’t know what you have in mind—and I don’t think I want to know. But don’t try to shortcut the system.”

Tell him Officer Sykes. Hiro looked at the policeman, silently willing him to keep talking, to convince Coop somehow.

Coop shook his head. “By the time they get around to searching their homes it may be too late.”

“You’re shortcutting,” Officer Sykes said. “Shortcuts generally lead to trouble in the long run. Like not being able to convict the criminal because evidence gets thrown out.”

Cooper hesitated for a moment. “I get it. That makes sense. But if I wait …” His voice trailed off.

“Okay,” Officer Sykes said. “You’re upset. Have every reason to be. But the police have protocol in place for everybody’s protection. Yours included. Start playing the Lone Ranger and somebody’s going to get hurt.”

Lunk raised his hand. “He won’t be alone.”

Hiro jerked a thumb toward Lunk. “Of course. Tonto here will make sure the Lone Ranger stays safe.”

Lunk’s cheeks reddened. “Exactly.”

“All right,” Officer Sykes formed a “time out” symbol with his hands. “Every one of us wants the same thing. If you start checking places you shouldn’t be going, you’ll slow down the investigation. You don’t want that to happen.”

Hiro watched Coop’s face.

“Good advice,” Coop said. “Thanks.”

Officer Sykes smiled and stood to leave. He gave Coop’s shoulder a little squeeze before he left, like he truly thought Coop had changed his mind.

But Hiro knew Coop too well for that. She leaned closer. “He’s right, you know.”

Coop shrugged. “Technically, yes. But if I wait until everything is legal and proper, it may be too late. And you know I’m right. Which is more important, keeping evidence admissible by waiting for a warrant or saving Gordy?”

Of course he had a point there. But she wasn’t about to tell him. He didn’t need any more fuel to keep him going in this direction. Besides, it wasn’t the legality of things that really had her concerned. It was the danger Coop would be in.

“If Gordy is in one of those houses”—Cooper poked one of the homes on the aerial map with the skull and crossbones—“what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t check?”

She hated it when he asked questions like this. Because deep down, Coop was exactly the kind of friend she’d want if she’d been the one taken. The kind of friend who wouldn’t quit. The kind of friend who cared more about her than what others said was right or wrong. But how could she tell him that? It was dangerous. Really dangerous. “If you find a legal way to do this, I’m in too.” It was the best she could do.

“Maybe we can meet at The Getaway after school,” Coop said.

“Make a plan.”

Lunk angled another pizza slice into his mouth. “Legal or not, I’ve got your back.”

The way he said it raised goose bumps on Hiro’s arms.

Hiro glared at Lunk. “We’re not going to help Gordy by doing something illegal.”

He shifted the pizza to the side of his mouth. “Fight fire with fire.”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Lunk shrugged. “Somebody crossed over the boundary of ‘legal’ when they took Gordy. Way over. And if we want to get him back, we have to be willing to cross that boundary too.”

Exactly what Coop didn’t need to hear. All his talk about checking the homes of sex offenders left Hiro feeling totally helpless somehow.

Coop checked the clock on the cafeteria wall. “I gotta go see the shrink. We’ll talk this all out later.” He crammed the rest of his peanut butter sandwich into his mouth.

She looked at his face and her throat got tight. What was there to talk about? He’d already made his decision. And she made hers. She would just have to stop him.





CHAPTER 29

Cooper read the note once more before opening the door to the nurse’s office. He’d never talked to a shrink before. Although Hiro was pretty good about getting into his head. And sometimes—under his skin.

Dr. Dale McElhinney. Cooper already had an image of him in his mind. Oily, slicked-back hair. Oily smile. Weak handshake, like he had never shoveled snow or swung a baseball bat. A guy who walked slow, talked slow, and treated everybody else like they were slow. Someone who intended to unzip the top of Cooper’s head and tinker around inside. What fun.

The key was to go into this with his guard up. Watch what he said, and be careful not to give anything away with his body language. Not to raise any red flags that would make a second appointment necessary or cause anyone to watch him more closely.

Be polite. Assure him you’re fine. Get out of there. Cooper took a deep breath, blew it out, and opened the door.

A man paced the length of the nurse’s office, talking on the phone. He smiled at Cooper and motioned for him to sit down in a barrel-shaped chair covered with orange vinyl. The guy definitely had energy. Brownish, curly hair. Really curly. And a goatee and mustache. Dockers. Dress shirt with sleeves rolled up. Gym shoes. Okay, not exactly the image Cooper had expected.

The man pocketed the phone and extended his hand. “Hey, I’m Dale McElhinney. And you must be Cooper.”

Cooper shook his hand. Firm grip. Calloused. Obviously, the guy did more than dig around in people’s heads.

“Miss Ferrand told me to expect you.” The doctor took a seat in the nurse’s swivel chair. “Bet this isn’t how you like to spend your afternoons.”

Cooper eyed him. “Not exactly.”

“What is it you really want to be doing instead of talking to me?”

Okay, that was an interesting question. “Looking for Gordy.”

McElhinney nodded. “I’d feel the same way. What about the police?”

Cooper shrugged. “I think they can use all the help they can get.”

“Probably true. You have a plan?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “Plan A, Plan B. It’s always changing. I keep working out different ideas at night.” “Not sleeping well, I bet.”

Here we go. Had he just raised a red flag? Cooper looked at Dr. McElhinney. Wondering where he was going with this.

“And who could sleep,” the doctor said. “After seeing what you saw.”

Cooper didn’t really want to go there. Didn’t want to remember. He shifted in the vinyl seat, making a flarpy noise.

“Oh, yeah.” McElhinney smiled. “That’s why I have cloth seats in my office. Otherwise my clients would think I had hot dogs and beans for lunch.”

Cooper smiled slightly. Okay, so this guy is nothing like I figured.

Dr. McElhinney took a deep breath and blew it out. “Alright, let me get serious for a few minutes. The administration realizes some students may be traumatized by what happened to Gordy. He is your cousin, right?”

Cooper nodded. “And best friend.”

“I’m here to make sure students are coping with things in a healthy way.” He checked his notes. “You and a couple friends actually witnessed the kidnapping?”

“Hiro and Lunk. We were all together.”

“That must have been pretty traumatic.”

Cooper hesitated. If he admitted it was, the doctor might think he was “traumatized” and unstable in some way. He’d tip off his parents, giving Cooper less freedom to search for Gordy. But last October he’d learned the price of dishonesty the hard way. His lies and deception broke trust and nearly cost him the friendships he valued most. Nothing good would come from lying. “Yeah, it was.”

“Tell me something. When you’re lying in bed, unable to sleep, do you ever rerun the tape in your mind? Ever play back the abduction, trying to figure out what you could have done differently to keep him from being taken?”

Maybe the doctor was just trying to get Cooper to open up. To talk to him about his feelings. The truth was, the whole abduction scene was like a movie trailer that looped over and over in his head. His eyelids worked as the switch. He closed his eyes—and the movie played. Not exactly the type of thing he wanted to tell a shrink. But he wasn’t about to lie about it either. “Definitely.”

The doctor crossed his ankle over his other leg. “What did you come up with?”

Cooper looked away. “Things I could have done different? Everything.”

“What’s the first thing you would have changed?”

“I should have gone with Gordy. The kidnapper wouldn’t have even tried if there had been two of us.” Cooper closed his eyes and pictured the man. Definitely strong, the way he tossed Gordy inside the van. But would he have messed with two of them? Doubtful.

“Did you have any idea it was a trap?”

“No. Not at first, until Hiro had that funny feeling. But that’s the thing. I should have seen it coming. A van cruising along a park? I mean, c’mon. How stupid could I be? I grew up being warned about Mr. Stranger Danger.”

If the doctor felt Cooper had been a total idiot, he did an excellent job of masking it. “Anything else? Any other way you could have stopped it?”

Cooper stared at his shoes. “Hiro wanted me to go with Gordy. She gets these feelings sometimes. Intuitions. I should have gone faster the second I realized she sensed something was wrong. When Gordy got to the van, then I got a funny feeling too. Like something weird was going on.”

“What did you do?”

“Pedaled harder. Shouted to Gordy to wait for me.”

The doctor nodded. “Did he wait?”

Cooper shook his head. “He grinned and waved, which is just like him. We had a little bet going.”

“So you think you could have stopped this kidnapping?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? Cooper looked at him. The shrink’s face didn’t hold any judgment. But he wasn’t detached like Cooper thought he’d be. It honestly seemed like he cared. “I should have.” He thought for a moment. “I couldn’t even get the plate numbers right. If I had, the police might have picked him up. I messed up. Start to finish.” The reality hit him like a punch to the gut.

Dr. McElhinney leaned forward. “You ever meet somebody for the first time, and they tell you their name, and two seconds later you can’t remember it?”

Cooper shrugged. “Sure.”

“Exactly. A nervous reaction. Happens to me all the time. Your mind is saying, ‘Don’t forget that name; don’t forget that name,’ and that’s precisely what happens.”

“Yeah, but it shouldn’t have happened.” Cooper leaned forward. “He’s my best friend. I wasn’t thinking.” He clenched and unclenched his fists—then stopped, fearing the doctor would notice.

If he did notice, he didn’t let on. “You didn’t mess up on the plate number because you didn’t care.”

Cooper looked at him.

“You mixed up the number because you cared so much. And caring that much about someone frequently creates anxiety. And anxiety keeps your brain from functioning the way it should, so you couldn’t remember the license plate numbers correctly.”

“I forgot because I care so much?” Lot of good it did Gordy. “Gee, I guess Gordy is really lucky to have a friend like me,” Cooper said, mumbling.

Dr. McElhinney paused. He uncrossed his legs and leaned back in his chair. “So let me play this back to you. Gordy chased after the van. You had no idea it was a trap.” The doctor raised his eyebrows, obviously asking if Cooper agreed.

Cooper nodded.

“And when Hiro urged you to go after him you did. Correct?” Cooper nodded again.

“And you sensed trouble before Gordy did, and you shouted for him to wait, but he didn’t listen to you?” He didn’t wait for a response. “And so you pedaled hard, really hard, but couldn’t get there in time to help him. Right?”

“Yeah.”

“So help me understand why you’re blaming yourself.”

How could he explain something he didn’t understand himself?

Dr. McElhinney stood and walked around Cooper. “I’ve noticed you’re not wearing a cape.”

Cooper turned to watch the doctor. “What?”

“No cape. Which means you’re not Superman.” He sat back down and rolled the chair closer. “Only Superman could have stopped that kidnapping, Cooper. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

That’s what this was about. Try to make the student feel good about himself. “Why is it so important that I feel good about myself? I feel miserable. But it pushes me to keep looking. What’s wrong with that?”

“To keep looking? Nothing. But it sounds like part of your motivation is guilt. False guilt—which has a way of messing you up in the long run.”

Right now Cooper didn’t care about the long run. He just needed to find Gordy.

“Here’s why that’s important,” the doctor said, almost as if Cooper had said his thoughts out loud. “Let’s say Gordy isn’t found. Naturally, you’ll grieve deeply for him—but in time you’ll recover to live a normal life. You mix guilt in there, though,” he shook his head and winced, “well, lets just say guilt and grief make a toxic combination. Make sense?”

Cooper nodded. “I think so.” But he wasn’t about to try to process it now. And the doctor was talking about the future. Today, Cooper’s only concern was finding Gordy. He glanced at the clock.

“Have you been able to concentrate on anything your teachers have said today?”

“Not a bit.”

“Would you like to get out early?”

Cooper eyed him. “Are you saying you can get me out early?”

McElhinney shrugged. “I’m a doctor. All I have to do is say you need to get out of this environment, and it’s done.”

Cooper liked this guy. The doctor actually understood him. “Is there a catch?”

“Minor. Just stop in to see me tomorrow. Same time.”

That was a catch, but one he could live with. Cooper reached out and shook his hand. “Deal.”

“You have nothing to feel guilty about, Cooper. We’ll talk about that a little more tomorrow.” Dr. McElhinney smiled. “Anything else you need?”

Cooper could think of only one thing. “Think you can get two of my friends out early? I need their help.”

“Would they happen to be the two who were with you when Gordy was taken?”

When Gordy was taken. Cooper nodded and tried to swallow the lump in his throat.

“I think I can make that happen.”

Cooper shook his hand again. “Fantastic. We’d get a couple of hours more daylight to work with. Thanks a million, Dr. McElhinney. I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t find him.”

McElhinney narrowed his eyes, looking serious. “But it’s not about guilt, is it, Cooper?”





CHAPTER 30

Cooper walked slowly around The Getaway, his right hand gliding along the hull. The boat was beginning to look like new—for a 1950’s classic cabin cruiser. Gordy had logged nearly as many hours as Cooper and Dad on the project. Gordy had been revved up on the idea of the family taking it to Lake Geneva during summer break. But right now Cooper couldn’t bear the thought of being on the lake without his cousin.

Dr. McElhinney’s conversation replayed through his mind. The license number was the big thing. It was the one part that made him feel really, really lousy. Dr. McElhinney’s explanation made sense. He might even feel a little better, but he couldn’t imagine being completely free of guilt. And right now he didn’t see why that would be such a big problem. It helped drive him to keep going—which may help him find Gordy.

“Cooper.”

His mom stood at the back door. Fudge shouldered past her and bounded toward Cooper. The chocolate Lab slammed into him with more force than usual. “Easy girl.” Cooper dropped on one knee and pulled her close. “I’m still here.”

Mom trudged over. “I’m going over to Aunt Cris’s house. She’s a wreck.”

Mom didn’t look like she was holding together too well herself. Cooper stood and put his arms around her.

“She needs me. Uncle Jim and your dad are still out looking, and Aunt Cris wants to stay by the phone.”

Waiting for a phone call that will never come. The thought sent a wave of weakness through Cooper. But it was true. If a ransom call were coming, it would have come hours ago.

She looked Cooper in the eyes. “You’re staying here, right?”

He knew what she wanted him to say, and Cooper guessed she understood why he couldn’t say it.

“For a little bit,” Cooper said. “Lunk and Hiro are coming over to look at the maps. We’re going to check some houses near the spot where I last saw the van.” It was true. But he was leaving out a little detail. What would she say if she knew the homes were of registered sex offenders?

“I wish you would stay here. The psychologist sent you home early for a reason.”

“So I’d have more time to look for Gordy.”

“This is a hard time for you, Cooper. Really hard. I want to be there for you. And I need to be there for your dad. And Aunt Cris. Why don’t you come with me? We can talk some more.”

Cooper pulled back. “I’d go nuts. I have to do something. Be looking. Anything but sit around and wait.”

“Just like your dad.”

“I’ll be with Lunk, and probably Hiro too.”

Mom nodded and held up her phone. “Call or text me. Every thirty minutes. And if I text you, get back to me within ten minutes or I’ll call the police. I need to know you’re okay.”

Cooper couldn’t have appreciated her more than he did at that moment. She was scared. They all were. But she wasn’t reeling him in, forcing him to stay close to her, even though she could. She knew he needed to do this.

She hugged him tightly. “I want you safe. The thought of you leaving the house scares me.”

She’d be absolutely terrified if she knew of the houses he planned to visit. “I’ll be okay,” he whispered. “You know that, right?”

She squeezed him hard, like she was afraid to let him go. “Don’t worry about Mattie. I’ll watch for her bus and bring her to Aunt Cris’s house.”

Cooper gave his mom a kiss on the cheek and held up his phone. “Call me if you hear anything.”

She nodded. “You be careful.” She turned quickly and headed back to the house, swiping at tears.

Cooper checked the time on his phone. Hiro and Lunk would be here soon. He climbed the ladder propped against the transom, the broad back of the boat, and swung a leg over the rail. He opened the door to the cabin and ducked inside. Now to get to work.

On the cabinets in the tiny kitchen area, he taped printouts of the sex offenders living in Rolling Meadows. Each had a picture of the offender and a brief description of the charges against him. It turned his stomach.

“Coop?” Hiro’s head peeked over the transom. “We’re here.”

She scrambled the rest of the way up the ladder, with Lunk right behind her. Lunk stood on the deck, arms out from his side, like he was trying to stay balanced.

“You really going to take this out on the water this summer?” Lunk didn’t sound one bit eager for the event.

“Yeah.” But Cooper’s heart wasn’t exactly in it either. Not because he didn’t like the water, but because he couldn’t stand the thought of launching the boat without Gordy.

Hiro pulled the satellite view of the neighborhood out of her backpack. She unfolded it and smoothed it on the table. She stared at one of the pages Cooper had taped up. She shuddered and hugged herself.

Lunk ducked inside the cabin, making the whole place seem cramped. “I got something for you outside,” Lunk said. “By the bikes.”

Cooper tried to read his face. The corner of Lunk’s mouth curved up a bit, and he raised his chin in a single nod. “A little protection. Show you later. You ready to go?”

“We have to do this legally, though. And safe.” Hiro’s voice was firm. “Exactly how do you plan to do that?”

“I’ll get to that in a minute,” Cooper said. He didn’t think she’d be doing cartwheels when she heard his plan. If you could call it a plan. “First,” he pointed at the sheets of registered offenders, “I think we can eliminate most of these.”

He pointed at one of the printouts. “Like this one. Elliot Santoro.”

Hiro fingered her police star necklace and studied the photo. “Too old. There’s no way he could toss Gordy into the van like he did.”

“Agreed.” Cooper tapped the picture of Dominic Gigliotti. “I think we can eliminate this guy too. It says he’s 145 pounds. The kidnapper was definitely bigger.”

Hiro studied the other printouts and pulled a page off the cabinets. “Jeffrey Purvis is out—5’4”. The guy is close to the same height as Gordy.” She pulled the pictures of Dominic Gigliotti and Elliot Santoro off the cabinets and stacked them facedown.

“Donald Burnside looks like a total geezer,” Cooper said. “And this guy,” he tapped the pages for Steve Schliemming, “weighs well over three-hundred pounds.”

“Looks like a real schlime-ball,” Lunk said. “But definitely not the man with the minivan.”

Hiro looked relieved. “That leaves two possibilities.”

Two homes to check. To get into somehow. Two chances to find Gordy—or to get caught trying.

Hiro kept her eyes on the remaining printouts like she was looking at an actual lineup of suspects. “Raymond Proctor and Michael VanHorton.”

“VanHorton gets my vote,” Lunk said. “He’s not the kind of guy anybody messes with.”

Hiro kept studying the printouts for Raymond Proctor. “And this guy looks really, really creepy. I’m getting a bad feeling about him just looking at his pictures.”

Hiro sat on the bench and got busy checking their addresses and circling the houses on the map.

Cooper watched over her shoulder, analyzing the location of each home as she circled it. How in the world was he really going to pull this off?

VanHorton’s was on the other side of town. Raymond Proctor’s home was on School Drive, with the backyard butting up to Salt Creek. And it was close. Proctor’s house would be their first visit.

Cooper collected the sheets and folded them into his back pocket. “We ready?”

Hiro held up her hands. “Hold on. Not until I hear how you’re going to do this legally.”

“Look,” Lunk said. “I think—”

“Don’t even start.” Hiro glared at him. “If you’re going to give me the old the kidnapper broke the rules when he took Gordy, and we have to break rules to take him back speech—just save it.”

Lunk stood there for a second, mouth slightly open. He let out an exaggerated sigh and shook his head.

Hiro looked at Cooper. “You do have a plan, right?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, not so much of a plan, really. It’s more like an idea.”

She raised her eyebrows. “An idea?”

Cooper took a deep breath and let it out. “Okay. We go to the house and ring the bell. When the guy comes to the door, I’ll introduce myself, tell him about Gordy, and ask to search his house.”

Hiro’s eyes widened in a look of total disbelief. “You’re kidding. That’s your idea? How long did it take you to put that one together?”

“It’s legal.”

“I’m good with that,” Lunk said.

Hiro poked her finger at him. “Well I’m not. It’s crazy. You are not going to ring that guy’s doorbell. You’re not going to go near him.” She held up her phone. “I won’t let you do that.”

“You won’t let me?” Cooper eyed her phone.

“I’ll stop you if I have to. I’ll make a call.”

Cooper was ready to snatch her phone and throw it off The Getaway. “How am I supposed to check their homes, then?”

“You’re not. That’s police work.”

“C’mon, Hiro. What are you going to do—call the police on me?”

“Worse,” she said. “I’ll call your dad.”

She was serious, and Cooper knew it. She stood there, holding her phone. She was a wall—and she wasn’t budging. Inside Cooper was shaking. Frustration? Probably. But he was hopping mad, too. “What was all the stuff you said about being in? Was that just so you could keep me from going to their houses?”

“I’m doing this for your own good.”

“But what about Gordy’s good?” Cooper glared at her.

“I was hoping you’d change your mind. Or that you actually had a decent plan,” Hiro said. “Look, I let Gordy go to that minivan. I’m not going to let you do something stupid.” She raised her phone. “You know I’ll make the call.”

Great. Gordy had been kidnapped, and now Hiro was holding Cooper hostage. Tying his hands. Making demands he had no choice but to agree to. But he didn’t have to like it.

Lunk cleared his throat—like he was trying to clear the air. “Why not at least ride by Proctor’s? Check it out a bit. See if there’s something suspicious about the place. We don’t even have to step on his property.”

Hiro kept her eyes on Cooper. “Like a stakeout?”

“Exactly,” Lunk said.

“Anything would be better than staying here talking,” Cooper said. They had to do something to check these guys out.

“Okay,” Hiro said. “We ride by. Don’t even get off our bikes.” Her shoulders relaxed. “And if we see something suspicious, we call the police. Agreed?”

She had him cornered on this one, but Cooper nodded. If she called his dad, Cooper wouldn’t be doing any more searching for Gordy.

They’d all caught a break getting out of school early, thanks to Dr. McElhinney. Cooper wasn’t about to waste time arguing. “Let’s do it.” He stepped out of the cabin and started down the ladder.

Lunk and Hiro followed. Fudge greeted him before his feet reached the ground. “Hey girl, we’re going to look for Gordy again. Stay here and guard the house, okay?”

She plastered her ears flat. Fudge didn’t look any happier than Hiro had been five minutes ago. “You want to come with us, girl?”

Her ears perked up, and she wagged her tail. Honestly, dogs had to be smarter than people. Sometimes Cooper was convinced she understood nearly everything people said. But he was absolutely positive she understood him.

“I think I’ll take Fudge.” He made a mental note to grab her leash before they left.

“For protection?” Lunk kept his distance from her. Lunk definitely wasn’t a dog-lover, even though he’d been to Cooper’s house several times a week for months.

Cooper shrugged. “Maybe. But I was thinking she might help us sniff him out.”

Hiro patted her thigh with the palm of her hand. Fudge trotted over, and Hiro knelt down in front of her. “Looks like you and I will have to keep these boys safe, girl.” Fudge stretched closer as if trying to sniff out the meaning in every word. Hiro worked her hands under Fudge’s collar, then behind her ears.

“I still don’t like this,” Hiro said. “I don’t want to go anywhere near them.” Her voice was softer now.

Which partially defused Cooper’s frustration with her. “I know. But I have to try something.”

She nodded. “I can live with a drive by.” It was a compromise, but probably a needed one. She just hoped Coop wouldn’t press for more when they got there. “Please don’t make me call.”

He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll try.”

“I’m going to trust you on this, Coop,” she said without taking her eyes off Fudge.

Hiro was back on board. Sort of. “I know what I’m doing, Hiro.”

She kissed Fudge on the top of her head and stood. “Alright then. Let’s go.”

He’d stake out the place with Hiro. Do it her way. But if that wasn’t working, he’d try something else. He had to. He just didn’t need to tell her that yet.





CHAPTER 31

Hiro marched out of the backyard ahead of the boys. She didn’t care if they knew how uneasy she was with their plan. And she wasn’t kidding about protecting them—even if that meant calling Coop’s dad. That was the only reason she was going along with this insane idea. They were going to check out the homes anyway—with or without her. If she joined them, she might help keep them out of trouble. That was her plan, anyway. Without a word, she went straight to her bike.

Fudge didn’t share her opinion. She pranced alongside Coop, showing with every step and wiggle how grateful she was to be included.

If you knew where we were going, you wouldn’t be so eager.

Cooper clipped a short leash onto Fudge’s collar and whispered something Hiro couldn’t make out. Not that she cared. But whatever he said, Fudge seemed to understand. She sat at attention, her eyes riveted on Coop.

Lunk unstrapped a yellow, plastic wiffle-ball bat from the frame of his bike. “I’ve got something for you.” He held it out to Coop, his arms outstretched and his palms up like he was a Japanese officer presenting a samurai sword.

Coop tilted his head like the idea of a plastic bat confused him.

“Feel it.”

Coop bounced it in his hands, estimating its weight. “What did you fill this with? Sand?”

Lunk grinned. “Concrete.”

“Lovely.” Hiro knew exactly what it was all about. “And this is supposed to keep him safe?”

Lunk gave her a look like he couldn’t believe she asked the question. “It’ll help. It’s kind of a persuader. One hit with this and people will see things your way.”

Right now Hiro wanted to whack Lunk upside the head with it. Coop too, in fact.

Cooper took a practice swing. “Yeah. This is a game-changer.”

“I made one for myself too.” Lunk pointed at a black plastic bat mounted to the side of his bike.

Black. Of course. How predictable. Hiro shook her head in an exaggerated way, hoping they’d pick up on her disapproval.

She could have saved the energy. They didn’t care.

Lunk reached for the bat. “I’ve got some nylon ties. We’ll strap the bat to your bike—but loose so you can draw it out like a sword.”

“A sword?” Hiro swung a leg over her bike. “What are we, the Three Musketeers?”

Coop nodded, like he totally missed her sarcasm. “All for one.”

“And one for all,” Lunk said.

“Yippee,” Hiro said with mock excitement. “So where’s my sword, d’Artagnan?”

Lunk grinned and pointed at her mouth. “You’ve already got one. Your tongue is all the sword you need.”

Touché. Hiro wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d just scored a perfect jab. “Be careful, or I’ll use it on you.”

Lunk mounted his bike and laughed. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

She tried her best to hide her smile. Instead, she nodded. “Trust me. It won’t be the last.”





CHAPTER 32

Lunk mounted his bike and pulled alongside Coop. The yellow bat looked good, strapped on his friend’s bike. And Coop really seemed to like it.

Hiro was another story.

They pedaled in silence. Lunk had to pedal harder because of the size of his clunker BMX bike. Block after block they passed rows of homes, and plenty for sale, Lunk noticed.

For sale. For sale. Different realtor signs, all with the same message. Somebody was uprooting and moving on—either by choice or by force. He wondered when the sign would go up in front of his rental house. And where they would go?

He glanced at Coop. Completely focused on finding Gordy. Would he notice when the realty sign went up? Would he care?

Up until six or seven months ago, Lunk didn’t have friends. Always him and his mom. And he’d been okay with that. Not anymore.

The Halloween night incident at Frank’n Stein’s changed everything. Trapped in the walk-in freezer, Lunk and Cooper faced certain death. Lunk would never forget two things. Coop saved his life that night. And changed his life too.

Coop had reached out to him ever since. Really reached out. And Hiro and Gordy had in their way too.

Lunk had always been cautious around others. He didn’t let himself feel too much. Until after that night. He liked it, but it scared him.

He’d never gotten close to anybody in all the places he’d lived before. In fact, he probably pushed others away. It was safer. Almost without realizing it, he had let his guard down. Now the thought of moving again—of leaving Rolling Meadows—filled him with dread.

“Raymond Proctor,” Coop yelled over his shoulder. “One more block.”

Lunk shook his head. He needed to refocus. Keep his head in the game. He wasn’t so sure Coop would stick to his end of the bargain with Hiro. Coop had guts. He had to give him that much. But the way Lunk saw things, it was already too late. Gordy was gone forever. Lunk just wanted to be there for Coop when he finally had to accept that fact.





CHAPTER 33

Cooper coasted to a stop several houses short of Raymond Proctor’s home, sizing things up. Single story with gray vinyl siding. Concrete driveway running up from the street to an attached two-car garage. Front yard in really bad need of mowing—and a For Sale sign stuck right in the middle of it.

Cooper straddled his bike, just staring at it. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or discouraged. Hiro, on the other hand, looked happier than he’d seen her since before the kidnapping.

Lunk wasn’t quite so easy to read. His face certainly didn’t register any surprise.

“He’s been out of there for awhile,” Lunk said.

He was right. Cooper noticed the bushes directly in front of the house needed serious trimming. Paint had peeled off the garage door in big patches. “I’m going in for a closer look.” He looked at Hiro and raised his eyebrows. “You won’t call my dad if I do that, will you?”

“I’m right behind you.”

Yeah, now that there was no chance Gordy was actually there. Cooper pushed ahead and pedaled the rest of the way. He pulled onto the driveway and hit the brakes. Hiro couldn’t have a problem with that. Proctor didn’t live there anymore.

Fudge trotted to a stop beside him and sat down, tongue lolling out one side of her mouth. She’d tracked well while he rode. Careful not to pull ahead or drop behind. Always keeping enough slack in the leash to allow Cooper to steer.

“Good girl, Fudge. Nice run.”

She gave her tail a single salute and watched him, as if waiting for orders.

Hiro stopped next to Fudge and reached down to pet her head. Lunk pulled up on the other side of Cooper.

Lunk adjusted the straps holding his bat in place. “What’s the plan, chief?”

Cooper shook his head. “Not sure.” He dumped his bike. “I just want to take a walk around the place. C’mon, Fudge.”

She seemed eager to explore, sniffing the ground as Cooper walked to the front window. If there was any scent of Gordy, the rain would have washed it all away. The ground was absolutely soggy.

Cooper cupped his hands on either side of his face and looked inside. Empty. Not a piece of furniture or a picture on the walls.

“I’ll check in back,” Lunk said.

Cooper took one last look inside. “I’ll come with.” There was nothing to see in front. Fudge trotted alongside him as he circled around the house.

The backyard ended at Salt Creek—which was dangerously close to swelling over its banks. Cooper had never seen it so high. Any more rain and Proctor’s entire yard would flood—along with the basement—if he had one. Fudge tugged at her leash like she wanted to go for a swim.

“Not today, girl.” He reined her in. “We need to find Gordy first.” And this obviously wasn’t the place to find him. A snow shovel leaned against the siding by the back door. Clearly Proctor had been gone for months. Lunk was peering through one of the back windows. He looked at Cooper and shook his head.

“Okay,” Cooper said. “I’ve seen enough. Michael VanHorton’s?”

Lunk nodded and led the way back to the bikes. Hiro still sat on hers. Apparently the realty sign was all she needed to see.

“I’d like to do a little door-to-door work down this block.” Hiro said. “See if anyone saw the minivan.”

What Cooper figured she’d really like was for him to give up on the idea of checking out sex offender’s homes. Cooper swung a leg over his bike. “I’m not so sure it would be safe for you to do something like that on your own.”

Hiro gave him a questioning look. “I meant the three of us.”

“Lunk and I are going to Michael VanHorton’s.”

Lunk snickered behind him. “I’d like to say nice try, Hiro, but I’d be lying. That was pitiful.”

Hiro let out a very exaggerated sigh.

Cooper pushed off and headed for VanHorton’s. He did his best to weave around the massive puddles. But he still kept ahead of Hiro and Lunk easily enough, which was probably best. He needed time to think. The fact that Proctor’s house was empty was a good thing, really. It meant one less suspect. One less house to stake out.

But Proctor’s house had seemed like the obvious choice. The front runner. The location on School Drive was a perfect fit. When Cooper lost sight of the minivan, he figured it had turned on Campbell. But it could have kept going straight just as easily—and Cooper would have never seen it. Michael VanHorton lived on the other side of Kirchoff Road. The opposite direction. But that didn’t mean the kidnapper didn’t turn east on Campbell and cut across on New Wilke Road. It would have been a gutsy move to circle around right in town like that—but the guy would have had everyone searching in the wrong direction. Gutsy and brilliant.

The closer he got to Michael VanHorton’s house, the more uneasy Cooper felt. What if this guy really did take Gordy?

“I still think this is a mistake,” Hiro said. “I don’t like it.”

Honestly? Cooper didn’t like it either. But he had to do something more than post flyers in windows. And right now VanHorton was the best lead they had.

“So, Hiro,” Lunk said. “How are you ever going to be a cop if you don’t take any risks?”

“I’m not afraid of calculated risks,” she said. “I’m riding next to you, aren’t I?”

Lunk laughed. “I can’t see you as a cop. Maybe a crossing guard.”

“Well somebody has to protect those kids once you start driving.”

Lunk and Hiro bickered for the next three blocks. Cooper and Fudge kept ahead of them just enough not to get caught up in the battle. He picked up enough to know that Hiro still felt they should abort their mission. No surprise there.

But seeing Michael VanHorton was a big surprise. He stood at the curb, opened his mailbox, and scooped out a stack of mail. He looked a lot bigger than Cooper had imagined from the picture. Like a bodybuilder.

Cooper slowed to a stop several houses short of VanHorton’s. Lunk pulled up beside him.

“That’s him,” Lunk said. “Big enough to toss Gordy into a van, right?”

Exactly Cooper’s thoughts.

Whatever Hiro was thinking, she kept it to herself.

“That guy can be trouble.” Lunk looked antsy to do something. Maybe he was nervous. He adjusted the concrete-filled bat strapped to his bike frame. “What’s the plan?”

“Well we can’t just stay here,” Cooper said. “I’m thinking we cruise by, keep our eyes open for anything suspicious. Just like we said. A couple homes past VanHorton’s we’ll look for a place to find a little cover and watch this house.”

“When you first suggested we check out these homes,” Hiro said, “I thought it was crazy. Now I know it is. I’m getting some second thoughts on this. We should stick to passing out flyers.”

The idea of going door-to-door, talking to normal people sounded inviting. Safe. But Cooper had to do more. Something bigger. And the gutsy thing meant checking the most likely places Gordy might be.

“Coop,” Hiro said. “I don’t like this. I mean I really don’t like this.”

Cooper nodded. “I think you’ve said that before. And for the record, I’m with you.” That was an understatement.

“We’re just riding by. You’re not going to stop and talk to him. Not one word. Right?” Hiro didn’t look convinced.

“Every minute counts at this point. Let’s just do this.”

“I still say you’re getting over your head on this one.”

Like he really needed the reminder. “It’s just a drive by.” He pushed off, and Fudge trotted beside him. Just do this. Cruise by and get a good look at this guy. Try not to act suspicious. This is about finding Gordy.

“Coop!” Hiro said to him.

He didn’t turn around but kept focused on Michael VanHorton. The man stood there at the mailbox, sifting through the mail. He wore a black T-shirt with sleeves hacked off at the shoulders.

He could be the one. Cooper’s heart kept time with the pedals.

Just keep pedaling. Don’t look him in the eyes. Don’t say a word. Hiro didn’t have to worry about him getting too close to VanHorton. The closer Cooper got, the more he wanted to do a one-eighty and pedal the other way.

Almost there. Don’t even look at him. Suddenly Fudge charged the man. The leash jerked free from Cooper’s grip. “Fudge!”

Barking and snarling, Fudge stood five feet in front of Michael VanHorton like she was trying to keep him from escaping. But it was Cooper that wanted to get away.

“Fudge, no!” Cooper fishtailed to a stop and dumped his bike at the curb.

Ears plastered against the sides of her head, Fudge kept her eyes on VanHorton and kept barking.

“No bark, Fudge. No Bark!” Cooper grabbed for the leash and tried pulling her away from the man. Fudge clawed at the ground and fought to stay where she was. “No!”

VanHorton slapped the mail back in the box and crouched over slightly with his arms out in front of him like he was ready to start a wrestling match.

“She won’t hurt you, mister,” Cooper said, which sounded pretty lame the way Fudge was tearing up the grass trying to get to the guy.

“Get Cujo out of here boy—or you’ll be taking your animal home in a box.”

VanHorton took a step closer. Fudge scrambled to get at him.

“Fudge!” Cooper jerked on the leash. “No!”

Suddenly Hiro was kneeling beside Fudge, arms around her neck, whispering in her ear. Fudge stopped barking, but kept a nasty growl rumbling from deep inside her. “That’s it, girl. Good girl.” Hiro stroked Fudge’s head and neck like she was trying to get the fur to stay down and calm her at the same time.

Cooper backed Fudge away. That’s when he saw Lunk holding his black wiffle-ball bat. Lunk’s chest was heaving, and he held the bat at the ready. Cooper had no doubt that Lunk would step in if things got dicey.

Lunk stepped over to Cooper’s bike and freed the yellow wiffle-ball bat—obviously ready to hand it off to Cooper.

“What is this,” VanHorton said, “the wiffle-ball bat gang?” Now that Fudge was in control the man turned his attention to Lunk. “Put that toy down, boy, before I make you eat it.”

VanHorton’s eyes were as dark as the shirt he was wearing. Cooper couldn’t get past them. There was something unearthly there. Evil.

Cooper must have been staring at the man—and VanHorton seemed to notice it. VanHorton stared right back, eying him up and down. Was he trying to intimidate Cooper? Or did he recognize Cooper. The guy who grabbed Gordy got a good look at Cooper.

VanHorton’s eyes shifted from Hiro and Lunk back to Cooper. “Now why don’t you kiddies pedal your bikes off my property—and take your animal with you. Now.”

VanHorton’s in-your-face approach totally unnerved Cooper. “We’re leaving,” Cooper said. He pulled Fudge close and back toward his bike. “We don’t want any trouble.” Which was true. There was nothing he could do right now anyway. But it wasn’t over in Cooper’s mind. Not by a long shot.

Lunk didn’t move.

VanHorton started toward Lunk. “Do I need to call the police?”

“Mr. VanHorton,” Hiro said, her voice stern, “we were riding by on our bikes and the dog went berserk. You saw that. Nobody was deliberately trying to hassle you—and you know it. If you’d just back off for five seconds we would like nothing more than to leave your property and never step foot on it again.”

VanHorton’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know my name?”

Was Hiro shaking? Cooper was pretty sure she was. Maybe from anger, but more likely fear was behind it. But he definitely didn’t want Hiro tipping the guy off by telling him they got his name off the website. If VanHorton had Gordy, he’d likely double his efforts to keep him hidden.

“C’mon, Hiro,” Cooper said. “Grab your bike.”

VanHorton bore into Cooper with those eyes. “If you do come back, better not bring the dog.” VanHorton folded his arms across his chest, flexing his pectorals as he did. “Next time I’ll be carrying my taser. Your dog so much as comes near me and I’ll zap it good.”

Cooper froze. Taser? Michael VanHorton was the kidnapper!





CHAPTER 34

Cooper could feel his face heating up as he straddled his bike and pushed off. VanHorton was a sick, demented jerk. Cooper didn’t look back. He didn’t want to see that guy again. Ever. And yet he knew that wasn’t possible. Cooper couldn’t fight back the feeling that VanHorton knew exactly where Gordy was.

Hiro rode beside him, and Lunk close behind. None of them said a word, but Cooper figured they were all thinking the same thing. He could feel VanHorton watching them, so there was no way they’d be stopping nearby to stake out the place. Not yet, anyway.

Cooper took the corner at the end of the block and forced himself not to check to see if VanHorton was still looking.

“Nice sword work back there, Hiro,” Lunk said. “I told you your tongue was a weapon.”

Hiro didn’t comment.

“VanHorton is the one,” Cooper said.

Lunk pulled up alongside. “The guy is bad, right?”

“He’s bad, but he’s not our guy,” Hiro said.

Cooper looked at her. She was serious. “What about the taser?”

Hiro shrugged. “My mom carries pepper spray in her purse. Lots of people carry things like that to protect themselves.”

“The guy is built like the Hulk,” Cooper said. “He doesn’t need a taser to protect himself. So why does he own one?”

“Maybe he’s afraid of dogs, like Lunk.”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” Lunk said. “But VanHorton is.”

“I still don’t think he had anything to do with it,” Hiro said. “He wouldn’t have mentioned the taser if he kidnapped Gordy.”

Maybe it was her cop blood, or maybe it was something else, but Hiro had an ability to sense things about people that Cooper totally missed. But this time she was missing the obvious. “You saw how Fudge reacted. How do you explain that?”

“Fudge had a bad feeling about VanHorton. So did I. But I don’t think it has to do with Gordy. He’s just bad. He’s a bully. The kind of guy you don’t try to push. He’ll shove back. Harder.”

“Like my dad,” Lunk said.

Cooper gave him a quick glance. Lunk almost never talked about his dad.

Lunk’s face was dead serious. “The only thing guys like that understand—and respect—is pushback that’s stronger than they are.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Hiro said. “But that doesn’t mean he took Gordy.”

“What if Fudge picked up Gordy’s scent on VanHorton?” Cooper said.

“She would have been sniffing his pants, not barking at him like that,” Hiro said. “Maybe Fudge didn’t like the way he looked at her when we were riding up. Maybe she was trying to warn us to stay away from him.”

“Or tell us that VanHorton took Gordy,” Cooper said. “We need to tell Hammer about this.”

“I’m with Coop,” Lunk said.

Hiro coasted. “The police need evidence, Coop. Evidence. What are you going to do? Tell Detective Hammer that your dog barked at some guy—and the guy happens to own a taser? They’ll need more than that for a warrant.”

She had a way of making Cooper’s arguments sound ridiculous. “All Hammer needs to do is look at VanHorton’s eyes.”

“That isn’t evidence,” Hiro said. “Look, VanHorton was pressing your buttons. Egging you on.”

Getting his blood boiling was more like it.

“He referred to us as ‘kiddies’ and you two as ‘boys.’ He was trying to show you who was boss. Trying to taunt you into doing something stupid.” She nodded at the bat strapped to his bike. “Like using that.” She stood on the pedals and pumped hard.

Lunk had to stand for a few pumps to keep up. “So now what?”

The thought of a monster like that taking Gordy made him sick. And the thought of going back made Cooper’s stomach tighten even more. “We have to go back. I think he’s got Gordy.”

Hiro shook her head and pulled ahead. “He’s playing a game. He’s toying with you.”

Toying with him? Playing a game? “I’d like to play a game with him.”

Hiro eyed him.

“A game of wiffle-ball.” Cooper tapped the yellow bat strapped to his bike frame.

“Now you’re talking,” Lunk said.

Hiro slammed on her brakes. “Talking stupid.”

She skidded to a stop, causing both Lunk and Cooper to veer off to avoid hitting her bike. Cooper let go of Fudge’s leash so she didn’t get tangled in the process.

“I say we do something that has a chance to pull up a solid lead.”

Cooper shook his head. “Like what?”

“Like go door-to-door with flyers,” Hiro said. “If we find someone who saw the van heading toward Route 53, we’ll know he left the area.”

“Which means we quit searching?”

Hiro hesitated. “We could also learn the van turned the opposite way. Then we’d know for sure he stayed local.”

“In which case,” Lunk said, “the first place we’d check is VanHorton’s.”

“That’s exactly the way I see it,” Cooper said. “We’re just shortcutting things a bit. VanHorton took Gordy. I can feel it.”

“And I didn’t get that feeling at all,” Hiro shouted. “But I did get the feeling that there was something desperately wicked about the man.”

A chill crept up Cooper’s back. He agreed with her—on one level at least. All the more reason he could be the one who tasered Gordy and took him away.

“He could definitely be the guy,” Lunk said.

Hiro shrugged. “The type of guy who would do it, sure. But not the guy.”

Cooper kept his mouth shut. How could she be so positive? But they weren’t getting anywhere. He needed time to think. Even if she agreed to go back to stake out VanHorton’s, her heart wouldn’t exactly be in it.

“I’m starved,” Lunk said. “I could use a little brain food.”

Just the thing Gordy would have said. Cooper ached inside. But Lunk was right. They needed a recharge. They’d still be in school if Dr. McElhinney hadn’t gotten them out early, but Cooper had already burned off enough adrenalin to warrant a fuel stop. “Frank’n Stein’s. We’re close. We’ll sort out our next step there.”

Hiro didn’t look happy, but she nodded.

“I’ll meet you there,” Cooper said. “I think I’ll run Fudge home on the way.” Cooper wasn’t sure what their next step was going to be, but he wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to have Fudge along. Then again, nothing about the next step sounded like a good idea at all.





CHAPTER 35

Gordy lay on the mattress on the floor alongside the furnace, curled up on his side. Just the idea of being close to a furnace helped. Was the room getting colder? He’d spent most of his time pacing, trying to stay warm, which meant he’d burned off more fuel. And nothing to replace it with. His stomach cramps weren’t helping him get his mind off things.

The floor was completely wet now. Even the mattress felt damp. Water was seeping in—which could only mean it was still raining.

What day was it? Night or day? How long had he been locked down here? It had to be more than two days. Way more. He ran through the list of things he did know.

Taser-man hadn’t been back since he’d locked him in here Tuesday night. Not that Gordy wanted to see the kidnapper, but the fact that he hadn’t returned brought a short list of possibilities to mind—and none of them very good.

The basement was soundproof. His shouts and screams for help never got farther than the insulation.

The electricity was turned off, which meant there was no chance for any light source other than the flashlight.

The flashlight was getting dim. He kept turning it off to conserve battery power. Whenever he did, he never let go of the flashlight. He had this crazy fear of losing it in the darkness.

The darkness dredged up all kinds of nasty things. He felt bugs—or rodents—crawling up his legs. His back. He twitched and scratched and slapped at the spots, but he never actually found anything. Even when he flicked on the flashlight, he never saw a bug, spider, or mouse anywhere.

Somehow they only came when he turned off the flashlight. He would wait. Sometimes it took minutes, but they always came when it was dark. Was he going crazy?

He hated going to sleep. He fought it. Yet he’d dozed off countless times. And every time he woke up, there was a brief moment of confusion. Why is it so dark? Why am I so cold? Where am I? When his head cleared, reality hit him hard. The fear. The panic.

But the idea of being asleep—in the dark—totally creeped him out. He wouldn’t hear if something was sneaking up on him. Or if the man was returning. He wanted to be ready. To fight for his life.

His life. How much longer did he really have? Gordy shifted his position. The chain shackled to his foot hissed and clinked. The type of sound you’d expect to hear in a haunted house. And he was a prisoner in one right now.

“Help me.” His voice sounded oddly hoarse. And weak. Nobody could hear it outside. He was calling out to God now. But somehow the insulation kept God from hearing him.

Was anybody still looking for him? They had to be. His parents wouldn’t stop. Coop would never give up. He was sure of it. But would they find him in time?





CHAPTER 36

Cooper saw Lunk and Hiro sitting at the back corner table the moment he entered Frank’n Stein’s. The usual booth. The one he’d always grabbed with Gordy, even before Hiro moved into the area. With only Lunk and Hiro there, the booth seemed empty. Gordy had a way of filling a place.

Cooper ordered fries and a monster shake, just like he would if Gordy were there. And with the size of the lump in his throat, he wondered how he was going to get any of it down.

He piled ketchup high on an extra plastic lid for the fries. Gordy had discovered that little trick. It beat filling the marsh-mallow-sized paper cups.

Lunk was downing a Chicago-style dog when Cooper slid in the booth. Hiro’s “fuel” consisted of a cup of ice water.

Hiro lifted one of Cooper’s fries before he could grab one for himself.

“Okay,” she said, sliding the fry into her mouth. “I think Officer Sykes would be thrilled at the idea of us going door-to-door with flyers.”

Cooper glanced at her. “Thrilled?”

Hiro looked annoyed. “Excited. Happy. Appreciative. Do I need a thesaurus here?”

“Sorry.” Cooper didn’t know why he had a problem with thrilled. It had nothing to do with her word choice. The idea of a door-to-door shotgun approach to find information about Gordy bothered him. He wanted something more direct. A sniper rifle with a scope. And the crosshairs would be focused on VanHorton’s house.

“I think door-to-door is a shot in the dark,” Cooper said. “We need to stake out VanHorton’s.”

Hiro stole another fry. “And you think going back to Michael VanHorton’s will be effective?”

“All we need is something suspicious enough to get the police to check him out,” Cooper said. “So, yeah. I think it’s effective.

“Only one way we can find out,” Lunk said.

Hiro pulled her braid in front of her and fiddled with it. “Oh, that’s brilliant, Lunk. Even if VanHorton’s name wasn’t on that predator list, one look at his eyes tells you to stay clear. There’s something at work in him that is way beyond creepy.”

Cooper swallowed a mouthful of the shake. “Which is what makes him a high priority to check”.

Lunk nodded. “I hear you.”

“Well, so do I—but you’re not listening,” Hiro said. “I’m sure he isn’t involved. I can’t explain it, but I feel it.”

“Well, I feel he is,” Cooper said. “And until I’m sure he didn’t take Gordy, I need to check him out.”

“Excuse me if I don’t break out the pom-poms and cheer you on.” Hiro gave an exasperated sigh. “Look. Michael VanHorton isn’t our man—but he’s bad. And dangerous. It’s time to use our heads. We’ve already lost Gordy.”

Cooper’s arm froze with a fry halfway to his mouth. “Lost Gordy? Lost? You think we’re not going to find him?” He looked from Hiro to Lunk, then back.

She didn’t have to answer. Neither of them did. “Am I the only one who thinks Gordy is still alive—that he’s close and needs our help?”

Hiro shook her head. “I’m just saying that going back to VanHorton’s is really, really risky.”

Risk. Was that what this all came down to? Gordy was in trouble. Real trouble. And Hiro wanted Cooper to think about the risk of looking for him?

Frank Mustacci shuffled out of the kitchen with two large orders of fries and added them to Cooper’s tray. “How’s the search going, gang?”

His usual smile was gone. Today, he was all business.

Nobody answered his question, which seemed to be all the answer he needed. He unfolded a paper napkin and slid it toward Hiro. “This is going up on the sign.” He nodded toward the large Frank’n Stein’s sign near the street.

Hiro read it aloud. “$25,000 reward for information leading to the safe return of Gordon Digby.” She looked up at him. “Twenty-five thousand? Are you serious?”

Frank looked concerned. “You think I should up it to $30,000?”

“No.” Hiro shook her head. “The amount is amazing. Can you afford it?”

Frank’s eyes glistened. He nodded and swallowed a couple times like he was trying to swallow a lump in his throat. “Somebody out there knows something,” Frank said. “I may not be able to help in the search, but I’m sure going to help the search along.”

Cooper read the message written on the napkin. Safe return. He used the word safe. Cooper wasn’t the only one who thought Gordy was still alive. Cooper stood and grabbed him in a bear hug. “When are you putting this up?”

“Right now. Just have to pull together the letters and numbers.”

Hiro smiled. “It’s a great idea.”

“But you’re right, Hiro,” Frank said. “I should make it thirty.”

He crossed the number twenty-five off the napkin.

“I never said twenty-five wasn’t enough, I only meant—” Lunk looked stunned. “Thirty thousand. What if a cop finds him? Does he get the reward?”

“Absolutely.” Frank headed toward the kitchen. “And if you three find him, you’ll split it.”

Lunk opened his mouth slightly but stopped short of saying anything. It was obvious his mind was racing. Immediately, he stood and hustled after Frank. “I’ll help you post it to the message marquis.”

Cooper waited until Frank and Lunk were gone. “If we find him—”

“I know,” Hiro said. “You won’t keep a penny of the reward. It wouldn’t seem right.”

Cooper stared at her. Either she knew him really, really well, or she could read his mind.

She took a handful of his fries. “And I won’t either. But I don’t think Lunk shares the same feeling.”

Cooper didn’t care what Lunk wanted to do with the reward. He just wanted to be sure Frank had the opportunity to pay it out. He glanced at Hiro, who was already looking at him. Studying him was more like it.

Hiro didn’t take her eyes off him. “What are you thinking?”

Cooper gave her a half-smile. “You tell me.”

She fingered her necklace. “You’re going back to VanHorton’s.”

He drew a cool couple of gulps of his shake through the straw and nodded. Yeah, he was going back.

“I’m not going to talk you out of it, am I?”

Cooper shook his head.

“There’s a word for that.” Her lips formed into a tight, straight line.

“For what?”

“For the way you’re acting, Cooper MacKinnon. And you know what the word is?” She paused. “Stubborn.”

Her chin trembled. He was sure of it.

Cooper shrugged. “That’s not the word I had in mind.”

“We’re back to the thesaurus again?” She leaned forward. “How about foolish? Or stupid. Reckless. Dangerous. Impossible. Take your pick.”

That was fear talking. Not Hiro. He didn’t want to argue. There was no point to it.

“You still feel guilty. And it’s driving you to do crazy things. Stop trying to be a hero.”

He felt his cheeks burning. He was trying to fix a mistake. She just didn’t get it.

“Talk to me, Coop. I want to know what you’re thinking.” She swiped yet another fry from his tray. “You’re headed down a dark path. We don’t even know if—”

“Don’t say it,” Cooper said. “I know he’s alive.”

Hiro looked down. And immediately her phone rang. She jumped, then grabbed the phone. “Hi, Mom.”

Cooper stood. His stomach didn’t feel good enough to eat more. Besides, he’d spent too much time away from the search. He should be crouched in some bushes right now, staking out VanHorton’s house.

Hiro slid her phone back in her jeans pocket. “My mom wants me home to help her with something.” She looked stressed. “I know she’s just checking up on me. Wants me to be safe.”

For a moment Cooper felt some relief. Without Hiro along, he might have more options. “Don’t worry about it,” Cooper said. “I’ll ride home with you. I should probably pick up my binoculars anyway.”

“Wait for me,” Hiro said. Her eyes were pleading. “My mom said it wouldn’t be long. Then we can decide what to do next.”

Cooper shook his head. “Lunk and I will stake out VanHorton’s. We’ll connect later.”

She looked at him, tears welling up in her eyes. Like she knew what he was really saying. He didn’t want her along.

But it was true. He didn’t want her with him. Not anymore. They weren’t exactly on the same page. They weren’t even in the same book.

“Promise me you won’t try to talk to him.” Hiro stood. “Promise me you won’t take one step into his house even if he invites you in to inspect it for yourself. If you find any real evidence—which I’m sure you won’t—promise me you’ll let the police do the checking.” She still held her phone—as if he actually needed the reminder.

She didn’t have to say more. If he didn’t promise, she was going to make that call to his dad. Which would be the end of his search efforts for Gordy.

He avoided her eyes. He didn’t want to see the hurt there. She was trying to help. He knew that. But she was putting him in a no-win situation. He didn’t need her slowing him down.

“Promise,” she whispered.

He had no choice. “I promise.”

Her shoulders relaxed and she smiled slightly. “Thanks.”

She acted like everything was okay between them now. But it wasn’t. Not nearly. She’d cornered him on this one. Limited his options—which he wasn’t exactly thrilled about. And one way or another Michael VanHorton’s house needed to be searched.

Maybe she sensed what he was thinking. Her face turned dead serious. “He’s dangerous, Coop. If we go near him, one of us is going to get hurt.”

Cooper nodded. “I’ll wait for you outside.” Hiro was right about VanHorton being dangerous. If they got too close to the man, it wasn’t hard to imagine how one of them could get hurt. Maybe it was best she wouldn’t be on the stakeout. Cooper had already messed up with one friend, and he wasn’t about to do that again. If something happened to Hiro, he’d have two reasons never to forgive himself.





CHAPTER 37

Hiro watched Coop leave Frank’n Stein’s. He dropped his half-full monster shake into the trash can, which proved he wasn’t himself. He wasn’t thinking straight. He normally downed every bit of it—working his straw around the bottom of the cup like a wet vac, slurping up every last drop of his beloved chocolate shake.

Cooper kept going, right past the green-skinned Frankenstein mascot and straight out the door. He was making a mistake—and she couldn’t stop him. Not in the frame of mind he was in. It was like he wouldn’t even consider the reality of the situation. Nearly forty-eight hours and no ransom call? Gordy was a statistic now. Coop had to keep from becoming one himself.

But if she pressed any harder, she’d push him away. Stubborn. Reckless. And wonderful friend that he was.

She was sure he wouldn’t break his promise, but that didn’t mean spying on a guy like VanHorton wouldn’t lead to trouble. A good cop expects the unexpected, and Hiro was sure Coop was going to do something stupid. And he didn’t want her along, which bothered her a little. Okay, it bothered her a lot. Cooper wasn’t taking calculated risks here. He was just taking risks.

And he’d do the same for her. And the truth was, she’d do anything to find Coop if he were missing. In a heartbeat.

She hated the helpless, aching way Coop made her feel. And he seemed oblivious to it all. He didn’t look back. And he didn’t stop until he got to the base of the sign where Frank and Lunk were putting up the reward notice.

A $30,000 reward ought to get some local attention. Maybe even the school bus driver would hand out flyers now.

Hiro used a clean napkin to give the table a quick wipe and hurried to the parking lot.

She looked at Coop. He was talking to Lunk—who apparently had no regard for the law. She wished she didn’t have to leave. The thought of Lunk and Coop together wasn’t very reassuring. Coop shifted his weight from one foot to the other like he was in a hurry to get moving.

She approached Lunk and Coop, just as Frank put the last letter up on the message board. “I’ll get back as soon as I can. I think the door-to-door approach is our best bet.” She said it with confidence, hoping Coop would have second thoughts about his plan.

“Best approach?” Lunk wiped his hands on the thighs of his camouflage cargo shorts. “You mean the safest approach.”

Hiro glared at him. If he kept talking like that, Coop would never change his mind. But Coop didn’t even appear to be listening. He left the two of them and jogged toward the bike rack.

“You can’t always play it safe, Hiro.” Lunk brushed past her and followed Coop.

Hiro followed him, trying to keep up with his strides. “I’m not talking about staying safe.”

Lunk didn’t stop. Didn’t turn.

She hustled to get beside him. “You’re off the map in that department. I’m talking about being sane.”

Lunk stopped abruptly and stared at her.

Hiro checked to make sure Coop wasn’t within earshot. She was more than safe, though. Coop headed toward his bike at the entrance to Frank’n Stein’s looking like a zombie. Totally sleep-deprived or deep in thought. Probably both. “It’s crazy,” she said. “And you know it.”

Lunk put his hands on his hips and leaned toward her. “Look. Crazy is some psycho who kidnapped Gordy. Don’t pin the crazy label on Coop.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it, Mr. Lunquist.” She lowered her voice. “We have to stop Coop. For his own good. He’s not thinking straight.”

Lunk picked his bike off the grass. “Coop would do anything for a friend—even if it’s risky. I like the way he thinks.”

She might as well be talking to the Frankenstein mascot inside the diner. She was definitely not getting through.

Coop had his bike unlocked and out of the rack by the time Lunk and Hiro got there. Coop was obviously in a hurry to get going. “Ready?”

And that was it. He didn’t say another word on the ride to her house. Not because he was trying to be rude. She knew the look on his face. He was thinking. Lunk seemed to be lost in thought, too. He lagged a good thirty feet behind them and didn’t seem to make any effort to close the gap.

A half-block away from her house she broke the silence. “Coop, listen.” She struggled to come up with something that would convince him to change his mind. But the moment he looked at her, his eyes stopped her. Haunted. Hurting.

Did he know the chances of finding Gordy alive were almost non-existent? Was this his last-ditch effort to do something that could save him? And could he live with himself if he didn’t try? The guilt was killing him. And guilt made a powerful motivator.

In that instant she knew he had to do this—whether she liked it or not. “Just be careful, okay?”

Coop nodded. “I have my phone. I’ll call you if I get a lead.”

Hiro nodded. “I’ll get back as soon as I can.”

Great. Perfect. Can’t wait until you do. I hate doing this without you. Any one of those responses from Coop would have made Hiro feel a whole lot better right now. But he didn’t say a thing.

“And be careful,” she said.

Coop didn’t react. Back in his own world somewhere. Reminding him to be careful was pointless. Coop was going to do whatever it took to find Gordy. He’d already taken some real chances, and if anything, every hour that passed made him more desperate.

Hiro dropped back, coasting until Lunk pulled alongside her.

“Lunk,” Hiro said. “Better keep your concrete bat handy.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, now you think it’s a good idea?”

“Not at all. But if something happens to Coop, you’re going to need it to keep me from putting you in Northwest Community Hospital.”





CHAPTER 38

Lunk watched Hiro disappear inside her house. She was a real piece of work. A pistol. Sometimes fearless, sometimes frail. And fiercely loyal.

Coop glanced his way. “I did not like that guy.”

“I told you. He’s bad. Really bad.”

“Bad enough to kidnap?”

Lunk thought about that for a moment. “Definitely.”

Coop nodded. “Even Fudge knew there was something wrong with that guy. I’ve never seen her that vicious.”

Which didn’t make Lunk feel any easier around Coop’s dog. “I just don’t get why Hiro doesn’t see it,” Coop said.

And Lunk wasn’t about to tell him his little theory about Hiro. That deep down she knew VanHorton could have grabbed Gordy, but that she figured it was too late to save him. What she was really trying to do was protect Coop.

Watching out for Coop was Lunk’s job now. If God was really up there, he wasn’t batting a thousand. Maybe God needed somebody else to step up to the plate. Someone with a concrete-filled bat.

“If he’s the guy who took Gordy …” Lunk wanted to choose his words carefully. “Do you really think he’d have Gordy at his house?”

Cooper shrugged. “Do you figure he took Gordy somewhere else? Has him locked up in a another location?”

Not exactly what Lunk was thinking. But clearly Coop wasn’t ready for Lunk’s honest opinion—that Gordy was gone. “It seems suicidal to have him at his own house, that’s all.”

“But that’s what makes it the perfect spot. Nobody would think he’d try a stunt like that.” Coop stared off into space like he could see right into VanHorton’s house. “Until that place has been searched, I can’t give up.”

“So what’s the plan?”

Cooper shrugged. “Find a place to watch the house. See if we find something suspicious enough to convince the cops to do a search.”

Lunk let that sink in. What were the chances that would just happen? They could spend all afternoon there and not see a single thing. “What if we could find a way to get the cops to search?”

Coop nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. But how? Hiro was right about one thing. The police will need some solid evidence.”

“Agreed,” Lunk said.

Coop started pedaling, and Lunk rode alongside.

“I feel like VanHorton enjoyed bullying us,” Coop said. “Like the whole thing was a game to him.”

Game. Coop was right. To VanHorton this whole thing was a sick game. Maybe it was time for the two of them to play a game of their own. An idea started to form in Lunk’s mind. A simple idea. So simple, it just might work. He worked out a few more details in his head, his excitement growing. “I got it.” Lunk stopped pedaling. “Oh, yeah. He wants to play a game? I got one for him.”

Coop braked to a stop and put a foot down. “Spill.”

Lunk hesitated. Would Coop go for the plan though? It would mean lying—something Coop wouldn’t want to do. Not after the whole code of silence fiasco. “There’s a way to get the police to search VanHorton’s—I think.”

Coop eyed him. “Legally?”

“The search would be legal,” Lunk said. “But I don’t want to say any more about it. Not yet.” He didn’t want Coop’s conscience to get in the way of his plans. “But we’re going to need something of Gordy’s—like a T-shirt.”

“A T-shirt?”

“Yeah, the same kind he was wearing when the guy grabbed him.”

Coop looked down the block and then back. “Planting evidence? Is that your idea?”

“Yes—but no. Not exactly. We won’t get into trouble on this. Trust me.”

Coop seemed to be considering the idea.

“Just get me the T-shirt.”

Coop stared at the ground.

Lunk figured Coop could go either way. “VanHorton is a total creep. One way or another you have to know if he’s the guy who took Gordy.”

Coop looked up. “Would Hiro go for it?”

Lunk laughed. “She’d hate it. But you’ll get a legal search. By police. And if the house is clean, we can go door-to-door like Hiro wants—or whatever you want.”

Coop nodded. “Okay. I’ll do it. Gives me a chance to touch base at home while I’m at it.”

“I’ll meet you in the parking lot at Taco Bell,” Lunk said. “I need to work out some details.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you’ve got so far?”

“It’s better you didn’t know.”

Coop studied him for a moment. “Right now I don’t care how we do it. We just have to make sure that house is checked—and good. I’ll be at the parking lot in ten—with a T-shirt.”

Coop spun his bike around and pedaled hard. Time wasn’t on their side. Every hour that passed made the chances of finding Gordy slimmer—if he was still alive.





CHAPTER 39

Cooper found Lunk in the parking lot next to Taco Bell. His bike lay on the ground, and Lunk paced a tight pattern beside it like he was deep in thought. He didn’t seem to notice Cooper until he was almost on top of him.

“Got the shirt?”

Cooper pulled it out of the bulging pocket of his cargo shorts. A faded red T-shirt with a crew neck—slightly stretched from Gordy’s habit of pulling it up to wipe his mouth after he took a drink from the water cooler at school. A dead ringer for the one Gordy wore Tuesday.

“Perfect.” Lunk took the shirt and shook it open. He grabbed it with both hands. Ripped it from the bottom hem right up through the collar.

“So I guess I won’t be returning the shirt,” Cooper said. Now he had a pretty good idea of what Lunk planned to do. “We plant the shirt at VanHorton’s and call the police?”

Lunk didn’t answer. “Any news about Gordy?”

“Nothing.” Cooper didn’t even have to ask his mom or Aunt Cris when he saw them. Their faces reflected the bad news. Mom was at Aunt Cris’s house more than their own. Both of them were totally consumed. They hadn’t even noticed when he went to Gordy’s room for the T-shirt.

“Let’s do this,” Cooper said. They were burning up too many minutes before dark. And there wasn’t much chance they’d be doing any searching after the sun went down.

Cooper set a fast pace even though his legs were burning from the ride home. “So how does this plan of yours work?”

“Tell you when we get there.”

That was it. Cooper glanced over at him. Lunk kept his mouth shut like there was nothing more to say. Maybe he didn’t have a plan worked out after all. Maybe he was going to get there and pretty much wing it.

Lunk pedaled harder and took the lead.

Four houses from VanHorton’s, Lunk slowed to a stop, and Cooper did the same.

“Okay.” Lunk scanned the houses across the street from VanHorton’s. All of them looked quiet except for one. A girl—maybe Hiro’s age, knelt down in front of the porch, planting flowers.

A boy—slightly younger than the girl, swung a wiffle-ball bat back and forth, knocking the heads off dandelions in the front yard. Cooper glanced at his own bat strapped to his bike frame, wondering what the boy would think if he tried to swing it with its concrete core. What he really wondered was if the people living there knew what kind of man lived across the street.

“Ready to play a game?” Lunk handed him the T-shirt. “Think you can sneak this onto VanHorton’s front porch?”

Cooper eyed VanHorton’s house. “Easy.”

“Okay,” Lunk said. “Do it and meet back here. Then we’re going across the street—to that house.” He pointed at the house with the kids.

That was the part of the plan that seemed a little sketchy to Coop. But Lunk seemed to have it worked out in his head, so there was no point in pressing the issue. “I’ll go on foot.”

Lunk nodded.

Cooper walked across three front yards, staying close to each house. VanHorton was nowhere to be seen, which suited Cooper just fine. Cooper looked back once. Lunk was still straddled over his bike, watching.

Cooper strode across the narrow strip of grass separating him from VanHorton’s. Wood decking made up the guy’s front porch, with a simple wood railing around it.

Heart beating faster now, Cooper wadded the T-shirt in a ball and stepped up to the rail. He launched the T-shirt close to the front door, spun around, and beelined it for the bike.

“Perfect,” Lunk said. “Now. I’m not going to ask you to lie or anything. Just follow my lead.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Ready?”

Alarms were going off in Cooper’s head. But he nodded anyway, and Lunk took off. Veering into the street, Lunk picked up the pace, with Cooper closing the gap fast.

Lunk rode right down the middle of the street, but just as he approached the house with the kids out front, he jerked the handlebars hard to the left. His front tire slammed into the concrete curb, sending Lunk and his bike flying in separate directions.

Cooper skidded to a stop, rolled his bike to the curb and dumped it on the grass. “Are you okay?”

Lunk lay on his back, rolling back and forth clutching his ankle. “Owww, ow, ow, ow, owww!”

The girl stood, rushed to the front door, and called to someone inside. The boy hustled up with his baseball bat, wide-eyed, but with a slight grin on his face. “You hit hard.”

Cooper knelt down beside Lunk. “Let me see that ankle.”

“No.” Lunk shook his head. “Just help me to my feet.”

Cooper grabbed Lunk’s wrist and helped him up. Lunk stood on one leg, keeping the other leg in the air.

“Help me to the porch.” Lunk motioned toward the house. He threw an arm around Cooper’s shoulder and hopped on one foot across the front yard. Cooper wasn’t sure if his ankle was really hurt, but Lunk definitely leaned hard enough to make it appear real.

The front door opened and a woman holding a stack of mail came out with the girl. “I was looking out the window and saw your fall. Sit down on the front porch. How bad is that ankle?”

Lunk sat down on the front step, still keeping his foot in the air. “Doesn’t look like I’ll be riding my bike home.”

“If you need a ride, I can take you. Where do you live?”

Lunk held up his hands. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I really appreciate that. And I don’t mean any offense, but if I took a ride from a stranger—even one as kind-looking as you, my mom would have my hide.”

The woman turned to her daughter. “Brae, honey, run inside and fill a plastic bag with ice.”

The girl nodded and ran inside. Her brother followed.

Lunk shifted and winced. “Maybe I can just try to walk it off.”

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. You sure I can’t give you a ride?”

Lunk nodded.

He could definitely be convincing. A natural.

The woman looked concerned. “Anything else I can do for you?”

Lunk shrugged. “Do you have a cordless phone? I’ll just call my mom and see if she can pick me up.”

The woman tilted her head to the side just a bit. “I thought all teenagers carried cell phones.”

“If I had the money, I wouldn’t be riding that bike.” Lunk smiled.

The woman returned the smile. “Be right back.”

As soon as the woman disappeared through the doorway, Lunk motioned for Coop to come closer. “If she hangs around after she gives me the phone, you need to draw her away. Distract her.”

Coop nodded just as the woman came out of the house. She handed Lunk the cordless.

“Can I ask what your address is, ma’am?” Lunk said. “And your name?”

“Tonya Aiello.” She fished a catalog from the stack of mail, pointed at the address label, and handed it to Lunk. She looked back toward the open doorway. “Excuse me. I’m going to see what’s taking so long with that ice.”

Lunk wasted no time dialing 9-1-1. He grinned at Cooper. “Wait until you hear this.”

A moment later the 9-1-1 dispatcher must have picked up.

“Hi, my name is Neal. I’m visiting my aunt, Tonya Aiello,” He read the address from the catalog and gave Cooper a thumbs up sign. “I was outside playing ball with my younger cousins when I saw something at the house across the street. I think somebody is in real trouble there.”

Brilliant, Lunk. Cooper’s heart beat faster. The 9-1-1 dispatcher could verify the address, to be sure the information Lunk gave matched the caller ID on the phone.

“The front door opened and a boy tried to get out, but some man grabbed his T-shirt to pull him back inside. The man was big—like a bodybuilder. He had a black T-shirt—no sleeves on it.”

There was a slight pause.

“No, ma’am. I don’t think it could have been the boy’s dad. The man pressed something up against the boy, and the kid dropped fast and started convulsing. It almost looked like he tasered him or something. The man pulled him back inside—dragged him by his shirt—and ripped it right off. I got a real bad feeling and grabbed my aunt’s phone to call you.”

Another pause.

“The boy looked to be maybe fourteen. Tall. Red T-shirt and khaki cargo shorts. He looked really scared.”

Obviously Lunk could really be convincing when he wanted to. Cooper glanced at the doorway to make sure Mrs. Aiello wasn’t back yet. He motioned to Lunk, pointing at his wrist.

Lunk nodded. “And ma’am. Please send the police fast. That boy, he looked like, well, it seemed to me I’d seen his face before.”

Another slight pause.

“On some posters I saw on some light poles in town—of a missing boy.”





CHAPTER 40

Cooper took the phone from Lunk the moment he disconnected—just as Tonya Aiello came outside with the bag of ice. “Sorry that took so long.” She handed Lunk the ice.

“Thank-you, ma’am.”

Lunk came across as an angel. A big, loveable one. Cooper wished Hiro could have seen Lunk’s performance. The guy could act. Cooper handed Mrs. Aiello the phone.

She turned to Lunk. “Did you get your mom?”

Lunk smiled. “Help is on the way.”

Yeah, and the place would likely be crawling with cops in minutes. Cooper would have a front row seat from the porch, but it was a little too close. He definitely didn’t want VanHorton to spot them.

Lunk struggled to get on his feet, while holding his leg in the air. “We’re going to meet her at the corner.” He pointed halfway down the block.

Apparently he was thinking the same thing.

The woman looked concerned. “Maybe you should wait here.”

Lunk shrugged. “I’ll be all right. Thank you for your help.”

He threw his arm around Cooper’s shoulder and hopped across the front lawn to the bikes.

Cooper glanced down the street. No cops yet. But they were totally exposed out in the open like this. He definitely wanted to be out of here before they came. “Can you go any faster?”

Lunk grunted. “Not without looking suspicious.”

He was right, and probably no more than a minute had passed since Lunk hung up his 9-1-1 call. They were doing well—but he’d feel a lot better after they had put more distance between them and VanHorton’s house.

Cooper lifted Lunk’s bike off the ground for him. Still holding the bag of ice, Lunk carefully swung one leg over the seat. He kept the foot with the injured ankle off the pedal, and used his other leg to scoot himself forward down the sidewalk. He wasn’t moving fast, but he was moving.

The boy went back to whacking dandelions with his bat like nothing had happened. Brae stood next to her mom, hugging her at the waist. Cooper and Lunk both waved.

“Thanks again,” Cooper called.

“It was nothing.” Mrs. Aiello waved back. “Take care of that ankle,” she said.

Lunk smiled. “It’s feeling better already.”

“I’ll bet it is,” Cooper whispered. His heart was doing the mambo inside his chest. He had to keep moving. Had to get away, but he had to see what happened next. He pedaled ahead to the corner and waited for Lunk to catch up. He wished Hiro were here. Though he could only imagine what she would have thought about Lunk’s little plan. Lunk grinned as he wheeled up. “What do you think?”

“That was genius.” Cooper shook his head. “I’m speechless.”

A police car squealed around the corner behind them. Two more approached from the far end of the block. Cooper and Lunk sat on their bikes, close enough to see everything—but far enough away so they wouldn’t appear to have been involved in the call in any way.

Cooper whistled quietly. It was working. It was happening. “This is beautiful,” he whispered.

Lunk laughed, a little hysterically. “I think VanHorton’s place is going to get the search you want—compliments of the RMPD.”

Cooper had never fully seen this side of Lunk. Gordy would love it.

The police cars stopped on the street in front of the registered predator. The Aiello boy stopped swinging at dandelions and started for the police cars. Mrs. Aiello called him back to the porch.

Cooper slipped the phone out of his pocket and sent a quick text to Hiro—hating to take his eyes off VanHorton’s for even a second. But he had to tell Hiro. Had to get her over here.

Three officers met and approached the VanHorton house together. One of them bent down to pick up Gordy’s T-shirt on the porch. He held it up as if noting the way it was torn—just like it had been described on the 9-1-1 call.

“That ought to clinch it,” Lunk said.

Another officer turned toward his shoulder mike and made a call.

Cooper smiled. “That would be a call for backup.”

The policemen talked for a moment. One circled around the side of the house toward the backyard.

The other two officers drew their weapons—and rang the bell.





CHAPTER 41

Cooper glanced down the block, hoping to see Hiro. Nothing yet. “This is perfect, Lunk. Perfect.”

Lunk snickered. “Now let’s see how tough Michael VanHorton is.” The man answered the door, and the police motioned him out onto the porch. The man hesitated.

Cooper couldn’t hear what the man was saying, but he clearly wasn’t happy. “Not smart, mister. Better do what the cops say.”

One of the officers held up Gordy’s T-shirt. VanHorton shook his head like he’d never seen it before. And of course, he hadn’t. Not that exact one, at least.

Again they motioned him out onto the porch. This time he reluctantly stepped out of the doorway.

Two more police cars rolled up, lights flashing. Officers hustled up VanHorton’s lawn and joined the group on the porch. They inspected the T-shirt, and cuffed VanHorton’s hands behind his back. This was turning into a regular Fourth-of-July.

Another siren wailed in the distance—coming their way. Still no sign of Hiro though.

Mrs. Aiello stood on her porch, keeping her kids close. Obviously, she had no idea that Lunk’s call from her phone triggered everything—and added all the validity to the 9-1-1 call that the authorities needed.

Two police officers went inside VanHorton’s house leaving the others to guard the handcuffed man.

“Oh, yeah,” Lunk said. “Here we go.”

Cooper didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. He kept his eyes on the doorway, hoping to see the cops come back out with Gordy.

Two more police cars pulled up. A cop escorted VanHorton to one of them. VanHorton didn’t get in the squad car, but stood there arguing. The veins popped out on his neck, and his face got red. Curious neighbors seeped out of their homes and drew closer, drawn to the flashing lights like bugs on a dark night. The block was turning into a carnival.

“Coop!” Hiro called to him, riding hard. She skidded to a stop.

Cooper stepped over to meet her. “You made it!”

She nodded, gulping for air. “Got here as fast”—she took a breath—”as I could.” She looked past him. “What’s happening? Did they find him?”

Cooper walked with her and stood beside Lunk. “Nothing yet. Two cops are already inside.”

Another car roared up. Detective Hammer got out and walked directly to the policemen holding VanHorton.

Hiro pulled her single black braid over her shoulder and worked it with both hands. “How did this happen?” She glanced up at Cooper. “The police already talked to him. What made them come back—and in such force?”

Cooper didn’t answer. She definitely wouldn’t like what she heard. No way did he expect this big of a reaction to Lunk’s call. What if the cops walked across the street to question the woman? She’d tell them all about the two boys on bikes—and could probably give a pretty decent description of both of them. How long would it take Hammer to put it together? A minute? Less?

Lunk’s whole face smiled. His head bobbed like he had invisible ear buds pounding out a favorite song in his head. “This is good. This is good. This is really good.”

Hiro looked from Cooper to Lunk. “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?”

Lunk grinned. “I made a little call to 9-1-1 from that nice lady’s phone.” He pointed down the block to Tonya Aiello.

Hiro eyed him for a moment. “You fed them a fake lead?”

Lunk smiled. “Well, technically—”

“Yes,” Cooper interrupted.

Hiro’s lips parted slightly, but she didn’t say anything. She looked over toward VanHorton’s house.

Lunk paced, the limp totally gone. His grin hadn’t faded. “That’s one way to get the police to inspect his house.”

“Yeah,” Hiro said. “But look what you’ve done.”

Two more policemen hurried inside VanHorton’s house.

“Think they found him?” Hiro’s voice wasn’t much louder than a whisper.

An ambulance wheeled around the corner. Cooper’s stomach twisted. Had they found Gordy—or his body? Hiro glanced at him, biting her lower lip. Like she had the same thought.

Cooper’s stomach dropped into an abyss. If they found Gordy, and he was okay, why wasn’t he outside yet? And if they hadn’t found him, why did somebody call for an ambulance?

The smile left Lunk’s face too. Apparently reality had hit him as well.

Lunk took a deep breath, his chest expanding noticeably as he did. It was as if he were bracing himself for the bad news.

A cop came out the front door holding a clear plastic bag with something inside, slightly bigger than a TV remote. He held it up so Hammer could see it.

“The taser,” Lunk said. “VanHorton is toast now.”

A Ford F-150 pickup roared around the corner at the far end of the block. Black. A dead-ringer for Dad’s.

Hiro pointed. “That’s your dad.”

For a second, fear stabbed at Cooper. How did he know to come here? Had the police found Gordy and called Uncle Jim’s phone?

“My brother lent them a police scanner,” Hiro said. “They must have heard the whole thing.”

Including the call for an ambulance. Not good.

Uncle Jim swung open the passenger door and bolted out before Dad had the truck to a full stop.

No Fourth-of-July celebration was complete without the fireworks, and by the look on Uncle Jim’s face, he was ready to explode. Shoulders forward, head low, he ran toward VanHorton like a linebacker zeroing in on a fullback with the ball.

“Uh-oh,” Hiro said.

Several policemen moved in to intercept him. But Uncle Jim had the momentum on his side. He stiff-armed one, bowled another over, and ripped free from the grasp of a young officer who tried to hold him back.

Dad was already running for him. “Jim, no!”

“Dad?” Cooper stared in disbelief.

Uncle Jim slammed into VanHorton with enough force to ram the man against the side of the police car.

“Where is he?” Uncle Jim’s voice was hoarse and filled with rage. In a blur of motion Uncle Jim hammered the handcuffed man in the face with an angry right fist. VanHorton’s head jerked back and his knees buckled from a blow that vented all the pent up fury of the last two days. VanHorton struggled to keep his legs under him. Uncle Jim slugged the man in his unprotected ribs.

If Uncle Jim intended to hit him again, Cooper couldn’t tell. The police he’d blown through were on him now, and they meant business. They took Uncle Jim down on VanHorton’s lawn in what looked like a wrestle-mania gone berserk.

“This is a train wreck,” Hiro said.

Dad struggled against two other cops who stepped in to intercept him.

“Dad!” Cooper yelled, starting toward him. This was insane. Out of control. And they’d started the whole thing with the bogus

9-1-1 call.

Midway across the street, somebody grabbed Cooper’s T-shirt and pulled him to a stop.

“Hold up, Coop.” Lunk’s voice.

Cooper tried to pull free, but Lunk had an iron grip on his T-shirt.

“You don’t want to go over there. Not a good idea.” Lunk grabbed Cooper’s shoulder with his free hand and turned him around. “Look at me.”

His eyes were intense. Not angry, just—focused. “Come back to the corner. We need to talk.”

Cooper twisted to see the scene behind him. Uncle Jim was on his feet now, his hands cuffed behind his back. Dad stood no more than ten feet from Uncle Jim. His hands were up in the air, and the cops had relaxed their grip on him.

“Back to the corner, Cooper.”

Cooper looked at Lunk. “That’s my Dad. And my Uncle Jim.” Sudden tears blurred Lunk’s face. He was breathing hard. He couldn’t get enough air.

Lunk nodded. “Everything is under control there. You can see that. Nothing you can do. C’mon. Walk with me.”

Lunk took a step backward, toward the corner, but didn’t release the grip on Cooper’s shirt. “You don’t want to call any attention to yourself. They find out we made a bogus 9-1-1 call and they’ll stop the search—and we’ll both be in a lot more hot water than your dad and uncle are in right now.”

He was right. Cooper’s head started to clear. He and Lunk were standing in the middle of the street.

“Let’s go.” Lunk took another step backward, tugging on Cooper’s T-shirt.

Cooper followed this time.

Hiro met him at the curb, worry all over her face. “What were you thinking?”

Cooper wasn’t sure if she meant when he and Lunk pulled the 9-1-1 stunt or when he ran to help Dad.

Lunk walked him all the way over to his bike. “Are we good?” He looked Cooper in the eyes.

Cooper nodded, and Lunk released his grip and smoothed out wrinkles in the T-shirt.

Several officers filed out of VanHorton’s house. No Gordy.

One of them shrugged and shook his head. What did that mean? They couldn’t find him—or it was too late?

“He’s not there,” Hiro said. Her shoulders slumped. “If he was still inside they’d have brought the paramedics in.”

She was right. The paramedics stood talking on the front lawn.

Lunk actually looked proud of himself. “You gotta admit … Coop and I know how to get a house searched.”

Cooper figured Hiro was going to use that tongue of hers to give Lunk the “somebody could have gotten hurt” lecture. But when she didn’t answer, he glanced her way.

Tears started down her cheeks. “It didn’t work,” she whispered. “Gordy’s not there.”

Lunk waved her off. “But now we know VanHorton isn’t our man.”

She swiped her cheeks and put her hands on her hips like she was ready to deck Lunk. “All we know for sure is that Gordy isn’t at the house. VanHorton still could have taken him—but has him in another spot.”

She had a point there—although Cooper was sure she didn’t believe it herself. She’d already made her opinion clear that VanHorton wasn’t their man.

Hiro kept her eyes on the scene at VanHorton’s. “And in the meantime they’ll probably take Gordy’s dad in, and that means less people out looking for Gordy.”

“They’ll let him go,” Lunk said. “After they’re sure he’s cooled down.”

A man’s wail rose from VanHorton’s yard. An agonizing cry.

Uncle Jim struggled against the cuffs. “That’s my son’s shirt!” A policeman holding the shirt quickly stuffed it into an evidence bag.

“What did you do with him?” Uncle Jim was screaming now.

“Where is he?”

Police officers flanked Uncle Jim on both sides, grabbing his arms, backing him away. He fought against them, swinging his shoulders, his face tortured.

Hiro covered her mouth with her hands. “That definitely looked like Gordy’s shirt.”

“Don’t worry,” Lunk said. “We planted it.”

Hiro whirled to face him. “You what?”

“It was the crowning touch,” Lunk said. “That’s why the cops took it so serious.”

Hiro looked up in the sky. “They planted evidence. Planted evidence!”

“I need to go over there,” Cooper said. “I have to tell my Uncle Jim.”

Lunk blocked his path. “I know you want to make this right. And you will. But if you go over there now, you’ll make things worse. It will be the end of your searching for Gordy. Sometimes you just have to walk away.”

His words hit him hard. Lunk was right. No way would his parents give him any leash after that stunt. And without it he’d have no chance to help find Gordy. He’d have to square things up with Dad and Uncle Jim, but not yet.

His uncle knelt on the front lawn, sobbing. Cooper couldn’t stand to watch, but couldn’t seem to turn away either. Two officers walked Michael VanHorton over to the paramedic’s truck. His pretty face looked like he’d just been run over by one.

“Time to go,” Lunk said. “Before the police start asking questions and somebody figures out who made the 9-1-1 call.”

Hiro eyed Lunk. “You gave the 9-1-1 dispatcher the woman’s address, right?”

Lunk nodded. “But not my full name. Mrs. Aiello never got our names, either. And we used her phone. That’s what made the whole thing look so believable. So we’re safe. The trail will end right there.”

Hiro shook her head with a look of disbelief. “The trail will start there. And it will end at your front door if you don’t get out of here. The woman will give your descriptions and the cops will cruise around the neighborhood. They’ll find you.”

Cooper knew Hiro was right. But he didn’t feel right about leaving. Not one bit. On the other hand, the thought of being kept from searching for Gordy was unacceptable. Which really left him no choice at all.

“Okay, let’s go.” Cooper said.

A couple of officers crossed the street toward Mrs. Aiello’s home.

“Better make it quick,” Hiro said.

Cooper picked up his bike, still keeping an eye on the policemen. “Coming with us?”

Hiro nodded. “Look what happens when I don’t.” Lunk rolled his eyes. “Puh-lease.”

Cooper swung a leg over his bike. “Thanks, Lunk. I lost my head for a minute there.”

Hiro huffed. “For a minute?”

Cooper didn’t regret it. At all. What really bothered him was that the police didn’t find Gordy in Michael VanHorton’s house—and Cooper had no idea where to look next.
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Cooper pedaled, but his heart wasn’t in it. The agony on Uncle Jim’s face haunted him. Cooper wished Uncle Jim hadn’t seen the shirt. Cooper had made it worse. Way worse.

And there was only one way to make his uncle feel better. He had to find Gordy. Had to. He couldn’t stop until he did.

You have nothing to feel guilty about. Isn’t that what Dr. McElhinney said? The doctor might change his opinion if he heard about Cooper’s latest mess.

“So what’s the plan?” Lunk said from behind him.

“Working on it.” It was the best Cooper could do for the moment. The reality was, he couldn’t think past what he’d just seen. Dad and Uncle Jim. The effect of Gordy’s T-shirt. “Let’s ride to Frank’n Stein’s and sort it out there.” Not that he was hungry again, but they needed a place to talk. And pedaling there would give him a little time to come up with an idea.

Lunk held back a length or two. Maybe he wanted to give Cooper a little space. More likely he felt the need to keep some space between him and Hiro.

Cooper glanced at Hiro riding beside him.

It was like she’d been waiting for that. “I’m sorry I ever told you about the sex offenders website.” she said. “What you did made no sense.”

No sense was a bit of an exaggeration, but she had a point. If one of the guys on the predator list did take Gordy, would they have him at their house?

“We had to do something,” he said. Only when Cooper was busy doing something to find Gordy did he feel any kind of escape from the pain.

Cooper expected Hiro to be hopping mad. The bogus tip to 9-1-1. Planting the T-shirt at VanHorton’s. She could probably make a list.

“So what now?” Hiro’s voice sounder softer.

Cooper shook his head. “No idea.” The police would interview Mrs. Aiello. She would describe them the best she could, and it wouldn’t be hard to figure out who made the call. Not with Lunk’s camo shorts and black T-shirt. And if the police picked them up, the woman could identify them on a lineup. That would be the end of their search for Gordy. He’d be quarantined. Stuck babysitting Mattie or waiting for the phone to ring with Mom and Aunt Cris. He couldn’t let that happen.

“Cooper?”

He looked at Hiro. Her eyes weren’t angry. Something else.

“Promise me,” she said. “No calls to the police or 9-1-1. Not unless we’re really, really sure we’ve found our man. And no more planting evidence.”

“I promise,” he said. But deep down he was still glad they did it—except for Dad and Uncle Jim finding the T-shirt.

Lunk pulled closer. “You think VanHorton figured out we were behind the call and the T-shirt?”

Actually, Cooper wished Lunk would drop the topic.

Hiro looked like she was waiting to hear his answer.

“I hope not,” Cooper said.

“I almost wish he would,” Lunk said.

Hiro looked like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You want him to figure it out?”

“Why not?” Lunk shrugged. “After the way he treated us I don’t mind him knowing we outsmarted him.”

“Really?” Hiro sounded annoyed. “And how much searching for Gordy are you two going to get done if the police pick you up?”

Cooper pedaled in silence. It would come out. The truth always did. And their search for Gordy would come to a complete halt. They’d be spectators—not players anymore.

The police could be looking for Cooper and Lunk right now. Terrific.

By the time they got to Frank’n Stein’s, Cooper was checking over his shoulder for police cars every fifteen seconds. They sat in their usual booth without ordering a thing. Cooper sat with a view out the window and kept on the alert for cops.

“We’ve handed out flyers,” Hiro said. “So that’s done. And we’ve ruled out everyone from the registered offenders website.”

It was true. Raymond Proctor looked like the best prospect at first—but the fact that he’d moved and his house was empty killed that possibility.

“I was so sure about VanHorton,” Lunk said. He looked disappointed. Like the truth was just setting in.

“Well if it makes you feel any better,” Cooper said, “Michael VanHorton was probably guilty of a lot of bad stuff.”

Lunk shrugged. “But kidnapping Gordy wasn’t one of them.”

“We can always go back to my idea,” Hiro said.

“Door-to-door—asking if they’ve seen Gordy or the minivan? Seems like a real longshot,” Coop said.

“No more than everything else we’ve tried,” Hiro said.

A flash of annoyance passed through him, but Cooper let it go. She was right. “I better text my mom,” he said.

Hiro stood and disappeared through the door to the ladies room. Lunk sat across from Cooper cracking his knuckles. He methodically worked every finger with a restless energy that Cooper totally understood. Lunk needed to do something, too.

Frank Mustacci pushed through the kitchen door and set a tray with bags of fries in front of them. “I noticed you didn’t order anything. Fuel up, guys.”

He waved off their thanks and stepped back into the kitchen. He never asked how the search was going. He didn’t need to. It was probably written all over their faces. Cooper couldn’t eat anything right now. He picked up a fry and tapped it against the side of the tray.

Lunk nodded toward the window. “Raining again.”

They were breaking records now. They had way more rain this week than in the last two months combined. It was unreal. But it matched Cooper’s mood.

“Coop,” Hiro stood frozen outside the ladies room, staring at the picture on the wall of Frank Mustacci and his former co-owner, Joseph Stein. She looked pale, a bit woozy, and then she grabbed the edge of the closest table to steady herself.

Cooper stood quickly and grasped her arm. “You okay?”

She nodded, and looked right at him. “I think I know who took Gordy.”
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She was right. She was right. Hiro was sure of it.

“Who?” Cooper stood.

Hiro felt her whole body shaking. “I can’t believe it. Why didn’t I figure this out sooner?”

“Hiro,” Cooper said. “Who is it?”

She pointed at the picture on the wall. “Joseph Stein.”

Cooper’s mouth opened slightly like he wanted to say something—but suddenly lost his voice. He stared at the picture on the wall.

“Think about it.” Hiro rushed over to their table and sat next to Lunk. “He’s got motive. He blames us for messing up his life.”

“We didn’t mess it up,” Cooper sat across from her. “He did that to himself.”

“Right,” Lunk said. “He robbed his own diner because of his gambling debts.”

Obviously Hiro would need to convince both of them. “And if we hadn’t witnessed it, he’d have gotten away with it.”

Lunk nodded. “Payback.”

Hiro leaned in. “Makes a strong motive, don’t you think?” Cooper didn’t look so sure.

Hiro reached across the table and squeezed his arm. “Joseph Stein disappeared after the police rescued you two from the freezer. He’s a felon. A fugitive. He could be anywhere.”

Lunk narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Even here in Rolling Meadows.”

“Why not?” Hiro said. She was on to something. She knew it. “Who would expect it?”

“Okay,” Cooper held up one hand. “I get it. Stein had motive. But is it really strong enough for him to come back to a town where so many people would recognize him?”

Hiro watched his eyes. “Revenge is a powerful motivator, Coop. He’s eluded capture this long. Maybe he figured his luck had finally changed. He could get away with it.”

Cooper seemed to be processing that one. “But how did he know we’d be at the park? We weren’t even planning to stop there.”

“Scary version? Maybe he was following us,” Hiro said. “Watching for an opportunity.”

That was a creepy thought. Cooper pictured Stein in the minivan, watching them leave WalMart. Following at a distance. Putting his plan into motion.

“And you’re always out on your bikes somewhere,” Lunk said.

Cooper looked down at the table. She could tell he wasn’t fully buying it. But he would. It was making more and more sense to her.

“But why Gordy?” he said. “I was the one who figured out Stein was behind the robbery.”

Hiro looked at him. Did she really want to answer that?

“What?” Cooper said. “You look at me like I’m missing something obvious here.”

Hiro drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Maybe you’re the one Stein hoped to get.”

Her words hit him hard. She could see it in his eyes. Pain. Horror. Guilt. And then tears.

“Are you saying,” Coop’s chin quivered, “that not only was I unable to stop the kidnapping … but that it had been intended for me all along? That Gordy got taken in my place?”

Hiro nodded. “Getting Gordy was as good as getting you. He knew he’d rip your heart out. And there hasn’t been a ransom because he has no intention—”

“Hiro!” Lunk cut in.

Coop buried his head in his hands. “O God,” he whispered.

Lunk glared at her. He drew his forefinger across his throat, signaling her not to say another word.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” Coop stood and bolted for the men’s room.

Hiro slunk a little lower in her seat.

“Well, that was handled nicely,” Lunk said.

Hiro didn’t miss the sarcasm. “Oh, but you could do better? How are you going to feel when the police show up at Cooper’s door after this bogus 9-1-1 call?”

Lunk shook his head. “But why’d you have to say Stein actually wanted Cooper?”

Lunk’s voice came out in more of a whisper, totally unlike his normal, bigger-than-life self. She looked at him closely, surprised. “I guess because I believe it,” she said softly.

“But how did saying it make things better? And that bit about Stein not making a ransom call because you think he didn’t want money—what he wanted was revenge—even if that meant murder.”

“I never said that.”

Lunk’s eyes narrowed. “But you would have, if I hadn’t stopped you.”

Hiro glared at him. “Maybe. But obviously you’re thinking the same thing.”

Lunk slid back in his seat. “But I’m not spouting out everything I’m thinking. People get hurt that way.”

Hiro looked at him. He wasn’t being sarcastic. Lunk actually cared. He wanted to protect Coop. As much as Lunk drove her crazy at times, they both cared about the same things. Or at least the same person.

“So now what?” Lunk said quietly.

His steam was gone.

Hiro checked her watch. Nearly four o’clock. “You and Coop need to change clothes. The police are probably looking for you.”

Lunk nodded. “Then we check out Joseph Stein’s place?”

“Exactly.”

“Let’s do it.” Coop’s voice.

Hiro turned to see him standing just a few feet away. How long had he been standing there? How much had he heard? She searched his face for answers, but he gave her none.

Coop started for the door. Hiro and Lunk sat in the booth for a moment longer.

“I’m telling you,” Lunk leaned close and whispered, “that tongue of yours is a real weapon.”
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Cooper knew it would be smarter to go home and change clothes first, but Stein’s house was on the way. Cooper sped down the block, heading straight for Stein’s place. His house was really close to Raymond Proctor’s … which meant it definitely was in the direction Cooper had last seen the minivan. Hiro’s theory was making more and more sense. Joseph Stein could be the man. Rain pelted him in the face. He blinked back the drops that hit his eyes and stayed focused on the road. “God, I can’t bear the thought that Gordy got taken instead of me,” he whispered. “Don’t let us be too late.”

With all the water, there was no way Cooper could get the speed he wanted. The speed he needed.

He saw the realty sign posted in the front yard from a distance. The house was small. One of the older single-story homes in Rolling Meadows. That meant one less floor to search, if it came to that. And he knew it would come to that. Cooper was going to search that house from top to bottom—legal or not. But the realtor probably never changed the locks. Joseph Stein could have snuck back in easily.

He pulled into the driveway with Hiro and Lunk right behind him. Was there basement? He scanned along the front of the house for a window well cover. Sure enough. And the basement would be the most likely place to check.

His heart hammered under his rib cage as he took the steps to the house and peered in the front window. Empty. Just like Proctor’s house. But Stein left in a hurry last Halloween. There had been no time for him to stop at the house to grab anything. Likely the bank that foreclosed had moved all Stein’s stuff to a storage unit somewhere—or maybe to a dumpster.

“We should get out of sight,” Hiro said. “We don’t need neighbors calling the police.”

Cooper totally agreed. Three kids hanging around an empty house? There was nothing to see through the front window anyway. Hiro and Lunk rounded the house and peered through the back windows.

The concrete driveway led to a single-car garage. Cooper hustled toward it. Maybe Stein had pulled the minivan inside.

Overgrown bushes flanked each side, and Cooper picked his way through them to look through the window. Three feet away, he stopped. The windows had been painted. From the inside.

Why would a guy paint out his garage windows? What—did he think somebody would try to steal his lawn mower if they saw it? What was Stein hiding in there?

He circled around the garage to the back window. The same white paint. Thin enough to allow diffused light inside, but too thick for anyone to see in. The window on the far side of the garage was the same.

Cooper checked down the driveway, then knocked on the wood siding of the garage. “Gordy. You in there?” He listened—hoping to hear a sound. A scraping noise. A knock. Anything to let him know his cousin was inside.

He knocked again. Harder. “Gordy. It’s me. Coop.” He worked past the bushes and pressed his ear to the siding, facing the back yard. He banged on the wood this time. “Gordy. Can you hear me?” He strained to hear something. Anything.

“Coop!”

Hiro’s voice. He spun around. Hiro rounded the corner of the garage with Lunk right behind her. Lunk held the concrete-filled bat with one hand.

Hiro stopped next to him. “Did you hear him?”

Cooper shook his head. “Nothing.”

Hiro looked past him. “Crazy the way Stein painted out his windows, don’t you think?”

Cooper’s thoughts exactly.

Lunk looked at them. “Do you think Gordy could be inside?”

Cooper shook his head. “I called. Didn’t hear a sound.”

Lunk seemed to be processing that. He looked at Hiro. Their eyes connected for a moment, then Lunk walked toward the back of the garage, disappearing behind it.

Hiro looked uneasy. “So now what?”

Cooper shrugged. “Lunk and I need to change clothes. The police will be looking for us.” The last thing he wanted right now was to be picked up for questioning. Not until after he’d checked out Stein’s house. Every inch of it.

“Then we’re coming back,” Hiro said. “Is that your plan? It’s still early. If we see something suspicious we call the police. Right?”

Coop looked at her, but didn’t answer. Right now calling the police wasn’t part of his plan.

The crash of breaking glass came from behind the garage.

“Hey guys,” Lunk called. “I found a broken window pane. C’mon back.”

Cooper looked at Hiro and then ran for the backside of the garage. Hiro was right behind him. Lunk stood holding his black wiffle-ball bat with a wicked grin on his face. The right bottom pane was missing from the garage window.

“I can’t believe you just broke that window,” Hiro said, but she was actually smiling.

Lunk peered through the missing pane.

“See anything?” Cooper pressed in, trying to get a better view himself.

Lunk didn’t budge until he was apparently satisfied. He backed away and let Cooper look inside.

Cooper let his eyes adjust to the dim lighting. No minivan. Dark shelves lined the walls. Paint cans, buckets, gas cans and cardboard boxes of all sizes were strewn about the shelves in no particular order. Rakes and shovels stood in one corner, leaning against the wall. A lawn mower sat in the middle of the garage. A heap of balled up tarps was off to one side, clearly not allowing room for a car. Apparently the bank or realtor hadn’t bothered emptying the garage. But there was no sign of Gordy.

Cooper stepped away from the window, a fresh wave of dread breaking over him. They had to get into the house.

Hiro stood at the corner of the garage, watching the drive. “Somebody is watching us from a window across the street. We should go before police show up.”

Cooper agreed.

Lunk stood with the bat in his hands like he was ready to break down the side door entrance to the garage if Cooper asked him to.

“Thanks, Lunk.” Cooper said. “Let’s go. We’ll come back later.”

Lunk gave the bat a little shake and nodded.

Cooper started around the side of the garage, Lunk at his side. Hiro let them pass, which seemed a little weird since she was the one who had suggested they should leave.

He saw her disappear in back of the garage. “Hiro, what are you doing?”

“I just have to see for myself,” she said. “I’ll meet you at the bikes.”

She was in her detective mode. Double-checking to see if they might have missed something, which made him curious. He turned and peeked around the back corner of the garage.

Hiro had her face up close, framed in the broken window. Only she wasn’t looking inside at all. Her eyes were shut. She raised her chin slightly, and he saw her draw in a lungful of air. She blew it out of her mouth and repeated the procedure.

Cooper’s stomach lurched. He reached for the side of the garage to steady himself. She wasn’t looking for Gordy. She was smelling—for the scent of death.
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Cooper gulped in some fresh air, afraid he’d puke if he didn’t. He made a dash for the bikes. It was obvious that Hiro no longer looked at this as a rescue mission. She didn’t expect to find Gordy alive. To her, this was a recovery mission. It was about finding a body. Sure, she’d hinted at the possibility of Gordy being gone. Like she wanted to prepare Cooper for it somehow. But when he saw her smelling the air like that? She didn’t have any hope of finding him alive.

He mounted on the run and pedaled down the drive. She thinks Gordy is dead. She thinks Gordy is dead. The thought pounded in his head, keeping rhythm with the turning pedals.

That would change everything, wouldn’t it? All Cooper wanted to do was find his cousin. But not if he was dead. He couldn’t be dead.

The thing that scared Cooper was the fact that Hiro thought Gordy was dead. Did she have a feeling? A sense about it? If she did, why didn’t she tell him?

“Coop!” Hiro’s voice. “Wait up.”

He didn’t want to wait, slow down, or stop. Not until they found Gordy. Alive.

Cooper passed four houses before Hiro pulled alongside, giving him a questioning look.

“Do you know how guilty we must have looked to that neighbor, taking off like that? What’s wrong?”

Maybe she was trying to read his thoughts. If so, she definitely wasn’t going to like what she found there.

“Coop?” Again, the alternating visual checks between the path in front of her and friend beside her. “Why the sudden rush?”

“Trying to avoid the police. Remember?” Okay, it came out a little sharper than he’d intended. He probably should explain—and apologize for the way he said it. She picked up on the edge too. Her face looked like he’d just cut her.

Lunk joined them, riding hard and huffing. “Think we should split up?”

“Maybe.” Right now Cooper wanted to be alone. He glanced at Hiro. It still looked like she was trying to figure him out. Or maybe she was waiting for an explanation. Actually, he could use an explanation from her. What made her so sure Gordy was dead—so positive that she’d go sniffing around for his body?

But then again, he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear her logic. Her reasoning was usually pretty solid. The last thing he needed was another valid reason why Gordy was more likely dead than alive.

Hiro rode beside him for a minute or so. Probably waiting for Cooper to smooth things over. But when she dropped back a couple bike lengths, he knew she was feeling the pain. Okay, time to fix this before it got even harder to do it.

He eased up on the speed and waited for her to catch up. When she didn’t come up beside him, he looked over his shoulder. A police car was trailing them.

Great. He faced forward, but his mind went in reverse. Was this about the description the cops likely got from Tonya Aiello—or did it have to do with what the neighbor saw at Stein’s? Either way this wasn’t good. They should have split up sooner.

“We’ve got a tail,” Hiro said.

“Cops?” Lunk didn’t look back, but kept his pace steady.

“Oh yeah,” Hiro said. “Hanging back a half-block. Matching our speed.”

The officer must be watching them, trying to decide what to do. Cooper wasn’t about to wait and find out. If the police stopped them for questioning, they’d never get back to check Stein’s house.

“Okay,” Cooper said, loud enough for Hiro and Lunk to hear, without turning to face either of them. “At the corner Lunk and I will turn right. Hiro, you keep going. If he follows us, it has to do with the 9-1-1 call—or the nosey neighbor by Stein’s.” Either way, Lunk’s camo shorts and black T-shirt were a dead giveaway.

“And then what?” Hiro said. “You going to run if he sticks with you?”

Cooper glanced toward Lunk. He nodded slightly.

Hiro must have seen the nod too. “I want to be a police officer someday. You know that. Why is it, when I’m with you, we end up running from the cops?”

Cooper didn’t have time to deal with that now. “At the corner, smile and wave to us. We don’t want him thinking we’re on to him.”

“Right. Act natural. Like we’re out taking a casual bike ride in the rain.” Hiro gave a frustrated growl. “You two are making me crazy. Where should we meet if—”

She didn’t finish her question. Didn’t need to. Cooper knew what she was going to say. Where should we meet if we actually get away?

Meeting at The Getaway would be his first choice, but no way did he want to chance leading the cop to his house. “Frank’n Stein’s. But go home and change first. We all should wear something different.” Cooper glanced at Lunk. They were all soaked from the rain anyway.

Hiro pulled up closer just before they reached the corner. “Good luck.”

Her eyes didn’t look all that confident, and honestly Cooper wasn’t feeling so lucky either. “You too.”

“It’s you guys that I’m worried about.”

He had a feeling she was right. “Here we go.”

Hiro pulled ahead, looked both ways, and sped across the street, waving as she did.

Cooper returned a casual wave as he made the turn and chanced a corner-of-the-eye check for the cop. Still there, but closer. He fought back an urge to stand on the pedals and tear out of there. There was no way he’d outrun a cop. Not on the street. If they got stopped and hauled in for questioning, their search for Gordy was over. Maybe forever.

“Second driveway,” Lunk said. “Turn in like it’s your house. I’ll follow.”

“All these homes have fenced back yards. We’ll be trapped if he pulls in the drive.”

“That’s what he’ll think too,” Lunk said. “He won’t feel a need to rush.”

Lunk’s voice sounded steady. Like he knew what he was talking about. Maybe he’d done this before. Cooper eyed the concrete driveway leading alongside the single-story home to the detached garage, set twenty feet farther back.

“As soon as we get past the house, cut around the garage to the back fence and hike your bike over it.”

By the time the cop realized it wasn’t their home—they’d be over the fence. That was the plan, anyway.

Cooper made the turn into the driveway, fighting the instinct to bolt. The cop took the corner, choosing to let Hiro ride away. No surprise there.

Lunk rode next to Coop, alternating coasting and pedaling. “Nice and easy,” Lunk said. “Like we’re in no rush at all.” They slowed even more as they reached the garage. Cooper didn’t look back, but the cop couldn’t have been more than a house away.

“Here we go,” Cooper said, angling around the side of the garage like they intended to drop their bikes behind it and go into the house. The moment they were out of the cop’s line of sight they both stood on the pedals and sped for the cedar fence. Cooper groaned. A six-footer.

“Just get over,” Lunk said. “I’ll hand you the bikes.”

Cooper dumped his bike and scrambled over the fence, dropping to the ground on the other side, on all fours, like a cat.

Lunk had Cooper’s bike over the top already, and Coop grabbed it and leaned it against the cedar. Lunk’s bike followed, and Cooper propped it next to his own. He caught a glimpse through the slats. The cop stepped into view.

His face registered an instant of surprise. “Hold it,” the cop shouted—breaking into an all-out sprint.

“Hurry!” Cooper yelled.

Lunk’s hands gripped the top of the slats—his upper body appeared an instant later as he hoisted himself up and swung a leg to the crown of the fence.

“Down!” The cop’s voice.

Lunk seemed to freeze in place like his T-shirt was caught on something. His eyes went wide and he gave Cooper a look that said it all. The cop had a fistful of Lunk’s shirt—pulling so hard that the collar jerked tight against his throat.

“Okay, okay—don’t rip it.” Lunk held one hand over his head and kept it there. There was no chance for him now. He had no leverage to get over the fence and was doing his best to stay balanced.

Cooper took a step toward the fence—wanting to help in some way.

Run. Lunk mouthed the word, still locked in place on the peak of the fence. He was stalling, clearly giving Coop a chance to escape before a backup converged from another direction. Lunk was right—it was over for him, but Cooper could keep up the search with Hiro.

“Let go of the shirt.” Lunk’s voice sounded choked. “I can get down myself.” He gave Cooper a confused look—like he couldn’t figure out why Cooper wasn’t a half-block away by now.

Just grab your bike, and don’t look back. The voice in Cooper’s head was a familiar one. The voice that always looked out for him—for his best interests.

But here was another friend in trouble. What kind of a friend runs? A crazy idea popped into his head—and his body tensed.

“All right. Nice and easy.” The cop’s voice again.

Cooper watched for the right moment. His timing had to be perfect.

“Step back,” Lunk said over his shoulder to the cop, his arm still up in the air. “I don’t want to land on you.”

Cooper saw Lunk’s black T-shirt relax—and Cooper lunged. He grabbed a fistful of Lunk’s T-shirt by the collar and gripped his belt with the other. Cooper jerked backward with enough force to pull Lunk over the fence. They both tumbled to the ground—but instantly they were on their feet, snatching their bikes.

The cop appeared at the top of the fence—angry determination all over his face.

Cooper ran his bike halfway through the back yard, hopped on it and swung a leg over. Lunk did the same, right alongside him.

The cop vaulted the fence and hit the ground running. “Stop!”

Cooper stood on the pedals, straining every muscle to build speed across the turf.

“Stop!”

The cop was gaining.

Cooper bounced onto the concrete driveway and felt the bike surge ahead. Lunk hunkered down, matching his pace.

Even with the wind howling in his ears, Cooper could hear the cop’s footsteps pounding the pavement behind him. Cooper didn’t turn at the sidewalk, but flew right out into the street and headed up the block. Lunk swung wide beside him.

Chancing a glance over his shoulder, he locked eyes with the cop, now stopping at the end of the driveway. He was speaking into his mike clipped on his shirt, pointing at Cooper as he did. Calling for backup and telling the dispatcher exactly where the bikes were headed, no doubt.

“We’ve got to change our route as soon as we’re out of his sight,” Cooper said.

Lunk nodded. “And separate.”

He was right. Two guys riding together would be a dead giveaway.

Cooper checked the cop again. He was jogging now but away from them. Apparently, he was going back for the police car.

“They’ll be here fast,” Lunk said. “Ditch your bike and hide if you need to.”

Cooper looked down the block. They got lucky getting away from the cop back there. But when the backup arrived, they wouldn’t have the legs to get away a second time. Hiding sounded like a good thing. “See you at Frank’n Stein’s. I hope you make it.”

Lunk grinned. “Oh, yeah. I’ll get home.”

Cooper wished he had a little of Lunk’s confidence right now.

“And Coop”—Lunk looked at him with his head tilted a little—“thanks for sticking with me back there.”

“That’s what friends do.”

Lunk checked over his shoulder. “Be safe. See you at Frank’s.” He peeled off and headed in the direction they’d just come—obviously choosing the riskier route.

Cooper kept scanning ahead and behind him, quickly figuring a course home—and places to hide en route. It would be a good eight blocks by the most direct route—which he didn’t dare use. He veered off the street and onto the sidewalk, ready to turn up a driveway and try the back fence stunt if another police car showed up. Be safe. Right. And exactly how was he supposed to do that?





CHAPTER 46

The basement was flooding. How high was the water now? In the darkness Gordy had no way of knowing—unless he climbed down off the wash machine and checked the water level. No thanks. He shivered. He was completely soaked.

Gordy felt the makeshift knife in his cargo pants pocket. What a joke. A knife made out of a broken piece of the ceramic toilet tank cover. He wouldn’t even have the strength to use it.

How long had it been since he ate last? He couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that he ate the last Twinkie while his flashlight still had juice. Now that was dead. Soon he would be too.

He huddled on top of the washer, rocking to fight off the cold and the cramping in his stomach. He couldn’t get dry or warm no matter what he did. The shivering came in spasms, each one leaving him a little more spent than the last. The chill crept into the basement with the water. It was like he was trapped in a flooding cave. Was it sixty degrees? Fifty? Could a guy die of hypothermia even when the temperature was above freezing?

Nobody was coming for him. Nobody would find him. How could they? He was stuck in the basement of an abandoned house somewhere.

The flooding ended his pacing to stay warm. And the chain shackled to his raw, swollen ankle had grown thicker somehow. Heavier. He didn’t think he’d have the strength to drag it behind him even if the water did disappear.

The guy who kidnapped him hadn’t been back. What if he got arrested and refused to talk? He had heard about things like that happening before. A sick-o who kidnapped somebody and buried them alive with only enough oxygen to survive for a few days. Or maybe the guy ran from the police and got killed in a car chase—or a shoot-out. If the kidnapper was dead—so was Gordy.

The thought brought him back to the same hopeless place. Alone.

“God, please,” Gordy said, his voice weak. Hoarse. “Show them where I am. Help them find me.”

He listened. What—was he figuring God was going to answer him in an audible voice? God could. He could do anything. But Gordy didn’t hear a thing. Just the silence ringing in his ears.

But somehow he felt better every time he said that prayer.

He was going to be found. Gordy was sure of it. He just hoped he’d still be alive to see it.





CHAPTER 47

Hiro sat at Frank’n Stein’s at their usual booth and watched the windows for a sign of Cooper. Or Lunk. She checked the time on her phone. It was nearly six o’clock. Almost two hours since she’d split up with the guys. And that policeman definitely was following them. What were they thinking?

She’d spent the first hour pacing along the windows. But somehow the energy seemed to drain out of her with every minute that passed. Either they were laying low, or they were at the police station answering a lot of questions.

Hiro wanted to check Joseph Stein’s house. She really did. But Coop and Lunk intended to break into the house. She knew it. She pictured them swinging their wiffle-ball bats through a window after dark. This whole thing was totally out of control. This was police work—and she wasn’t a cop. Yet. And she never would be one if she got arrested breaking into a house.

Coop and Lunk must have been caught—or at least one of them. And maybe it was for the best—especially if it was Coop. He needed to be stopped—for his own good. Maybe she should call Detective Hammer. Ask him to search Joseph Stein’s house.

Frank stepped through the door from the kitchen, the aroma of Italian beef following him like an invisible shadow. “Can I refill your water, Hiro?”

“No, thanks. Still have half a cup.” She hoped her smile looked genuine.

He stopped at her table, wiped it with a rag, and sat across from her. “How’s Cooper?”

She looked at him, figuring how to answer. He planted evidence. Tried dodging the police. He’s going off the deep end. “Not real good.”

Frank nodded like he already knew. “Losing a friend can be torture, no matter how it happens.”

Was he talking about Gordy, or was he implying they were losing Coop somehow? Hiro couldn’t stand the thought. “Anybody talking about the reward you’re offering?”

He shrugged and gave a weak smile. “Lots of people talk about wanting it. But not many are out there trying to actually find him.”

She totally understood. And the truth was, if Gordy wasn’t at Joseph Stein’s, continuing to search for him was beginning to seem pointless. He might never be found. “I’m not so sure it even makes sense to keep looking.” She glanced up at him. “Do you think he’s still … alive?”

Frank hesitated. “With God around, nothing is impossible. Right?”

Hiro nodded. In other words, it would be a miracle if Gordy was alive. “But what do you feel—down there.” She pointed to his stomach. “In your gut.”

“I’m not giving up hope.”

Hiro studied his eyes. “Exactly the type of thing I’d expect you to say—if Coop was here. But it’s just me, and I’m a big girl. What do you really think?”

Frank glanced out the window as if making sure Cooper wasn’t walking in. “I think a lot of time has passed.”

“Too much time?”

Frank sighed. A tired sigh. “Maybe so. But I’m still praying I get to hand deliver that check for $30,000.”

Hiro could picture that. Mr. Stein beaming, giving a check to whoever found Gordy. “I’d give anything to see that happen.”

“Well …” Frank smiled. “I’ll be sure you’re with me when I do.”

What a guy. Always trying to encourage. But he’d said enough for her to know what he really thought.

“Cooper still out there looking?”

Hiro nodded. “But he’s getting reckless. Taking chances.”

“I’m not surprised. He’s hurting bad.”

“We all are. But I’m afraid he’s going to get himself hurt worse if he keeps going like this.”

Now it was his turn to study her eyes. “Is he in some kind of danger?”

She chipped off the edge of her Styrofoam cup. “I don’t know. Maybe. He’s late, but he was with Lunk too.”

Frank’s face relaxed a bit. “At least they’re together.”

Probably sharing a jail cell at RMPD. But the thought of them checking Stein’s house scared her even more.

“I just have this feeling he isn’t going to stop looking—and that’s going to get him into trouble.”

Frank had a distant look in his eyes. Like he was imagining some scenario. His eyelid twitched. Whatever he was picturing couldn’t have been good. “He won’t give up on a friend. That’s just the kind of guy Coop is.”

She looked down at the table, the pile of styro chips growing as her cup shrunk. “I just want him to stay safe.” She whispered the words to herself, really. But when she looked up, she saw Frank’s eyes glistening. Apparently, she’d said it a little louder than she meant to.

He turned away and looked out the window. Probably didn’t want her to know he’d teared up.

“There.” Frank pointed and stood. “That Coop?”

Hiro was on her feet in an instant. Somebody riding their way, about Coop’s size, but definitely not Coop. “Jake Michel. He’s from Plum Grove.” She slumped down on the padded bench.

“Maybe I should call the police. Ask them to keep an eye out for him,” Frank said. He was still looking out the window.

“I don’t think you need to do that,” Hiro said. He was probably in the station right now.

The beeper on the fryer went off.

“That’s for me,” Frank said. “Call me if you change your mind.” He opened the door to the kitchen. “And let me know when he shows up.” He took one more look out the front windows and disappeared through the doorway.

Jake wheeled up and dropped his bike outside the entrance. He pushed open the door and met Hiro’s gaze. Smiling, he walked over.

Jake was a really nice guy, but right now Hiro didn’t feel very chatty.

“Hey, Hiro. Where’s Coop?”

“He’s still out looking for Gordy,” she said, picking at the rim of the cup again.

Jake gave her a puzzled look. “And you’re not with him?”

“We were together,” she said. “But we got separated and were to meet here.” She looked past him out the window.

Jake looked serious for a moment. “Gordy and I weren’t the closest, you know, but he was a really great guy.” He turned and headed toward the ordering counter.

Was a great guy. Was. That’s what Jake said. Even he thought Gordy wasn’t coming back.

She stacked the broken chips of Styrofoam into a neat tower, letting the thought sink in a little. It seemed the only one who thought Gordy was still alive was Coop. And he was fooling himself.

The front door opened again, but this time it was Lunk. The black T-shirt had been replaced with a white one. Just plain white. And he’d switched out his camo cargo shorts with jeans. The different clothes weren’t much of a disguise. He still looked like Lunk to her. She jumped to her feet and looked past him—but he was alone. “Where’s Coop?”

Lunk shrugged. “Dunno. We split up. I went home to change. I was hoping he’d be here by now.” He looked out the window.

“I was sure the police must have caught you.”

Lunk kept watching the road. “He did. Coop got away clean, and I handed the bikes over the fence to him. I was almost over myself, but the cop had me before I could get my other leg over.”

Hiro stared at him, waiting for him to finish. “He let you go?”

Lunk shook his head. “The moment he loosened his grip, Coop grabbed me and pulled me over the fence.”

“He what?”

“Coop didn’t run when the cop grabbed me—which I totally don’t get. He had the perfect chance.” Lunk stared out the window, a sense of wonder on his face. “He actually stuck with me.”

It was one thing to run from the cops. It was another thing altogether to help Lunk escape. This situation was escalating—or going downhill, depending on how you looked at it. Which was exactly what Hiro was afraid of. “So where is he now?”

“Laying low, I hope. Trying to get back here.” Lunk slid in the booth.

Hiro sat across from him and leaned close. “Tell me everything that happened.”

Lunk angled himself so he could watch the front window. “What can I say?” he whispered. “Coop pulled my fat out of the fire.”

She checked the time. “We should have heard from him by now.”

Hiro’s phone rang, as if on cue. She looked at the display screen.

“Coop!”

Hands shaking, Hiro connected and swung the phone to her ear. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “I’m safe, if that’s what you mean.”

“Lunk told me what happened.”

“He’s there?”

Hiro glanced up at Lunk. “The police are looking for you two now. They won’t let this go.”

“Which is why I think we need to stall looking for Gordy until dark,” Coop said.

Hiro couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “No more, Coop. You’ve done enough. There’s nothing more you can do.”

Lunk watched her face and leaned closer, as if trying to hear.

Coop was silent on the other end. She hadn’t meant it to come out quite that blunt, but he had to accept the truth. “Coop?”

“I’m still here.”

Hiro had to get this right. Had to calm down and talk some sense into Coop before he got himself in more trouble—or worse. “I want to find Gordy as bad as you do. You know that, right?”

“Then help me. Tonight.”

Hiro’s stomach twisted. “Help you do what? What can we do?”

“I’ve got to check Stein’s house. I could use you and Lunk.”

She banged her palm on the table, and the pile of styro chips scattered—just like all her neat little attempts to talk Coop out of doing something risky. “This is insane, you know that?”

“Look,” Cooper said. “Proctor wasn’t our guy. VanHorton is in police custody—so we can be sure his place got searched. We just need to be sure about Stein. Don’t tell me you’re not thinking he’s the one.”

She absolutely thought he was the kidnapper. But now she almost wished she’d never even said anything to Coop about it. “So why not call the police?”

“I’m practically on the RMPD ‘most wanted’ list right now. Besides, it was like you said about VanHorton. What evidence do we really have?”

Hiro let those words sink in. He was right.

“So let’s go back tonight. Find some evidence,” Coop said. “Then you can call the police.”

“We didn’t see anything the first time,” Hiro said. Maybe she could talk to Detective Hammer herself. Explain her theory. She could leave Coop out of it completely. “What evidence do you expect to find by peeking in the windows?” She knew he wouldn’t settle for that, but she wanted to hear him admit it.

“We’re too close to quit, Hiro.” Coop paused. “And I have a plan. One more try. It’s the last house on our list.”

She tried picking up the white pieces of styro, but some floated to the floor. “This is crazy.”

“One more try.”

Hiro picked at her braid. “And that’s it?”

“I won’t ask you to do anything more than that.”

Something bothered her. Not what he said, but what he didn’t say. He didn’t say he was going to quit looking. He just said he wouldn’t ask her to help. “Coop, listen. You have to face the facts, here. We can’t keep going this way.”

“Understood,” Coop said. “Does that mean you’re in?”

“Tell me about your plan.”

“No time. Are you in?”

Hiro sighed. She wanted this to end. She didn’t want to continue to support his irrational thinking. Bailing on him now wouldn’t change his plans. She just wouldn’t know what they were. If she didn’t at least hear him out, she’d lose her chance to talk him out of it. “I’ll listen. That’s all I can promise.”

“I’ll take it,” Coop said. “The Getaway. Seven o’clock tonight. And tell Lunk.”

She sensed an urgency in his voice. “Where are you?”

“Someone’s coming.”

She could barely hear him. “Coop?”

“If he catches me, I’m dead.”

“Who? If who catches you?” She stood, scattering the rest of the styro chips off the table. “Coop?”

“What happened?” Lunk looked concerned. “What did he say?”

Hiro stared at her phone. “The line went dead.” She closed her eyes and prayed Coop wouldn’t end up dead too.





CHAPTER 48

Cooper watched the police car cruise slowly down the block. As soon as it disappeared around the corner he scooted out from his hiding spot and mounted his bike.

Now came the tricky part: getting the rest of the way home without being spotted.

Cooper zigzagged his way home without seeing another police car. Finally he was catching a break. And he hoped they kept coming.

He slipped in the back door and changed out of his wet clothes. The house was as empty as his stomach, and a note on the kitchen table said Mom and Mattie were still at his aunt’s house. Dad was with Uncle Jim. Did she even know about the fiasco at VanHorton’s?

What if the police arrested Uncle Jim? That would really mess things up. But Detective Hammer was there. Surely, he’d sort things out and keep Uncle Jim from being put in a jail cell. Cooper tried to push that out of his mind. He needed to concentrate. Focus.

Actually, he was relieved nobody was home. If the police stopped by they’d come up empty-handed. Maybe they’d forget all about the incident. Right. Cooper kept the lights off just in case.

He whipped out his phone and texted Mom, right on schedule. Let her know he was home. Safe. Going to eat dinner. That would set her mind at ease—and hopefully keep her from reining him in.

Even with everything going on, Mom managed to leave him a plate of spaghetti in the fridge, wrapped in foil. She was amazing. He twirled a forkful and downed it cold before putting the plate in the microwave. He poured a tall glass of chocolate milk and drained half of it in three gulps.

The laptop sat on the kitchen table. He fired it up and punched in the website for the realty company selling Stein’s house. Minutes later he had finished checking out photos of Stein’s house. The layout was simple enough, and seeing pictures of each room helped him know what to expect when he got inside. He printed several pages of interior shots, folded them, and stuffed them in his back pocket. He’d check them out again later.

Fudge nuzzled up next to him.

“Hey, girl.” He scratched her under her collar. She leaned into his leg.

His phone chirped with a text. Hiro.

You OK?

Was he okay? No. Not at all. Not until Gordy was found. Alive. He sent back a reply. Just got home. Safe. See you @ 7.

The spaghetti filled the hole in his stomach but didn’t do a thing for the void in his heart. After rinsing the plate and the glass, he stacked them in the dishwasher. He took the stairs to his bedroom two at a time. Fudge kept pace and tore ahead of him into his room.

Cooper reached under his bed and pulled out Dad’s dive knife. He stretched the rubber ring holding the knife in the sheath and slid the blade out halfway. Light glinted off the stainless steel, highlighting the wicked razor’s edge. He replaced the knife in the sheath and strapped it to his calf, under his jeans—and hoped he wouldn’t need it.

At his desk, he removed his waterproof camping flashlight from a drawer and pocketed it. He would have taken his Louisville Slugger if it weren’t for the concrete-filled wiffle-ball bat already strapped to his bike frame. He gave the room one last check to be sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, then bounded back down the stairs. Fudge treated the run like a game. If she only knew.

Detective Hammer would surely suspect Cooper was behind the 9-1-1 call. It was only a matter of time before the police checked his house. Cooper didn’t want to be around when that happened. He had to get out. Hole up in The Getaway until seven o’clock when Hiro and Lunk got there.

“Guard the house, girl.” He scooted out the back door and jogged to The Getaway. The old cabin cruiser looked ghostly coated in white primer. He and Gordy planned to do the final painting at the end of the school year. He prayed they still would.

Cooper climbed the ladder propped against the transom, swung over the rail, and hustled down into the cabin. Plenty of light still filtered in from the oval windows on the side. He sat at the table and studied the satellite photos taped together to make a detailed map of the abduction area.

He looked at the last place where he’d seen the van and then the spot on School Drive where Cooper had made the bend and realized he’d lost it for good. The van couldn’t have been out of his sight for more than a minute before he’d dialed 9-1-1. And even though they had the wrong plate number, he wasn’t all that far off. Any cop seeing a silver minivan would have stopped it.

Cooper reviewed what he knew. It was possible the guy slipped out and stayed just ahead of the Amber Alert.

But Gordy hadn’t been tied. Which meant the kidnapper would have to keep tasering him, or he’d have to stop to tie him up. Stopping wasn’t likely. It would have been too risky.

Which is why Cooper was convinced the minivan stayed in town. In that case, he would have most likely kept going north on School or headed east on Campbell. Cooper traced the routes on the map.

The kidnapper couldn’t have driven far without switching vehicles. And he still had to stop to tie up Gordy. Then of course there was the little problem that the van had disappeared completely. So the van exchange was close but couldn’t be found. Terrific. Back to square one.

Kirchoff Road worked as a dividing line cutting through Rolling Meadows. Cooper had lost sight of the minivan on the north side of town. And the more Cooper looked at the map, the more convinced he was that the kidnapper was keeping Gordy close to where Cooper had last seen him. Why would the guy risk going across a busy road like Kirchoff? What if he caught a red light?

The kidnapper had to stay to the north of Kirchoff. It made sense. He couldn’t be positive, but that was an assumption Cooper was willing to make. He had to narrow the search area somehow.

And if the kidnapper had stayed north of Kirchoff, that meant Michael VanHorton’s home was out of the question as well—but they’d already figured out he wasn’t involved.

But Joseph Stein’s was in a perfect spot. The house was located on a several block stretch of homes that backed up to Salt Creek. Lots of privacy. Fewer neighbors to notice anything suspicious. Raymond Proctor’s house was in the same area—but they’d ruled his house out as well. Stein’s house was looking better and better.

A sound outside ripped him from his thoughts. Cooper didn’t move. It couldn’t be later than 6:30. He held his breath.

Moments later, a light knock sounded on the hatch.

“Cooper? It’s Hiro.”

Cooper opened the door for her. “You’re early.”

She smiled. “Guess I had to be sure you were okay.”

Her eyes locked on the satellite photos behind him. “Figure anything out?”

“Maybe,” he said. Cooper went through his theories.

Hiro listened intently, nodding in agreement.

Cooper took that as a good sign. “So you think Stein is our man, and that he stayed in the area too?”

Hiro hesitated. “Personally, my thinking has shifted. I think Joseph Stein left the area. But if he didn’t, your theory works. He would have stayed north of Kirchoff Road.”

In Cooper’s mind, half a victory was no victory at all. If she really didn’t think Stein was in the area, there was no way she’d be up for doing what he needed her to do.

“What makes you so sure he isn’t in the area?”

“Nobody has found the minivan. I really expected to see it in Joseph Stein’s garage.” Hiro shrugged. “He must have left the area.” She reached for her necklace and rubbed the star shield.

“Unless—”

“Unless what?”

Hiro didn’t answer for a moment. Like she was processing something. Her face clouded over.

“Hiro?”

“Nothing. It was stupid. I’m not even going to say it.” She smiled, but the cloud was still there.

“Coop?” Lunk called from the yard.

Cooper checked the window. “In here,” he said.

Lunk headed for the ladder, and seconds later tromped on board.

“Glad to see you in one piece,” Lunk said, grinning. “Looks like I owe you again.”

Cooper waved it off. “You’d have done the same for me.”

Lunk’s face went dead serious. “Got that right. So what’s your plan?”

Cooper stood. “Let’s just call it Plan Z.”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest. “Plan Z?”

“Yeah—because it’s about the last thing you’ll want to do.”

“Terrific,” Hiro said. “So tell me about Plan Z.”

“I’ll tell you when we get there.” He moved toward the hatch.

“Let’s go.”

Hiro did a quick sidestep, blocking his path. “I’d like you to tell me about it now.”

Cooper looked at Lunk to see where he stood, hoping Lunk would come up with something to say.

“Want me to move her out of the way?” Lunk asked.

Not exactly what Cooper had in mind.

Hiro glared at Lunk. “Where are you going to get ten men in a hurry?”

Lunk lifted both hands in mock surrender. “Kidding, Hiro.”

Hiro nodded and turned her attention back to Cooper. “Tell me your plan.”

It was obvious she wasn’t going to budge. “Okay.” Cooper sighed. “We bust a window in the back of Stein’s home. You stand guard in front. Lunk in back. I go in and search the house.”





CHAPTER 49

Hiro’s ride to Joseph Stein’s house was absolutely maddening. Lunk couldn’t stop grinning. He was in his element. Probably couldn’t wait to swing that stupid bat of his. Coop kept up a fast pace, like he was afraid she might change her mind—or lose his nerve. Probably both.

Hiro pulled up alongside him. “Do you know how many laws you’ve broken today?”

Cooper looked at her and smiled. “Probably a couple more than I’ve told you about.”

“Oooooh.” Hiro glared at him. “Exasperating. That’s what you are, Cooper MacKinnon. You know that?”

Cooper nodded. Which didn’t help Hiro’s mood. “I’m not going to get arrested,” she said. “I’m telling you that right now.”

Lunk pulled up alongside. “Then stick with Coop. If the police chase us, he won’t let you get caught.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it, Mr. Lunquist.”

Lunk dropped back a half-bike length, smiling.

Should she have backed out? Let Coop and Lunk do this on their own? Maybe. But deep down she really wanted to be there if they found Gordy.

Cooper seemed really focused. He’d need that. He’d need a lot of nerve, too. He took the long way around, which meant riding the bike path along Salt Creek behind the row of homes where Stein’s stood. The creek was over its banks now and getting dangerously close to the homes that bordered it.

When they reached Stein’s house, Cooper cut through the soggy grass and dumped his bike behind the garage. Hiro glanced at the broken window and wondered what else the boys would break to get Cooper inside the house.

“Okay, Lunk, you and I will find a way in through the back. You’ll stand guard outside and give me a shout if we get company.”

Lunk smiled and patted his wiffle-ball bat.

Naturally. Sometimes he was totally predictable.

“Hiro, you’re up front.” He held up his phone. “Call me if we’ve got trouble.”

“This whole thing feels wrong.” Hiro fingered the police star necklace around her neck. “Do you realize what you’re asking me to do?” Cooper nodded. “Help a good friend.”

She shook her head. “Way more than that. You’re asking me to be an accessory in a crime.”

“It’s an empty house. I’m just going in to have a look. Where’s the crime in that?”

Hiro put her hands on her hips. “It’s wrong—and you know it.”

“Okay,” Cooper said. “It’s wrong. But I’m going in. If you want to leave, go ahead.”

“Yeah,” Lunk said. “Maybe you’d better leave, Hiro. I’ll cover for you.”

Hiro hesitated. She’d like to leave. She really would. But something didn’t feel right about that, either. The trouble was, Coop and Lunk seemed to be approaching this whole thing too casually. “This could get dangerous, guys.”

Lunk thumped his chest. “You’re looking at dangerous. And I’ve got his back.”

“You’re standing guard outside,” Hiro said. “Who has Coop’s back when he’s inside?”

Lunk shook his head. “You think too much, Hiro.”

“And you don’t think enough, Mr. Lunquist.”

Cooper made a timeout symbol with his hands. “Let’s just get this over with.” He took a wad of paper out of his back pocket and unfolded the pages. “Just want to review this one more time.”

Photos of the house. That was actually very clever. Coop had done his homework.

Hiro tried to get a view of the pictures. “What happens if the police drive up and you’re trapped inside?”

“The house has a front and back door. The basement has window wells.” Coop tapped the pictures. “I’ll get out.”

“And I’ll stall the police until he does,” Lunk said.

Hiro looked up at the sky. “I’m surrounded by idiots! I don’t know what to say.” Hiro turned from Cooper to Lunk, and back. “I cannot come up with a word to describe how insane, how crazy, how dangerous, how stupid this is.”

“Sounds like you’ve come up with several.” Lunk snickered.

“Oh”—Hiro drilled Lunk with her eyes—“you honestly think this is funny? Coop will be trespassing. If he gets caught, he could get arrested.”

Coop looked at her. “What’s really bothering you, Hiro?”

She looked at Coop. There was something more, and maybe he needed to hear it. “Okay,” Hiro said. “What if Joseph Stein is inside?”

Lunk tapped his concrete-filled bat. “That’s where I come in.”

Hiro glared at Lunk. “Are you serious?”

“I can handle myself,” Lunk said.

“Joseph Stein is dangerous. He tried to kill both of you once.” Hiro said. “Use your head, Coop. What if Lunk doesn’t get to you in time?”

Cooper raised the cuff of his pants to reveal the dive knife strapped to his calf. He slid it halfway out of the sheath, just enough to show the strength of the stainless steel blade and the rugged sawtooth back.

Hiro stared at him. It almost seemed like she didn’t know him anymore.

Lunk shifted his weight and looked uncomfortable. “You really think Stein might be in there?”

Hiro turned away. She didn’t even want to look at the knife. “A concealed weapon. Lovely.” She wasn’t sure what bothered her more. The possibility that he would have to use it, or that he’d strapped it on in the first place.

“Let’s go,” Coop said. He ran from the corner of the garage to the back of the house. Lunk followed with his concrete-filled bat.

Hiro took a deep breath and hustled to the front corner of the house and got down low under the bushes so the neighbors across the street wouldn’t see her—if they hadn’t already. Hiro had a perfect view of School Drive in both directions. She took out her phone and dialed Coop. All she’d have to do is push the send button if there was trouble.

But she was more worried about there being trouble inside the house. What if Stein was there? She pushed that thought out of her mind and tried to focus on Gordy. Sweet, loveable Gordy. Always trying to be the peacemaker. Just trying to help. And some predator snatched him up. A lump burned in her throat. And something else burned in her gut. A fire. She would become of cop someday, and she’d put creeps away for good—like the one who took Gordy.

What if Gordy really was alive—and Coop found him? It would be the perfect ending to this nightmare. But too many hours had passed for that to be much a possibility. The thought just kept running through her head. What if Coop finds Gordy—but Gordy isn’t alive?





CHAPTER 50

Cooper peered through the back window of Joseph Stein’s house. He could barely make out the outline of a stove and refrigerator. Okay this was the kitchen. Not nearly as friendly-looking as the photos online. Nothing but shadows now, and it felt like they reached right through the glass and crept into his heart.

“Why don’t I go in and you stand guard,” Lunk whispered.

“I got it,” Cooper said. He didn’t want to go in. Not a bit. But he had to. Something stronger than his fear was driving him.

“Okay then,” Lunk said. “Cover your eyes.”

The sound of the breaking glass was as loud as a starting gun. Lunk reached through the broken pane on the back door and unlocked it.

“Happy hunting,” he said. “Just shout if you need me.”

Cooper kicked into action. He slipped inside and took a moment to get his bearings—and gather his nerve. The house smelled stale. It wasn’t exactly a bad smell, but it wasn’t good, either. Cooper’s mind flashed back to Hiro smelling the air through the garage window earlier. He shuddered. It wasn’t like that. The air didn’t smell like death. It just smelled dead. There was a big difference.

“What’s wrong?”

Lunk’s voice through the broken window made Cooper’s heart lurch.

“Nothing.” Cooper fumbled in his pocket. “Getting my flashlight.” He flicked the switch and kept the beam on the floor, filtering it with a couple fingers. It gave him plenty of light, and Cooper followed it into the next room.

What if Stein was here? What would he do? Cooper walked in a step-pause, step-pause pattern through the front room, careful not to make a sound on the floors. No furniture in the room, but Cooper could pretty much tell where furniture had been by the wear pattern in the carpet.

He kept the flashlight low and away from the windows. If that same nosey neighbor saw a light inside the house there’d be trouble. Which brought his mind back to Joseph Stein. What if Stein was here? What would he do? Cooper paused and pulled the cuff of his pant over the top of the sheath. He wanted it to be an easy grab if there was trouble. The truth was, there was already plenty of trouble. Cooper drew the knife out of its sheath.

The first floor bedroom felt darker. The bi-fold closet door at the far end was closed. Cooper took a deep breath. He had to open it, just to be sure. He swung it open and stepped back, half-expecting Stein to rush out at him. The closet was empty. He quickly checked over his shoulder to make sure Stein wasn’t sneaking up behind him. C’mon, Cooper. Don’t lose your nerve here. He wished he’d had Lunk come inside with him instead of standing guard out back.

The closet in the hallway was empty, and so was the one in the second bedroom. He’d planned to skip the bathroom—until he saw the drawn shower curtain. A western scene was printed on the heavy vinyl, totally blocking the view of the tub. Cactus, coyote, and an orange sunset glowed eerily in the dim light of the flashlight. Cooper swallowed and stepped closer, his arm extended. He slid the curtain to one side with the tip of the knife. If Stein rushed him, the man would stick himself good on the blade. Cooper breathed a quiet sigh of relief. The tub was empty.

How much time had passed? Cooper wanted to get out of here—but not before he checked the basement. Actually, the basement was absolutely the last place he wanted to go. His heart thumped in his chest, beating out a warning chant. Get out. Get out. Get out. Get out.

There were only three doors in the hallway. The closet. The bathroom. He hesitated in front of the third door. It had to be the basement. Cooper took a moment to wipe his sweaty hand on his jeans and get a fresh grip on the dive knife. Just do this. Get it done and get out of here. He swung open the door, and shined his light on the unpainted wooden steps below. Water. Maybe a couple feet. Which made sense. Cooper hadn’t checked any light switches, but with a house foreclosed like Stein’s was, the electricity was likely turned off. Without power to the sump pump, any basement would flood with the kind of rain they’d been having. And if the creek swelled much more the basement would fill completely.

Cooper went down four or five steps, crouched down and scanned the basement with his flashlight. The water lay black and still—like the surface of a swamp at night.

“Gordy?” He whispered. The basement was empty, except for the furnace. His heart sunk. No Gordy. No sign that he’d ever been here. Just a creepy empty house where Cooper didn’t belong. Cooper was alone. The feeling was as dark as the water itself. He shined his light up the stairs in a sudden panic that he’d see Stein standing in the doorway. Towering over him like the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk. Ready to tear Cooper apart. Crazy that he should think of that now.

I gotta get out of here. Cooper had the feeling that some kind of giant trouble was coming. Sniffing him out. Fe-Fi-Fo-Fum. That it was only a matter of time before it would find him.

Cooper’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He clamped the knife between his teeth like a pirate and checked the text. Hiro. Police cruiser—get out!





CHAPTER 51

Cooper sheathed the knife and pounded up the stairs. He tore through the kitchen and turned off the flashlight. Lunk had the door open for him.

“Cops!” Cooper held up the phone.

Lunk nodded and bolted for the garage with Cooper right on his heels. All three bikes were exactly where they left them—but no Hiro. Cooper stood at the corner of the garage and peered down the driveway. He could see Hiro crouching in the bushes from here. Why didn’t she get out of there after texting him? The police cruiser was on the street, the cop inside painting the house with his searchlight.

Was it the same cop that chased them before? Probably. And thanks to the nosey neighbor, smart enough to know that the kids had some unfinished business at the house.

Hiro looked back like she was trying to decide if she should stay in hiding or make a break for it. Could she see Cooper? Probably not.

“Move it, Hiro,” Lunk mumbled. “What are you waiting for?”

The searchlight lit her up—and stayed glued on her.

“Uh-oh,” Lunk said. “He got her.”

“Hiro, run!” Cooper shouted. “Now!”

Hiro stood. The cop pulled in, and flashed his high-beams on her. Hiro turned and sprinted toward Cooper, chasing her own shadow.

Lunk swung a leg over his bike and pushed off. “I’ll decoy him.” He rode around the corner of the garage right at the police car.

“The Getaway,” Coop shouted after him. “Meet us there.”

Cooper already had Hiro’s bike ready when she rounded the corner of the garage. She mounted on the fly and pedaled like crazy beside him for the bike path. The wind roared in his ears as they put distance between them and Stein’s house.

Cooper checked over his shoulder once, just to be sure the cop wasn’t following. He hoped Lunk would get away, too, but the odds of all of them escaping felt slim.

Cooper pedaled hard and kept his bike on a straight course. “We’ve got to get off the street fast,” he said. Hiro nodded, her face pale and ghostlike in the glow of the streetlights.

They flew down the darkened streets, blowing through every stop sign. Cooper expected to see a police car squealing around a corner any second.

Minutes later they dumped the bikes in Cooper’s backyard. Neither of them said a word until they closed the cabin door behind them in The Getaway. Cooper looked out the porthole window. The house was still dark. Mom must still be with Aunt Cris. No sign of Lunk. Cooper sent a quick text to Mom to tell her he was home. Home was supposed to be a place where a guy felt safe. Cooper didn’t think a place like that existed anymore.

He was feeling the shaky aftershocks of being chased—and getting away. The escape was too close for any feelings of exhilaration. He was still in deep water—even if Lunk did manage to get away. Cooper was like some poor fish that had swallowed a nasty lure. He could run or hide, but for how long? The police had him on the line—and it was only a matter of time before they reeled him in.





CHAPTER 52

Cooper turned on his battery-operated camping lantern, and set it on the table of The Getaway. His legs felt like rubber, and he collapsed on the bench. Hiro sat on the bench opposite him, hugging herself.

“I just ran from the police,” she said. She looked miserable. “I assume the house was empty?”

Cooper nodded.

“So that’s it.” She fingered the police star necklace. “We’re done.”

Cooper didn’t answer. Were they done? Right now he couldn’t think of a next step. Another place to try. But he would think of something. He had to. Checking the house, like he just did, was scary. Really scary. But there was something way worse. Something that brought to life a terrifying panic buried deep inside him—the thought that there was no place else to check. “We’ll think of something. We have to.”

“This was it for me,” she said. Tears pooled in her eyes. She blinked and they trailed down her cheeks. “I’m done. That was the last thing I’m doing for you on this.”

“For me?” Cooper felt his face heat up immediately. “This is about Gordy.”

She shook her head. “I did it for you. And you’re getting reckless. Dangerous. You’re going to get yourself hurt—or one of us.”

The thought that Hiro could get hurt made him cringe inside. Cooper checked the window again. “I’m not quitting until I find Gordy.”

Hiro angled her head to one side slightly as if she were reading his thoughts. Her chin quivered. “Promise me you won’t ask me to do one more crazy thing like this.”

Cooper studied her face, and a sadness came over him.

“Promise me,” she whispered. “Say it.”

He held up one hand like he was taking an oath of honesty in a courtroom. “I won’t ask you to do another crazy thing to find Gordy.”

She tilted her head slightly. “You didn’t say ‘I promise.’ I need to hear the words.”

A flash of pain stabbed at him. He’d lied so many times last fall that she’d lost trust in him—and he’d worked hard ever since to win it back. Were they going backward here?

“I promise,” he said. And with all his heart he was determined he would keep that promise. He wouldn’t ask her to do any more risky or dangerous things to find Gordy. Not one.

But it was clear to him that she wanted him to be done, too. That meant she might actually start working against him. Hadn’t she been doing that already? He’d wanted to check out VanHorton’s house, but Hiro had stopped that one cold. Thankfully, Lunk found a way around that. And she’d tried to stop them from going into Stein’s house—but they did it anyway. It was like she tried to undo every plan he’d had so far. The only way he could be sure she wouldn’t undermine his plans was to keep her out of the loop. When he figured out what he needed to do next, he definitely wouldn’t talk to her about it. “What are you thinking, Coop?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.” Nothing he wanted to talk about, anyway.

He had to avoid her eyes. Cooper picked up a rag and wiped a handprint off the window. Lunk pulled into the backyard and closed the cedar fence gate. “Lunk made it.”

Lunk pumped his fist in the air a couple of times. Even in the dimness of the moonlight Cooper thought he could see Lunk grinning—like he had totally enjoyed his brush with the police. Cooper wished Hiro could share that feeling, even if only for a moment. Lunk ran toward The Getaway. A moment later he was thumping up the ladder.

Lunk burst in the cabin, still carrying his bat.

“I can’t believe you made it,” Cooper said, happy for the interruption.

“No problemo,” Lunk said. “Sometimes the best way to get away is to go right at ‘em, see?” He demonstrated with his hands. “Cause a little confusion.”

“I saw you heading right into his headlights,” Cooper said.

“Exactly. What’s he going to do? Run over a kid?” Lunk laughed. “At the last second I veered to the passenger side so he couldn’t open his door and clothesline me. By the time he turned the car around, I was cutting through the backyard of a house across the street. I don’t think he ever saw me again.”

He looked totally proud of himself. “And you have to admit, Lunk’s little concrete-filled persuader got you inside Stein’s house pretty efficiently.” He held the wiffle-ball bat out for Hiro to inspect. “What do you think of these babies now, Hiro?”

“Sorry.” Hiro brushed it to the side. “Still not a fan.”

Lunk grinned. “Without these bats, we might still be there. All three of us.”

“Mr. Lunquist,” Hiro said. “We shouldn’t have been there in the first place.”

Cooper knew who she was really directing that comment to. “I had to know.”

She raised her chin slightly. “And now you do.”

Cooper didn’t want to get her going again. What he really needed was to get going on another plan. He stood and studied the satellite photos of the abduction area. Except for the houses that were for sale and empty, the area had been covered pretty well. Especially with all of Officer Syke’s efforts.

“Where are you, Gordy?” Cooper whispered it, forgetting for a moment that Lunk and Hiro were in the cabin, close enough to hear. He turned. Lunk suddenly got interested in the wood deck at his feet. Hiro held his gaze with sad eyes.

He turned back to the views of Rolling Meadows. Cooper felt a lump massing in his throat. Burning. He tried swallowing it down. The burning reached to his eyes. His vision blurred. Stein’s had been his big hope. His last one. He turned to study the aerial view again. “We’re missing something. We just need to figure it out.”

“Coop.”

He didn’t turn to look at her. He couldn’t. He tried to blink back the tears. If he wiped his eyes she’d know he was losing it. And he couldn’t lose it. Not now. Gordy needed him. This wasn’t a time to feel sorry for himself.

But everything Cooper tried to do to find Gordy had failed. Gordy was still gone, and that was all that mattered.

“Coop?”

He blinked a couple times to clear his vision and turned.

Hiro looked at him, but it was different this time. “You okay?”

He nodded. But that wasn’t what he felt. Why did he cover up? Hide his feelings? No. He wasn’t okay. Because Gordy wasn’t okay.

“We did everything we could.” Hiro spoke with such finality. Obviously the search was over for Hiro. A closed case. Cooper looked at Lunk. He still had his eyes locked on the planking below his feet. They were in agreement.

Cooper shook his head. Kept shaking it.

“He’s gone,” Hiro whispered. Tears welled up in her eyes and escaped down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

Cooper stepped away, his back now pressed against the inside of the hull. “Do you have a feeling about that?” Was this just her guess—or was it that sense of intuition she had? Coop didn’t understand it—but she was usually right.

Hiro shook her head. “Not a feeling feeling. Just the pure logic of it. Something I just know.” She tapped her head. “In here.”

“Well, in here”—Cooper thumped his chest—”I think he’s alive. So I can’t give up.”

She smiled at him with an expression that looked more like pity than anything. Like he was just a naïve kid. “Forty-eight hours. No ransom. No minivan.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “No—”

“No way am I giving up.” He blurted it out. Said it too fast. Too strong.

Hiro blinked twice.

Cooper tried to soften his tone. “Quit if you want to, but I’m still in.”

“Quit?” Hiro’s back stiffened. “I’ve gone along with all your crazy ideas. And it’s over. We don’t have any more ideas. We’re done.”

“You’re done.” Cooper shook his head. “Not me.”

Lunk looked up but didn’t say a word. Like he knew he shouldn’t.

“You’re right.” Hiro stood. “I’m done. And you’re saying you’re not? What else is left to check? We’ve canvassed the neighborhood with flyers. We’ve searched parking lots. We’ve checked registered sex offenders. We broke into Joseph Stein’s.” The words flew out of her mouth.

Hiro took a step closer. “And as if that wasn’t enough, we’ve slowed down the police investigation by making them raid VanHorton’s house and chase us all over Rolling Meadows. Am I missing something?”

“Yes.” Cooper almost shouted it. “We all are.” He turned to the bird’s eye view of Rolling Meadows. “We’re all missing something.”

“And what would that be?”

“I don’t know.” Cooper traced the minivan’s escape route down School Drive. “You’re the one who wants to be a cop, Hiro. You tell me. What are we missing here?”

Hiro pointed at the pages taped together like giant map. “We’ve done everything we possibly can.” She glanced at him. “And more.”

Cooper wanted to scream. He wanted to escape. Hop on his bike and ride and ride and ride until he couldn’t ride anymore. But there was no escaping from himself.

What to do next? That was the question. Cooper peered at the map again.

“Stop beating yourself up.” She put her hand on his arm. “You couldn’t have stopped that abduction.”

Cooper swallowed. He knew where this was going.

“For your own sake,” Hiro said. “You need to stop.”

No. No. That was wrong. He needed to get some air. “I gotta let Fudge out,” Cooper said. It was lame, and he knew it. But he had to get out of there. Hiro had already made him promise not to ask her to do any more. Now she was going to try to make him promise not to do any more searching himself.

It was one thing for her to feel she was done checking. That was her choice. It was another thing for her to tell him to stop. That was his choice.





CHAPTER 53

Lunk almost wished he’d joined Coop to let Fudge outside. Not that he’d become a dog-lover all of a sudden, but he suddenly felt very awkward sitting in the cabin cruiser with Hiro. She was in another world and hadn’t said a word since Coop left. And that was fine with him. Lunk had a pretty good idea what was going on in her head anyway. He stared at the floor. Stared at his hands. Actually, he didn’t know what to do with his hands.

“Thanks for helping me get away tonight,” Hiro said. “I probably sounded pretty ungrateful earlier.”

So she was going to talk. “You’re welcome.” He decided to leave it at that.

“Did you think Gordy was in Joseph Stein’s house?” Hiro asked. “Before we went there, I mean, did you think it was a possibility?”

“Honestly?”

Hiro gave him an annoyed look.

She was asking him for the truth. So he’d give it to her. “Nope.”

Hiro raised her eyebrows. “Then why did you agree to breaking in?”

How could he explain that to her? “Because Coop is my friend.”

“And he isn’t my friend?” Hiro’s eyes flashed. “A real friend helps keep his friend from walking into trouble.”

“Sometimes.” Lunk nodded. “Or is willing to walk through the trouble with his friend, if he has to.”

Hiro looked at him like she was processing that. “But he doesn’t have to do this. Gordy is—”

“Gone?” Lunk finished the sentence.

Hiro nodded, her eyes filling with tears.

“You and I know that, but Coop doesn’t.”

She swiped at her tears like she had no intention of caving to grief. “He doesn’t want to see it. He won’t listen.”

“And who could blame him?” Lunk jammed his hands in his pockets. “He’ll figure it out soon enough. And checking Stein’s was all part of it.”

“He’s on the edge,” Hiro said. “I’ve never seen him like this.”

Apparently, she had her worries too.

She stared out the porthole. “Pulling you over the fence to free you from police custody? Strapping a knife to his leg? And now this. Breaking into the home of a man wanted for robbery and several counts of attempted murder? It’s beyond dangerous.”

Lunk heard Coop climbing the ladder against the transom.

“It will stop,” Lunk said, lowering his voice. “When he has some answers about Gordy, or accepts the fact that he’s probably dead.”

Hiro nodded like she already knew that. “But how do we keep him from getting killed in the meantime?”





CHAPTER 54

After locking Fudge back in the house, Cooper climbed back aboard The Getaway and ducked inside the cabin door. Lunk and Hiro were strangely quiet—like they’d just stopped talking about Cooper—which they probably did.

Hiro looked down at the floor, like suddenly the planking interested her. Cooper couldn’t blame her for feeling that anybody missing for over forty-eight hours was never coming back. Her reasoning made sense. But this was Gordy they were talking about. Gordy. He wasn’t going to give up, no matter how ridiculous it seemed.

Hiro was done. He got that. But he couldn’t have Hiro interfering with his own efforts. So he needed to back off. The more desperate he appeared, the more she’d try to stop him “for his own good.”

Cooper checked the time on his phone. “I think we should hang it up. Nothing more we can do tonight anyway.”

Hiro looked relieved.

Lunk stood. “I should check on my mom, anyway.” That sounded kind of weird at first, but it made sense. Lunk had been watching out for her for years.

Cooper doused the light, and they climbed out of The Getaway together.

With a wave, Lunk hustled for his bike. “See you in school tomorrow.” He slid his bat into the makeshift rack, pushed off, and was gone.

Cooper walked Hiro through the backyard, around the house, and to the front driveway where she’d left her bike.

“Hang on, I’ll get my bike,” Cooper said. No way was he going to let her bike alone. Not even a few blocks.

Hiro shook her head. “I’m a big girl. I don’t need an escort.”

“Big?”

Hiro gave him a mock glare. “Big enough to take care of myself.”

Which made him smile. “Be right back.” He jogged over to his bike, mounted, and followed Hiro down the drive.

Riding past Gordy’s house melted the smile from his face, and he rode the rest of the way to Hiro’s without saying a word. He didn’t want to talk. Not even to Hiro. Because deep down she felt Gordy was gone, and Cooper couldn’t think that way. Never.

She obviously figured that Joseph Stein, or whoever did this to Gordy, was long gone. Probably lived far away—maybe another state. Otherwise she wouldn’t have been so casual about riding home on her own. She felt Rolling Meadows was the same safe place it had always been. Cooper wasn’t convinced.

They pulled up to Hiro’s drive. The lights inside looked inviting. Normal. The way things should be.

“Thanks, Coop.”

Hiro’s voice pulled him from his thoughts. For a second, he had no idea why she was thanking him.

“For the escort.”

It was amazing the way she seemed to guess what he was thinking sometimes. Was he that easy to read? And it looked like she was trying to read him right now.

“Where are you, Coop? Honestly.”

He wished he knew. Cooper shrugged. “Lost.” And unless Gordy was found, he feared he always would be.





CHAPTER 55

When Cooper rounded the corner onto Fremont, he saw Dad’s F-150 parked on the driveway. So was a police car. Great.

Cooper’s mind raced. Should he take off? Hide out until the cop left? This had to be about what happened at VanHorton’s house.

Or Stein’s. Lava formed in his stomach. Run or stay. Run or stay?

He stopped pedaling and coasted toward the house. Dad was talking to the officer—and he wasn’t in cuffs or anything. That was a good sign. He hoped Uncle Jim was as lucky. The cop turned slightly. Detective Hammer. Cooper started pedaling again.

Both men watched him wheel up. Dad looked more beat than Cooper had ever seen. No need to ask if there was any positive news on Gordy.

Hammer looked the same. All business. Tough. But there was something about him that made Cooper feel a little encouraged. Not enough to cool the molten lava churning in his stomach, but it was something.

“Hey.” That was all Cooper could think of saying. He braked and put a foot down.

Dad glanced at Hammer. “Can I tell him?”

The lava lurched. Cooper swallowed hard to keep it from erupting.

Hammer kept his eyes on Cooper and didn’t say anything.

“We might have caught a break tonight,” Dad said. “We’re just not sure.” He quickly explained about the 9-1-1 call, finding the T-shirt, and Michael VanHorton’s repeated denials of abducting Gordy in some pretty intense-sounding questioning that followed at the police station.

Cooper had to stop them. They were following a bad lead. Hiro was right. They’d all be wasting their time—and Gordy may not have much more of that left. But if he told them the truth, then what? He’d really be in trouble. Deep.

“Cooper?”

Dad studied him. “You okay?”

Cooper swallowed again. There was no holding back this eruption. He took three fast steps to the lawn, dropped on all four, and let the volcano erupt.

A regular Mt. Saint Helens, the burning vomit spewed out his mouth and nose.

He felt Dad’s hand on his back. “It’s going to be okay. That’s all right.”

Cooper’s stomach squeezed out the last of it. His throat and nose felt raw. His stomach felt weak. He spit on the ground several times, then backed away and tried to stand. Dad grabbed Cooper’s arm and helped him to his feet.

“It makes me sick too,” Dad said.

Cooper did not want to tell them what he’d done, but one thing was for sure. If he didn’t tell them he planted the T-shirt, he’d be letting them believe a lie to protect himself. Keeping this a secret might actually hurt Gordy.

Cooper had made enough mistakes already. He took a deep, shaky breath and cleared his throat. “I planted the T-shirt at Michael VanHorton’s. And we made the 9-1-1 call.”

Dad looked confused. “What?”

“Somehow I had to make sure that guy’s house got searched. We figured if the police got a report that a neighbor had seen Gordy—” He didn’t finish. Didn’t have to.

Dad put his arm around him and pulled him close. “Cooper—no, oh, Cooper.”

The way he said it—not like he was angry. More like he understood what Cooper was feeling, but agonizing over Cooper’s way of dealing with it.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t think things would get so messed up.” He glanced at Hammer.

He didn’t look surprised. Had he known all along?

“I’m sorry I caused all that trouble,” Cooper said. “I had no idea you and Uncle Jim would come.” He looked directly at Hammer and squared his shoulders. “But honestly? Except for that, I’m glad I did it.”

“Me too,” Hammer said. “Off the record, of course. I enjoyed the sight of your uncle rearranging VanHorton’s smirky face. I’d be lying if I told you otherwise. But what you did was wrong—and stupid.”

Dad squeezed him tighter. Cooper could hardly breathe.

Hammer raised his chin slightly in a nod. “Anything else you want to tell me?”

Cooper’s heart raced again. Did he know about Stein’s? Of course he did. He was a cop. And a good one. “Nothing I want to tell you,” he said. “But, ah, there’s something I probably should tell you.”

Cooper glanced up at Hammer. Again, no surprise registered on his face.

Dad squeezed his shoulder. “Tell him, Son.”

Cooper nodded. And spilled. It all gushed out like the volcano on the lawn. And when he was done, he felt better. Way better. Except for the little detail of what was going to happen next. Cooper pictured Hammer reaching for his cuffs—and Dad putting Cooper on a leash.

Hammer didn’t say anything for what seemed like a long minute. “Going into Stein’s house was not smart. You know that, right?”

Cooper nodded. “After VanHorton’s, we couldn’t exactly try the 9-1-1 tactic again. But I had to make sure.”

Another long pause on Hammer’s part.

“So,” Hammer said. “Any more houses on your list to visit?”

Cooper shook his head. “No ideas. I don’t know what to try next.”

“Try letting the police handle this,” Hammer said.

Hammer didn’t look mad. And neither did Dad, for that matter. Just tired and really disappointed.

Cooper stood taller. Whatever was going to happen to him now—the leash or the handcuffs—he just wanted to get it over with. “So what are you going to do? With me, that is.”

Hammer cocked his head back and to the side slightly. “What I ought to do is bring you to the station.” He paused. “But your dad doesn’t need this on his plate, too. So, officially, we never had this conversation. I never heard your confession. I’ll just make this whole thing disappear.”

Relief washed over Cooper. He reached out his hand. “Thanks, Detective Hammer.”

Hammer shook his hand with a firm grip. “The 9-1-1 call. Clever—but not very smart. There’s a difference.”

Cooper nodded.

Dad shook Detective Hammer’s hand, too. No words came, although it looked like he tried to say something.

“But that’s it,” Hammer said, focusing back on Cooper. “No more calls to 9-1-1—or breaking into empty houses. Understood?”

“Absolutely.”

“If something else happens,” Hammer said, “I’ll be talking to you again—but at the station. Got it?”

Cooper nodded again.

“He’ll pay for the broken windows,” Dad said. “And,” he looked directly at Cooper, “the two of us have some serious talking to do.”

“And for whatever it’s worth,” Cooper said. “Stein’s basement is flooding. Maybe the realtor should get a heads up.”

“If we get any more rain, all the basements along Salt Creek will fill right up to the top like giant toilets,” Hammer said. “And if the city loses power, a lot more basements will flood.”

Dad looked toward the house. “Ours will be among them. The sump pump is running constantly as it is.”

“Thanks again, Detective Hammer. I’ll pay for the windows.”

Hammer waved it off. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He wore a hint of a smile. “You’ve got guts, Cooper. I like that.” He tapped the side of his head. “And you didn’t make me use my baloney detector. Truth builds trust.”

Dad looked across the street at Gordy’s house. “I’d better explain to Jim what happened.” He shook Detective Hammer’s hand again and trotted across the street.

Cooper was happy Dad didn’t ask him to come with. He would not want to see Uncle Jim’s face when he heard the news. On the one hand it was good news, VanHorton didn’t kidnap Gordy. But then that was bad news, too. Now they were back to zero leads.

Hammer stepped over to his car and pulled open the door. He turned to face Cooper. “We’ll find your cousin.”

The way he said it picked up Cooper’s pulse immediately. Like he had no doubts. Cooper wasn’t sure if he really believed it, or if he was just saying it to make Cooper feel better. But it was working.

“And we’ll find the one who took him too.” Hammer ducked into the car, slammed the door, and rolled down the window.

Cooper stepped closer.

“The guy who did this is like one of those creepy bugs with all the legs, the kind that crawls under a rock during the day. Know what I’m talking about?”

Cooper nodded.

“A creature of the night,” Hammer said. “But he’ll crawl out from under that rock again. Guys like him always do.” He started the engine. “And when he’s does, I’ll get him.”

A chill flashed up Cooper’s spine, down his arms, and back. “Do you have any leads?” Cooper blurted it out—which was stupid. Detective Hammer wasn’t going to share any intel with him. “I’m sorry,” Cooper said. “I just wondered. Hoped, maybe.”

“We’re not just sitting around waiting for a break in the case, if that’s what you’re asking.” Hammer slid the gearshift into reverse. “Stay safe, Cooper. Use your head. No more stupid stuff. In the meantime, I’ve got work to do.”

Work to do. Somehow that didn’t sound like serving search warrants or breaking down doors. More likely it was cleaning up after Cooper’s mess. But nothing to actually help find Gordy. “Back to the station?” Cooper asked.

Hammer smiled like he knew something Cooper didn’t. Something he wanted to say, but couldn’t. He shook his head. “Not yet. I’ve got a few more rocks I want to turn over.”





CHAPTER 56

In bed, Cooper stared at the ceiling long after everyone else was asleep. Hiro’s words kept rolling in his mind. Two things were certain. She was done looking for Gordy. And she truly felt he was … gone. Not that she wasn’t willing to do anything for a friend—but she didn’t see the point of putting themselves in danger. She was too practical not to face the truth. The truth as she saw it, anyway.

Was that his problem? Was he not willing to see reality here?

Fudge sat up, stretched, and nuzzled Cooper’s arm. He slung his arm around her shoulders.

You’ve done everything you could. Isn’t that what Hiro said? Like he should let himself off the hook or something. He’d paid his dues. Like he’d made good on a debt he owed Gordy.

In a way, he had been paying a debt, hadn’t he? Trying to make up for not being there to help Gordy escape the guy. Not being close enough to keep the guy from tossing Gordy into the van. If only he’d been closer. Pushed harder. If only he’d have remembered the right plate numbers. If only.

Hopelessness overcame him.

Guilt.

Guilt. He did feel guilty for what happened. Why Gordy? Why not himself? Had he really been doing all these to rid himself of the guilt?

Maybe to a certain extent, part of his drive was about making the pain of the guilt go away.

Cooper’s stomach twisted. Hiro was right again. Deep down, everything from posting flyers to breaking into Stein’s house was partly about making himself feel better.

The thought repulsed him.

Fudge leaned into him, and he scratched her gently.

If he was trying to make himself feel better, then all these crazy, risky stunts were partly about himself, not just Gordy.

God, no. No, no, no.

Hiro was right about a lot of things. Like the fact that Cooper was carrying guilt about things he had no control over. Dr. McElhinney had said that, too. Guilt and grief make a toxic combination. Cooper wasn’t exactly sure what he had meant at the time, but he was beginning to see how guilt was poisoning him. It was time to shed the guilt that didn’t belong.

Forgive me, God. Forgive me. Show me how to help Gordy. Really help him. Protect him, God. Please.

Fudge nuzzled him again, bringing him back to the present. How long had he been laying there? Had he slept?

He didn’t know, but he felt somehow clearer.

One thing he was sure of: from now on, if he was going to do something, it had to be for the right reasons. No more doing things to make himself feel better.

And what was the right reason? What was the only thing that should have been motivating him from the start? That answer was easy. His love for Gordy. Along with Hiro, he was Cooper’s best friend. He was family. And he was in trouble.

Okay. So now love would be the only motivator. He wanted to lock in this commitment in a special, maybe even ceremonious, way. Because it was the right perspective—and he didn’t want to forget it. And he knew exactly how he needed to seal the deal—or more accurately, where.

“Hey, Fudge,” he whispered. “Want to go for a little run?”

She stood, stretched, and shook her whole body happily.

“Lets take your collar off, girl.” Cooper slid it over her head. “We’ll put this back on outside.” The last thing he needed was for her to wake his parents with the sound of the tags jangling around her neck.

He slipped on his jeans, pocketed his phone, and balled the collar in his hand. “Let’s go.”

With Fudge at his heels, Cooper tip-toed down the hall and checked for light coming from under his parent’s bedroom door. Black. He took the stairs to the first floor, stepping toward the sides so they wouldn’t squeak as much.

He thought about leaving a note in the kitchen but decided against it. He wouldn’t be gone long.





CHAPTER 57

He was almost ready to leave when he saw the boy riding down the alleyway with his dog. The orange glow from the street lamps made it hard to see the color of the bike, but it was the right type. And the kid looked to be the right size.

He watched the bike come closer and stop exactly where he’d stopped the last time. It’s him. He felt the rush immediately.

Sitting up just slightly in the seat, he peered under the rim of the steering wheel to watch. The kid dismounted, stepped over the curb, and took a few steps into Kimball Hill Park.

All the shadows made it hard to see. He wished he had a night vision scope.

The kid fished something out of his pocket and held it with both hands. A phone.

“Who are you texting, kid?”

Was he telling his parents he was on his way home? That he’d be back soon? This was perfect. The kid was predictable. He showed up last night. And tonight. He’d be back tomorrow night too.

The kid pocketed the phone and got down on his knees. He bowed his head and just stayed there.

Weird.

When the kid raised both hands heavenward, stretching like he was trying to reach the stars, he knew. The kid was praying.

Beautiful. This was perfect. He was making a memorial out of the spot where his friend disappeared. He came to plead with God to help him, or forgive him, or some other equally futile act.

Futile was the right word too, because God didn’t exist. And if he did exist, he had more important things to do than to listen to some kid asking for favors. He should know. He’d learned that the hard way. But he wasn’t a kid anymore.

The dog could be a challenge. But he’d figure something out. Detective Hammer would look like a buffoon. A total idiot. Incompetent. Inept. And they’d probably take him off the case. That would take Hammer’s pride down a peg or two. Guess who will be looking stupid now, Detective Hammer?

The kid was still on his knees. Rocking slightly. Then he lowered himself out flat on the ground. On his face. After all the rain they’d had, the kid would get soaking wet. This was rich. He wished he could film this. Wish he’d filmed the whole thing.

Why don’t you try shouting, kid. Maybe then God will hear you.

He wished he’d made the plans for tonight. He’d grab the kid right now. But rushing things led to mistakes. And only amateurs made mistakes. Besides, he was driving his own car again tonight. Tomorrow night would be different. He’d “borrow” somebody else’s car for the grand event.

Suddenly the kid stood. Hugged his dog. Picked up his bike.

He caught a good look of his face in the orange glow of the streetlight. It was him all right. And he was smiling. Strange kid.

“You’ll be back tomorrow night, won’t you, kid.”

The kid swung a leg over his bike and stood on the pedals like he couldn’t get home fast enough.

“I’ll be waiting for you. But you won’t be smiling next time. You’ll probably wet your pants.”





CHAPTER 58

Hiro heard the text message chime. Gordy’s phone. It took the same charger as hers, and she was glad she’d kept it plugged in. She didn’t have the heart to turn his phone off. But she knew she’d have to soon. After Coop finally accepted the fact his cousin wasn’t coming back. After he stopped with the texts.

Rolling on her side, she propped herself up with one elbow and looked at the screen. What was Cooper still doing up?

The idea of reading his message to Gordy made her feel a little funny. It was private. On the other hand, she wanted to know what was going on in his head.

I will find you. Praying for God’s help. I think you’re close. Studied a satellite view of RM—know I’m missing something. I messed up so much on this. Hiro was right about guilt driving me. But not anymore. I’ll look for you for the right reasons now. Hang on—I’ll find you.

Hiro stared at the phone. Cooper did listen to her. He did understand. At least about his motives. But the hard part was still to come. Something was still driving him to search. How was he going to accept the fact that Gordy was never coming back?





CHAPTER 59

The hope, or optimism Cooper felt last night in the shadows of Kimball Hill Park melted away with the ride to school on Friday morning. It looked like rain again. This had to be the wettest spring in history for northern Illinois. But the clouds were fitting. The sun should never shine again—until Gordy was found.

Without Gordy pedaling beside him, the bike to school seemed uphill all the way. Gordy would have talked about celebrating the start of the weekend with a stop at Frank’n Stein’s after school. Fries and a monster shake. He swallowed the lump in his throat. He hoped Detective Hammer was turning over rocks right now—because Cooper had no idea where to look next.

Plum Grove Junior High. He coasted onto the school grounds and locked his bike in the rack. His shoes felt heavier as he shuffled into the building with a mob of other students.

He saw the new poster immediately. Taped on the office window. Nobody could miss it. Gordy’s grinning face stared back at him. The same yearbook picture they’d used for the flyer. Only this one was bigger and in color. And it announced a memorial service.

Cooper froze. Did they know something he didn’t? His parents wouldn’t try to shield him from the truth—would they? The poster drew him into its orbit. Into its black hole. He zigzagged through the flow of students for a closer look.

It was all set. Next Monday immediately after lunch. Right here at school. Cooper placed a hand on the window to steady himself.

One of the receptionists stepped out of the office and stood by his side. “How are you doing, Cooper?”

She was good about that. The whole office was. They knew the kids’ names. Treated them like they were real people. Like they mattered. But right now the person who mattered most to Cooper had his picture on a poster announcing a memorial service.

He shook his head. The writing on the poster blurred. He was going to lose it. He could feel it. Just not here. Not here.

“Gordy was one of my favorite students.”

Was. She said was.

“I can’t imagine what you’re going through. You must miss him terribly.”

If he looked her in the eyes, he was going to break down for sure. He’d see a reflection of his own pain, and he couldn’t take it.

“Would you consider saying something at the service?”

Cooper fought for control. He felt his whole body shaking.

“You know what I’d say?” He stared at the floor. “He’s not dead.

He’s NOT dead. He is NOT.”

How loud did he just say that? Did he actually shout? The tears streamed down his cheeks, but he couldn’t stop them. He backed away toward the front entrance. Pressure in his chest was building.

Kids stopped. Gawked. Whispered. Gave him space. Yeah, he definitely must have shouted. He scanned the growing crowd forming a circle around him—blocking the flow of traffic. “Gordy’s alive. You all know that. Right?”

Nobody answered him. They didn’t have to. Their faces said it all.

“Cooper.” The receptionist reached out to him, blinking back her own tears. “Come with me. Let’s go to the nurse’s office for a minute.”

Cooper took a step back. He had to get out of here. He turned, hit the crash bars on the exit doors, and ran to his bike. He dropped his backpack and spun the dial on the combination lock. The trouble was, he couldn’t see the lousy numbers clearly. He swiped at his tears and took another turn at the combination. C’mon, c’mon.

He felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Cooper. It’s me. Mrs. Britton.”

One of his all-time favorite teachers.

He turned and fell into her arms. And sobbed his heart out. “He’s not dead, Mrs. Britton. He’s not. He couldn’t be. There’s always hope. Right?”

“I believe that with all my heart, Cooper.” She held his face between her hands, using her thumbs to wipe the tears off his cheeks. “You’re talking to a teacher who happens to know firsthand that miracles really do happen.”

There was something calming about her voice. His sobbing stopped, but his breathing still came in ragged stops and starts.

For the first time, he noticed how many students had gathered. Apparently, they’d followed him out of the building. Terrific. Hiro was among them, her own cheeks slick with tears.

Officer Sykes eased his way through the crowd. “C’mon gang.” He said it in a quiet way. Almost reverent. “Nothing to see here. The bell’s going to ring, and you’ll be late.”

The Cooper’s-having-a-meltdown show over, the crowd of students thinned. Hiro stood there longer than anyone else, as if wondering if she should stay. She mouthed something to him—but he couldn’t tell what she said. She bit her lip and ran back inside.

“Take a walk with me,” Mrs. Britton said.

Cooper shouldered his backpack and walked beside her along the sidewalk in front of the school. They walked around the gym to the track between the school and Rolling Meadows Fire Station 16. She talked of her battle with cancer and her victory. How good things come from bad. About the big picture of life. And Gordy.

He told her all the crazy things he’d done to try to find him. She listened. Nodded. Gasped. Wiped back tears. But she never scolded him.

His breathing evened out. A calmness took its place. He wasn’t sure how many times they’d been around the track while they talked.

“Ready to go back in?”

She flashed him that smile just like she always did.

Cooper shrugged. “Not sure I’m ready, but it’s definitely time. What about your first period class?”

“I’m sure they managed just fine.”

Principal Shull hurried out of the office the moment they walked into the building, concern etched on his face. “Cooper. You okay, son?”

Cooper nodded. “Sorry I ran out like that. The poster about the memorial service took me by surprise.”

Mr. Shull acted like the meltdown was perfectly natural. “I’d still like you to see Dr. McEhlhinney.”

The shrink. He’d promised to meet with him today anyway.

“He’ll be in just after lunch. Until then, you can hang out in the office or the library. Your call.”

“Library.” Easy choice there. He’d park himself in a corner. He needed time to think. That might be hard to do in a glassed-in office with kids walking by and staring like he was some kind of exhibit.

On the way, Cooper stopped in the bathroom to wash his face, then hustled for the library. Mrs. Baez, the librarian, greeted him the instant he stepped inside. He had a sneaky feeling the office had tipped her off about him coming.

“Cooper MacKinnon,” she said. “The table all the way in the back.” She pointed and smiled. “It’s all yours.”

He took a seat, swung his backpack onto the table, and tried to focus. He had to get past his own pain. His own feelings. This was about Gordy. His cousin. His best friend. Did he truly believe he was alive?

Yes.

Whether he was fooling himself or not, he had no idea. But if he truly thought Gordy was alive, he needed to keep doing whatever he could to find him. Not to feel less guilt. Not to feel better about himself. But because Gordy was his friend. Gordy was in trouble. Gordy needed help.

Exactly what was he going to do to find Gordy was the big question. And right now—Cooper had no idea.





CHAPTER 60

At lunchtime, Cooper felt the eyes of everyone when he walked into the cafeteria. Lunk and Hiro were already eating. Their conversation stopped the moment they saw him approaching. Not hard to guess what they were talking about. Or rather whom.

Neither of them brought up the incident before first period, even though Hiro had obviously witnessed it. They danced around the topic. Acted like it never happened. But Cooper knew exactly what Hiro was doing.

The way he caught her looking at him when he glanced her way. Like she was trying to make sure he was doing okay. That he was “balanced.” Stable. Safe. He’d gotten a lot of things sorted out in the last couple hours, but he still had no idea what to try next to find Gordy.

Jake and Kelsey stopped by the table, which was unusual. Okay, rare would be a better word for it.

“We just wanted you to know,” Jake said, “how bad we feel for you.”

Ah. Friends coming by to express their sympathy. Pay their respects. Like they were all gathered in a funeral home instead of the cafeteria. Cooper appreciated their efforts, but he wasn’t much in the mood. There was no way he was going to that memorial service on Monday.

“So you really think Gordy is still, you know, alive?” Jake looked at Cooper, then to Hiro and Lunk.

Obviously, he’d heard Cooper this morning, or heard about it. Cooper looked at Hiro and Lunk too. Their answer was all too apparent in their silence.

“Yeah,” Cooper said. “I think he is.” Begging God that he is.

“That’s good,” Jake said. “We all hope he is too.”

Hope. Like “wishing upon a star” kind of hope, or did they really believe it? Cooper didn’t want to ask.

“Gordy was a great guy,” Kelsey said.

Cooper looked at her. Was a great guy. There was that word again. So much for her level of hope.

Kelsey looked like she was in mourning. “Class just isn’t the same without him there.”

That’s why Cooper gladly stayed in the library all morning.

“If there’s anything we can do,” Kelsey said, “just ask.”

This really was sounding like a funeral.

The whole thing irritated him. “Well,” Cooper said, “we went online and found out there are registered sex offenders here in Rolling Meadows. We staked out one of those homes.”

Kelsey’s eyes grew wide. Hiro’s eyes narrowed, like she was trying to figure out what he was up to. Cooper knew he should stop. Knew it. But a hurting part of him wanted to make Kelsey squirm. Just a little.

“And then Hiro had a hunch about Joseph Stein being behind the kidnapping. You know, the former partner at Frank’n Stein’s?”

Kelsey nodded.

“Stein’s house is empty. For sale. So we broke in there—but no Gordy.”

“You broke in?” Kelsey’s mouth opened slightly like she’d just learned there was no such thing as magic lamps and genies who granted wishes.

“Lunk used a wiffle-ball bat filled with concrete. Smash. The window was gone. So, you interested in helping out like that?”

Okay, maybe it was a little mean. Apparently pain has a way of warping a sense of humor. Kelsey was doing her best to wish him well, but unless she actually had a magic lamp, he wasn’t interested.

Kelsey’s eyes darted to Jake and back. “Sounds … risky.”

Hiro leaned forward. “Insane is a better word for it.”

“Did you really do that?” Kelsey’s face paled.

Hiro glared at Cooper for a moment, then turned to face Kelsey and Jake. “Thanks, you guys, for your offer,” she said. “If we think of anything, we’ll let you know. I think we’ve done all the checking we can do for now.”

Cooper grabbed a napkin and scribbled his phone number on it. “I might have an idea for tonight, though. It will be really risky, but if you guys would like to join us, give me a call.” He held out the napkin.

Jake hesitated but finally took it. He folded it once, then tucked it into his pocket. “I’ve got to get going.” He backed away, and Kelsey followed his lead.

Jake and Kelsey hurried off.

Cooper waved. “Don’t forget to call.”

Neither of them turned around.

Lunk snickered. “Nicely handled, Coop.”

Hiro wasn’t smiling. “They were just trying to be supportive.” She fidgeted with her braid a bit. “You really have a plan for tonight?”

“Not yet. Wish I did.”

Hiro seemed satisfied. Maybe relieved.

Cooper opened his lunch and stared at his peanut butter sandwich. “He’s alive. I know it.”

Hiro took a bite of her sandwich, as if she needed to fill her mouth to keep from giving Cooper her opinion on that issue.

“And he’s in Rolling Meadows. Close.”

Hiro stopped chewing. “What makes you say that?”

Cooper shrugged. “We’ve covered most of this ground already.”

“I want to know what you’re thinking.” Hiro fingered the police star hanging from her necklace.

“I think he’s in one of those homes nearby. Who knows? It could still be Joseph Stein.” Okay. He was clutching at straws here. Trying to get Hiro back on the case. Get her into rescue mode instead of recovery. “The kidnapper is smart. And making a mad run for the border doesn’t seem exactly brilliant. Staying right in town, right under everybody’s nose, now that would be totally unexpected—which makes it very smart.”

“Driving along a park and luring someone to your car,” Lunk said, “is like one of the oldest tricks for abducting someone. But the guy was smart enough to put a little different spin on it, and turned it into the perfect abduction.”

“No crime is perfect,” Hiro said.

At least she was thinking again. That was something.

Cooper took a bite of his sandwich. “Something Detective Hammer said to me last night keeps rolling around in my mind.”

Both Hiro and Lunk looked at him, obviously interested.

“He said this guy was like a bug that crawls out from under a rock at night. He hides in the daytime, but at night, he comes out to hunt.”

Lunk seemed to be thinking about that one. “So how does that point to the guy staying close by?”

“Well, it doesn’t, not exactly. But I don’t think bugs go far from their rock.”

He half expected them to laugh, but they appeared to take his thoughts seriously.

Hiro shook her head. “Why didn’t the minivan show up? If he didn’t leave the area, how did the minivan disappear like that?”

Cooper shrugged. “That’s the big question. That’s why people keep thinking he left the area. But what if he didn’t?”

A crazy thought raced through his mind. A terrifying thought, really. Not a plan so much as an idea. If this was the kind of guy who hid under a rock—and crawled out at night to hunt, then one thing was for sure. He’d do it again. Hammer said as much.

And if he was local … Cooper’s mind focused on that thought. Likely he’d do something again locally. His foot started shaking under the table. He pressed his hand down hard on his leg to settle it down. A plan started to form. And he didn’t like it. Hated it. His mouth went dry.

“The key is the minivan,” Lunk said.

Hiro’s eyes widened. She sucked in her breath. It wasn’t much, but Cooper spotted it. “What?”

Hiro fished in her backpack for something.

“Hiro,” Cooper said. “You just thought of something.”

Her face reddened. “It was nothing. A stupid thought.”

Cooper studied her face, but she looked down like she was avoiding his eyes. “I’d still like to hear it.”

“I told you. It was stupid.”

The period bell rang, and Hiro looked relieved.

She was hiding something. Whatever it was, she didn’t intend to tell him. Not any more than Cooper dared tell her the thought lurking in the back of his mind.





CHAPTER 61

Hiro didn’t refuse Lunk’s offer to walk her to class. She needed someone she could talk to, even if it was Lunk.

Lunk seemed to have things on his mind too. He walked slowly, forcing groups of students to veer around them in their rush to class. “How do you think Coop will do with the shrink?”

Hiro shrugged. “Fine, I think. It can’t hurt.” She looked up at Lunk. His jaw muscles were working.

“Okay,” Lunk said, “what I’m really asking is how you think Coop is doing.”

Hiro shook her head. “Last fall you would never have asked my opinion on anything.”

He nodded. “Things have changed since then.”

“You’ve changed,” Hiro said. “You used to be, I don’t know, mean.”

“Me?” Lunk put on a surprised face.

“You’re a lousy actor, Lunk,” Hiro said. She raised her chin and nodded. “I think I’ve got you all figured out.”

“Care to share your theory?”

“We’d need more time than we have,” Hiro said. But it was more than a theory. She was sure of it. Lunk had acted like a bully partly to mask the pain and loneliness of his life. He’d needed a friend—and Cooper reached out to him like nobody else ever had. And Lunk had been trying to reach back, in his own way, ever since.

“I will say this, though,” Hiro said. “I appreciate how you’re trying to watch out for Coop. I know that’s what you’re doing.”

“Is this your way of asking me to make you a concrete-filled bat?”

Hiro laughed. “I do not approve of those bats, Mr. Lunquist, and you know it.”

Lunk smiled back, but it faded quickly. “You still haven’t answered my question. How do you think Coop is doing?”

Hiro looked at him. He was dead serious now. “What do you think?”

Lunk snorted. “Now you sound like a shrink.”

She stopped. “Okay. I think he’s still wrestling with guilt—although he shouldn’t. I think he’s grieving. And I think he’s trying to fool himself. He still won’t face the reality that Gordy is … well, that Gordy isn’t coming back.”

Lunk’s mouth formed a tight line, and he nodded.

She tried to read that look, but she didn’t know him like Coop. But something still bothered him. Or worried him. At least she could tell that much. “What is it? What are you thinking—right now, this very second?”

“Coop is my friend,” Lunk said.

And she was certain Coop was the first friend Lunk truly had. Hiro remembered how she’d resisted when Coop reached out to Lunk. Coop had definitely seen something that had totally escaped her.

She saw that look in Lunk’s eyes again. It came and went. Showed for a second, then he covered it up.

“What are you trying to say, Lunk?”

He looked down the hall. Then at the floor. Finally directly in her eyes. “Do you think he’ll do something stupid?”

“Ha.” Hiro smiled. “Everything he’s done over the last day or so could be described with that word.”

Lunk moved closer to a bank of lockers and stopped. “No. I mean really stupid. Like when he finds out about Gordy.”

His words knifed through her. “Like suicide?”

He shrugged.

“No. Absolutely not.” She pictured his meltdown this morning. She’d never seen him like that. Ever. But suicide? He’d never do that. “Not Coop.”

The bell rang. They were both going to be late. The halls emptied, but Lunk still stood there. Like he was thinking something through. Processing.

“Okay. Good,” he said, not looking directly at her.

But he had that look again. And this time she identified it. Fear.





CHAPTER 62

Cooper wasn’t afraid to see Dr. Dale McElhinney this time. Or maybe more accurately, he wasn’t afraid of the shrink seeing him. He had nothing to hide. Except for that thought he’d had in the lunchroom. He needed to process that one—later.

Right now he wanted to use the appointment to his own advantage.

McElhinney shook his hand. “How did your search go yesterday, Cooper?”

Answer the shrink’s questions—then get to his own questions. That was Cooper’s plan. “A total bust.”

McElhinney nodded. “How are you processing that?”

“I’m glad we did it, if that’s what you mean. And last night I talked some of the stuff out with my dad.” Cooper thought about how Dad had encouraged him after he got back from talking to Uncle Jim. Which got Coop really thinking about the guilt he was lugging around.

“Tell me a little more about that.”

What Cooper really wanted was to get some answers from the doctor. But if he tried to do it too fast, he might hoist some red flags.

“You were right about my motivations for finding Gordy. I’d been pushing back the massive guilt I felt, but it was there. And it definitely was a driving factor with the search.” It seemed right to confess it. Call it what it was. Put it behind him.

McElhinney didn’t say a word.

“People told me I shouldn’t feel guilty—but I think I finally started getting it.”

Something about the guy actually made it easy to talk. Made Cooper want to say more. How did McElhinney do that?

“And don’t get me wrong, I still wish I had done some things different when Gordy was taken, but it isn’t guilt that’s fueling me to keep searching for him. It isn’t about trying to make me feel better.”

The shrink crossed one leg over the other. “So what’s motivating your search now?”

Cooper hesitated. He didn’t want it to sound weird or anything. “Gordy is my best friend. My family. He needs me. The driving force now is, well … love.”

McElhinney nodded. “Congratulations. When love is your fuel, you’re talking about some high-octane stuff. Guilt makes a poor substitute.”

He was right. Totally. Cooper was beginning to see that—at least the things he said about guilt. But he had a feeling that he hadn’t fully grasped the power of love yet.

“I busted out crying this morning. In front of everybody.”

“I heard. That was good.”

“Yeah, if you don’t mind everybody looking at you like you’re losing it.”

McElhinney shook his head. “You’re not ‘losing it,’ as you call it. Your reaction shows that your love for your cousin is real. And there’s no shame in loving someone.”

That actually made sense when Cooper thought about it. He liked this guy.

“And when a young man like yourself is moved to tears, it shows how strong that love is.”

He would need strong love if he actually tried to pull off the idea that came to him during lunch. “A lot of people think Gordy is … gone. But I don’t. I honestly, deep down, feel he’s alive. Do you think I’m fooling myself, somehow?”

“Deep down, do you feel you are?”

Cooper thought about that for a moment. “No. I think I’m right. He’s still alive. We’re cousins—blood relatives. I think I’d feel something if he wasn’t alive. Like I’d know.”

McElhinney nodded.

“So you don’t think that’s a little …” Cooper circled his ear with his forefinger.

“Crazy?” Dr. McElhinney smiled. “Not at all.”

He seemed sincere, which gave Cooper just a bit more confidence. Something else he’d need to pull off the new plan. “Can I ask you a question, about the kind of guy who would take Gordy?”

McElhinney paused. “Shoot.”

“I’m thinking of him as some kind of predator. Hides during the day. Comes out at night.” Cooper’s leg started shaking. He placed a hand on his knee to calm it down. “Think a guy like that would do it again?”

McElhinney hesitated. Not like he didn’t know the answer, but maybe because he was trying to figure out why Cooper asked it. His eyes flicked down to Cooper’s leg. Obviously, he’d noticed.

“Yes.” McElhinney was watching his eyes now. Looking for something. A red flag, no doubt. “A true predator will almost certainly crawl out from whatever rock he hides under—and strike again.”

A chill flashed through Cooper’s body. He’d used almost the same words as Hammer. Whether the kidnapper was described as a bug, a predator, or a monster—it didn’t matter. He was a creature of the night. Hiding by day. Creeping out at night. Hungry for another victim.

Cooper’s heart thumped out a panicky warning in his chest. He glanced up at Dr. McElhinney—who was totally focused on him. Could he hear his heartbeat? See his artery pulsing in his neck?

“Cooper—why do you ask?”

A good leading question. One Cooper didn’t dare answer. He fought the urge to fill the silence.

Dr. McElhinney broke it first. “Are you afraid he’ll come for you?”

Cooper shook his head. Tried to act casual. “Just trying to build my own profile of the guy, I guess.”

McElhinney studied him for a moment. Like this was some kind of cerebral chess match—although Cooper had never played the game before. McElhinney wanted to get to Cooper’s deepest thoughts. And Cooper wasn’t about to let that happen. Even now he sensed the doctor was calculating his next move. Forming his next question.

Someone knocked on the door. The doctor’s next appointment. Cooper stood to leave.

“Cooper, there are many things that motivate people. Greed. Power. Hatred. Guilt. Fear. Revenge. But there’s one thing you must know about love.” McElhinney paused, almost as if he was deciding whether or not he should bring it up. “Love is stronger than all of them combined.”

Cooper nodded but wasn’t sure he understood.

“It’s powerful.” McElhinney paused. “You must be careful. You must control it—or you can get over your head.” He pointed to Cooper’s collar. “You’re still not wearing a cape.”

Cooper reached for the door. “I’ll remember that.” He twisted the knob and stepped out of the room. He could feel Dr. McElhinney’s eyes still on him. Analyzing. Assessing. Calculating. Did the doctor suspect what Cooper was thinking? The plan that kept building itself in his head?

He couldn’t possibly. If he did, he wouldn’t have dared let Cooper walk out of the office.





CHAPTER 63

Cooper multi-tasked the rest of the afternoon at school. He went through the motions of attending classes, but his mind was someplace else. Working on the plan.

Normally, any kind of plan energized him. It gave him direction. That’s how he’d felt when they were going to hand out flyers. And when he decided to check the homes of Proctor, VanHorton, and Stein. It got the adrenaline going. It was like suiting up for a game.

This plan was different. It scared the pants off him.

But the thought of not going through with his plan scared him more. And he feared McElhinney would get an uneasy feeling and call him back for a chat before school was over. The shrink was smart. Given a little time, it wouldn’t be hard for him to figure exactly what Cooper was thinking of doing.

Cooper was even more afraid Hiro would see through him and know he was up to something—something she couldn’t be part of. Not just because he’d promised he wouldn’t ask her to do anything more. Deep down he had no doubt Hiro would be there for him if he needed her. But if she had any idea what he planned to do, she’d stop him. She wouldn’t let him go through with it.

He had to do this. Had to try. If he didn’t, he’d be left with the things he’d done to find Gordy mostly out of his own guilt. He’d be robbed of doing the one thing he knew to do that would be totally motivated by love.

Cooper would have to watch his footing around Lunk as well. For everything else Cooper had wanted to try, Lunk was there for him. Like a blocker, making a path for him. But this would be different. Lunk would put the block on him if he had any idea about Cooper’s strategy.

So the trick was to act normal while he was around them. Stay in control. Avoid another meltdown. Secretly work out details of his plan. Hold on until he could put it into motion—which wasn’t going to happen until after dark. After they’d passed the seventy-two-hour mark.

Yeah, Hiro and Lunk would be together on this one. They’d both try to stop him. It made the things he’d done at VanHorton’s and Stein’s look like kid stuff.

He fought a mental wrestling match for half the afternoon. Sometimes he worked on the plan. Other times he fought it. He knew he needed to protect himself, but his passion was to help Gordy. Survival versus motivation to save Gordy—even if that meant risking everything to do it.

Despite all the alarms going off in his head, he knew he was going to do this. A day ago, he hadn’t even thought of this plan. And if he did, he probably wouldn’t have even considered it. But that’s when guilt had been the hidden motivator—and something had changed since then.

Cooper drew in a shaky breath and let it out slowly. Dr. McElhinney was right. Love was stronger than all the other motivations combined.





CHAPTER 64

Hiro sat in the cabin of The Getaway. Cooper was hiding something from her. She knew it. Could sense it. And it drove her nuts. She watched as he studied the satellite photos of Rolling Meadows for blocks around the abduction site.

It was getting dark, and Cooper already had the camping lantern on. The clouds hanging low over Rolling Meadows had opened up rain with such force that it made any kind of search for Gordy impossible. Hiro was grateful for the storm if for no other reason than it had driven Coop indoors. The sound of the steady rain beating against the hull would have been soothing except for one major problem. Gordy was gone. And to make it worse, Cooper was still in denial.

She looked at Lunk. He was watching Cooper too. Good. They’d compare notes later. But right now it was raining too hard to leave. It had started that morning, and had been pouring on and off all afternoon. If it kept up like this, they’d all be glad they agreed to meet in the boat. They’d need it.

“He’s right here in Rolling Meadows. I’m sure of it.” Cooper stared at the pages taped to the inside hull of the boat.

Was he going to rehash all that again?

Lunk sat on the floor in the tiny cabin, his back against the hull on the port side of the boat. “Gordy?”

“The guy who took him.”

And that was another thing. Something had shifted since yesterday. Cooper’s focus didn’t seem as intent on Gordy as it was on the man who had abducted him. What was that all about?

“After I lost sight of him, he didn’t turn west on Campbell. He could have turned east, though.”

Hiro didn’t say a word. He sounded so sure.

Lunk leaned forward. “He could have gone straight. Stayed on School Drive.”

“Yesterday I wasn’t so sure, but now I think you’re right. The minivan was out of my sight long enough to put some real distance between us. It could have been close to Lark Court by that time. I wouldn’t have seen the tail lights.”

Hiro didn’t say anything, but it made sense. Right in line with her thoughts earlier.

Cooper grabbed a marker and drew a circle around a small section of the map covering a few square blocks. “I think he’s right in here somewhere.”

“What makes you so sure?” Lunk didn’t say it in a challenging way. More like he wanted to hear Coop out.

Hiro wanted to hear his reasoning too. She’d been thinking it through since lunch, and her gut told her the minivan never left the area—which was a change from what she’d thought earlier.

Cooper shrugged. “Two reasons. First, leaving the area—fast, is the most expected route. Staying local has a much higher risk factor. Right?”

Lunk nodded.

“And this guy, whoever he is, would conclude that staying close—if carefully planned out, would be the unexpected reaction—which actually makes it the safest choice.”

Lunk nodded again. “He’s hiding out right in town while the Amber Alert is putting out—and focusing—on a wider and wider search perimeter.”

Coop looked at Hiro. “Make sense to you too?”

“Perfect,” she said. Which meant he was really getting close to the conclusion she’d come to herself. And while normally that would make her feel really good, the thought of it scared her. Because if he really believed the kidnapper never left Rolling Meadows, he’d want to do more searching. More crazy stunts that could turn disastrous. “What’s the second reason?”

“The minivan hasn’t been found.”

Lunk tilted his head to one side. “And how does that make the case for the guy staying in the area?”

Hiro’s heartbeat picked up a bit. Cooper was following the same logic she’d used in the cafeteria today.

“If the guy left the area, he would have still dumped the van eventually. Switched vehicles. He’d be driving another car or minivan—and we’d have no idea what kind. Why would he bother hiding the minivan so well? The longer he stayed with the stolen vehicle, the greater his chance of being found. Once he had Gordy in the other car, he’s off the grid. It wouldn’t matter if the police found the minivan.”

“So,” Lunk said. “The fact that the minivan hasn’t been found suggests the guy hid it really well—which means he likely stayed local. If he’d dumped the minivan fifty miles from here, he wouldn’t have hidden it so carefully. There was no need.”

Exactly Hiro’s conclusion. She had wanted to tell them at the lunch table, when the last puzzle piece fell into place. But if she had, Cooper would be out right now taking more chances—and it was too late for that.

Instead, she’d phoned Detective Hammer after school. Explained her whole theory.

“So,” Lunk said, “if he stayed local, where’s the minivan?”

Cooper stared at the maps again, then turned to face them. “The minivan is in his garage—or in somebody’s garage. Within blocks of where we last saw it. Maybe on Campbell, maybe on School. Could even be on Lark Court. But it’s close.”

Hiro’s heart sunk. He’d figured it out. The same conclusion she’d come to.

“Brilliant. No wonder nobody could find the minivan,” Lunk said. “Probably used an automatic garage door opener, too.”

Hiro sighed. “He had the minivan off the road and out of sight before 9-1-1 dispatched the first police car. And when things cool off, he’ll drive the minivan out of his garage and park it somewhere. Maybe at Northwest Community Hospital. Maybe at Woodfield Mall. It will be close. He won’t risk driving it far.”

Cooper looked confused. “When did you put that together?”

She shrugged. If she told him it came to her at lunch today, he’d wonder why she didn’t tell him. And then she’d have to tell him what she was really afraid of.

“It was at the lunch table, wasn’t it?”

She lowered her gaze, but he ducked lower to keep eye contact. “I saw that ‘aha’ moment in your eyes at lunch. That was it, right?”

Hiro nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me? We could have done some real searching after school.”

Hiro didn’t answer. He wouldn’t like her answer. He couldn’t handle her answer. “I called Detective Hammer, though. Told him everything.”

“And?”

Hiro shifted. “He seemed to appreciate it. Said he’d check on it.” Just the way Detective Hammer said it had given her hope. And he gave her his personal cell number. Told her to call him if anything else came up.

“I’m glad you called him, but you still didn’t answer my question.” His eyes bore right into her. “Why didn’t you tell me at lunchtime—the second you figured it out? Or right after school?”

His cheeks were getting red. She could feel hers warming up too.

“Because …” she paused. Did she really want to get into this?

Cooper looked annoyed. “Because … c’mon, Hiro. Spill.”

She knew him. He wasn’t going to let this go. Wasn’t going to let her avoid the question. “Because I was afraid you’d hatch another crazy plan.”

“Crazy? Crazy?”

He could totally exasperate her at times. “Please, don’t get me started,” she said. “Breaking into the home of Joseph Stein, a dangerous felon, isn’t exactly the most balanced thinking.”

“How else would we know? How else could we be sure?”

Hiro stood. “It was dangerous. You were expecting all of us to take the risk with you. And a lot of it was about you trying to ease your conscience—when you had nothing to feel guilty about in the first place.”

Coop held up both hands. “Okay. I admit it. Guilt was definitely a factor driving me to do everything I did—but I’m past that now.”

“Really?” Hiro wasn’t convinced. “And exactly what is your motivation now?”

Coop lowered his head. His shoulders slumped. “Love.”

He said it so quietly she almost missed it.

Coop looked up, and tears pooled in his eyes. “I’m not doing this just because I feel guilty. I’m doing it for Gordy. And yeah, maybe I will do more crazy things, but I’ll be doing it 100 percent for Gordy.”

Hiro sat back down and watched him. She wanted to reach out to him.

Cooper wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and looked upset with himself for not being able to stop his tears for the second time in the same day.

“You’re done, Hiro. You made it clear. I won’t ask you to help. I promised I wouldn’t. But don’t expect me to stop. Not when I have a plan.”

A red flag went up. “What’s your plan?”

He hesitated long enough for her to know he had no intention of telling her. Not everything, anyway.

“If Gordy hasn’t been found by tomorrow morning, I’ll check every garage in Rolling Meadows.” He pointed at the map. “Starting here, in this circle.”

The timing was strange. “I figured you’d want to start now. Tonight.”

Another pause. Too long, though. What was he hiding?

“The daylight will help. And maybe the rain will stop by then.”

Okay. What was up with that? Tomorrow? Waiting for the rain to quit? That wouldn’t stop him. Not when he had a plan. Or was it that he had a different plan? Something he intended to do tonight. But what would be more important than finding Gordy?

“Tonight. Tomorrow.” Lunk shrugged. “Either way works for me. Say the word and I’m there.”

Exactly the type of thing Hiro would expect Lunk to say. Day or night, “checking” garages would be dangerous.

“This is police work, Coop,” Hiro said. “What are you going to do, ring the bell, ask them to open their garage?”

“It’s faster if I just look through the garage window myself.” Coop looked at Lunk. “Thought I’d bring the wiffle-ball bat. If I can’t see through the window, I’ll tap it out.”

Lunk smiled, which infuriated her.

“That’s why I didn’t want to tell you, Coop. I knew you’d do something like that.”

The look on his face—definitely surprised.

She wasn’t about to stop now. “And if you find the right house, you think the kidnapper is going to let you get away? ‘Oh, excuse me a minute, Mr. Psycho. I’d just like to make a phone call to the police before you try to kill me.’ Be realistic, Coop.”

“Look.” Coop stood. “I’ll be careful. As careful as I can be. But Gordy is in trouble. He needs someone. And I love him too much to worry about playing it safe.”

Lunk stood. “Then let’s go now.”

Hiro imagined the glass flying when Lunk swung the concrete-filled wiffle-ball bat. Lovely.

Coop shook his head. “Tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock.”

Lunk had a questioning expression on his face, but he looked away, not saying a word.

All right. She wasn’t imagining this. Lunk sensed it too. Coop was keeping something from them. A bad feeling gripped her. Lurking. Gaining strength. Something was going to happen. Was it the checking garages thing? She couldn’t tell. “Don’t do it, Coop. Leave this to the police. Let Detective Hammer handle this.”

“I’m glad you called him.” Coop glanced at the satellite photos again. “And I hope he finds him. Somewhere right here in Rolling Meadows there’s a monster hiding under a rock. He’s going to crawl out from under his rock, and do this again. He has to be stopped. Gordy needs me now.”

Okay. There it was again. A disconnect. Gordy needs me now. That’s what he said. Then why was he waiting until tomorrow to start checking garages? “I’m not getting this, Coop. Something isn’t lining up.”

His eyes locked with hers. “When a friend needs help, what kind of a friend would I be if I didn’t do everything I could to help him? I’d do the same for you, Hiro.” He jammed his hands into his pockets and looked down. “If I didn’t, then I’d actually have a legitimate reason to feel guilty.”

And in her heart, she knew his words were completely true. A lump burned in her throat.

Coop turned to Lunk. “And I’d do it for you too.”

Lunk clenched his jaw like he was trying to keep his emotions in check.

Then why not search tonight? Maybe she shouldn’t ask. What if he took her up on it and did start tonight? Coop’s real problem was simple. He was fooling himself. Whether driven by guilt or love, it was time to stop before somebody else got hurt.

Hiro wanted to give him the statistics. The chances of finding a kidnapped victim after twenty-four hours go way down. And the odds of finding that person alive were significantly less. “It’s been nearly seventy-two hours. Do you know what that means?”

Coop looked at her. “Don’t say it.”

“Coop, face the facts. Statistics prove that if a kidnapped person isn’t found within—”

“Stop.” Coop held up his hands as if he could ward off her words. “No more. Don’t say it.”

The intensity of the rain drumming against the deck above them picked up, as if nature itself was trying to keep Coop from hearing what she had to say. But it was for his own good. He had to hear it. “Gordy is gone. He’s dead. You’re in a dark place, Coop. I’m just trying to—”

“No. Gordy is alive. I feel it. And I’m not in the dark place. Gordy is.” He placed both hands on the table and leaned forward. “Sometimes rescuing a friend from darkness … means going in after them.”

Hiro’s stomach twisted. “What does that mean?”

He didn’t answer. And by the distant look in his eyes, Coop was envisioning something. The haunted, guilty look she’d seen mirrored on his face the last few days was gone. But something just as unsettling replaced it. Fear. “Coop, what are you saying?”

He closed his eyes tight for an instant. Like there was something he wanted to say, but couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. “Nothing. I’m not saying anything.” He stood. “I need some time alone. Goodnight, you two. See you tomorrow at eight o’clock, Lunk.”

Coop brushed past them and ducked out the cabin door.

Hiro didn’t move. Even Lunk seemed stunned.

“He’s planning something,” Hiro said. “I know it.”

Lunk just looked at her. “Tomorrow. At eight o’clock. You heard him.”

Hiro shook her head. “That’s his Plan B. He’s doing something tonight.”

“Why wouldn’t he tell us?”

Hiro fought a sense of panic rising up in her. “He figures that if we know what he is really planning to do”—the sense of dread she felt grew a bit darker—”we’ll do everything in our power to stop him.”





CHAPTER 65

Lunk wasn’t sure how to react to that. Could Hiro be right?

He followed her out of The Getaway cabin. Coop was already gone. “What now?”

Hiro scampered over the dripping railing and down the ladder leaning on the transom. She jogged through the backyard—every step a soggy splash. She passed through the gate in the cedar fence, the hood of her sweatshirt pulled up against the rain.

Was she leaving?

“Hiro?” He slogged through standing water to catch up. The ground had more water than it could absorb. Hiro didn’t slow down. She was determined. No doubt about that. “You just going to go home? What about Coop?”

She glanced over her shoulder, as if she couldn’t believe he didn’t understand what she was doing. She kept up the double-time pace around the house, past the garage and right to the front door. She pressed the doorbell, seemed to rest all her weight on one leg, and folded her arms across her chest.

Okay. So she was going after him. That was more like it. Exactly what Lunk figured he’d do after Hiro went home. But this was better. They’d double-team him.

Mrs. MacKinnon opened the door. Even in the dim porch light, he could see the red rimming her nose and eyes. She worked a wadded up napkin with her hands.

“Hiro. Lunk.” She smiled. A very tired smile. And underneath it fear and worry. Lunk had seen the same look on his mom’s face whenever his dad showed up at their door.

“Can we talk to Coop?” Hiro took a step forward, like she hoped Mrs. MacKinnon would invite her in.

Coop’s mom smiled apologetically. “He just flew in and said he was going to his room.”

“Can we speak with him?”

Mrs. MacKinnon looked at her. “Is something wrong between you two?”

Hiro shrugged. “Not really. I mean, yes, maybe. But there shouldn’t be.” She picked at her braid. “He knows I don’t think Gordy is coming back. I think I hurt him.”

Coop’s mom stayed in the doorway but reached out and drew Hiro into her arms. “It doesn’t look good, Hiro. It doesn’t look good for our dear, sweet Gordy.”

Lunk took a step back. He felt out of place. Like he shouldn’t be there.

“But Coop doesn’t want to hear that,” Hiro said. “I think he’s planning something—but he’s shut us out.”

“Let’s give him some time,” Mrs. MacKinnon said. “See how he is in the morning, after a good night’s sleep. I’m hoping to talk to him a bit before I spend the night with Gordy’s mom.”

Hiro’s disappointment was obvious.

“We all need rest,” Mrs. MacKinnon said, letting Hiro go. “That news of the memorial service hit him hard. Hit Gordy’s dad pretty solid too. Cooper’s dad is spending the night with him—more driving the neighborhood—just in case.”

Just in case? Just in case what? Just in case Gordy’s dad did something drastic? But who will keep an eye on Cooper? Lunk wanted to ask it. Wanted to get it out there. But seeing Mrs. MacKinnon’s face stopped him. How could he add one more thing on this poor woman’s plate?

“Okay,” Hiro said. “See you tomorrow.”

Cooper’s mom gave Hiro one more squeeze, kissed her on the top of her head, and closed the door.

Lunk led the way off the front porch, sorting out his thoughts.

Hiro didn’t say another word until they picked up their bikes on the driveway. She texted Coop and waited. No response. “C’mon, Coop.”

Lunk straddled his bike. Watched her. She wasn’t mad at Coop. Hiro was scared for him.

“What do you think he’s going to do?”

She shook her head. “Even I couldn’t guess. Something I won’t like, I’m sure of that.”

Hiro swung a leg over her bike and pushed off. She glanced up at Cooper’s bedroom window. Lunk followed her gaze. The light was on. Not very bright. Maybe a flashlight?

She pushed off and kept checking Coop’s window as they wheeled down the driveway and headed toward Hiro’s house. Maybe she was hoping to see him step to the window and motion her back.

“What’s the plan now, Hiro?”

She pedaled in silence for a while. “Try to figure out what Coop plans to do—and get one step ahead of him.”

Lunk thought about riding back after he made sure Hiro got home safe. He could camp out on the front porch, out of the rain—in case Coop planned to start checking garages tonight. But he’d have to stop home first. Check on his mom.

“Stay near your phone, okay?”

Hiro’s request took him a little off guard. It almost sounded like she needed him. This was a first. And she wouldn’t be saying that if she weren’t scared.

He didn’t have a mobile phone. Neither did his mom. Which meant he’d have to stay home. By the land line. “Okay. I’ll keep the phone in my room,” Lunk said. “And if you come up with anything—call. No matter how late.”

She pedaled ahead of him in silence. He liked it that way. It allowed him to try to read her. Help her if he could. She was obviously trying to fit things together. Trying to figure out what Coop planned to do. Whatever it was, it was something Coop didn’t even want him to know about. What could he be planning that I would try to talk him out of?

“You don’t think he’s going to check garages himself?”

“Tonight?” Hiro shook her head. “He would have taken you up on your offer to go with him.”

Lunk hoped that was true.

She coasted, turned her face up into the rain, and closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“Start …” Lunk stopped. Maybe he shouldn’t go there.

“Start where?”

He looked at Hiro. “With whatever scenario scares you most.”





CHAPTER 66

In his bed, Cooper stared at the ceiling, listening ever since he’d heard the doorbell—hoping Mom wouldn’t come to get him. Every passing minute made him more sure Mom wouldn’t call him down to talk.

Hiro knew something was up, and if she had a chance to question him, Cooper was afraid she just might figure it out. Did he really want to go through with this?

He was playing a mental game of hide and seek. Searching for truth. His deepest thoughts.

Gordy’s abduction wasn’t Cooper’s fault. He knew that. Sort of. It’s just that he hadn’t been able to stop it either. He should have gone with Gordy—and maybe, with the two of them, the kidnapper wouldn’t have tried anything.

It wasn’t hard to find reasons to beat himself up. He’d started out too slow. Failed to see the danger in time. Forgotten the license number. But the guilt belonged to the kidnapper. Gordy was gone because a monster was loose. Like something right out of Hollywood—only worse. Because this monster was real.

Kicking himself wasn’t going to help Gordy any more than lying awake in bed thinking about it. He needed to do something. The thing he’d been thinking about all afternoon. He needed to commit to it in a no-turning-back way.

What kind of animal kidnapped kids anyway? Had this been the first person the man had kidnapped? Or was this a pattern? Was he some kind of freaky serial kidnapper? The guy had taken a real chance grabbing Gordy with others around. Was he stupid—or just that arrogant and sure of himself?

Sure of himself. Cooper knew the answer immediately. The guy was confident because he’d probably done it before. Which meant he’d do it again. What if the man was out there right now? Cruising the park. Looking for anybody stupid enough to be out alone at this time of the night.

The guy was playing his own game of hide and seek. Seek easy prey. Grab him and hide. Watch everybody look for him. And just when everybody would feel safe, feel he’s gone—he would come out and kidnap again. Hide and seek. Hide and seek.

His phone rang. Cooper jumped—but didn’t answer it.

Thoughts as dark as the night sky crept into his mind. Whether the monster was out prowling right now or not, he would definitely come out at some point. At night. The guy was a predator, looking for prey. Like a vampire, lurking in the shadows. Bloodthirsty.

Sometimes rescuing your friend from darkness means going in after them. It was true, wasn’t it? Gordy couldn’t break free, wherever he was. His hope rested in somebody finding him. Like Cooper. His best friend.

Cooper’s pulse rose, and his breathing became shallow and quickened. Everybody had been trying to find Gordy or hunt the monster. But nobody had tried to bait him.

But it was crazy. Insanely dangerous.

But did that make it right to stay in the safety of his room?

No. If you wanted to catch a vampire, you had to be willing to stick your neck out. Cooper sat up—ignoring the warning alarms in his head. There were details to work out—and not much time.

His phone chimed. A new text message—and no doubt from Hiro.

He wanted to pray. Needed to. But he wasn’t exactly sure what he should be praying. “God, if this is your plan, help me. Give me strength. If it isn’t … forgive me.” Cooper figured that would just about cover everything. It had to.

He slipped off his shoes. He needed to move fast without his Mom hearing and wondering why he was so busy. Fudge sat watching him like this was a game—and she wanted to play.

He grabbed the roll of duct tape out of his desk drawer and pulled a length free—the sound louder than he thought it would be. He paused to look at his bedroom door, half expecting the noise to cause Mom to check on him. Nothing.

Nine o’clock. He should have been out of the house before now. But Hiro and Lunk hung out in The Getaway longer than he’d figured. And Mom was still in the kitchen anyway. That would make slipping out a little tricky. But thankfully she hadn’t come up—and hopefully she wouldn’t. Maybe she figured he needed a little more time to himself.

He checked his phone. Plenty of juice. And sure enough, the calls and texts were from Hiro. He’d stall that off a little. She suspected something, and she’d try to do a little probing if he called her back. See what she could learn. “Sorry, Hiro. Not this time.” He slid the phone into his jeans pocket.

He’d scooped Mom’s phone off the charger in the kitchen before going to his room. Hopefully, Mom wouldn’t miss it. He dug it out of his pocket and checked the battery level. Slightly less than half. It would have to do.

Taking the length of duct tape, he taped Mom’s phone to his left calf, pressing the tape hard against his skin before doing a fast run in place to test it out. The phone stayed securely in place. So far, so good.

He rummaged through his desk drawer and found the disposable phone he got from Wal-mart last fall. Just looking at it brought back a weird feeling. Creepy. Cooper ripped off another length of duct tape and secured it inside the hand-warming pocket of his sweatshirt.

Three phones. One of them would have to make it through.

Next he pulled out Dad’s old dive knife. He strapped the knife and sheath combo onto his right calf and pulled his pants leg over it. He marched in place for a moment, making sure the knife didn’t catch too much.

If somebody picked him up, he might check Cooper’s pockets, but who would think of looking for a diver’s knife strapped to his leg?

Of course, if the guy pulled out a taser the knife wouldn’t do him any good. Then again, wasn’t that the idea? Let the spider take you to its web. What better way to find Gordy? He might empty Cooper’s pockets, but he wouldn’t pat down Cooper’s legs. He’d miss the knife strapped to his calf. Yeah, he’d have the knife when he needed it.

His phone vibrated. Probably Hiro again. He ignored it. He had to.

Fudge looked at him with her ears plastered back. Like she figured out this wasn’t a game after all and didn’t approve any more than Hiro would.

“I gotta try this, Fudge,” he whispered. “It’s for Gordy.”

He added a palm-sized flashlight to one pocket and stuffed a jackknife beside it.

He clipped short pieces of duct tape and taped two spare utility razor blades to the inside of his belt. One above his right pocket, the other above his left. He did the same with the belt above his back pockets. Whether his hands were tied in front or in back of him, he’d have easy access to razors. He taped another set flat inside his shoes, right below his toes. He slipped the shoes back on, wiggled his toes to make sure the blade wouldn’t cut him, and laced them up tightly.

He pulled on his sweatshirt and slipped the canister of mace he borrowed from his Mom’s purse into the hand-warming pocket. He added his waterproof camping flashlight. He figured he’d need it. The rain was slowing, but the damage was done. Half the town was flooding—especially the area along Salt Creek.

Six razors. Three phones. Two knives. Two flashlights. One spray canister of mace. They’d give him some kind of edge and hopefully get through undetected. He stood in the middle of his bedroom, going over a mental checklist—making sure he hadn’t missed anything. Leaving a note was out of the question. He couldn’t put what he felt into words.

He was ready. Or not.

He bent down and scratched Fudge behind the ears. Under her collar. “I gotta do this, girl.” She leaned into him. “Wish you could come with me, but you’d get hurt. Don’t tell anyone I’m gone.” He clipped her leash to her collar and tied the other end around the leg of his desk. “Sorry, girl.”

He tip-toed for the door.

Fudge strained at the leash. Whined softly.

“Shhhhh.” Cooper motioned. “Stay, girl. Stay.”

He felt weak. Felt a sudden urge to kick off his shoes and climb into bed. He wasn’t ready for this.

He pictured the moment the kidnapper jumped out of the minivan and zapped Gordy. He forced himself to remember. Steeled himself for what he had to do next.

Cooper doused the last light in his bedroom and slowly turned the doorknob. Time to play hide and seek.

“Ready or not … here I come.”
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Slipping out of the house was easier than he had thought. Part of him actually hoped Mom was still in the kitchen. That she would have given him a hug and somehow realized he intended to go out of the house—and what he planned to do. Then she would have stopped him.

Cooper mounted his bike and coasted down the driveway and onto the street. He pedaled faster. The rain had picked up again. Pelting him in the face. The hands. Cooper pulled the hood up again and tucked his chin down.

Was this stupid? Yes. Absolutely—yes. But he had to try it. Gordy needed him. He was going to give Gordy his finest effort tonight—and not out of guilt.

That’s why he couldn’t tell Hiro. Or Lunk. Not yet. Not while there was any chance they could talk him out of it. Or stop him.

God help me. Please help me. He wished he could see God. Talk to him face to face. Ask him why he let something so awful happen to somebody like Gordy. But Cooper had asked for guidance, hadn’t he? And this was the only thought that came.

It had to be from God—because, on his own, he’d never have thought of trying something like this.

“God, if I’m doing the wrong thing—please—” He couldn’t finish the prayer. But God knew his heart. And God cared.

Cooper alternated between riding the street and using the sidewalk, trying to avoid the growing lakes. The storm sewers couldn’t handle the water any better than the ground could. There had been just too much rain.

His bike created a wake behind him when he couldn’t avoid the water. He should have packed the phones in plastic bags.

He continued down School Drive. Cooper passed Campbell and lifted his head enough to scan up and down the street, wondering if the minivan was really in one of these garages. He had a feeling he’d find out soon enough. He turned on Meadow Drive and felt his fear spike. He was almost there. Finally he turned at the Jewel Osco grocery store parking lot entrance. The one in the back that led to the alley between the building and the six-foot fence, separating it from Kimball Hill School.

Cooper’s stomach churned like something inside wanted to get out. Escape. Race home. He pedaled past the loading dock. Gordy had tried so hard to catch the minivan before it hit this spot—and to Cooper’s total regret, he’d succeeded.

As he neared the corner of the fence where it opened up to the park, Cooper stopped pedaling and coasted.

Was the kidnapper here? Watching? Reliving his successful abduction of Gordy?

Cooper braked, dumped his bike, and jammed his hands into the warm-up pouch while he looked around. Six or seven cars sat in scattered parking spots around the lot. They could belong to workers on the night shift at the Jewel. Or one could hold a monster.

Cooper deliberately walked from the corner of the fence all the way to the bike trail entrance to the park. If the guy was here, Cooper wanted to be seen. Even the park looked completely different. The bike path was gone. Flooded. Salt Creek looked like a lake now, with the water reaching right up to the houses bordering it and beyond. The whole place was a disaster—and Cooper couldn’t help but feel he was heading into disaster himself.

He stood at the entrance of the bike path and reviewed his plan. He’d head back to where he dumped his bike. When he got there, he’d keep his back to the parking lot, text Gordy one more time … and he’d wait. Just the thought of selecting Gordy’s name from the contact list brought a lump to his throat. But somehow it strengthened his determination.

Every muscle in his body wanted to run. Get on his bike and fly out of here. But he’d already wasted too much time doing things for himself. This one was for Gordy.

Cooper could feel it. The presence of something or someone dark. Evil. Somebody crawling out from under his rock.

Cooper started the walk back to the bike. He’s here. He’s here. God help me. Cooper kept his eyes off the parking lot as he walked—and his hood up so he wouldn’t see someone approaching out of his peripheral vision. So he wouldn’t run.

What are you doing here? What are you doing? This isn’t a game. Run. Run! His mind screamed warnings. Pushed him toward self-preservation. He fought against his own instincts. This was about rescuing Gordy.

But who is going to rescue you?
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Perfect. Predictable. He watched the kid in the hooded sweatshirt pace along the parking lot to the entrance of the park, then turn around and head back toward his bike.

This was going to work. He’d have himself a double. Hammer and the police department would frantically search for him. They’d play his game whether they wanted to or not.

He’d do things a little differently this time. He had stolen a four-door Honda instead of a minivan. It would attract less attention, and would work just as well. The taser was still fair game, but he’d approach the kid by foot. The steady rain would muffle his footsteps and cover his tracks. If he did it right, the kid would never hear him coming. And he would do it right. He adjusted his baseball cap and pressed his fake beard against his face.

The kid stopped near his bike and pulled out his phone. It looked like he had started texting. Good. The kid would be even more distracted.

“Okay, kid.” He flexed his hands inside thin leather gloves. “You’re at the park. Let’s play a game.”

He dialed off the dome light so it wouldn’t turn on—and opened the door.
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Hiro heard Gordy’s phone chirp. She grabbed it with both hands and opened the message. Her eyes flew over the words—her hands trembling.

Gordy-Sometimes rescuing a friend from darkness means going in after them. I totally get that. Hang on. I’m coming.

“What are you doing, Coop! What are you thinking?”

She tried to focus. What did it mean? How was he “going in” after Gordy?

A sense of doom shrouded her. This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

She stabbed in Coop’s number. He answered on the first ring.

“Gordy?” His voice was almost a whisper.

Hiro cringed. She hadn’t even thought of Gordy’s name coming up on Cooper’s phone display. “No—Hiro. I’ve had Gordy’s phone since … that night. Where are you—and what are you planning?”

A pause.

“Coop, talk to me. I’m scared.”

“Me too.”

His words sent a shiver right through her. “Where are you?”

“Kimball Hill Park.”

That didn’t make sense. She looked out her bedroom window even though she couldn’t see the park. “What are you doing there? It’s pouring.”

Another pause. Not a good sign.

“What are you doing? Tell me, Coop! Tell me.”

“Going in after Gordy.”

Hiro tugged at her braid. Gordy was gone. Dead. Had he finally accepted that? Lunk’s question about suicide flashed in her mind. “What does that mean?”

But what else could it mean? She tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear, slipping her shoes on. She had to keep him talking. Distracted. Give her time to get there. “Coop—are you there?” She had to know what she was dealing with. “Do you have a weapon—a knife or something?”

“My dad’s dive knife. Razor blades.”

No. This was worse than she thought. She had to stop him. “You don’t need to do this. Let’s talk about it.”

“Too late for talking, Hiro.”

God, no! Had he already cut himself? “It’s never too late, Coop. Tell me exactly where you’re at.”

A pause. “By Jewel. Where Gordy was taken.”

This was bad. Really bad. He’d lost his will to live. Couldn’t deal with his guilt. He’d gone back to the park—to the scene of Gordy’s abduction. He was going to end it all there. “Listen, Coop. You’re just thinking about yourself here—you’re not thinking straight at all. There’s always another way. You don’t have to do this. Not tonight.”

“Sorry, Hiro. I have to try. Gordy may not have much time. I can’t wait until tomorrow. If this guy is going to crawl out from under his rock, he’s going to do it at night.”

Hiro pressed the phone closer to her ear. What? That made no sense. “Just exactly what are you planning to do?

“Bait the kidnapper.”

Hiro froze. The room started spinning. He was trying to get himself kidnapped. Hoping that would lead him to Gordy so he could help him escape.

“That’s insane! You’re over your head, Coop.”

“I know. But so is Gordy. I love him too much not to try.”

Tears started down her cheeks. “What about me? If something happens to you, how am I supposed to handle that?”

Coop gave a hollow laugh. “Now who’s thinking about themselves?”

She grabbed her hoodie and rushed down the hall. Her mom still wasn’t home yet. “Do you see anyone suspicious?”

“I’m keeping my back to the lot so I don’t see. But I feel something—someone.”

Hiro let out a frustrated scream. “Get out of there, Coop. Get out now. I have a really bad feeling about this.”

“Listen to me,” Coop said. His voice desperate. “If I’m … taken, call Hammer. This guy is close by. In that area I circled on the map. I’m sure of it. And—gggggrrraaaaaaaaaaaaahhh”

She pressed the phone against her ear. “Cooper!” Nothing. “COOPER!”

Think, Hiro. Think. Keep your head. She phoned Detective Hammer. Explained as fast as she could get the words out.

“On it,” Detective Hammer said.

“Do I still call 9-1-1?”

“I’ve got it. You’re done.” He disconnected immediately.

“Done? I’m done?” she whispered, dialing Lunk at the same time. Her hands were shaking. Tears blurred her vision, but she rummaged through the catch-all drawer in the kitchen. Pulled out a pocket flashlight.

“Hiro?” The concern in Lunk’s voice was unmistakable.

“Coop’s been taken,” she said, wailing. “He made himself bait. Meet me at Kimball Hill Park—where we lost Gordy.”

“I’m leaving now!”

“And Lunk—bring your bat.”
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Cooper felt himself being half dragged, half carried to a vehicle. Not a minivan. Four door. Compact. The pain was gone, but the raw memory of it clawed at his insides. He felt weak. Powerless. Dizzy.

“Wrists together or I’ll do it again.” The voice—more like a hoarse whisper. Like the guy was trying to disguise his voice—or totally creep him out.

Either way, it worked.

Cooper obeyed immediately, holding his hands out in front of him. The man looped a nylon zip tie around Cooper’s wrists and whipped it tight. Gloved hands lifted and pushed him onto the second seat. Tubular sand bags were already there—in the way.

“Floor.”

The hands forced him to the rubber mats in front of the rear seat—face down. A crushing weight followed. He’d rolled a sand bag on him. Then a second—pinning his head and upper body down tight. A third bag rolled onto his legs.

He couldn’t move. Could hardly breathe. Didn’t dare cry out, afraid the weight wouldn’t allow him to draw another breath.

Door slammed. Car lurched forward.

Gotta think. Remember the plan.

Cooper started the count in his head. One-thousand-one. One-thousand-two. Tried to think which way the car had been facing. Had to be east.

One-thousand-six. Driving behind the Jewel.

One-thousand-seven. Felt the weight shift slightly—the blood moving to his head. He was turning left. North. Has to be on Meadow.

One-thousand-nine. One-thousand-ten. Car wasn’t speeding. Probably at the speed limit. The weight pressed his head against the mat. He felt every vibration of the engine. The street. Heard the sound of water spraying against the wheel wells.

One-thousand-thirteen. One-thousand-fourteen. One-thousand-fifteen. He felt a slight shift again. They were turning left down School Drive. It was the same route. The exact same route he had taken Gordy.

One-thousand-eighteen. One-thousand-nineteen. Car slowing. Stopped. Moving again. Had to be the stop sign at Campbell. But they were still going straight on School Drive. He never turned off it. They were right in the circle Cooper had drawn on the satellite map.

One-thousand-twenty-five. Felt his fingers. His phone was gone, but no way could he get to the one taped to his calf or inside the pocket of his sweatshirt. That would have to wait. But he’d have a good idea where he was when he got his hands on one of the two phones he had left.

One-thousand-thirty-three. Thirty-four. Thirty-five. Slowing again. Turning. Blood to head. Left turn—taking it slow. Slight bump. Pulling onto a driveway? The car crept forward. The tapping of the rain disappeared. They were in a garage! They were on School Drive, or Lark Court. At one of the homes that bordered Salt Creek.

Exactly where the homes of Raymond Proctor and Joseph Stein were located.

If his heart beat any faster, he’d explode. No wonder the minivan disappeared. From the moment he’d abducted Gordy, the spider had crawled back under his rock in less than a minute.

Ignition off. The sound of a garage door closing—and the driver’s door opening.

Cooper wiggled his fingers. Toes. Everything worked. He hoped his plan would too.
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The side door opened, and Cooper felt the man clamp something onto his ankle. A shackle? The chinking sound of a heavy chain confirmed his fears. The man yanked the chain hard, like he wanted to make sure it held. The shackle bit into his leg.

Cooper felt weight coming off his body. One sand bag. Two. And finally the one that pinned his head in place.

“Ease out. I still have the taser.”

Cooper wriggled his way out of the car, trying not to let his pants hike up. If the guy saw the dive knife—or the phone—it was all over.

He ended up on his knees on the concrete floor of the garage. Cooper kept his head down to avoid all eye contact. He didn’t want the guy to think he was trying to ID him—because he wasn’t. All he wanted to do was find Gordy. Help him break free. Phone the police. Hammer could catch the monster.

“Stand.” The man tugged upwards on Cooper’s sweatshirt and turned on a flashlight.

Cooper braced his bound hands on the side of the car and used it to boost to a standing position.

He needed to cooperate. Do exactly what he was told without hesitation. Not give the guy a reason to zap him again.

The kidnapper’s light swept through the garage once, like he was checking to make sure he wasn’t missing some little detail of his plan. Cooper got a glimpse of the car he’d just been abducted in—and the one parked next to it—a silver minivan. Okay. Okay. Whoever this was, it definitely wasn’t a copycat kidnapping. This was the same guy who took Gordy. And it was a two-car garage. Stein’s was a single. But it could be Proctor’s. Cooper fought back a sense of panic.

Some kind of generator sat on the concrete floor with a cord running up to the garage door opener. The guy brought his own power—which likely meant the house didn’t have any.

Cooper’s mind raced. With no electricity, the house was likely empty. For sale. Maybe a bank foreclosure and the utilities had been turned off. There were a bunch of them in the area the abduction took place. Why didn’t he think of it sooner?

“House.” The man looped the chain around Cooper’s neck to get it off the floor. He turned Cooper and pointed to a door leading out of the garage. The fact that the guy deliberately disguised his voice was a good sign. If the guy intended to kill him, why bother hiding his identity?

The man prodded Cooper forward with the flashlight. Cooper’s own shadow blocked the beam and a clear view of the ground in front of him. His steps seemed jerky, unsteady. It didn’t help that the taser had turned his legs to rubber.

Cooper stepped inside the house. Obviously a kitchen, but no refrigerator—or stove. No electricity or appliances visible? Definitely a foreclosure of some sort.

If the man left him alone for a minute, Cooper could cut the nylon tie—but not before finding Gordy. The man’s gloved hand reached over Cooper’s shoulder and pointed to a door with latch and padlock attached. A moment later the man had the padlock off and swung open the door. “Move.”

Cooper took a step forward and immediately froze. Black basement. Filling with black water. The would-be prison was flooding.

He wanted to run. Pull the knife and slash his way out of the house.

The beam of the kidnapper’s flashlight glinted off the surface, barely penetrating the water already covering half the stairs.

The man swore.

Apparently, he had just noticed the water.

He swore again and pushed Cooper toward the basement. Cooper descended four steps and stopped just above the water. The man shoved him forward—Cooper flew into the icy water.

His breath came in ragged gasps, the water nearly at his waist. Cold daggers stabbed at his feet, legs. The beam of the kidnapper’s flashlight swept the room and landed on Gordy—sitting in a double slop-sink, squinting, covering his eyes with the back of his hands. His upper body was tucked on one side of the sink, his legs in the other. A chain snaked off his leg and disappeared in the dark water.

“Gordy!” Cooper sloshed toward his cousin, creating a wake behind him. “Gordy, it’s me, Coop!”

Gordy kept his hands over his eyes.

Cooper reached the edge of the tub. Gordy was soaking wet, but he wasn’t shivering. “Gordy.” Cooper pulled Gordy’s hand away from his face.

His arm felt cold.

Gordy squinted. “Wha?”

Cooper threw his arms around him. He was really cold. “It’s me. You okay?”

He heard the man wading through the water behind him.

“No hot water.” Gordy slurred his words. Tried to point to the faucet, but pointed to the drain instead. “Can’t find the game room.”

“Gordy!” Cooper put a hand on either side of his cousin’s face. “Gordy. It’s me. Coop.”

Gordy’s face scrunched up like he was trying to figure something out. Dark circles rounded his sunken eyes.

Cooper whirled to face his kidnapper. “He’s got hypothermia!”

The man swore again and brushed past Cooper. He whipped off a glove, felt Gordy’s face. Immediately the man shoved the light toward Cooper. “Give me some light on his ankle.”

Cooper took the light and did the best he could to keep it on Gordy’s ankle, despite his own violent shivering. A large metal shackle and antique padlock connected him to the chain that disappeared into the water.

“I’m going to let you both go,” the man said, digging into his pocket. His glove kept catching, so he pulled that one off too and tried again. “This whole thing was a game. One I was playing with the police—especially Detective Hammer. Nobody was to get hurt.” He pulled out a copper-colored key. Maybe an inch or so long with a round head and a leather wrist strap tied through it.

The man poked Cooper in the chest with it. “Once I unlock him, I’ll help you get him to the stairs and I’ll leave. You wait five minutes before you follow. Got that? Five minutes.”

Cooper nodded.

“You go to a neighbor’s house, ring the bell, and get an ambulance for your friend. He’ll be okay.”

Cooper wasn’t sure the guy really believed Gordy would be fine—or if he was just trying to convince himself of it. But if Cooper didn’t get help—fast, Gordy could go into shock.

“It was just a game. You tell Hammer he isn’t as smart as he thinks he is. You tell him he wasn’t any closer to solving this case than he was the night it happened. He lost. I won.” The man fumbled with the key, drove it into the lock, and twisted, releasing the U-shaped shackle. The flashlight glinted off the man’s ring—a skull—wearing a crown. Now Cooper’s stomach did the twisting. It was the global gamer—Tyler King—the Deathking.

Suddenly, King spun his ring the other way and closed his fist around it—obviously realizing his mistake. His eyes met Cooper’s, and in that instant—Cooper knew. The game just changed.
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King clamped the lock back on Gordy’s ankle.

“Wait,” Cooper said. “Don’t do this. This is just a game, remember?”

“New rules,” King said. “And I always win.” He grabbed the chain looped around Cooper’s neck, whipped a padlock from his pocket, and connected Cooper to Gordy’s chain. He did it so fast Cooper didn’t have time to react. Not that he could have fought off the guy anyway.

“Let him go,” Cooper pleaded. “Look at him.” He pointed to Gordy—who was obviously confused. Disoriented. “He’ll die if he doesn’t get help soon.”

King just looked at him, but made no attempt to undo the locks. Even with the fake beard, Cooper recognized him now.

King took the flashlight from Cooper. “He can ID me.”

“Impossible,” Cooper said. “He doesn’t even know who he is. Or me. Both of us down here would be overkill.” Literally.

King paused. Obviously processing.

Cooper studied his face—his eyes. Looking for a glimmer of hope. King’s eyes darted from Gordy’s face to his ankle.

“Why have two deaths hanging over you?”

That didn’t seem to move him.

“Look,” Cooper said. “He’s my cousin. He’ll die before I do. I couldn’t bear that.”

King appeared to be thinking. Measuring the odds. Making sure sparing Gordy wouldn’t jeopardize his chances of winning. He bounced the key in his palm.

Cooper’s mind was whirling. He had to get this right. “It will drive Hammer nuts. You release the captive—and the cops won’t get credit for finding him. And no way can Gordy help the police ID you. You were too careful. It’ll be a crime they can’t solve but can’t ignore.”

“Too risky,” he said. King tossed the padlock key to the other end of the basement. It pinged off the cement wall and immediately disappeared in the black water.

Cooper stared in disbelief. He memorized the spot, but instantly realized there was no way the chain would reach that far.

Tyler King quickly backed away from them. He’d probably already been in the basement longer than he’d planned. He swept the beam of the flashlight around the perimeter of the room. The water was rising fast. Really fast. The circle of light focused on the sheet of black plastic—obviously covering the window well escape hatch. King jerked the plastic off the wall. The window well was completely full of muddy water. Salt Creek was weeping into the basement between the window and the frame. It was like the basement foundation was a dam, holding back the floodwaters surrounding it. A dam with windows.

“Calculated risks,” King said. “You don’t win by making crazy gambles.”

As if that explained everything. Like that was a good enough reason to leave the two of them chained in a flooding death chamber.

King wrapped the plastic around and around his right fist and forearm and punched out the window. The entire window imploded, and the floodwaters roared in. Apparently he wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

“No,” Cooper said. “P-please.”

King didn’t even look Cooper’s way. He waded to the other two window wells and did the same thing. Water poured in from three sides—turning the basement into a giant pool. But Cooper and Gordy weren’t going to be doing any swimming. Not with these chains.

The water level was rising fast. Really fast. Water crested the top of the double slop-sink and rushed over it like a broken levy in a flood. The dual sinks filled in seconds, making a sickening gushing sound as they swirled around Gordy.

With his hands tied, Cooper couldn’t even help Gordy stand. His cousin sat there, a wild look in his eyes. Cooper rubbed Gordy’s back vigorously, trying to give him some warmth. “Stay with me, Gordy.”

The light from King’s flashlight jerked and ricocheted off the black water ahead of him as he headed for the stairs. “Okay,” King said. “Time to say goodbye.”

Cooper fought back panic at King’s announcement. His voice sounded detached. Like this was just some imaginary scene in one of his cyber-games.

Halfway up the stairs King turned and trained the flashlight on Cooper. “You’d make a good gamer. You take risks. Make sacrifices.” He didn’t even bother to disguise his voice this time. “Too bad in the real world you only get one life.”

“Coop?” Gordy’s voice—sounding normal. Lucid. “Coop—c’mon. Let’s go.”

Was he rousing out of the hypothermia somehow?

“N-not this time, Gordy.”

King took another step, stumbled and came down hard. His flashlight flipped out of his grip and landed in the water behind him. The light bobbed there—beam up, casting a parade of freakish shadows on the stairwell wall.

King didn’t go back for it. He grabbed the basement door, swung it open, and stepped out of view. The basement door slammed shut. Cooper couldn’t hear if the guy padlocked the door, but unless he got free of these chains, it wouldn’t really matter.

“Coop,” Gordy’s voice sounded thick. Slurred. “We gotta g-get out of here!”

“Working on it, Gordy. W-working on it.”

Cooper listened to hear if King was still upstairs. But it was impossible to tell with the roar of the water shooting in through the window wells.

The kidnapper’s flashlight rode lower in the water, then slipped below the surface. A murky glow revealed the edge of the stairs. Then everything went black.

“C-coop?” Gordy said. “We’re in d-deep w-water.”

Yeah. And getting deeper by the second. “W-we’ll figure out s-something,” Cooper said. But they were locked in a tomb. Buried alive.

The freezing water rose to Cooper’s chest, sending violent shivering spasms through his body. It was only a matter of time before the flooding rose to the ceiling. If the hypothermia didn’t get them … the water definitely would.
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Tyler King hated leaving the kids in the basement like that. He really did. He should have made sure they were really gone. But it wouldn’t be long. He looked at the Salt Creek floodwaters lapping against the house. No, it wouldn’t be long at all.

The boys were collaterol damage. And Hammer would only have himself to blame for it. None of this would have been necessary if the detective had treated Tyler differently.

The police wouldn’t have any idea where to start looking. It would likely be days, maybe weeks, before the bodies were discovered. The important thing to do now was to get himself home and into some dry clothes.

Leaving the boys in a flooding basement wasn’t the original plan. He’d had to improvise a bit. But he’d stick with the escape plan. Leave the stolen car in the garage, go the rest of the way on foot—just like the first time.

King opened the door on the back wall of the garage and stepped outside. In ten minutes he’d be home taking a hot shower. The game ended a little quicker than he’d planned—and got a little messier—but he’d pulled it off. He looked at his ring and smiled to himself. He really was the Deathking. He’d won. Two kidnappings in one week. Detective Hammer wasn’t able to stop him or help the boys. Hammer would come up empty-handed—and looking really stupid. And he might be looking for a new job.





CHAPTER 74

By the time Lunk wheeled up to the entrance of Kimball Hill Park with Hiro, Hammer was already there. So were three other police cars. The flashing red lights reflected off the falling rain, making it look like streaks of fire falling from an angry sky.

And Lunk was feeling some definite anger himself. Angry at himself for not camping out in front of Coop’s place. Angry at Coop for doing this alone. Coop’s bike lay on its side near the fence.

“Detective?” An officer squatted on the grass a good twenty paces away from the bike, pointing to the ground. “Phone.”

Coop’s phone. In the spot he’d dropped it while talking to Hiro. When he was attacked. Lunk glanced over at her. She looked so small. So weak.

An F-150 barreled down the alleyway behind the Jewel, water spraying left and right in a steady wall. Lunk didn’t have to wonder who was driving. He hadn’t envied Hiro making that call to Cooper’s dad.

The truck skidded to a stop and both front doors flew open. Cooper’s dad rushed onto the crime scene, with Gordy’s dad right behind him. Why do bad things happen to good people? How could God let this happen?

“Hold my bike.” Hiro ran to Cooper’s dad. He hugged her—lifting her off her feet.

Hammer was in total cop mode. And he was good at it—Lunk had to give him that. Pointing. Directing. On his radio. Making things happen. Lunk just hoped it wasn’t too late.

Cooper’s dad pulled away from Hiro, dropping to his knees beside Cooper’s bike. “Nooooooooooo!”

Lunk had never heard anything quite like it. An agonized growl of rage from deep within. Primal. Savage. Goose bumps rose on Lunk’s arms.

A father’s love. Something Lunk had never known. Clearly, Cooper’s dad would die for his son. Or kill for him.

Lunk didn’t want to see it. He should let the man have some privacy. But he couldn’t help watching.

Mr. MacKinnon stood and hustled over to Detective Hammer. Hiro joined them, pointing and explaining. She was going over Coop’s theory, no doubt. Her conviction too. That the kidnapper stayed in the area. In the zone Coop had circled on the satellite view maps. The guy had crawled out from under his rock.

Hammer looked across Kimball Hill Park in the direction Hiro pointed. Like he was trying to make a decision. His face as hard and as fierce as Mr. MacKinnon’s.

Hammer’s look said this was his town, and protecting these people was his job. He looked like he was ready to tear apart whoever did this. Lunk hoped Hammer got his chance.

Hammer turned and jogged back to his car, shouting orders. “You’re with me.” He pointed at Mr. MacKinnon and Mr. Digby. The three of them piled into the squad car and roared down the alleyway. The other cars followed.

Hiro ran toward Lunk. “They’re setting up a perimeter with the help of Palatine and Arlington Heights PD. They’re initiating a massive house-to-house manhunt down Campbell, School, and off on the other side streets.”

She looked to the sky. “God help the Police, please. Protect Coop. Bring him back to us!”

That would be a total miracle, the way Lunk saw it. And it didn’t seem like God did miracles anymore.

She wiped her eyes. “God is still in control, Lunk.”

What—could she actually read his mind now? “What about us?” he asked. “Are we going to sit here in the rain—or bike over to watch?”

Hiro shook her head. “Neither.” She pointed to his wiffle-ball bat secured to his bike frame. “We’re going to look for him ourselves.”

A fresh rush of adrenalin surged through him. “My kind of plan.”





CHAPTER 75

Cooper hadn’t figured on losing the use of all three phones. The one duct-taped to his leg wasn’t good for more than a fish tank display now. The one in his pocket wouldn’t be much better. And he hadn’t figured on being up to his chest in cold water.

“Hang in there, Gordy, I have a flashlight.”

Coop pulled the waterproof flashlight from his pocket with fingers already tingling with numbness, and immediately fumbled it. He heard it plop in the water in front of him. No. Cooper carefully shuffled in the darkness in a deliberate grid pattern until his foot tapped it.

He held his breath and went under—the freezing water instantly disorienting him. He opened his eyes and saw absolutely nothing but terrifying blackness. Sweeping the floor with his hands, still nylon-tied together, he bumped the flashlight—then grabbed it and stood. Cooper burst back through the surface, clutching the flashlight. He pressed the button.

Light.

“You doing okay, Gordy?” He had to keep his cousin talking.

“Shh-ure.”

Gordy’s hands were free, but balled up in tight fists. He looked way beyond being able to help Cooper get free from the nylon tie binding his wrists.

Cooper tried to steady his breathing but gave up. It was too stinking cold for that. He held the flashlight between his chattering teeth and picked free one of the utility razors from under his belt.

His fingers were too cold. He was losing his muscular ability. Fast. The razor slipped from his fingers and disappeared below the dark water.

He retrieved a second razor. This time he held the flashlight and clamped the razor between his teeth. Raising his wrists to his mouth, he carefully sawed at the nylon strap holding his wrists together.

God help me. Make this work. And save Gordy.

His hands shook so much it was hard to keep the razor in the same groove. Again and again he sawed. Water roared through the window wells like waterfalls, swirling as it climbed the foundation walls. C’mon. C’mon. C’mon.

Suddenly the nylon tie burst open and dropped into the black pool.

YES!

He rubbed his wrists and eyed the washer and dryer. The water was about six inches above the lids.

“Lets get you to higher ground, Gordy.” He helped Gordy to his feet, and steadied him while he stepped across to the washer. Gordy’s legs buckled, and he collapsed on top of the lid.

Cooper struggled to get on top of the dryer. With the wet clothes and numbness setting in, even that was surprisingly difficult. At least he had the majority of their bodies out of the frigid water. For now.

Shaking, Cooper reached for the dive knife strapped to his calf. More than a weapon, this was an ally, a tool to help him get free. But, as rugged as the stainless steel blade was, it wouldn’t do a thing against the chain.

He pulled up the slack chain hand-over-hand to get an idea of its length. It gave him ten or twelve feet of leash. He gripped it the best he could with both hands and pulled. The chain didn’t budge. The Deathking obviously had it securely fastened around the base of the furnace.

Which meant they couldn’t get to the stairs. Perched on the washer, they were already on the highest spot in the basement. And the water continued to rise. Way too fast. Any solution for escape or survival had to be found in this tight radius he had with the chain.

God help me. Give me an idea.

The water crept above his shins. He couldn’t feel his toes anymore. Gordy looked like he was falling asleep.

“Wake up, Gordy!” Cooper prodded him. “Stay with me.”

Gordy seemed to rally. His eyes brightened.

Cooper gripped the knife in one hand and shined his light around the room with the other. “Show me the way, God. Give me an idea.”

He eyed the electrical box mounted on the concrete wall. Every kid had been warned about touching something electrical while they were in water—like a tub. It would mean instant death. The electric panel had a lot of power running through it—and he was in a giant tub. The box was still above water—but not by much. Obviously the power was off.

But if the main breaker was off, a current would still be going to the box, wouldn’t it? Only if the power had been cut off by the utility company would they be safe.

Obviously they were in an empty house. If it was in some kind of foreclosure situation, the power company likely cut the power to the house—and the box was dead. If not, as soon as the water hit it—they would be.

Cooper eyed the electrical panel like an enemy. At the rate the water was rising, it wouldn’t be long before the two came in contact with each other, and he’d know if power was going to the box for sure.

Terrific. Drown. Hypothermia. Electrocution. Three ways to die, but not a single idea how to stay alive. The thought of dying in any one of those ways terrified him—although the idea of getting fried had a certain appeal. At least he’d be warm.





CHAPTER 76

Hiro figured that if they needed a policeman, it wouldn’t be hard to find one. Hammer had an army of them in the neighborhood going door-to-door. They were turning over rocks and ready to handle anything that crawled out.

Hiro raced down School Drive, past Campbell, and kept going nearly to Lark Court. Lunk kept pace with her, which took some real effort on his bike. They were a good two blocks beyond most of the police activity.

This was the area Cooper had been studying most on the satellite photos. And Hiro knew exactly where she wanted to start.

“We only check the empty homes—the ones for sale.”

Lunk nodded.

The police could ring the doorbells and talk to whoever answered the door. Cooper might not have much time. She wanted to target the homes that would easily hide a victim. The houses for sale seemed like the highest probability. And even in the dark, they were easy to pick out. None of them had lights on.

Raymond Proctor’s house would be first. They’d skipped it earlier because Proctor had moved and the house was empty. But what better place for a kidnapping lair? Maybe he’d left town but came back to do the kidnapping. He’d have a key to the house. It would be perfect. Who would expect it?

Hiro banked the turn onto Proctor’s driveway and dumped her bike. Lunk dropped his next to hers and pulled out the bat like he was drawing a sword from its sheath. The two-car garage was attached.

“C’mon.” Hiro motioned, clicking on her flashlight. She circled behind the garage. Sure enough, a nice big window. She shined the beam in the window. The light reflected off the dirt and grime on the surface of the glass, making it impossible to see inside. Hiro moved in close and cupped her hand over her eyes.

Lunk put a hand on her shoulder. “Back away.”

She stepped back just as Lunk rammed the end of the bat through one of the lower panes.

“The bat is faster.”

He was right, and with Coop’s life in the balance, she was all about speed. Hiro moved in with the flashlight. The garage was empty—and she felt like she’d just been hit by the bat. She’d been so sure this was the place.

Lunk held the bat like a light saber. “Check the house?”

“No. Just garages. When we find the minivan, then we break into the house.” She couldn’t believe she just said “break into the house.” Great cop she’d make someday. But this was different.

Lunk started for the bikes. “Let’s go.”

A half-block later Lunk broke out another garage window. Empty. Without a word he swung onto his bike and pedaled like a madman to the next house with a realtor’s sign in front of it.

Now she had a hard time keeping up with him. Breaking out windows was apparently one of his secret talents. He was a natural at it. She only wished he could shatter the sense of fear and dread that gripped her heart.





CHAPTER 77

Cooper stood on the wash machine alongside his cousin. Gordy seemed stronger now. He could stand—which was more than he could do when Cooper first saw him. Cooper hugged him with arms that were as cold as the water. They were in trouble. “God, p-please, g-give me an idea!”

“I c-can’t t-think,” Gordy said. “I got n-no ideas.”

“I was praying, Gordy.”

Gordy nodded. “G-good.”

He needed more time—enough time for Hiro to find them. She had to know he’d been taken. She’d have notified the police. His little plan to get kidnapped to find Gordy worked amazingly well. It was his escape plan that had major problems. The loss of the phones was a real killer. And the flooding, which brought its own triple death threat.

There was nothing he could do to prevent electrocution if the box was hot. But the drowning—and the hypothermia—he had to focus there. He needed a plan. Fast.

What if he ripped out the insulation overhead? Maybe chop a hole in the ceiling so they could poke their heads through?

Cooper pulled the diver’s knife from the sheath. Standing on the lid of the washer, Cooper rammed the tip of his knife into the plywood flooring above him. He hacked and chopped, sending bits and splinters of plywood flying.

“C’mon, c’mon.” The water was within three feet of the ceiling now. If they weren’t standing on the washer, it would already be over their heads.

The progress was too slow. He’d never get through in time.

Stop, Cooper, stop. Use your head. Find a Plan B.

It was like they were prisoners in the lowest level of a sinking ship. Icy water gushed through the broken windows like gaping holes in the hull. They were trapped below the waterline, going down with the ship unless Cooper did something. Now.

He studied the window wells. The height of the ceiling. The creek had overflowed its banks. The entire area was flooding. How deep would it get in the basement? Would it stop when it covered the window? If it stayed with the water level outside, there should be a pocket of air at the ceiling above him. He’d have to rip out the insulation.

Standing on the washer, Cooper’s head just missed the bottom of the joists. Gordy had to duck a little. If they were going to survive, they’d need to get at that air pocket.

“W-we need a s-snorkel, Gordy.” Even if the basement filled to within a half-inch of the ceiling they’d still be able to breathe.

Cooper swept their corner of the basement with the flashlight. Copper pipes projected straight up from the hot water heater, disappearing into the ceiling. Could he cut out sections of copper pipe? He looked at the serrated edge on the knife. Even if he could do it—which seemed doubtful, it would take too long.

The water continued to pour in the broken windows with no signs of slowing. The black water churned and foamed—and rose closer to the ceiling.

Cooper scanned his prison again. A pipe, a pipe. Something not more than an inch wide or he’d never get it in his mouth. His flashlight reflected off a length of PVC pipe leading off the furnace. Perfect. If he could cut off a couple short sections.

“Stay here, Gordy. C-can you do that?”

Gordy nodded and braced one hand on the wall and grabbed a joist with the other. “Just g-get us out of here.”

Knife in one hand, flashlight in the other, Cooper jumped off the lid of the washer into the frigid, black water. His breathing came in convulsing, ragged stops and starts as the cold clamped its icy hands around his chest.

“G-god. G-give. M-me. Strength.” He sawed at the PVC pipe with all the might he had. The serrated edge of the knife did its work. White plastic shavings dropped onto the water and floated away. He bit the flashlight between his teeth so he could use both hands to saw. Back and forth, back and forth. When he was almost through he turned the knife around and hammered the pipe free with the stainless steel pommel.

Cooper repeated the same desperate procedure a foot higher on the pipe and snapped it loose. He tucked the PVC in his belt, took the flashlight out of his mouth, and checked on Gordy. He was still standing on the washer. “J-just got you a s-snorkel, Gordy.”

Gordy appeared to be getting more and more alert. Alive. “T-thanks.”

Cooper frantically hacked off another hunk of PVC for himself, and swam for the washer and dryer. The heavy chain tugged at his leg, but he felt no pain from the shackle. He couldn’t feel his legs.

“F-freezing,” Gordy said through clenched teeth.

Cooper had to do something to keep Gordy from losing more body heat. Anything that might have been on the floor to keep them warm was long gone. He looked up—and stared at the insulation between the overhead joists. Could it work like a blanket? Or more like a wet suit?

His heart rate picked up a notch. That could work. But he’d need something to tie it around their bodies. He scanned the room in the twelve-foot radius he could reach with his chain. No rope. No roll of duct tape conveniently sitting on top of the furnace. Just the double slop-sink, which was completely submerged. A washer. Dryer. Sump pump. Hot water heater.

“God, p-please,” Cooper shouted. “Help me out here!”

Think! Almost immediately, he thought—power cords! Electrical cords on the dryer, washer, and sump pump!

“Okay, okay,” Cooper said. “D-don’t m-move, G-gordy.”

Taking a deep breath, he dove under water, pain instantly knifing his face. He reached behind the machine, found the cord, pulled it tight, and sawed at it as close to the machine as he could. It broke free. He pushed off the bottom to get air.

Treading water was impossible. His legs were too heavy. Cooper bobbed to the bottom once and broke the surface again.

He was slowing—his body was freezing into a solid hunk of ice. Two more cords. Two more. He circled to the dryer and dove again. Twenty seconds later he burst back above the water with a second cord.

By the time he’d cut free the cord from the sump pump, he was sure he was going to die. Almost wanted to. Anything to get away from the cold.

Getting on top of the washer was easy now. He could swim onto it. He slung the cords around his neck and stood, reaching for the insulation.

His arms were so heavy he could hardly keep them above his head. And they didn’t work right. His movements were sloppy. Sluggish. His coordination was going downhill—fast. But Gordy was in worse shape. He’d been in the basement longer.

“C-can you h-hold the light for m-me?” Cooper handed his cousin the flashlight.

Gordy did his best, using both hands to point the light at the ceiling.

Walking along the lids of the washer and dryer, Cooper easily cut free a six-foot section of insulation. “Okay, Gordy. We gotta get this on you—just like a giant diaper.” Cooper slid the insulation between Gordy’s legs and up along his back and stomach, securing it with one of the electrical cords.

Another length of insulation. Cooper wrapped it around Gordy’s waist twice, and used another cord to belt it in place.

Keep going. He felt like he was working in slo-mo. His body wouldn’t move right. He forced himself to focus on each move, each step. He pulled down a strip of insulation, made a slit through the center, and pulled it over Gordy’s head like a poncho, letting the ends drop down his back and chest.

One more. Another length of the pink insulation. He did his best to wrap it around Gordy’s upper body, and secured it with the last electric cord.

“I l-look like t-the M-michelin T-tire Man.” Gordy said.

Cooper hoped it worked. It was the best he could do.

He shined the light toward the electrical panel. It was completely underwater. And they were alive. So their odds of survival were getting better. Now there were only two ways to die. Yippee.

Cooper’s body was numb from the waist down. How long did they have?

“W-what about y-you,” Gordy said. “In-s-slation.”

“N-not enough c-cords to t-tie it with.”

Gordy started pulling at the cord around his waste, trying to tug it free.

“S-stop, Gordy, you n-need that.”

“Sh-share,” Gordy said.

“No t-time,” Cooper said. “B-besides, I-I wouldn’t g-get caught d-dead wearing that.”

Gordy looked at Cooper, his face twisted in a sad smile. “Ha, ha.” “T-test your s-snorkel,” Cooper said.

Gordy worked one end into his mouth and braced it against the overhead floor joist to keep it straight. It reached perfectly to the plywood floor above them. Gordy gave him a weak thumbs up.

Together they rehearsed exactly how they would stay together, and keep their snorkels in place when the water rose over their heads.

Standing on the washer lid, they would be fine. One hand on the snorkel, the other holding the floor joist above them to keep steady. But the lid was slippery. What if Gordy slipped, or his legs buckled and he fell off the edge of the washer? He’d lose his snorkel. He’d die.

Cooper unbuckled his belt, looped the loose end through the electrical cord around Gordy’s waist, and cinched it tight to draw them close before buckling it again.

“Okay,” Cooper said. “W-we’re c-connected.”

Gordy gave a single nod. “W-we sssstick t-together.”

“T-that’s w-what friends d-do.” Cooper hugged him.

Cooper pulled the dive knife out of the sheath and scratched the words TYLER KING—GLOBAL GAMER—KIDNAPPER in six-inch letters across the pink Styrofoam insulating the concrete wall above the washer and dryer. He slid the knife back in its scabbard. Cooper and Gordy would be found—eventually. And when they were, the police would get the kidnapper too. No sense letting King get away with murder.





CHAPTER 78

Hiro’s sense of dread spiked as she rounded the back of the garage. The ground had standing water on it. And the back yard was totally flooded. Hiro couldn’t even see the grass.

She dumped her bike and waded through ankle-deep water. She didn’t care. Her shoes were soaked.

“Foreclosure,” Lunk said. “This place is totally rundown.”

It wasn’t just the overgrown bushes and lawn. It was the whole place. The broken pole light and mailbox missing out front. The chipped paint along the gutters and roof overhangs. The half-dozen notices plastered on the front door.

This place had a creep-factor like none other. It didn’t need a guy handy with a hammer. It needed a bulldozer. An empty house in this bad of shape would probably never get shown. Not once in months.

All of which boiled down to one thing. It would be a perfect house for a kidnapper to use.

Lunk rammed the bat through the garage window, but a piece of plywood on the other side stopped him dead.

He dropped the bat and shook his hands. “I’d need a sledgehammer to get through that.”

“I have a bad feeling about this place,” Hiro said. “We have to check it.”

Lunk was already ahead of her. He kicked at a service door on the backside of the garage. The door absorbed the hit. Backing up, Lunk took a running start, splashing through the flooded yard. At the last second he leaped and plowed into the door with both feet. The door burst open with a bang.

The impact landed Lunk on his side, but he was on his feet with his bat in hand by the time Hiro got to the door.

“Dear God.” She gasped, shining her flashlight into the dark garage. Two cars were parked inside—one of them a compact—freshly wet from the rain. And on the other side of it—a silver minivan. The front license plate reflected the light. CRM 9147.





CHAPTER 79

Cooper couldn’t hear the water rushing in anymore. The basement got quiet as a closet, and felt just as small. They stood on the washer lid, connected by Coop’s belt. The water was at their chins.

“D-did it s-stop?” Gordy’s voice sounded hoarse. Weak.

Cooper shook his head. The water was above the windows now so they couldn’t hear it rushing in. But it was still coming. Relentless. Greedy. Wanting more.

Cooper had no idea if his handmade survival coat was helping keep Gordy’s body warmer. Gordy was conscious, and in his right mind. That was something. There was nothing they could do now but wait. Cooper’s cheeks hurt from clamping his teeth so tight against the cold. He fought back panic. They were going to drown. Freeze. Not sure which first.

Had he known this would happen? No. But he knew baiting the kidnapper was beyond risky. Hiro would call it crazy—and it was.

But his plan had been to find Gordy and escape together. Cooper got it half-right, anyway. So maybe the plan was only half-crazy.

“C-coop?” Gordy stammered. “I’m s-scared.”

It wouldn’t do Gordy any good to know that panic was clawing its way up Cooper’s throat. “W-we’re okay.” Keep it together. Keep it together. “S-snorkel t-time, cousin.” Cooper handed Gordy one of the PVC tubes. “J-just like we p-practiced. N-nothing t-to it.”

Gordy took the tube and looked at Cooper. “T-thanks, C-coop.” He worked purple lips around the white PVC.

It wasn’t the snorkel Gordy was talking about. Cooper knew that. Tears were filling Cooper’s eyes as fast as Salt Creek was filling the basement. This was it. What do you say to your best friend when you know you’ll never see him again? How could he possibly tell him everything he should? Cooper swallowed down the lump in his throat. You can’t. “Adios, a-amigo.”

Gordy nodded once, his eyes wide.

Cooper inserted the makeshift PVC pipe snorkel into his mouth. Closed his lips around it. Braced it along the joist and raised it up nearly to the ceiling next to Gordy’s. Did his best to hold it there against his violent shaking. He felt stable enough standing on the washer to let go of the joist by his head. He slid his free arm around Gordy’s waist. Pulled him close. He felt Gordy do the same. No matter what happened, they were in this together.

The flashlight slipped from his numb fingers—disappearing immediately beneath the water. Darker now. Way darker. In the dark, things are never what they seem, right? How many times had he read stories about guys in a really dark place—but things turned out amazingly well? There’s always hope. Always. Cooper clung to that thought as tight as he did the PVC in his mouth.

But this was different. It was happening—to him.

He should be praying, right? Begging for his life—or making sure he was ready to die. But it was cold. So cold He felt Gordy grip him tighter. Cooper squeezed back.

Please God.

The water climbed over Cooper’s mouth, nose. He struggled against an urge to scream. He closed his eyes tight. In the dark, things are never what they seem. Sometimes they’re worse.

The icy black water rose over his head.





CHAPTER 80

Hiro yanked the minivan handle. Locked.

“Give me some light,” Lunk said, brushing past her.

Hiro moved up beside him and shone the light through the tinted windows. “See anything?”

Lunk cupped his hands and scanned through the side windows. “Nothing.” He turned and checked the Honda parked beside it. “Clear.”

Hiro already had her phone out, dialed, pushed send.

“Hammer.”

“This is Hiro.” She could barely breath. “We found the minivan.”

“Where.”

“In a garage near Lark Court.” She gave him an approximate address. “Realty sign out front. Mailbox post, but no box.”

“Don’t move. I’m coming.”

She hung up and jumped at a crashing sound. Lunk took out the window of the compact car and reached inside.

“What are you doing?” Hiro shouted.

“Trunk latch.” Lunk grunted, and the trunk popped open. Instantly he was there, leaning in for a closer look in the dim light. “He’s not here.”

Cooper had to be in the house. Hiro shined her flashlight on the door—and the light reflected off a trail of water leading inside. “Tracks!” But were they going in—or out?

“I’m not waiting for the police,” Lunk said. He checked the doorknob. “It’s unlocked.”

Hiro stood so close she could feel Lunk’s body tense.

Lunk took a fresh grip on the bat, and pulled open the door. The room inside was still—and dark. “Give me that light.”

Hiro handed him the flashlight and followed him inside.

Lunk gave the room a fast sweep with the beam. They were in a kitchen. He aimed at the floor. The wet tracks led to a door—with a latch and padlock on it. It had to be the basement.

“They’re down there,” Hiro said. “I know it.” Alarms started going off in her head. The water trail—it was leaving the house. Had to be. The basement is flooding. Fear knifed into her.

Hiro yanked the bat from Lunk’s hand and swung it at the lock. It lurched and jerked, but held strong. She hit it again.

Lunk grabbed the bat and stopped her from whacking it a third time. “You won’t bust it open that way.”

“We have to get down there,” Hiro said.

“Back up,” Lunk said. He raised the bat over his head and came down on the lock like he was splitting a log with an ax. The entire latch and lock clattered to the floor.

Police cars squealed to a stop outside. Flashing lights bounced in through the windows.

Lunk locked the beam of the flashlight on the door, pulled it open—and froze.

Hiro squeezed past him to see.

Water filled the stairwell. Black. Still.

“Cooper!” Hiro screamed. “Coop!” She dropped on her knees on the hallway floor. “Dear God, no!”

The entire basement was flooded. Right up to the top of the stairs.





CHAPTER 81

Lunk made himself as small as possible in the corner of the kitchen. The place was crawling with cops, firemen, and paramedics. He wanted to stay out of the way so nobody would tell him he had to leave. Hiro stood with him, her tiny frame shaking with tremors. Cold? Fear? Spasms of grief? Take your pick.

Hammer directed operations from the kitchen. Coop’s dad stood knee deep on the stairs looking lost.

Lunk knew the feeling. He’d been lost for years. But somehow Coop had changed that. Along with help from Gordy and Hiro. Lunk belonged now. Or at least he had.

But not anymore. If they lost Coop, he’d drift again. If they lost Coop? Lunk was too realistic to believe anybody could survive in that basement.

Hammer pointed at an officer. “Get public works out here. Now. I want this basement pumped out.”

The policeman nodded and disappeared down the hall.

Gordy’s dad stepped in from the garage, his face pale … eyes haunted. Maybe he had to check the van for himself. Hoping Gordy wasn’t in the basement—like everybody in the room knew he was. Probably Cooper, too.

Lunk tried to swallow the lump in his throat.

If Lunk had any idea Coop would have tried something like this he’d have—what would he have done? Stopped him? Gone with him? He’d have done something.

The two dads hugged for a moment on the steps. What would it be like to have a dad who loved like that?

Two firefighters stepped in the room. Lunk recognized one of them.

“Dave Rill,” the fireman said. He pointed to the man behind him. “Mark Hayden.” He stared at the flooded basement. “Rolling Meadows has a dive van here now, but no team. Closest team is Arlington Heights. There’s a call in to their chief already.”

Hammer glanced at his watch, obviously making calculations in his head. The same ones Lunk made. By the time they got here, it would be over. It already was.

Hammer’s jaw clenched. “How fast can they be suited up and in the water?”

“Their regular dive team can’t touch a confined space rescue.” Rill looked at the flooded stairwell. “They’ll need a specialty team of at least three divers—and that may take fifteen minutes to assemble. But once they’re here?” Rill glanced toward Coop’s dad. “Dry suits. Full gear. Under ten minutes. Easily. One diver down. A rescue diver on the surface to help him if he gets in trouble. And a ninety-percenter ready to go if needed.”

Safety regulations. Three men suited up? Of course, it made sense. It was all about saving lives. But in this case they’d be too late.

Even Hammer had the same opinion. Lunk could read him.

“There’s a chance the Arlington Heights chief won’t authorize the team,” Hayden said. “‘Risk a little to save a little. Risk a lot to save a lot,’ It’s a saying they have.” He looked apologetic. “Unless you’ve heard tapping—or some way to be sure somebody is actually down there—they’ll wait for the pumps.”

In other words, they’d likely assume Cooper was dead—if he was in the basement at all. And they wouldn’t risk a diver unless they were sure Coop was alive to rescue. It wasn’t hard to figure out what Hayden was really saying. The chief would probably treat this as a recovery mission. Pump the basement. Then recover the bodies.

“I’m a certified diver.” Cooper’s dad stepped up. “You said you have gear—here?”

Was he going to go in himself? The desperation on his face was too much.

Rill hesitated. Like he was torn between thinking like a dad and following the official safety procedures.

Hammer nodded.

Rill obviously saw it. “Come with me.”

Decision made, Rill rushed out of the room with Cooper’s dad … and Gordy’s dad right behind them.

Two cops looked at Hammer. By the looks on their faces, they figured Hammer just made a tactical—and maybe even a career error.

Hammer’s jaw clenched. “Mr. MacKinnon has a son in that basement. Any dad in this room can imagine what that must be like.” He looked down the hall like he wanted to be sure they weren’t headed back yet. “We are not going to stand here and make him wait for the dive team. Understood?”

The cops nodded.

Hammer pointed at the basement door with his flashlight. “Let’s get that thing off its hinges, give’ em some room to work.”

Two firemen entered the kitchen with a couple of emergency lights on stands and started setting up. Another fireman swung in a cord running from a generator outside.

Cooper’s dad, and the others with him, were back in little more than a minute hauling two air tanks and other gear. Immediately Rill screwed a regulator on the tank valve and cranked on the air. Mr. MacKinnon slid a mask over his face, and started down the stairs—like he was going to go down for a look even before he had air.

“Ready,” Rill said. “Take it.” He hustled down a couple steps and helped Coop’s dad shrug the tank assembly over his shoulders. Mr. MacKinnon quickly buckled the waist strap in place and added a weight belt over it.

Rill handed him a diver’s flashlight even as Coop’s dad rushed down the steps again.

He was going in without a dry suit.

The water had to be cold. But Cooper’s dad didn’t hesitate. He put the regulator mouthpiece in place, took a deep, Darth Vader-sounding breath, and disappeared under the black waters.

A giant mushroom of bubbles broke the surface, and for a moment, a dim light from the flashlight glowed—then nothing. The light faded. No more bubbles.

The firemen switched on the emergency lighting, making Lunk squint and lower his head.

Rill was already halfway into a dry suit. Another fireman readied the second air tank.

Lunk watched in silence. It looked like these men were breaking more than one safety regulation. Risk a lot to save a lot. There was definitely a lot at risk here.

Hiro dropped on her knees and clenched her hands in front of her. Her lips moved, but Lunk couldn’t hear a word she said.

She’s praying. And obviously not ashamed to do it—even in a room full of cops, paramedics, and firemen. She had guts, but her prayers seemed pointless. The way he saw it, God fell asleep at the switch or something. He missed his cue. Was slow on the draw. If he was going to rescue Coop, he was doing too little, too late.

One by one the paramedics and cops in the room bowed their heads as well. Were they actually praying—or were they showing respect?

Lunk couldn’t be sure. But the room grew very quiet. It didn’t look anything like a rescue scene. Not to him. It looked a lot more like a funeral.





CHAPTER 82

Hiro heard the bubbles burst and echo in the stairwell. She darted past Hammer and rushed to the basement entrance as Cooper’s dad surfaced—alone.

Her heart dropped into an abyss—one with no bottom in sight. Mr. MacKinnon pulled the regulator from his mouth. The dive mask couldn’t hide the fear and pain etched on his face. “N-need b-bolt cutters. They’re chained.”

Rill nodded to a nearby fireman. The fireman ran from the room.

Chained? She wanted to scream. And he said they’re. Coop and Gordy were both down there. What kind of animal chained them in the basement and left them to drown? She wanted to run. Get away. Escape. Die.

She felt Detective Hammer’s hand on her shoulder. He squeezed once—probably just to let her know he was there. That he understood.

Cooper’s dad put the regulator back in his mouth. His whole body was shaking.

“Go,” Rill said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

Cooper’s dad nodded and ducked back under. Rill seated his mask, handed one of the other firemen his safety line, and turned on his dive light. The fireman hustled back with the cutters and handed them to Rill. Instantly Rill disappeared into the flooded basement.

Gordy’s dad slumped to the floor, his back against the wall.

The room went silent again. It struck Hiro as odd that nobody had asked Cooper’s dad the obvious question when he’d surfaced. Are they alive? Nobody asked—because everybody knew the answer.





CHAPTER 83

Cooper kept his eyes open. It was like trying to see in a cave—only this one was flooded. Had he really seen a light—felt a hand on his leg? Or was he hallucinating—getting loopy like Gordy? Maybe the light was that tunnel some talked about seeing—those who died—and followed the brightness to heaven, but came back somehow.

And if he did see a light … where did it go? If it was heaven—he’d gladly follow the light. Especially if an angel stood at the other end with a beach towel. Didn’t they realize he couldn’t follow? Not with the chain shackled to his ankle.

Lights? A hand? Angels carrying beach towels? He was losing it.

My name is Cooper MacKinnon. I live in Rolling Meadows, Illinois. Gordy is alive. He had to keep his mind working. He couldn’t see Gordy even though he was right in front of him, but they were still standing together on the washer lid. He gave his cousin another squeeze. Hang in there, Gordy. Hold on.

He wished he’d written more on the wall. Not just the kidnapper’s name. But something to Mom. Dad. Mattie. And to Hiro. So much he wanted to say to her. But the walls weren’t big enough. And there hadn’t been time.

His whole body felt rigid. Every muscle tight. The shivering hadn’t stopped. Which was a good thing, right? That had to mean hypothermia hadn’t won. Not yet.

Still no light. If it was the fire department, why did they leave? If it was Tyler King making sure he wouldn’t talk, why didn’t he pull the snorkel out of his mouth and finish the job?

He must have hallucinated. The cold was putting his brain on ice and it wouldn’t take long for the rest of him to follow.

A flash of light. He saw it—indirectly. He tried to angle himself for a better view, but the moment he did water leaked into the PVC snorkel.

He coughed, choked, swallowed fast and coughed again until the water cleared and he could breathe again. He took several gasping breaths. Gordy squeezed him. Just knowing he was there—and still alive—gave Cooper some comfort.

The light grew brighter. But that light … heaven—or hallucination? My name is Cooper. My name is Cooper. My name. My name is—

A hand grabbed his and squeezed. Cooper gripped back. Definitely not Tyler King. And not Gordy. Then the hand was gone, and strong hands gripped the leg with the chain.

Cooper heard the chain chinking and rattling. The sound of metal on metal. Strange, how sound carries underwater. Somebody was definitely trying to get him free. Thank you, God. Thank you.

The extra movement made it tricky to keep the snorkel steady. Water seeped in, Cooper coughed and gagged again, struggling to keep control. He heard Gordy doing the same.

He felt a tug on his leg, then the weight of the chain disappeared. He was free. FREE. He let go of Gordy and grabbed at the joist over his head to keep his snorkel in place.

The hand was back on his hand—pushing something into it. Metal. Roughly larger than his fist. A regulator!

The hand guided Cooper’s finger to the purge valve and pressed the button. Air bubbles shot out with force.

Okay. He could do this. Just pull a switch. Cooper took several deep breaths of air, held it, and spit the snorkel out of his mouth. In one quick move, he chomped down on the rubber mouthpiece from the regulator, just like his dad had taught him, and he exhaled sharply—forcing out any water.

Cooper took a ragged breath. Air. He exhaled and gulped in another breath. And another.

His rescuer put an arm around him and unbuckled Cooper’s belt, loosing him from Gordy. Everything was blurry, but Cooper could see two separate lights. Another rescuer was freeing Gordy.

Holding Cooper close, his rescuer eased him off the washer. Together they drifted to the floor and sort of bobbed and hopped their way across the basement like an astronaut walking on the dark side of the moon.

Darkness and shadows all around him. An eerie glow just ahead. The stairs—blurry but unmistakable. With one arm around Cooper, the man led him right to the stairwell and began his ascent. Cooper’s feet found the stairs, and with legs like lead, he tried to climb.

He broke the surface, squinted in the light, and spit out the regulator.

The room exploded in cheers.

Strong hands lifted him up the last few steps and into the kitchen. Water drained out of his soaked clothes. He stood there on shaky legs and wiped his eyes.

Suddenly Gordy was beside him, the insulation hanging from him in soggy strips. Uncle Jim was there, holding him tight and rocking back and forth.

Relief coursed through every vein and artery in Cooper’s body. He looked behind him to his rescuer. Dad! Cooper threw his numb arms around him, hugging him as tight as he could.

A man in a diving suit stepped out of the water and lifted his mask off his face. Cooper recognized him.

“You again,” Mr. Rill said, grinning.

“Give us some room.” One paramedic wrapped a blanket around Cooper’s shoulders. A couple others started ripping off Gordy’s insulation, untying the cords.

Hammer picked up a scrap of insulation and one of the cords. He gave Cooper that look of his. Head cocked back and to one side. A bit of a squint. “Brilliant.”

Hiro pushed through the crowd, her cheeks as wet as Cooper’s. She didn’t say anything. Didn’t look like she could. But her face said everything on her heart. Or maybe her ability to read thoughts had rubbed off on him somehow.

Lunk stepped up behind her—looking at Cooper like he’d just seen a ghost. He almost did. Lunk put a hand on Hiro’s shoulder, and she smiled up at him.

Hammer stepped in close. “Cooper. Are you up to answering a few questions?”

Cooper nodded.

“Did you get a look at the kidnapper? Can you describe him?”

“I know e-exactly w-who he is,” Cooper said.

The room went silent. Hammer took off his glasses. His eyes—intense.

With everyone listening, Cooper said, “He works at the Global Gamer. Tyler King. W-wears a s-silver ring on his right hand.”

Hiro sucked in her breath. “He offered to put Gordy’s picture on their website.”

Hammer looked excited. “Can you describe the ring?”

Cooper pulled the blanket tighter around himself. “It has a s-skull on it. A skull wearing a crown. D-deathking.”

Hammer’s eyes were on fire. “I know him.” His jaw muscles tightened. “You’re sure.”

Cooper nodded. “A-absolutely. Said this was some k-kind of g-game to get b-back at you.”

“Okay.” Hammer clapped Cooper on the back. “Well, I’ve got two words for King. Game over.”





CHAPTER 84

EPILOGUE

Cooper sat with Hiro, Gordy, and Lunk at a picnic table in Cooper’s backyard. Tables and benches formed a loose circle around The Getaway.

Frank Mustacci stood alongside Dad and Uncle Jim at the propane grill, flipping burgers. All week his marquis sign at Frank’n Stein’s ran the “Welcome Back Gordy Special.” A monster shake, two large orders of fries, two Chicago-style dogs, and a pile of napkins for five dollars. The diner had been packed—and after Gordy had been released from the hospital, he’d been there every day. Lunk had been right with him—acting as Gordy’s bodyguard. Except for a deep cough and a stuffed-up voice that sounded like a head cold, Gordy acted normal again. Frank had made it his personal mission to “fatten Gordy up” after his ordeal.

Detective Hammer strolled over to Cooper’s table, his plate piled high with chips and a burger. He set his food down, fished around in his chest pocket, and pulled out what looked like a photo—but Cooper couldn’t be sure.

“Here it comes,” Hiro said. “Another lecture about the dangers of us taking matters into our own hands.” She smiled at the detective. Hammer tilted his head to the side. “Actually, I wanted to tell you how impressed I was with the detective work you did.” He took a step backward. “But I can see I’m interrupting here.”

“Not so fast,” Hiro said. “I’m listening.”

Cooper grinned. Hammer definitely had her figured out.

The detective shrugged. “It was good work. You three concluded the kidnapper was local, that the van was in one of the garages, and you didn’t quit.” He paused. “I could go on, but I don’t want anybody to get a big head.”

“Yeah,” Lunk said. “Like Hiro.”

Hiro slugged Lunk in the arm, which only made him smile.

Hammer flipped the photo down on the table. “Got a souvenir for you, Hiro.”

A mug shot of Tyler King.

Hiro’s mouth opened slightly. “You got him?”

“Oh yeah.” Hammer smiled. “Holed up in the Motel 6 near Arlington Park. The Deathking might have gotten death row if Coop hadn’t pulled a MacGyver with that insulation.”

Hiro looked totally confused. “MacGyver?”

“An old TV show,” Gordy said. “About a guy who used whatever he could find around him to get out of dangerous situations.”

“Oh.”

“See?” Gordy nodded. “Who says TV is bad for you? It could save your life.”

Hiro ignored him. “Wish I’d been there to see you slap the cuffs on him.”

“Someday you’ll be slapping cuffs on the bad guys yourself,” Hammer said. “I have no doubt.”

Cooper pictured her reciting the Miranda rights. She already had them memorized.

“And for you, Cooper.” He reached back in his chest pocket and set the “king ring” on the table.

Just the sight of it made Cooper’s stomach twist.

Hammer eyed Cooper. “You took on the Deathking—and lived to tell about it. I figure you deserve some kind of trophy.”

Cooper wasn’t so sure he even wanted the ring. But when he thought of it as a trophy, a reminder of how God helped him in such a powerful way, he kind of liked the idea.

Hiro snatched it up and studied it. “Won’t you need this for evidence?”

Hammer shook his head. “Not anymore. King’s lawyer handed us a full confession in exchange for some leniency with the sentencing.”

The news of the confession came as a relief to Cooper. Hopefully that meant he wouldn’t have to testify in court.

“King’s motive,” Hiro said. “Was it really all just a game to him? Trying to prove a point?”

Detective Hammer took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It was a little more than that.”

He paused, like he was trying to decide just how much he could say.

“Let’s take all names out of this,” Hammer said. “I’ll just tell you a story, okay?”

Hiro nodded.

“Imagine a high school senior,” Hammer said. “No dad at home. And the kid is smart. Really smart. But he starts using his brains to do stupid things. Stealing cars. Breaking into houses. And he gets caught.”

“By a brilliant detective,” Hiro said.

Hammer smiled. “You’ve heard this story, I see.” Hammer hiked one leg up on the bench. “And this brilliant detective busts him—right there at the kid’s high school.”

“Where all his friends can see him,” Hiro said. “How embarrassing.”

“Oh yeah.” Hammer gave a half-smile. “The brilliant detective does have a way of making punks look really, really stupid.” He paused like he was remembering the scene.

“So the kid is hopping mad at the brilliant detective,” Gordy said.

“And it gets worse,” Hammer said. “The kid’s girlfriend had no idea what her boyfriend was into—so she dumps him. Later the kid begins to realize how his police record will limit his college choices.”

Hiro’s eyes lit up. “So the student wants to show how smart he is, and make you look stupid at the same time.”

Hammer held up one hand. “He wants to make the brilliant detective look stupid. This is just a story, remember?”

“Payback.” Lunk nodded. “That motive works.”

“That it does,” Hammer said. “That it does.”

Hiro turned the ring over in her hands. “A skull wearing a crown. Creepy. I’m surprised he let you take it.”

“Spoils of war,” Hammer said. “He tried to hide it at first. Tried to make it disappear, in fact.”

Cooper leaned forward, wanting him to give more details, but not sure he should pry.

“Nicely done, Detective Hammer,” Hiro said. “Where’d you find it?”

Hammer looked like he was hoping she’d ask. “Remember that hotel room where we found him?”

Hiro nodded.

“We found the ring in the toilet.”

“Eewww.” Hiro dropped the ring on the table. “Ew, ew, ew.” She held her hands out like they were contaminated.

“And I don’t think he’d flushed that thing in days.”

Lunk and Gordy nearly fell off the bench laughing.

Hiro stood and reached into her pocket with her thumb and one finger. She pulled out a pocket-sized bottle of hand sanitizer.

Cooper figured she just might use up the whole thing. More people started to mill around the table, like they knew this was where the fun was.

Lunk left the table and came back a minute later with two yellow wiffle-ball bats. He set them on the table. “As long as we’re giving gifts, I have a couple of things to hand out.”

“Oh, great,” Hammer said. “I don’t believe I’m seeing this.” Lunk handed one of the concrete-filled bats to Gordy. “Stay safe.”

Gordy picked it up, bounced it a couple times in his hands as if to test the weight. “I love it. But I don’t think I could have pulled it out quick enough to stop him from grabbing me.”

“If he’d have seen this on your bike, he wouldn’t have tried.”

Cooper smiled. It looked like he wouldn’t have to work so hard to help Lunk fit into the group.

“And this one”—Lunk handed the second bat to Hiro—”Is for you.”

Hiro scowled. “I do not want a concrete-filled bat strapped to my bike,” she said. “Or anywhere else for that matter.”

Lunk shrugged. “Well, I’m tired of you borrowing mine.”

Hammer leaned back and laughed. They all did. Except Hiro. She sat there pretending to look mad.

By now the entire group seemed to be around the table. Officer Sykes stepped up, grinning. He’d been smiling all week.

Frank Mustacci cleared his throat. “I have an announcement,” he said. He drew three envelopes from his apron pocket.

The crowd quieted. He handed one envelope each to Cooper, Lunk, and Hiro. “A three-way split on the $30,000 reward I posted.”

Somebody gasped. The crowd surrounding them clapped. Cooper held the envelope with both hands and tried to wrap his head around what he had just heard.

“We can’t take this,” Hiro said. She tried to return it, but Frank raised his hands and took a step back.

“Nothing could have brought me more joy this week than writing these checks.” Frank pointed at her. “And nobody is going to take that joy away—not even you, Hiro.”

Cooper opened the envelope and peeked inside. A check for $10,000. Unbelievable.

Lunk stared at the check on the table in front of him. He looked up and locked eyes with his mom. “You know what this means?”

“Hopefully,” Gordy said, “a bigger bike.”

Lunk didn’t even seem to hear Gordy’s comment. It was as if Lunk forgot that people surrounded him. For this one instant it was just him and his mom—and the check.

She smiled. “Tell me.”

He waved the check in the air. “We’re staying here. Right here in Rolling Meadows.” He looked at Hiro, Gordy, and finally Cooper. “This is where all my friends live.”

Cooper couldn’t imagine life ever getting better than this one moment. He turned toward Hiro and found her looking at him, a slight smile on her face. “What?”

“I think this has been the happiest week of my life,” she said. “But I have a feeling the best is yet to come.” Her smile grew.

It was spooky how closely she tracked with his own thinking.

She glanced at the envelope in his hand. “How you going to spend your check?”

He’d have to do some careful thinking about that. His mind went to The Getaway. They could get the engines fixed. And definitely put some in the bank. He’d talk to Dad about all that later. But there were two things he knew he needed to do. “There are some broken windows I need to replace.”

Lunk snickered.

“After that,” Cooper said, “I owe somebody a couple Chicago hot dogs at Frank’n Stein’s.” He pulled the rumpled and worn index card out of his pocket—the one he’d written at the police station the night Gordy was taken. And it would be a debt he would be happy to pay.

Hiro picked it up and smiled. “So this is what you wouldn’t show me.” She gave him a curious look. “Why?”

How could he explain the deep down fear he’d had that he’d never go to Frank’n Stein’s with Gordy again? Instead, he took it out of Hiro’s hands and handed it to Gordy. “A little something I owe you.”

Gordy looked at it. Nodded. “That’s one bet I wish I hadn’t won.”

“Well if you’d rather, we can forget the whole thing.” Cooper reached for it.

Gordy pulled it back. “I’m not saying that.” He smiled. “You will pay in full, amigo.” He patted his stomach. “In fact, maybe we can go over for a monster shake when this is over.”

“Tonight?” Cooper gave him a “you’re crazy” look. “You just finished dinner.”

“Exactly. And now it’s time for dessert.”

Frank hurried back to the grill, and the crowd around the table thinned out until it was just the four of them again.

Cooper pocketed the skull ring. “So you haven’t told us what you’re going to do with your check, Hiro.”

She smiled. “I have an idea.” She raised her chin slightly and nodded. “But I’m not going to tell you three about it, thank you very much.”

Cooper knew there was no chance of prying it out of her. But knowing Hiro like he did, she wasn’t going to spend it on herself. She’d do something heroic with it. She’d help somebody who was hurting or in need.

She turned to Lunk. “Quite an amazing week, huh, big guy?”

Lunk was still staring at his check. He looked at Cooper. “Way beyond amazing. I’d go so far as to call it”—he paused—“miraculous.”

“And you thought prayer was stupid.” Hiro slugged him in the arm. “Don’t deny it.”

Lunk raised his arms in mock surrender. “Guilty as charged.” His face got serious. “I still don’t get why God allows bad things to happen to good people.”

“We live in a big, nasty world, Lunk. Bad things happen.” Hiro leaned toward him. “I don’t know why God allows some of the things he does.” She paused, like she was trying to find just the right words. “But God is still in control, and I believe he has a plan.”

Lunk slipped his check into the envelope and fanned the air with it. “Well, he definitely has a way of turning bad things into good.”

Hiro’s face lit up. “Exactly.”

“Speaking of good things,” Cooper said, “my dad said we’re going to take a vacation this summer on The Getaway. All of us.”

It was true. Dad had been talking it up all week. The Getaway was almost ready, and it would soon be floating in the clear waters of Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. “Swimming. Skiing. Snorkeling. Just fun.”

“No mysteries,” Gordy said.

Cooper wasn’t sure that was possible anymore. Trouble had a way of finding them—and it was likely a summer vacation wouldn’t be any different.

Gordy looked at Hiro. “I’m totally serious. No detective work. None. Zero.”

“What?” Hiro acted disappointed. “No concrete-filled bats? No life-or-death situations?”

Gordy shook his head. “Nothing more risky than the four of us having a pizza on deck at sunset.”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest. “Pizza? In a confined space with three hungry guys? Sounds dangerous to me.”

“Just don’t get in Gordy’s way, and you’ll be fine,” Cooper said.

Hiro smiled. “But the idea of a vacation on the boat—with my best three friends in the whole world … it sounds like a dream.”

“Your three best friends?” Lunk looked at her.

Hiro pulled the braid over her shoulder and fiddled with it. “Mmm-hmmm.”

Lunk looked down at his hands—like he expected her to take it back. To say she was only kidding—because there was no way she’d ever consider Lunk to be one of her best friends.

Hiro seemed to pick up on that. She definitely seemed to be enjoying the moment.

“Best friends stick together.” Hiro said. “No matter what.”

Lunk looked up. “I can do that.”

“You sure proved that over the last few days,” Hiro said. She turned to face Cooper. “And so did you.”

Lunk gave Cooper a sideways glance. “You were a crazy man this week. Is there anything you wouldn’t do for a friend?”

Cooper thought for a moment. He had taken some insane risks. But if you didn’t do everything you could for a friend, could you truly call yourself a friend?

“There is one thing Coop would never do when it comes to a friend.” She pulled a pen out of her back pocket and scribbled something on the palm of her hand, cupping it so nobody could read it.

Cooper wasn’t sure he wanted to know what she wrote. But there was only one thing that came to his mind. One thing he’d learned that he’d never do when it came to a friend. But he didn’t actually want to say it. It wasn’t the kind of thing you told others about. It was something you showed. By your actions.

“Okay,” she said, balling her hand into a fist. “To prove I know you as good, or better, than you know yourself”—she tucked her pen in her back pocket—

“Oh, great,” Gordy said. “Here we go.”

Hiro ignored him. “All you have to do is finish the sentence. The only thing I wouldn’t do when it comes to a friend is …”

She held her fist in the air, waiting for his response.

Cooper paused. Not so much for dramatic effect as to be sure he meant it.

“Say it, Coop,” Hiro said. “The thing in your head right now.”

He did not want to do this. He looked to Lunk for a little backup.

Lunk shrugged. “Better do it, Coop. She’s not letting go. And we all know how Hiro gets when she’s got her mind made up.”

“I’m thinking the one thing he wouldn’t do—even for a friend—is miss a chance for a monster shake,” Gordy said. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong,” Hiro said. “We’re talking about Coop here, not you.” She locked eyes with Cooper. “Just finish the sentence,” she whispered.

“The one thing I wouldn’t do when it comes to a friend is …” Cooper swallowed. “Give up on them.” He knew it. More than ever. “I’d never give up on them.”

Hiro smiled, her eyes alive. She opened her fist and held her palm out to him.

Cooper read it and shook his head. How did she do that?
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“Fear — like fire — has the power to protect . . . or destroy.”


“Courage is not about being fearless, but about doing the right thing . . . even when you’re scared.”




 


CHAPTER 1


Vacations were all about having fun — or running from something not so fun. Cooper needed this vacation to be about both. The fact that he was starting high school in a matter of days wasn’t what gnawed at him. Not really. It was something way deeper. Buried. And he intended to keep it there.


The more he packed his days with fun, the more effective his escape would be. And thanks to The Getaway — rather, thanks to Dad’s uncle, who gave them the old cabin cruiser — that’s exactly what he planned to do. He stood on the teak deck and looked out over Lake Geneva, or rather Geneva Lake, as it was officially named.


“Hey, Coop.” It was his cousin Gordy’s voice.


Gordy bobbed in the two-man inflatable raft by the back of the boat, his white-blond hair blowing back from his forehead. He grinned and pointed at the bucket of dead fish propped between his knees. “We doing this or not?”


Cooper eyeballed the target of their prank — the Malibu wakeboard boat tied to a buoy about halfway between them and the beach. “Absolutely.”


Hiro gave him a questioning look, as if she wasn’t sure this was a good idea. Predictable.


Cooper smiled and hustled to the stern of the boat. He peeled off his T-shirt, swung over the transom rail, and dropped onto the attached swim platform below. The buoy his dad had rented was among a dozen others anchoring pontoon, sail, and speedboats in a corner pocket of Lake Geneva bordering Big Foot Beach State Park. Like the heel of a giant sock, the lakeshore curved in two directions away from where the boats were anchored.


The south shoreline ran nearly straight west from this elbow of the lake. And in the other direction, the beach jutted north along Lake Shore Drive and the park. Eventually this shoreline wound around Maytag Point and on toward town.


The swim to either the beach or to the south shore looked to be about a hundred yards, give or take ten strokes. The Getaway was tied to the farthest buoy from either shore, which meant nothing but water between them and the horizon. The spot — and the lake — was absolutely perfect.


“Lunk’s gonna wish we’d waited for him,” Gordy said. “But we’d be crazy to miss this chance.”


“You’re both crazy to take this chance,” Hiro said.


Whether Hiro was worried that something would go wrong or that her dream of being a cop someday conflicted with pulling a prank like this, Cooper couldn’t be sure. And he wasn’t about to ask. 


Cooper glanced at the Malibu wakeboard boat again. The extreme green fiberglass hull with yellow accents practically glowed in the setting sun. Only a navy blue sailboat sat buoyed between them and their target.


Hiro rested her forearms on the rail above him. “Let’s go for a walk on the beach instead. You guys can skip stones or something.” She smiled and nodded.


Gordy laughed. “Nice try.”


Hiro’s black braid hung over one shoulder as if it were pointing at them. Accusing. “This is a bad idea, guys.”


She was probably right. The Malibu was empty, but not for long. If they were going to do this, now was the time.


“We’re on vacation, remember?” Hiro said. “No trouble. No worries. Just fun.”


Cooper nodded. “That’s exactly what we’re doing. Having fun.” 


Hiro raised her eyebrows. “Is that what you call it?”


Gordy grinned. “Your problem is that you don’t know how to have fun.”


“I can think of a lot more enjoyable things to be doing than planting stinky fish in some innocent stranger’s boat.” She smiled and shook her head. “What is it with guys?”


She used the word enjoyable like that was the goal all along. Which only proved she didn’t understand guys at all. This was about taking chances. Risks. And living to laugh about it later. “It gets the adrenaline pumping,” Cooper said. It wasn’t much of an answer, but it was the best he could do. She wasn’t going to get it anyway.


“That’s it? That’s your explanation?” Hiro looked incredulous. “Five minutes ago a guy built like Superman tied that boat to the buoy and rowed his trophy date to shore.”


“He doesn’t look anything like the real Superman,” Gordy said. 


Hiro tilted her head to one side. “The real Superman? And here I thought he was a fictional character.”


Gordy looked at her like she was weird. “You’ve never watched the old black-and-white TV show? It’s like from back in the fifties or something.”


“You might find this hard to believe,” Hiro said, “but I find better things to do than watch old TV shows or pull pranks.”


“You’re right.” Gordy didn’t even look up. “That is hard to believe.”


His jab didn’t even faze her. “Did you notice the guy and his date — what was really going on there?”


“Yeah,” Gordy said. “They crossed the street and went into the pizza place. Blah, blah, blah. We all saw that. What’s the problem?” 


Hiro sighed that way she did when she was about to make a point. Here it comes.


Cooper smiled and climbed into the inflatable. 


“When guys are around girls, they like to show off,” Hiro said slowly. “Impress them. Prove how tough they are.”


Okay. Maybe Hiro understood guys better than Cooper thought.


“And while Superman is chowing down on pizza and romancing his babe, we’re going to leave a little surprise in his boat.” Gordy grinned. “We’ll see how impressed his date is then.”


“Exactly.” Hiro looked up at the darkening sky like she was hoping for a little help. “You aren’t seeing the red flag here?”


Ah. The red-flag approach. One of Hiro’s favorites.


Cooper shrugged. “Looks like a green flag to me.”


Gordy laughed. “Or a checkered one.” He shielded his eyes with one hand and scanned the beach. “I’m not seeing a red one anywhere.”


Cooper loved Hiro’s exasperated expression. Yeah, this vacation was going to be exactly what he needed.


Hiro sighed. “I hate to sound like the mom here, but you two are running with scissors. You know that, right?”


Gordy shook his head like he was trying to make sense out of what Hiro had just said. “What?”


“You’re living dangerously. Run with scissors and eventually you’ll get cut.”


Gordy waved her off. “It’s a harmless prank.”


“Hmmm.” Hiro didn’t look convinced. Or impressed. “We’ll see how harmless it is once Superman comes out and catches you two messing with his boat.”


Hiro was always seeing the danger in things. Trouble was, Cooper knew she was usually right.


“He’s not going to catch us,” Gordy said, “unless you keep delaying us. C’mon, Coop.”


Gordy scooted to make room in the inflatable. “Sure you won’t join us, Hiro?”


“You two have your fun,” she said. “I’ll watch from here. Excuse me if I don’t see the point in all this.”


“Point?” Gordy looked confused. “We’re not trying to make a point. There is no point to it.”


Hiro smirked. “So it’s pointless. Thanks for clearing that up for me.”


Gordy reached into the bucket, grabbed a bloated sunfish by the tailfin, and tossed it at Hiro. She ducked and screamed. The dead fish nearly hit her in the face, then slapped the water on the other side of the boat.


Cooper and Gordy laughed.


Hiro glared at them, but the smile was still there. Sometimes she worried about them more than she needed to. Cooper understood that.


“We’ll be right back.” Cooper pushed off from the swim platform and paddled with his arms toward the speedboat. How long had the couple been inside the pizza place? If they were dining in, there was still plenty of time. But if it turned out to be a carryout order — he’d be wishing they’d listened to Hiro.


He paddled harder. Getting caught doing a prank took all the fun out of it — the mark of an amateur. Not to mention the fact that he really didn’t want Hiro to have the satisfaction of being right.


They paddled past the sailboat. Probably a twenty-eight-footer. Small cabin for sleeping. Ra Ra Avis was painted on the stern. Now the Malibu was in plain view.


Gordy scooped with both hands. “Surgical strike or buckshot?”
 

Cooper eyed the boat. Buckshot was the quickest — which made it safer. Just get within throwing range and lob the fish into the boat. There’d be no control over where the fish landed — and the boaters would spot them immediately when they got back.


Where was the fun in that?


But a surgical strike meant pulling up alongside the boat and  at least one of them going inside to strategically hide the fish. He looked back at the restaurant. No sign of the boaters. “Surgical.”


“Agreed.” Gordy grinned.

A light breeze out of the northwest kept the green wakeboard boat in a perfect position to block the view of anyone watching from shore. Hiro, on the other hand, would have a perfect view — if she decided to watch.

They quickly closed the distance between them and the Malibu. Cooper grabbed the corner of the swim platform and pulled the inflatable close.

Gordy nodded in the direction of the name painted on the transom. “What’s that all about?”

“Krypto Night.” Cooper read the name aloud. Immediately he thought of Hiro’s nickname for the driver: Superman. The boat’s name was obviously a play off the fictional kryptonite that drained Superman of his strength. Was the boat’s owner being clever? “Maybe he thinks he’s Superman, and this boat is his one weakness.” It made sense, in a way. The boat was kryptonite green. And what guy wouldn’t love a sweet boat like this?

“Well, I hope Superman has a strong stomach.” Gordy tapped the bucket. “Some of these fish are getting really ripe.”

The boat looked brand-new, and the dead fish weren’t going to make Superman happy. Cooper hesitated. Did he really want to do this? He pushed the thought out of his head. He was on vacation. “One of us needs to stay with the inflatable.”

“I’m on it,” Gordy said. “You can have the honor of planting the fish.”

Cooper glanced toward the pizza place. There was still no sign of the boat’s owner.

“Okay.” Cooper crawled onto the swim platform. “Here we go.” He climbed over the motor hatch and crouched on the deck. Staying low, he made his way to the side of the boat. “Ready when you are.”


Gordy poured out most of the water, then handed the bucket up to him. “Have fun.”


With the water gone, the fish reeked. He lifted a white seat cushion and hesitated. The guy might never get the smell out of the boat. The boat was too nice — or maybe Cooper was. Besides, if he dropped a fish into the storage compartment underneath, the guy would smell it immediately. Figuring out who did it would be easy.


An ice chest sat on the floor just behind the driver’s seat. Cooper lifted the lid. Jackpot. Ice and drinks. He scooped three dead fish into the cooler. When somebody reached inside for a cold drink, they’d get a real surprise. Cooper stared at the bottles and suddenly knew that Superman wasn’t planning to eat in the restaurant. He was going to bring the pizza to the boat. Time to move. 


An air horn blasted nearby — from The Getaway, to be exact. Cooper raised his head just enough to see over the side of the boat. Hiro was motioning wildly as if she were waving a flag — and it definitely wasn’t a green one. 


“Coop,” Gordy said, “Superman just left the pizza place. Let’s fly.” 


The guy and his date walked lazily across Lake Shore Drive. Pizza box. Carryout. Terrific.


The thing about pranking was keeping your head if something didn’t go according to plan. And this was one of those times.


“You coming?”


Cooper kept his eyes on Superman. “He’ll see me crawling over the side. Start paddling. I’ll catch up.”


Once Gordy started paddling, Krypto Night would block any chance of the inflatable being spotted from the beach.


Gordy looked up at Cooper one more time as if to be sure, then laid back and paddled for Ra Ra Avis. The sailboat was half the distance to The Getaway, and all Gordy had to do was get the inflatable behind it. Cooper turned his attention back to the beach.


Superman hauled a small rowboat off the sand. His date was  already inside, holding the pizza box on her lap. Superman boarded, took a seat with his back to Cooper, and pulled on the oars.


Go. Cooper tossed the bucket over the side. The thing would sink, and they could find it later. Right now it would only slow him down. Staying on all fours, he crawled to the open bow seating area. He glanced toward shore. The guy’s back was still to him. Hopefully the girl wouldn’t spot him. But if he stayed in the boat much longer, they both would. Cooper slid over the side and into the water without a splash. His head never dipped below the surface.

Gordy had a huge lead, his long arms reaching and pulling. He skimmed around the nose of the sailboat and disappeared from view almost completely.

Now all Cooper had to do was join him without being spotted.
 
Cooper struck out for the sailboat with strong, fast strokes. Krypto Night wouldn’t screen his escape for long. He knifed through the water, turning his head to the side to gulp fresh air on every third stroke. 

His mental clock was spinning. He didn’t dare look back. Superman would be pulling up to Krypto Night any second. They’d see him for sure.

Fifteen yards. So close, yet so far.

Ten yards. He’d have to go under. It would be slower, but it was the only way to reach the other side of the sailboat without being seen.

Cooper took a deep breath, jackknifed, and dove. Instantly his heart pounded in panic. Something was down here. Waiting for him. He opened his eyes to a blur of dark greens and black — and let out a gurgling scream. He was going to die. He sucked in a mouthful of water, triggering a violent spasm of coughing and choking and gulping for air. More water went down his windpipe. Was he dying? Surrounded by suffocating blackness, he kicked and spun and clawed his way toward daylight.

After breaking the surface, Cooper thrashed at the water,  choking, gasping, and choking some more. Get out of here! Get out of here! Everything was a blur. Grabbing something, he frantically pulled himself up on it.


“What are you doing?” The voice sounded far away. “Coop, you’re going to sink us.”

Everything was still spinning. Cooper grabbed and held on.

“Let go of me, Coop. What’s wrong with you?” It was Gordy’s voice. Closer now. “Coop! You’re safe. Easy now. Easy.”

Cooper didn’t let go, but his coughing eased up and his vision started to clear. He was inside the inflatable — curled up on the bottom like a half-drowned puppy and clutching Gordy’s ankle. How did he get here?

“Tell me this is all an act,” Gordy said.

Cooper tried to steady his breathing. His whole body was shaking, and his heart was still doing the mambo.

“Okay. I get it,” Gordy whispered. “What did you see down there?”

What did he see? Blackness. But that didn’t mean there was nothing there. Whatever it was, it was something that reached right through his skin and wouldn’t let go. The invisible hand of death. Cooper let go of Gordy’s ankle and looked up at him.

Gordy jerked his hand from the water and scanned the surface of the lake. “Tell me you didn’t see an alligator.” Gordy looked terrified.

Cooper didn’t want to move. He didn’t want to talk. He just wanted to get back on dry ground, hop on his bike, and ride and ride and ride. What had just happened to him?

Yet somehow he knew — or had a sense, anyway — that something he’d buried months ago wasn’t really dead. And now it was rising from its grave.






CHAPTER 2



Hiro stared at the inflatable. What was Cooper up to? He should have made it to the other side of the sailboat easily — but he surfaced just seconds after going under. He loved the water. Was more likely to swim underwater than on the surface. But he’d thrashed around like someone who couldn’t swim at all. And he’d practically pulled Gordy into the water with him while trying to climb into the inflatable raft.


She smiled to herself. It must have been part of his strategy. Act like you’re a total novice in the water, and they’ll never suspect that you swam to their boat to prank it. Coop definitely looked convincing — a little ammo to tease him about.


Hiro watched the girl holding the pizza box. She was wearing a plain white T-shirt and tight jean shorts. Pretty. Trim. Probably eighteen or nineteen years old, if Hiro had to guess. There was something fluid and purposeful about the way the girl moved — like she’d gone through high school swinging pom-poms.


Superman tied the rowboat to the buoy, unhooked the wakeboard boat, and climbed aboard to join Pom-Pom Girl.


From the instant she saw him, Hiro had a creepy feeling about Superman. She couldn’t pinpoint why. Something about him, though, gave her a bad vibe. He couldn’t have been more than  nineteen or twenty. And the boat couldn’t possibly be his — unless he came from some serious money.


He bent down, picked up a camera with a bright green lanyard, and took a picture of Pom-Pom. She struck a flirty pose and he took another shot.

Then the girl grabbed the camera, leaned in close to Superman, and took a picture of the two of them together.

All right, all right. The pizza’s going to get cold. Hiro grabbed a dock line and coiled it. She didn’t want the couple to think she was spying on them — even though she was.

Superman started the engine and steered out of the bay, heading straight toward The Getaway.

Hiro hoped Coop had hidden the fish well. If Superman found them anytime soon, it wouldn’t be hard to guess who’d done it. Coop had definitely been spotted — by Pom-Pom anyway.

Hiro watched as Superman’s boat approached. She’d had nothing to do with the boys’ prank, and she didn’t have anything to hide. She waved — and Pom-Pom waved right back. It was one of those princess waves — the type that celebs and beauty queens do on top of parade floats. Superman made eye contact with Hiro, pointed at his heart, and then pointed at her. He loves me?

He bent down, picked up his camera, and aimed it at Hiro. The flash went off.

Okay. First you love me and then you’re taking a picture of me? This is getting weird, Superman.

Superman handed the camera to Pom-Pom. “Your boat!” he shouted to Hiro. “It’s gorgeous!”

Ah, of course. Hiro nodded and waved. You love the boat — and you weren’t taking a picture of me. She felt her face warm. How could she have thought that anybody — much less a handsome college guy — would notice her? No, Hiro wasn’t going to go there.

Superman eased the boat out of the mooring area. He looked over at Hiro and flexed a little. Like he figured she’d get all gaga over a guy with muscles. Creep.


Pom-Pom chose a seat in the bow of the boat, not at all close to Superman. She probably didn’t want to get any closer to him than Hiro would. Smart girl. But then if she were really smart, she wouldn’t have accepted a date with him in the first place.


“Krypto Night.” Hiro read the name aloud as the boat passed into open water. “Whatever that means.”


Some people chose the strangest names for their boats. The navy blue sailboat that Coop and Gordy were hiding behind? Ra Ra Avis. The one anchored just beyond it? Geegers. And she’d seen plenty of other “interesting” names on the backs of boats since they’d arrived. Succotash, Slingshot, Big Boy, and Bingo. Obviously, naming boats was a man thing — and they could have it. Better they pick the names for boats than for their children. Krypto, Geegers, Ra Ra, Bingo. Yeah, those names would go over real big with the kids in school.


Hiro eyed the navy blue sailboat. The guys would stay hidden until Krypto Night was farther from shore. This is how they wanted to spend their vacation? Gee, what fun. She scanned the narrow beach. Still no sign of Lunk.


The beach crowds were gone, and the few people who were left were packing up their stuff. No lifeguard was stationed at this beach, and the water had turned black now that the sun was down.
 

She checked for Krypto Night again. It was still moving toward deeper water. More flashes. Probably more pictures that Pom-Pom would post and tag online tomorrow — complete with some lame comment: “We had a wonderfully romantic date on Geneva Lake.”
 
They were outside the no-wake buoys now, and Superman nudged up the speed a bit.


“Hiro!” Gordy waved at her from the inflatable as he paddled toward her. “You missed it.”


Cooper was inside the raft too, but he wasn’t paddling. He was hugging his knees and staring at the water. What’s that all about? The boys ducked under the sailboat anchor line, and Gordy closed the distance between them with long, steady strokes.


“We put fish in their ice chest,” Gordy said. 


Hiro leaned against the rail and watched their approach. “We? I only saw Coop in the boat.”


Gordy waved her off. “I was in charge of the getaway boat.”


Hiro laughed. “And you left without Coop.”


“Had to,” Gordy said. “So we wouldn’t get caught.”


“And that was . . . what did you call it — fun?”


Gordy nodded. “Absolutely. The fact is, you totally missed it, and you know it. Now you wish you’d gone with us, and the only way to cope with your deep sense of regret is to tear apart the fun we had.” He looked proud of himself. “Am I right?”


“Rarely,” Hiro said. “And this isn’t one of those times.” She looked at Coop. It was like his mind was someplace else. Her comment brought zero response.


Gordy maneuvered the inflatable alongside the teak swim platform. “Wish we could see their faces when they find the fish.” 


“You’re lucky you won’t.” Hiro looked out toward deeper water. Krypto Night had to be two hundred yards from shore. The engine was turned off, and by the angle of the boat she could tell it was adrift. A perfect way to picnic. “The girl was looking right at Coop. She’d have figured it out.”


Coop didn’t answer. Both boys climbed onto the swim platform. Coop stood on shaky legs.


“Which reminds me. What was with the fake panic attack, Coop?” Hiro smiled. “Or was it real?”


He glanced up at her but didn’t say anything. His eyes did the talking — and instantly she knew. He hadn’t been faking. She felt her smile slip away. Dear God. He really did panic.


Gordy glanced up at her and drew his forefinger across his throat. Drop it. That was clear enough, which only made her more concerned.


Coop busied himself with pulling the inflatable onto the platform — his way of avoiding her eyes. He stood the raft up on end and leaned it against the railing while trying to act like everything  was okay. But Hiro had known him too long for that to work. Something clearly wasn’t right. She just needed to figure out what it was.







CHAPTER 3



Cooper felt Hiro watching him — even though he didn’t catch her doing it. Whenever he looked her way, she turned or was already staring into the darkness. Just as well. How could he explain something he didn’t understand himself?


He’d finally had a growth spurt. In the last three months, he’d outgrown all of his clothes. But after what just happened under the water, he felt shorter than ever.


“Wonder what happened to Lunk?” Gordy scanned the beach. 


Cooper made his way from the cockpit to the bow and sat at the very nose of The Getaway. He slung his arms over the low stainless steel rail and let his legs dangle over the edge.


Hiro joined him.


Was there actually something under the water — something he sensed even though he couldn’t see it? Something evil? Even deadly? Was that what triggered his reaction?


Or was it something worse? Something lurking inside his head? One moment he felt fine. The next — like he was going to die.


“I love the way the lake calms after sunset,” Hiro said. “All day, the wind can whip the water into a frenzy of white-capped waves. But after dark, everything changes. It’s like the lake is alive and knows it needs to rest.”


Alive. Cooper looked at the black water. It was still. Almost syrupy. It reflected the moon in a bright pathway that stretched across the lake. Something about the look of it creeped him out. In the daylight, it was different. He couldn’t get enough of the water. But now he couldn’t get past the blackness of it, even though it had never bothered him before.


“You’re awfully quiet,” Hiro said. “Want to talk about it?”


Cooper wanted to forget it had ever happened. Bury it. So deep that it could never resurface.


Gordy shimmied along the narrow deck alongside the front windshield and plopped down beside them. “I found the M&M’s.” He popped a handful into his mouth and handed the bag to Cooper. “You up for a night swim?”


Cooper hesitated, but not because he needed time to think about it. He just didn’t want to look spooked. He wanted to make it look like he was really considering the idea. But right now the thought of jumping into that black water made his stomach flip. “Not tonight. I’m feeling pretty waterlogged.”


He sensed Hiro looking at him again. She didn’t miss anything. He knew he needed a diversion. “I’m thinking ice cream run. I’m starving.”


“Even better,” Gordy said, “how about we bike to town and hit Scoops?”


Cooper nodded. “As soon as Lunk gets here.”


Gordy popped another handful of M&M’s into his mouth. “Hope he gets here soon.”


“Shhhh!” Hiro said. “Do you hear that?”


Cooper held his breath. Somebody was yelling. No. Two people were arguing. He leaned forward, trying to get a fix on where the sounds were coming from.


Hiro pointed. “There.”


He could barely see a boat sitting far out on the lake. The green and red running lights were glowing at the bow, and a white  running light was set higher, clearly mounted on the tower of a wakeboard boat.


“Krypto Night?” Gordy whispered.

No doubt about it. It was amazing how sound traveled across the water. The lake seemed to magnify it somehow. The tone of the argument was obvious — and escalating. Cooper tried to make out what they were saying, but he only caught a word here and there. Jerk. Idiot. That was easy enough to pick up.

Gordy tried to hold back a laugh — but it turned into a snort. “I guess they found the sushi.”

Hiro glared at him. “And it ruined a perfect date. Nice.”

“Stop it,” the girl’s voice said. “Stop. I said no!”

Gordy grinned. “Bet he’s dangling a dead fish in front of her.”

Hiro put her finger to her lips. “I’m trying to listen.”

The tower light outlined the boat — but whatever was going on inside was hidden in shadows.

“Take me home.” It was the girl again. Her voice sounded shrill. Clear. And something else. Scared? “Take me back. Now.”

Superman had some choice words to say to her, but nothing Cooper could repeat. He strained to see better in the darkness. Suddenly there was a flash of light.

“What was that?” Gordy said.

Again, a brilliant burst of light appeared — and then it was gone.

“The camera’s flash,” Cooper said. Superman was yelling now. Actually, it was more of a roar. Why would someone take pictures in the middle of a really nasty argument?

The girl screamed, and the camera flashed again.

“What’s going on out there?” Hiro whispered, as if talking to herself.

Whatever was happening, it wasn’t good. Cooper bolted for the cockpit.

Hiro stood. “Coop?”

Cooper grabbed the wheel and laid on the air horns: a long,  hard blast and then two short ones. It sounded more like a train had just pulled into the bay.


Gordy was sitting right in front of the twin horns — cringing with his hands clamped over his ears. “Are you insane?”

Hiro stepped up beside Cooper with a questioning look. “What was that all about?”

Cooper strained again to see the drifting boat. He wasn’t sure how much he wanted to say. The argument sounded — dangerous. Like the girl needed help. “I was sending Superman a message.”

Hiro tilted her head just a bit. “A message?”

“I wanted to warn him that he isn’t alone out there. Somebody is watching.”

“I like how you think,” she said. “But I doubt he appreciated that.” She got up on tiptoe to look through the windshield.

Cooper debated sounding the horns again, just to be sure. He listened for a moment . . . but heard nothing.

“I think your little warning worked,” Hiro whispered.

Cooper slid out from behind the wheel and made his way back to his spot on the bow. He squatted, gripping the rail in front of him with both hands.

Krypto Night’s engine roared to life, and the docking lights flicked on like high beams on a car. The boat turned in a fast circle — maybe the distance of a ski rope. The driving looked erratic at best. Seconds later, the boat banked in a tight turn, circling back. What was the guy doing?

“I don’t like this,” Hiro said, crouching beside Cooper. “I have a really bad feeling about this.”

In the moonlight, Gordy’s face looked deathly pale. “It was just a few dead fish. Why would they get so worked up over that?” 

Should Cooper hit the horn again? “This isn’t about the fish, Gordy.”

Another flash — but this time it came from the water directly in front of the boat. Unless the camera’s self-timer was turned on, somebody had to be in the water with it.


The girl screamed. Cooper’s stomach flipped. 


“I’m calling 9 – 1 – 1.” Hiro was on her feet and punching in the numbers on her phone. She pressed the phone against her ear and hurried back to the cockpit.


The boat crisscrossed the area a couple times at high speed and then slowed to almost a crawl as it approached the spot where they’d seen that last flash. The boat stayed in place, idling.


Hiro hurried back as she pocketed the phone.


“What’s he doing?” Gordy said.


Hiro clamped her hand over his mouth. “Shhhh.” 


Gordy raised his hands in mock surrender.


Krypto Night was moving again. Circling slowly, so slowly, as though it were looking for something. Or someone.


Cooper stood. “Are the police coming?”


Hiro nodded. “The way that guy was driving . . .”


She stood so close to him that Cooper felt a tremor zip through Hiro’s body.


“That was unreal,” Cooper said. “He could have hit her.”


“I don’t see — ” — Hiro’s body shook again — “ — how he could have missed.”







CHAPTER 4


Krypto Night stopped. It’s docking lights were now trained directly on The Getaway — and on the three of them.


“I don’t like this,” Gordy said. “Think Superman can see us?”


The wakeboard boat was still a distance away from them, but the lights were bright. “Oh yeah,” Cooper said. “He’s got his X-ray vision on us right now.”


“Act natural, guys,” Hiro said. “Like we’re just out here talking.” 


Waves rocked The Getaway. Aftershocks from Superman’s tantrum.


“We should have gone for ice cream — without Lunk.” Gordy turned his back to Superman’s boat. “I don’t know what we saw out there — but whatever it was, I wish we hadn’t seen it.”


“A little late for that,” Hiro said. “What’s he trying to do?”


Cooper steadied himself as another set of waves rolled past. “He’s answering my message with one of his own.”


Hiro sucked in her breath. “He’s watching us too.”


The boat stayed in that position for what seemed like forever. Cooper had no idea how much time actually passed. He could barely hear the low rumble of the engine idling. Superman’s boat slowly turned back and combed the waters it had just churned  up. Finally it stopped — and the docking lights pointed to deeper water.


Cooper could now make out Superman in the glow of the tower light, standing at the port side and looking into the water.

“C’mon. Get back in the boat.” Superman wasn’t exactly yelling anymore, but his voice was still loud.

The boat blocked the girl from view — and made it difficult to hear her voice.

“Can you hear her?” Hiro whispered.

Cooper shook his head.

The guy put both palms on the side of the boat and leaned out a bit. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. How many times do you want me to say it?”

Hiro answered for Pom-Pom. “’Til your face is as green as your boat, you jerk.”

“C’mon. Please,” Superman said. “Don’t be an idiot about this.” 

Hiro looked like she wanted to deck the guy. “She jumps in the water to get away from him, and he uses his boat to whip the waves into a frenzy around her — probably just to make it harder for her to swim to safety. Who’s the idiot?”

Cooper agreed. “She’d be an idiot to climb back into the boat with him.”

“She wasn’t exactly smart to go out with him in the first place,” Hiro said.

Gordy was back into the M&M’s as if the show was over. “How was she supposed to know he was a total moron?”

Hiro shook her head. “She knew what he was like. Anger problems aren’t that easy to hide — and that guy has a big one.”

“Maybe she didn’t know him that well,” Gordy said.

“Then she shouldn’t have gone on a date with him. Certainly not alone — and not out in a boat.” Hiro said it matter-of-factly, like the answer was obvious.

Superman put his hands on his hips. “Then I’ll follow you in.” They heard him loud and clear. Either the boat was drifting closer,  or he was talking louder. Too bad Pom-Pom didn’t have Superman’s loud voice. Cooper couldn’t hear a word from her end of the conversation, but based on Superman’s response, it wasn’t hard to figure out what she was saying.


“Okay. Fine!” he shouted. “Thanks for a great time!”

Superman disappeared under the shadows of the tower. A moment later, the boat lurched forward and made a wide, arcing turn toward the beach, which meant he’d have to pass directly by them. Terrific.

Gordy hustled toward the stern. “I say we all head to the cabin, douse the light, and pray Superman doesn’t fly in for a visit.”

Cooper hesitated, straining to see the girl treading water, but it was too dark. He’d need a searchlight. From this corner of the lake, she was about equal distance from the beach and the south shore. Since Superman chose to head for the beach, it was a pretty safe guess she’d swim for the south shore.

“Coop!” Gordy motioned from the rear deck. “Let’s move!”

Hiro was already moving to join him. Gordy was probably right. Standing on the bow would be stupid. He hustled to catch up with Hiro. They didn’t go into the cabin but stayed on the back deck.

“Get down.” Gordy crouched low and peered over the side of the boat.

Cooper sat beside him, his back against the side of the boat. The cabin light was on, glowing out the oval portholes. But there was no point to going dark. The guy knew they were there.

“He’s coming our way,” Gordy said. “Think we should swim for shore?”

Hiro shook her head. “The way that guy drives?”

“What are we hiding for?” Cooper said. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

Gordy kept looking over the side. “Number one, you ruined his date by planting those fish. And two, you blasted those insanely loud horns at him.” Gordy rubbed his ears. “My ears are still ringing.”


“Sorry, Gordy,” Cooper said. “But it looked like the guy was losing it out there — like road rage or something.”


Gordy ducked out of sight. “Yeah, well I’d hate to meet him on the road.”


“The way he treated that girl?” Hiro sat next to Cooper. “I’d hate to meet him anywhere.”


Cooper heard the rumbling inboard motor. He chanced a peek over the side and his stomach tightened. Superman was stopping for a visit.







CHAPTER 5


Gordy pressed his back up against the side of The Getaway. “Let’s just lay low. Let him pass.” What if the guy questioned them about the dead fish?


“Ahoy.”


Superman’s voice. Great. Gordy put a finger to his lips motioning Hiro and Coop to stay quiet.


“Who says ‘ahoy’ anymore?” Cooper whispered.


“Hell-ooo!” Superman sang out. “I know you’re there.”


Gordy stared at Cooper and whispered. “Maybe he does have X-ray vision.”


Cooper sighed. “He’s not going away — and if we hide, that looks really bad.” He stood up.


Just like that.


“Hi,” Cooper said.


Okay, how lame did that sound?


“Got some extra pizza here,” Superman said. “Anybody hungry?” 


“Don’t do it, Coop,” Gordy whispered from the deck. He just wanted the guy to leave. Of course, if he left the pizza behind, that would be even better.


“No thanks.” Cooper waved, obviously trying to look casual.


“Where’s the rest of your crew?” Superman said, as if nothing weird had happened out on the lake at all.


“The jig’s up, Gordy,” Hiro whispered. She stood and prodded Gordy with her toe.


Even though his mind was telling him to stay right where he was, Gordy got on his feet and stood on the other side of Hiro.


Krypto Night idled with its nose no more than three feet from the side of the cabin cruiser. Superman stood behind the wheel, turning it, adjusting the speed so the boats wouldn’t bump.


“I’m Tommy.” He smiled one of those perfect-teeth smiles. He was definitely younger than Gordy had figured. Probably a college student. “Tommy Kryptoski.”


That explained the name of his boat. But if the guy was expecting Gordy to give his name, he’d be disappointed. Coop must have been thinking the same thing, because he just nodded.


“My girlfriend and I just had a little fight.”


“Girlfriend?” Hiro stepped up to the rail.


Kryptoski flashed a smile. The guy was a charmer. Gordy knew the type. “My date. Lynn. We’ve gone out a couple times. But I’m hoping she’ll be my girlfriend.”


Gordy figured Krypto was going to be in for a big disappointment.
 

Kryptoski nudged the gearshift into reverse for a moment to keep the nose away from The Getaway. “Tonight didn’t exactly go according to my plans.”


“Poor baby,” Hiro said, but so quietly that there was no way Kryptoski could have heard her.


Hopefully. Now it was Gordy’s turn to give her a little prod with his foot. Down, girl. Easy, Hiro. Let’s not ask for trouble.


“For now, it looks like I have no girlfriend.” Kryptoski shook his head like that was a ridiculous concept. “Women. Can’t live with ’em, can’t live without ’em, am I right?”


“I can live without ’em,” Gordy said.


Hiro glared at him. Kryptoski laughed.


“So where is she now?” Cooper said. The surface had calmed again, but it was impossible to make out a swimmer at this distance. 


Kryptoski shrugged. “I’d say she’s nearly reached one of the docks on the south shore by now. Probably The Geneva Inn.”


“You’re not worried about her?” Hiro folded her arms across her chest like she was daring him to come up with an explanation.


“Former captain of the high school swim team? She can handle herself.”


“And if a boat drives by — like you did?”


Hiro let the question just hang there. She had a way of doing that. And right now, Gordy wished she’d just leave it alone. He stepped on her toe. Hard.


Kryptoski’s smile faded. “I had the same thought. Which is why I’m going to hang around a bit.” He pointed to the beach. “If you see her walking to town, would you give a blast on that monster horn of yours? I just want to make sure she’s safe.”


Which sounded reasonable to Gordy.


“Sure,” Coop said.


“Appreciate it.”


Krypto threw the gearshift into reverse, spun the wheel, and eased Krypto Night past The Getaway.


Gordy watched the boat creep out to deeper water.


“Wants to make sure she’s safe.” Hiro spit the words out. “Right.” 


A blue flashing light approached from the far side of the lake. Police boat. “Krypto is going to have company.”


“Maybe you jumped the gun a little calling 9 – 1 – 1 like that,” Gordy said.


Hiro pulled her braid over her shoulder and played with it. “It’s better to call early and end up with a false alarm than wait until you’re sure — ” 


“And it be too late.” Cooper finished her thought.


Hiro nodded.


“I’m glad you feel that way.” Gordy pointed to the shoreline. “Because now they’re coming by land and by sea.”


A police car raced down the hill and roared down Lake Shore Drive with its lights flashing. The car screeched to a stop opposite The Getaway. A policeman stepped out and walked around the front of the car, scanning the lake.


“Now what?” Gordy said.


Hiro climbed over the stern railing onto the swim platform. “Hand me that raft.”


Of course. The girl who dreamt of being a cop someday wouldn’t miss a chance to talk to one. Gordy grabbed the inflatable and handed it to Hiro.


She dropped it into the water and scampered in.


“I’m going with you,” Coop said.


Which was a good thing. The distance to shore was a longer paddle than Hiro probably figured. But three people in that raft might swamp it.


“I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the M&M’s.” Gordy needed something to ease the uneasiness in his stomach.


Cooper smiled. “Make sure the boat doesn’t sink, okay?”


“Aye, aye, Captain!” Gordy saluted. But it wasn’t the boat that was in danger of going down. This was their first night out, and already the police were visiting. The only thing at risk of sinking was his plan for a carefree vacation.







CHAPTER 6


Cooper swung his leg over the transom rail and dropped onto the platform. The boat rocked in slow motion, the dark waters burping up between the teak slats. He stared at the surface of the lake. Black as oil — and just as thick.


For an instant he felt lightheaded and gripped the rail to steady himself. He had the sick feeling that if he went over the side, he’d turn to concrete and drop straight to the bottom. Dead weight. Unable to move. How deep was it here? Deep enough.


“You coming?”


Hiro’s voice shook him from his thoughts. Their eyes locked for an instant, but it was long enough. Cooper knew that look. She was trying to figure out what he was thinking. Cooper avoided her eyes and climbed into the front end of the inflatable.


“Hold on.” Cooper leaned back and used his arms like oars. He did a backstroke for the beach, hoping she wouldn’t ask any questions.


Hiro sat in the back, apparently lost in her own thoughts.


That was okay with him. He had some things on his mind too. Like, what had happened to him in the water? The raw fear. The panic. He didn’t exactly know what to call it, but whatever it was,  it had been intense. Like the dreams he’d been having lately, only this was way worse. This was real.


Even now as he paddled, he had a strange sense that something was below the surface — tracking him, ready to pull him under. He stroked faster.

When he risked a glance at Hiro, she was staring at him again. Analyzing him was more like it. Great.

“Coop?”

He ignored her, which was ridiculous. She was impossible to avoid when she had something to say.

“Is there anything you want to talk about?”

Honestly? Did she really think that was going to work on him? Yeah, Hiro. I’m glad you asked. A while ago, I got totally freaked out in the water. And if I fall out of this boat, I’m afraid I won’t be able to swim any better than a rock. Maybe he could stall her off a little.

She tilted her head and smiled slightly. “Tell me what you’re not telling me.”

Cooper kept paddling.

“You can talk to me,” Hiro said. “You know you can.”

Absolutely true. But why would he want to talk about something he didn’t even want to think about? Besides, more immediate problems were looming. Like police expecting an explanation for the 9 – 1 – 1 call.

He leaned his elbows on the edge of the raft and let it drift. “Did you believe that Kryptoski guy?”

Hiro’s shoulders drooped like she was disappointed in his change of topic. She sighed and shook her head. “Not at all. You?” 

“No. And yes. I mean, when he was whipping around with the boat out there, it didn’t look so good.” The scene did an instant replay in his mind. “But he had an explanation for everything, didn’t he?”

Hiro seemed to think about that for a moment. “Remember Detective Hammer’s claim he has a built-in baloney detector?”

Cooper smiled at the thought of the tough Rolling Meadows  cop. He’d become a trusted friend during their eighth-grade year at Plum Grove Junior High. “How could I forget?”


“Well, I think I’ve got a baloney detector too.” Hiro pointed at her arms. “The hair stood up when he talked. Like it was warning me or something. He was lying. I’m sure of it.”

Hiro had an almost spooky sense of intuition. And now she also had a baloney detector? Good thing he had no plans to lie to her.

He checked the distance to the beach. Still more than halfway to go.

The police officer leaned against his cruiser and watched them, arms folded across his chest.

Cooper leaned back and resumed paddling.

“So,” Hiro said. “We were talking about you. About something you wanted to tell me.”

“You were talking,” Cooper said. “I was listening.”

Hiro scooped a handful of water and threw it at him, dousing his T-shirt.

Cooper ignored the chill and kept paddling.

“I think you need to talk about something,” Hiro said.

Obviously, she wasn’t going to let this go. “Actually, I don’t need to talk,” Cooper said. “I enjoy listening to you.”

“Coop, I’m serious. I know what you’re doing.”

Reach and pull. Reach and pull. Cooper kept the rhythm going. Every stroke brought them closer to the cop waiting on the beach. He couldn’t get there fast enough.

“You’re stalling. Trying to change the subject. Hoping to distract me. Yeah, I’m onto you.”

Cooper propped his elbows on the sides of the inflatable. “And I know what you’re doing. You want to know what happened back there in the water.”

Hiro blinked in surprise. Hey, he’d just surprised himself too. But she was his friend. He knew he could talk to her. And a part  of him wanted to. Maybe she could make some sense of what was going on. She had a way of seeing things that others missed.


He jerked a thumb toward the beach. “I can’t get into it now. Duty calls.” And he just wanted to stand on firm ground again.

She looked disappointed but nodded. “Later?”

“Sure, I guess.” Maybe it would make him feel better. Maybe.

“Right now,” Cooper said, “we need to figure out what we’re going to tell the police.” He started pulling for the beach again. Faster now.

“Exactly what we saw,” Hiro said. “We’re eyewitnesses.”

“But we didn’t actually see anything. We only heard.”

Now it was Hiro’s turn to be quiet. She kept her eyes on the beach. “We tell them what we heard. What we saw. What we think we saw.”

“And then we’re done,” Cooper said. “We’ll let the police sort everything out. Right?”

Hiro nodded. “Right.”

But her expression said something different. Her mind was already in cop mode. He’d have to be delusional to believe she’d let go of this thing that easily 






CHAPTER 7



Cooper gave a few fast paddles to work up some speed before the inflatable grounded itself on the sandy bottom. He hopped out and dragged the boat out of the water as soon as Hiro climbed over the side.


The officer met them on the beach. He looked big. Solid. He had broad shoulders and easily stood over six feet tall.


“Miss Yakimoto?” He had an easy smile about him. “Do you pronounce your first name ‘hi-row’ or ‘hero’?”


“Hero,” she said. “It’s short for ‘Hiroko.’ ” 


The cop held out his hand. “Officer Ryan Tarpy.”


Hiro shook his hand, introduced Cooper, and started right into her story. She summed up the situation in sixty seconds.


Cooper stood alongside her, ready to fill in the blanks if she left any.


“He’s out there now.” Hiro pointed at the lights from Krypto Night, two hundred yards offshore. The police boat was closing in fast, heading directly for the beach.


“I know the boy,” Officer Tarpy said. “And I know the boat.” He turned his head to the side and spit.


The way he said it made Cooper wonder what he wasn’t saying. 


“So . . .” Officer Tarpy let the word hang a while. “When you  called 9 – 1 – 1, the girl was in the water. And the way he was driving that boat, you were afraid — ” 


“She’d get hit,” Hiro said. “He didn’t stop his little tantrum until after I’d made the call.”

Tarpy nodded. “You didn’t actually see Lynn after the erratic driving stopped?”

Cooper studied him. He’d asked the question in a casual way, but his look was more . . . deliberate. Was he just checking to make sure Hiro didn’t change her story, or was he searching for something more?

“It was too dark. And she was in the water on the other side of the boat,” Hiro said. “Still arguing with him.”

Officer Tarpy paused. “But you heard her side of the argument. You actually heard her voice. Is that right?”

Hiro’s face clouded over. “Well, not exactly.”

Tarpy raised his eyebrows.

“I mean,” she said, “I could only hear his end of the conversation.”

“So, you never heard her voice.”

Hiro shook her head.

The cop looked right at him. “Cooper?”

Cooper shrugged. “Not once she was out of the boat.”

Tarpy stared at the dark water like he was replaying the whole thing in his mind. He nodded slowly, like the pieces of the puzzle were fitting together. He turned and walked a few steps, then spoke into his shoulder mic.

Cooper couldn’t catch everything the officer said, but the guy talked with his hands — which helped Cooper fill in the blanks. Cooper tapped Hiro’s shoulder. “Do you think — ” 

She cut him off with a finger to her lips. She wanted to listen too.

Tarpy pointed at Kryptoski’s boat, then paced toward them. “Yeah. Bring him in. Right here.”


Immediately, the flashing blue lights changed course and headed right toward Krypto Night.


This could get really awkward. Cooper didn’t want to be around when they brought Kryptoski to the beach for questioning.


The cop stopped pacing and faced Hiro. “One more time.” Tarpy held up a finger. “They argued. It sounded really heated. Cooper hit the air horns, and things got quiet for a few moments. Right?”


Hiro nodded.


Officer Tarpy held up a second finger. “Then the guy drove like a maniac, criss-crossing the area. You’re certain Lynn ended up in the water somehow because you saw a camera flash directly in front of the boat.” He raised his eyebrows.


Hiro nodded again.


Third finger. “You heard a female scream, you called 9 – 1 – 1, and the arguing stopped. Kryptoski slowed the boat down and circled again, at which time you speculated that he was looking for her in the water. Then he shined the boat’s docking lights right on you guys — so he knew you were aware of what had been going on. He sat there for several minutes, maybe more.” He glanced at Cooper.


“Right,” Cooper said.


Fourth finger. “Then he started talking to the girl again — loud enough for you to pick up what he was saying, but you never actually saw or heard the female in the water.”


Hiro sucked in her breath and glanced at Cooper.


The cop held up a fifth finger. “Then he cruised over to your boat, alone, and told you the girl had decided to swim to shore. After that he went back out on the lake to make sure she was safe.” 


Hiro didn’t say a word.


“That’s how I saw it,” Cooper said.


Tarpy turned to Hiro. “Is that how you remember it? In that exact order?”


Hiro nodded, eyes wide.


Cooper looked at the still water in the bay. What if Kryptoski wanted them to think the girl was there? That she was angry but absolutely fine. How do we know Kryptoski was talking to anybody at all?







CHAPTER 8

Lunk sat in the passenger seat as his mom drove. He angled himself against the door so he could watch her face as she chattered endlessly. He was pretty sure she’d been smiling all the way from Rolling Meadows. He ran his hand over his head — where his hair used to be.


“You getting used to it?” She shot him an apologetic look. “I still feel terrible about it.”


All he’d asked for was a summer cut. Something short. Mom had the wrong attachment or something. Got distracted. She’d clipped a path nearly down to the scalp before she realized her mistake. After that happened, he was doomed. She had to do his whole head that way or else he would have looked weird. But he looked weird anway. He felt his scalp. It felt weird too. “It’s okay. It’ll grow back.” But not in two weeks. He’d start high school looking like he got scalped.


“If you’d told me in February that we’d be taking a vacation in six months, I would have said you were dreaming.” Mom flashed him a smile. “I still can’t believe it.”


There was a whole list of things that Lunk couldn’t believe. Like the fact they were closing on a house in less than three weeks. Just after Labor Day weekend.


She drove up Main Street toward the town of Lake Geneva, then turned onto South Lake Shore Drive. “You excited?”


Lunk smiled. Oh yeah, he was excited. No more moving around. They were going to stay in Rolling Meadows. Permanently.
 

“And you’re still okay with the fact that I’ll be staying in the condo rental with the women while you’re bunking with the guys on the boat, right?”


The idea of being on the boat in Cooper’s backyard was fine. But on the water? “It’ll be perfect, Mom. We’re both going to have a great time.”


She nodded. “I’m especially happy for you, getting along so well with Cooper, Gordy, and Hiro.


“Definitely.” Which was one of the biggest surprises of all. Something he never would have guessed a year ago.


They left the lights of town behind them and headed down the twisting Lake Shore Drive toward Big Foot Beach and the state park. As they drove down the hill toward the water, Lunk saw the flashing blue lights of the police car.


Mom braked around the curve and eased off the gas. “Must be a speed trap.”


Lunk didn’t see a car pulled over in front of the cop car. In fact, the cop was standing on the narrow beach, talking to two people. 


“Isn’t that Cooper?” Mom said. “And Hiro?”


Lunk’s stomach lurched. An inflatable raft sat beached nearby. It was clearly Cooper and Hiro. They looked okay. Lunk scanned the deeper water. The Getaway was anchored a good football field offshore. Gordy must still be in the boat. Hopefully. He unbuckled his seat belt. 


Mom put her blinker on and pulled onto the shoulder several car lengths behind the police car.


Lunk opened the door before she came to a complete stop. “I’ll see what’s going on.”


She nodded. “I hope there isn’t trouble.”


Lunk patted her arm. “I’m sure everything is okay.” But it definitely looked like trouble. He just hoped it wasn’t serious.







CHAPTER 9


A car stopped on the shoulder of Lake Shore Drive, and its headlights practically blinded Cooper. But he could see just enough to notice the passenger door open. Somebody got out and headed Cooper’s way. Now what?


The guy stepped in front of the headlights giving Cooper a perfect silhouette. The big build. The height. His walk was unmistakable. Lunk had arrived.


Lunk hustled over to them. “Where’s Gordy?”


Cooper pointed to The Getaway. “He’s okay.”


Lunk nodded. His shoulders relaxed. “No mysteries. No danger. Just a vacation?” He smiled. “I know you want to be a cop, Hiro, but this is ridiculous.”


Hiro turned to him. “This is serious.”


Officer Tarpy paced the beach as if working something out in his mind. The police boat approached — a tough-looking thing with a massive 300 horsepower outboard on the stern. Krypto Night was following close behind. Using both arms, Tarpy flagged the boats like he was guiding planes up to the terminal gate.


“Somebody going to tell me what’s going on?” Lunk jammed his hands into his back pockets.


“I think we witnessed a murder,” Hiro whispered.


Lunk shook his head. “Impossible.” He looked at Cooper. “Is this a joke?”


Cooper watched the police boat nose onto the beach. Krypto Night did the same. “No joke. It was unreal.”


Lunk blew out a loud breath. “What happened?”


The emergency flashers were blinking on Mrs. Lunquist’s car, adding their own rhythm to the police lights reflecting off the dark water.


Cooper silently willed her to leave. But the driver’s door opened instead. “Lunk, if your mom stays, and she tells the rest of our moms about this at the condo, then they won’t let us sleep in The Getaway.” Then again, if this really was a murder, the idea of staying on the boat and being so close to the crime scene could be really creepy.


Lunk’s mom hurried over. “Everybody okay?”


Hiro started explaining the situation, which allowed Cooper to let his mind drift. A perfectly good vacation wrecked before it even started. Terrific. Sleeping on The Getaway with the guys was half the fun. Staying in the condo would change everything.


Kryptoski was standing on the beach now, answering questions from Officer Tarpy and the cop from the police boat. He wasn’t nearly as loud as he’d been before. He did a lot of pointing toward the deeper water.


Hiro finally stopped to catch her breath or swallow — or maybe she was done telling her story.


Mrs. Lunquist clutched Lunk’s arm. Great. Here we go. She’s going to pull in the reins.


“So this girl — ” Lunk said.


“Dead girl,” Hiro said, correcting him.


“Okay,” Lunk nodded, “this dead girl. Did she have a body like a model?”


Hiro gave him a look. “Yeah.”


“Pretty face?”


Her eyes narrowed. “If you like the blonde cheerleader type.”


“White T-shirt and short jean shorts?” 


Hiro looked surprised. “How could you guess that?” 


“Either I’m seeing a zombie, or she isn’t dead.” He pointed up the road toward the state park entrance.


The girl from Krypto Night was walking toward them, squinting and shielding her eyes from the police car’s headlights. She was barefoot and her clothes were sopping wet.


“I don’t believe it,” Hiro whispered.


“Is that her — the dead girl?” Mrs. Lunquist said.


Cooper stared at the girl. “Apparently.”


Lunk snickered.


“Lynn!” Kryptoski shouted out to her. “Thank God you’re okay.” He excused himself from the cops and ran toward her. “I’m so sorry. You have to know that.”


Lynn marched up, her jaw set. “Arrest him, officer.” She poked her finger at Kryptoski. “He’s rude. Arrogant. And definitely not a gentleman.”


Lunk nudged Cooper. “And a murderer. Don’t forget that, lady.” 


It looked like the argument between Kryptoski and his ex-date was going to start all over again.


Hiro glared at Lunk. “It was an honest mistake.”


“Right.” Lunk laughed. “Your imagination is a lot bigger than you are.”


Hiro waved him off and moved closer to the officers. She stood there listening, rubbing her Chicago Police star necklace.


“What’s Hiro doing?” Lunk said. “Looks like she’s in another world.”


“She is.” Cooper shrugged. “Cop stuff draws her into its orbit.” 


Mrs. Lunquist kissed Lunk on the forehead. “I’ll leave now. Are you sure you don’t want me to give Hiro a ride to the condo?”


“We’ll get her there,” Coop said. “By ten o’clock. Something tells me she wants to watch this.”


Lunk’s mom smiled. “I think you’re right.”


“I’ll get my bike out of the trunk.” Lunk walked his mom to the car.


The argument behind Cooper was heating up again. He turned to make sure Hiro wasn’t getting too close.


The blonde was in Kryptoski’s face, jabbing him in the chest.


“Okay, lovebirds.” Officer Tarpy raised both hands to put a stop to the fight. “Settle your differences another time.” He whispered something to the boat cop. Then Officer Tarpy looked at Lynn. “Do you have any ID?”


Lynn worked her hand into a wet pocket and pulled out a card. Probably her driver’s license.


Tarpy checked it with his flashlight, then shined his light in Lynn’s face.


She squinted and covered her eyes.


“Okay,” he said. “We’re good.” He handed the ID back. “Unless you really do want to press charges.”


Kryptoski stepped forward and puffed up his chest just a bit. “On what grounds?”


“Being a total jerk,” Lynn shouted. “You’re rude, obnoxious, a lousy boat driver, and the worst date.”


Cooper looked at Hiro. He half expected her to smile — or join in with the insults. But she didn’t. She stepped closer to the couple. 


Officer Tarpy walked a few paces toward the other cop.


“You want to talk about being a jerk?” The veins bulged on the side of Kryptoski’s neck. “Jumping out of the boat and insisting on swimming to shore — at night? That wasn’t exactly an Einstein move.”


Lynn stepped toward Kryptoski, her fists clenched. “That’s because you were being a jerk.”


“If that dead girl starts swinging, Hiro’s going to get herself hurt,” Lunk said. “She’s way too close.”


Cooper was already moving toward her. Lunk leaned his new bike against a speed limit signpost and kept pace with him. They  stepped on either side of Hiro, and each grabbed one of Hiro’s arms.


“Easy, tiger,” Lunk said. “It’s not your fight.”

Hiro resisted. “Let me go. I just want to — ” 

“From a safe distance, Hiro,” Cooper said. “Back off a little.”

Hiro took a step back, but it looked like the argument was over anyway.

“Okay.” Kryptoski’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I was a jerk.” He raised both hands and backed up. “It’s been a really bad day. Can I get a ‘do over’ on this date?”

“I don’t think so.” Her voice didn’t sound nearly as angry now.
 

“You don’t have to answer right away,” Kryptoski said. “How about I give you a ride home?”

She crossed her arms over her chest.

He stepped back. “Can I call you tomorrow?”

“Maybe.” She smiled just a bit. “After you send me flowers.”

Kryptoski grinned.

Officer Tarpy stepped between them and faced the girl. “Do you intend to walk home barefoot, or would you like a ride?”

“I’d appreciate a lift, officer.” She headed toward the squad car.
 

“Hop in. I’ll be right back.” Tarpy walked over to the police boat.

Kryptoski walked with the girl to the car, speaking quietly to her. Whatever their argument had been about, she seemed to have forgotten. Cooper had seen the type before. Kryptoski was a charmer. And to calm her down like he did? This guy was a miracle worker too.

“Coop,” Hiro whispered. “Something’s not right.”

“Yeah, the fact that you’re standing too close again. Let’s go.” Cooper and Lunk backed her away from the scene.

She pulled away. “I need to talk to Officer Tarpy.”

The two cops were still talking. Cooper refused to let go of Hiro’s arm. Lunk locked elbows with her other arm.

“Let it go, Hiro,” Lunk said. “The show is over.”


“Let go of me or I’ll — ” 


“Call 9 – 1 – 1 again?” Lunk said in a teasing tone. “Hi, it’s me again. Sorry that murder was bogus, but I’d like to report a kidnapping this time. I’m being abducted.”


Hiro tensed as though she planned to break free.


Cooper and Lunk both laughed.


A dark pickup truck drove past slowly. It pulled into the state park entrance, turned around, and stopped.


Kryptoski left the girl at the police car and hustled across the street. He walked right over to the pickup truck, talked with the driver for a minute or two, and then walked back to Krypto Night. A moment later, he was in the boat and powering away from the beach.


Hiro said, “That was weird, don’t you think?”


“Hi, 9 – 1 – 1,” Lunk tried to make his voice sound girly. “I’m back. And I want to report something weird. I saw two men talking.”


Cooper forced himself to hold back his laughter. Hiro was in no mood for it.


Officer Tarpy helped push the nose of the police boat off the beach, and the cop at the wheel kicked the outboard into reverse. The beast had power.


And so did Hiro. She swung her elbows, and Cooper caught one in the ribs. Then she stomped her foot down hard on Lunk’s foot.


“Let me go.” Hiro squirmed free.


Officer Tarpy got inside the cruiser and slammed the driver’s side door shut. His window zoomed down and he gave Hiro a nod. 


“Officer Tarpy!” Hiro said. “Can I talk to you?”


Hiro stepped up to his door and then hesitated. She looked at the girl sitting in the passenger seat. “I-I’m glad you’re okay.”


She’d needed to get to the car to say that? Cooper shook his head. Sometimes she made no sense.


Tarpy smiled. “Thanks for calling 9 – 1 – 1. It was the right thing to do.”


Hiro nodded, but she didn’t look happy.


“I don’t get it,” Lunk mumbled. “This is a no-brainer. What could possibly be bothering her?”


Did she sense something? No, no, no . . . this was not happening again. She was wrong. She had to be.


Cooper stepped up beside her, and together they watched the police car pull away. “Okay, what was that all about?”


Hiro looked pale. She didn’t answer, but just fidgeted with her braid.


“What is it?”


She watched the police car cruise down Lake Shore Drive. “I’m not sure it was her.”


Lunk made an exasperated face. “The cop checked her ID.”


Hiro nodded. “I know. But I don’t think she was the same girl that I saw in the boat.”







CHAPTER 10


Gordy lowered the binoculars and watched the police boat prowl through the black waters along Big Foot Beach, ready for the next false alarm. Meanwhile Krypto Night was headed out to deeper water. Apparently, Superman was going to finish his picnic alone.


The girl Hiro had called Pom-Pom obviously made it to shore safely. The guy didn’t get arrested. And Lunk had finally arrived. So everybody was happy.


Except Hiro.


It was obvious by the way she stood — arms folded across her chest, her weight shifted onto one leg. He didn’t need to hear a word she was saying to see she was plenty worked up.


Which is exactly what he was going to be if they didn’t get to town for a snack before Scoops closed. He hustled to the driver’s seat and tapped the air horn. Cooper reacted immediately.


“I’m dying out here!” Gordy shouted. “Are we going to town or what?” Swimming to shore wouldn’t be a big deal, even when it was dark. But doing it alone with Krypto Night out on the lake? He pointed to the inflatable. “I need a ride to shore!”


Coop grabbed the inflatable and paddled out to pick him up. By the time they got back to the beach, Coop had him up to speed on Hiro’s suspicions.


Minutes later, all four of them crossed Lake Shore Drive. Lunk stood by his bike and waited while the rest of them unlocked their bikes from the trees. Bringing them had been Coop’s idea — and a good one. Wheels were as good as wings. They were freedom — and right now that meant food.

The road was quiet all the way into town, and so was Hiro. Gordy wanted to ask about the girl, but Hiro would talk when she was ready — and then there’d be no stopping her. Besides, this was supposed to be a vacation. No sense encouraging her to slip into cop mode. He raised his face into the full force of the warm wind. 

Gordy coasted onto Baker Street and down the hill into the town of Lake Geneva, waiting for the others to catch up. Hiro trailed Lunk and Coop by thirty yards — lost in thought. And lost is exactly what she’d be if she didn’t put a little more effort into the pedaling.

The road curved onto Wrigley Drive, running parallel to the shore. He crossed the bridge, turned onto Broad Street, and skidded to a stop in front of Scoops. He leaned his bike against a table and checked the sign outside the door. “You want nutrition? Eat carrots.” Nice slogan. He pulled open the door and stepped inside. 

In ice cream places, the AC was always cranked up. It felt good. He stepped closer to the glass coolers housing five-gallon tubs of joy — the most delicious ice cream he’d ever seen.

Zanzibar Chocolate. Snickers and Fudge. Yippee Skippee. Halley’s Comet. Superman. Blue Moon. Fat Elvis. And tubs more. Ice cream as different as the names on the labels. It was his second time in the shop, and he already loved this place.

A girl stepped up. Katie was engraved on her nametag. She was in her mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair. Friendly smile. “Back again?” she said.

Gordy nodded. He didn’t even need to do the sample spoon thing this time. “Yippee Skippee,” he said. “Pile it high.”


Katie took a scooper out of the rinse water and leaned into the task.


Coop and Lunk stepped inside the shop. Hiro followed a minute later.


Katie set Gordy’s bowl on the counter and started working on Coop’s order.


Gordy cruised along the freezer cases looking at the ice cream tubs. “This must be a dream job,” he said.


Katie smiled. “Actually I’m a teacher. That’s my dream job. But this is fun for the summer. I also work the mailboat most mornings.” She placed Coop’s heaping bowl on the counter.


Lunk leaned against the counter. “Do you make root beer floats?”


Katie smiled. “Not if I can convince you to try something else.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like root beer.”


“Don’t like root beer?” Lunk looked at her like she couldn’t possibly be serious. “Try a root beer float. Something magical happens when you mix vanilla ice cream with root beer.”


Katie set the scooper down. “There’s nothing magical about ruining perfectly good ice cream.”


Lunk snickered and checked the ice cream flavors while Katie took Hiro’s order.


Gordy grabbed a table in the back.


Coop was already digging into his Halley’s Comet before he sat down.


“How is it?” Gordy said.


Coop closed his eyes and smiled — which pretty much said it all.


Hiro joined them a minute later. She seemed more like herself. Maybe the bike ride had helped. She looked like she was on vacation again.


“What did you get, Hiro?” Gordy said.


She sat with a single scoop. “Chocolate Raspberry Truffle. Rich chocolate ice cream with chunks of brownies, chocolate-covered  raspberry cups, and a sweet raspberry ripple. Who thinks of this stuff?”


“A genius,” Gordy said.

She took a bite. “Mmmmmm. Oh yes! We’re definitely coming back here.”

Lunk stood at the counter while Katie dug into one of the ice cream containers.

“So, Lunk,” Hiro said. “Nice haircut.”

Lunk shrugged. “What hair?”

Hiro laughed. “I kinda like the new look. It’s cute.”

“Oh, that helps.” Lunk shuffled over and sat down with a heaping bowl of ice cream in his hands.

Hiro shook her head. “Vanilla? It took you longer than any of us to make your choice, and you picked vanilla?”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Lunk said. “Pure. No frills. None of that foo-foo stuff like what you picked.”

“Foo-foo?” Hiro shook her head. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m ridiculous?” Lunk snorted. “You can’t admit that the woman at the beach was the same one you insisted was dead.” He took a bite of his ice cream. “You reported a murder before somebody actually got killed.”

Excellent. Gordy wanted everyone to forget about the bogus crime. They needed to focus on the vacation.

Hiro put down her spoon. “I don’t think it was the same girl.”

“White top. Jean shorts. Blonde. Cheerleader type,” Lunk said. “Everything fits.”

“Seriously? That’s like saying she’s a Caucasian and all Caucasians look the same. Or all Asians look the same.”

“Don’t they?” Lunk put on an innocent face. “Asians, I mean.” 

Hiro balled her hand into a fist and slugged his arm.

Lunk laughed. Seemed like just the reaction he was looking for. 

“So what are we doing tomorrow?” Gordy said.

Hiro worked the spoon in her ice cream until the chocolate and raspberry blended into a dark, creamy swirl. “I saw her when  the boat pulled out. She looked at me. Smiled.” She lifted the spoon and sampled the mix. “But when I saw her on the beach . . . she was different somehow.”


“Her hair was wet,” Gordy said. “That’ll change how anybody looks. Except Lunk — because his hair is gone.”

Hiro stared off at nothing. “It was more than that.”

Lunk waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell the cop when you had the chance?”

“The girl was right there looking at me,” Hiro said. “It creeped me out.”

“Baloney,” Lunk said. “You’re not afraid to tell anybody anything. Not when you’re sure you’re right.”

“I totally agree.” Cooper leaned forward. “Deep down you can’t even convince yourself it was a different girl.”

Hiro set her spoon down. “Did it look like the same girl to you?”
 

She didn’t sound sure of herself. It was all about one of her feelings. Not facts.

Cooper shrugged. “I barely saw her. I was a little busy thinking about dead fish and wondering if Kryptoski was going to find them before he pulled out of the bay.”

Gordy looked at him. Cooper had probably been thinking about that panic attack he’d had too.

Lunk held up both hands. “Hold on. The girl gave the cop an ID. I saw him check it. Her name was Lynn.”

“And what does that prove?” Hiro rubbed her necklace again. “Her name was Lynn. Her ID matched. So what? I don’t think she was the same girl I saw in the boat.”

“Okay,” Coop said. “Then let’s call the police.” He fished his phone out of his pocket and held it out to her. “If you’re that sure, make the call.”

Was Coop calling her bluff — or was he serious?

Hiro crossed her arms over her chest and eyed Coop’s phone. “I’m sure . . . but maybe I’m not sure sure. Does that make sense?”

Gordy wanted to comment, but held his toungue. Maybe Hiro  needed to take another bike ride and clear her head. Gordy glanced out the window to check on their bikes. A man was standing on the sidewalk like he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to come in or not. He obviously hadn’t tasted Scoops’ ice cream or else he’d be standing in front of the counter by now. But he just stood there with shadows covering his face. This guy didn’t know what he was missing.


Coop pocketed his phone. “When you’re sure sure, we’ll make the call. And just out of curiosity, if it wasn’t Lynn, who do you think was in the boat?”

Hiro glanced at the man outside and then lowered her voice. “That’s what we need to find out.”






CHAPTER 11


Hiro had a creepy feeling. She’d felt fine when they walked into Scoops. But something had changed. She looked around to figure out the source of her uneasiness. Not the girl behind the counter. Katie was swaying to the rhythm of some song that must be playing in her head. She held the scoop like a microphone and silently mouthed the words. No, it wasn’t Katie.


Hiro looked out the window. The man was still there. Her stomach tightened. Was he watching them? He appeared to be intensely interested in their bikes.


She eyed him, trying not to look obvious. There were too many shadows, and she could only get a side view. He was wearing a baseball cap pulled low over longish blond hair — and the color didn’t look natural. Average height. Maybe a couple inches under six feet. He was also wearing a loose jacket — so she couldn’t even guess at his weight. And he had a beard. A full one that started just below the cheekbones. Something about him unnerved her. She rubbed the goosebumps on her arms.


Hiro needed a closer look. She wasn’t sure why, but she just knew it. Then again, another part of her wanted to get as far away from the man as possible. Why would he be watching them? She stood and moved toward the window.


The man jammed his hands into his pockets and headed up Broad Street — as if he knew she was onto him.


“Let’s go,” she said. “I’m freezing.”


She caught Coop’s eye. He gave her a curious look but obviously knew her well enough not to question her. Not out loud, anyway.


“Let’s take it outside,” Coop said, standing.


Lunk joined him.


“Are you serious?” Gordy said. “We just got here. What if we want more ice cream?”


Hiro made a beeline for the door. “We’ll be back tomorrow.”


The man in the baseball cap was already two stores away and walking fast. By the way he carried himself, he looked strong. Solid. The idea of running after him seemed beyond ridiculous. Hiro stopped and watched him, hoping he’d glance back. She wanted him to see that she was onto him.


He jaywalked across Broad Street, never once looking behind him. He reached in his pocket for something. Keys. The parking lights of a black pickup parked near Main Street clicked on and off. Could it be the same truck she’d seen at the beach?


Gordy was still whining when he walked out of Scoops. They couldn’t ride their bikes while holding ice cream, so they locked their bikes and walked toward the waterfront.


Hiro found a bench where she could keep an eye on the pickup. 


“Okay, Hiro,” Coop said. “Wanna tell us what that was all about?”


“Did you see that man outside Scoops?” Hiro said. “I have a really weird feeling about the guy.”


Lunk took a bite. “He wanted ice cream, just like us.”


“Then why not go inside?” Hiro put down her ice cream cup and hugged herself. “I felt like he was . . . watching us.”


“Maybe you’re paranoid,” Lunk said. “First, you think you see a murder. Then you don’t. And then you think that girl isn’t who she claims to be, so the murder theory is back. Now you think a  window shopper at Scoops is watching you. Don’t you think that’s a little . . .” Lunk circled his ear with his forefinger.


Hiro took a deep breath. If she let herself get all frustrated, she wouldn’t be able to think clearly. “There’s something weird about that guy.” She pointed at the pickup. “And why is he just sitting there in his truck?”

“Maybe he’s texting someone.”

Hiro shook her head. “He’s watching.”

“He’s like a block away,” Lunk said.

“Close enough to keep an eye on us.”

“Okay, Sherlock,” Lunk said. “Or should I call you Shirley Holmes?” Taking Hiro’s wrists in his hands, he stood and pulled her to her feet. She almost dropped her cup of Chocolate Raspberry Truffle. He backed toward the waterfront, pulling Hiro along with him. “I think you’ve done enough detective work for one night.”

Hiro struggled to break free.

“Look at her thrashing around,” Lunk said. “It’s like she’s addicted to cop work. I think we’re getting her away from this just in time.”

“Let me go, Lunk!” She pulled against Lunk’s grip. “Kryptoski talked to someone in a pickup at the beach. It could be him.”

“Half the drivers in Wisconsin drive pickups,” Lunk said. “It doesn’t mean there’s a connection.”

The truck rumbled to life. A deep sound. Hiro strained to see. “Let me get his plate number.”

Gordy stepped in, blocking her vision. “Oh no you don’t. We’re on vacation.”

Coop was still sitting on the bench, watching the scene unfold with a half-smile on his face.

Hiro growled her frustration. “I’m warning you, boys.”

Lunk didn’t ease up, but pulled her toward the Riviera’s shops and excursion boat docks.

“You will not pull me one more inch.” Hiro jerked back hard, hoping her act looked convincing.


Lunk took the bait. He took a wide stance and leaned back. 


It was exactly what she’d hoped for. She suddenly rushed toward him. Without her pulling against him, Lunk staggered backward, momentarily off balance. Hiro plowed into him with her whole body.


He let go of her wrist, and his arms flailed in the air for an instant.


Hiro hooked his leg with hers and did her best to give him another push.


Lunk went down hard.


Standing over him, Hiro dug out a spoonful of ice cream and tried to look casual. “Don’t mess with me, Lunk. I’m tougher than you are.”


Lunk blinked in disbelief — and a grin spread across his face.


“Whoa, Hiro!” Gordy said. “Nice move!”


Hiro spun around. “Out of my way, or you’re next.”


Gordy raised both hands in surrender. “I’m not stopping you.”


Hiro pushed past him and looked for the pickup. It was gone. “Thanks, guys. Real smart. We may have just lost our one lead in this case.”


“Case?” Lunk brushed off his camo shorts and walked toward her. “There is no case.”


Hiro took another bite and smiled. “Not yet.”







CHAPTER 12


He backed Black Beauty into a parking stall at The Cove and cut the engine. He was a firm believer that every pickup should have a name. Not just Ford or Chevy, but something that made a statement. Black Beauty was a good fit. Dark as night itself. Able to take him wherever he needed to go — fast. And the thing was gorgeous.


But it wasn’t his truck the girl was interested in. She must have suspected something. It was sloppy of him. He’d gotten too close. But he had to be sure. And the boss did want him to send a message, didn’t he?


Actually, he was glad he’d been spotted. Because the smallest seed of a scare could grow a whole forest of fear. And fear was his most effective weapon.


He slid out of the pickup and made his way on foot. It was better this way. Besides, he did his best thinking when he was moving. Or driving. Sitting in the truck to wait didn’t work for him.


He wouldn’t be working for Kryptoski forever. And he was good with that. He was good at cleaning up Kryptoski’s dirty diapers too. And this one was a doozy. He didn’t hate his work, although his feelings for the boss were an entirely different story. There would  be a day of reckoning, though. That thought always made his work easier.


It had been a boring job, for the most part. But his employment might end a lot quicker than he’d expected. Not that he wasn’t prepared. He chuckled to himself. They had no idea how ready he was. He had his bugout bag packed and in the bed of the pickup so he could disappear off the grid whenever he sensed the time was right. But the kids had changed things. Now there were more plans to make.

He crossed Center Street and walked through the shadows of Flatiron Park. He leaned against a tree and watched the kids. It was amazing how one small turn of events could suddenly make his job so interesting.






CHAPTER 13


Cooper finished off his ice cream and tossed the cup into the trash can. They still had time before Hiro had to be at the condo. He wandered toward the docks and the others followed.


His parents had taken him to Lake Geneva every summer. He’d grown to love the place.


The weather-worn boards thumped and echoed over the still water as the four of them walked toward the end of the pier.


Gordy threw a stick into the water, shattering the glassy surface. “Are we just going to leave our bikes outside Scoops?”


“They’re locked,” Cooper said. “And that may give us a chance to test Hiro’s theory.”


“Oh, come on,” Gordy said. “Not you too.”


Hiro was all ears. “What are you saying?”


“He’s saying,” Gordy said, “that he’s only kidding. He’s messing with you, Hiro.”


“Coop?” She gave him a skeptical look.


“Okay, I don’t believe some guy was stalking us. It makes no sense. Why would he do that?”


“Agreed,” Lunk said.


“But,” Coop said, “if someone were watching us, he’d be watching  our bikes. If we see the guy still hanging around when we come back, Hiro may be onto something.”


Gordy leaned against one of the posts. “No matter how stupid it sounds?”

Cooper shrugged.

But Hiro looked satisfied. “At least one of you is willing to take this seriously.”

They took their time walking to the end of the pier. Cooper sat on the edge and dangled his feet over the side. Everyone followed his lead except Lunk, who sat cross-legged behind them, right in the middle of the dock.

Hiro scooted closer to Cooper. “There’s room here, Lunk.”

Lunk shook his head. “I’m okay.”

She moved a couple inches more. “C’mon.”

Lunk’s face looked pale. “I’d rather stay here.”

Cooper nudged Hiro, hoping she’d get the message to drop it. Cooper was pretty sure Lunk didn’t even want to be on the dock. Either Lunk didn’t know how to swim, or he couldn’t swim well.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Hiro pointed at the still water. “The reflections of the lights from town are so inviting. I’d love to go for a swim.”

At one time, Cooper would’ve agreed. But not now. Not tonight. The lights on the surface were fine. The darkness below the surface was what bothered him.

Cooper looked down. The water was black here — like there was no bottom. Suddenly he felt like there was some kind of magnetic pull . . . drawing him to it.

“Coop, you okay?” Hiro touched his arm. “You’re shaking.”

“Am I?” What was it with his nightmarish thoughts? Cooper kept his eyes off the water and scooted away from the edge of the dock.

“It’s the ice cream,” Gordy said. “Does that to me sometimes. The chill zips right through me.”

Hiro didn’t take her focus off Cooper. “Coop?”


Cooper stood. “We’d better get you back to the condo, Hiro.”


Hiro didn’t look happy, but Lunk was already on his feet and walking down the center of the pier toward shore.


Gordy jogged ahead. “Maybe I’ll get a refill.” He held up his empty ice cream cup.


“They aren’t refillable,” Hiro said. “You do know that, right?”


Gordy grinned. “So I’ll order another one.”


Cooper could have guessed that. “What flavor are you getting this time?”


“Yippee Skippee.”


Hiro shook her head. “Isn’t that what you got the last time?”


Gordy nodded. “You should try it. Sure beats Chocolate Raspberry Duffle.”


“It’s Chocolate Raspberry Truffle, Gordy,” Hiro said. “Truffle.” 


Gordy turned around and continued walking in front of them backward. “Trouble?”


Hiro held up a fist. “That’s what you’ll get if you keep this up.” 


Gordy laughed as he turned and jogged toward Scoops. Lunk joined him. Hiro fell in alongside Cooper.


“So, Coop, you were going to talk to me, remember?”


Cooper wasn’t so sure he wanted to talk. Not anymore. He wanted to forget it. “No time now.” He shrugged. “They’ll be back in a couple minutes.”


Hiro was silent for a few steps. “Tomorrow,” she said firmly, like the whole thing was settled.


But it was far from settled in Cooper’s mind. Talking about it would make it official, wouldn’t it? She’d think there was something wrong with him. He imagined the way her face would look if he told her. Maybe she’d think he needed a shrink. She’d look at him different for sure. Was he running from reality? Maybe. He just wanted the feeling to go away — wanted to get it out of his mind. Bury it.


The fiasco with the police and Tommy Kryptoski turned out to be a nice distraction. It had kept his mind busy thinking about something other than what was wrong with him. He glanced up  and down Broad Street as he crossed, looking for any sign of the pickup. Part of him wished he would see it. That might stop Hiro from thinking about his problem too.


“There.” Cooper pointed to a dark blue pickup parked at an angle across the street, just past Main. If someone were sitting inside it, he’d have a perfect view of their bikes. “Is that it?”

Hiro shook her head. “It was black. And it was a Ford, not a Chevy.”

Obviously she was checking it out too. She stood at the corner and looked both ways, as if she expected the Ford to materialize.

Hiro had gotten herself spooked with the incident at the beach, and that was messing with her head. Not that Cooper planned to mention it to her. And he couldn’t blame her. Not really. He’d been pretty creeped out himself — until the girl showed up at the beach. 

The guy outside the ice cream shop hadn’t been keeping an eye on them. And he certainly wasn’t watching them now. He probably wasn’t within two miles. Obviously Lunk and Gordy felt the same way.

“He’s close,” Hiro said. “Really close.” She raised her chin in the air as if she were sniffing him out.

Cooper checked up and down the street. No Ford pickup. He looked at the shop doorways for a bearded guy. Nothing. Hiro had to face the facts.

Gordy was exiting Scoops just as Hiro and Cooper reached the bikes. He had another cup of ice cream in his hand. Lunk was still inside, standing at the counter.

“Yippee Skippee,” Gordy said. He took a bite. “Great stuff.”

Cooper bent over to unlock the bikes. “What’s Lunk getting?” 

Hiro peered through the window. “His heart broken.”

“What?” Cooper followed her gaze.

“Look at the way he’s talking to Katie,” she said.

Katie was chatting about something, smiling, waving the scooper around as she talked.

Lunk stood there, mesmerized.


“You’re totally wrong.” Gordy snickered. “She’s way older than him.”


Hiro kept watching. “Doesn’t mean he can’t like her.”


“Lunk?” Cooper said. “Maybe he wishes he had a big sister.”


“What about me?” Hiro said. “I’m like a sister to him.”


Gordy laughed. “Coop said big sister.”


Lunk looked over his shoulder at them. His face turned red, and he backed away from the counter. Cooper turned away from the shop window and had Lunk’s bike ready for him when he came through the door.


The bike was used — but new to Lunk. And sized just right for him. It was a nice change from the one he’d been riding for who knows how many years. But Lunk still had the concrete-filled bat strapped to his bike — just like it had been on his old bike. It had come in pretty handy last May when Gordy was taken. Cooper shuddered. He hoped Lunk would never have to use it again.


Lunk took the bike without a word, his face still glowing.


“Couldn’t find anything you liked, Lunk?” Hiro’s eyes danced. 


He didn’t answer.


“Or was she too old?”


Great, Coop thought. Hiro just couldn’t let it be.


Lunk glared at her. “Your problem is, you think you’re right about everything — even when you’re dead wrong.”


Hiro shrugged. “We’ll see.”


Coop smiled. No matter what they threw at Hiro, she had a way of catching it and zinging something right back.


Lunk rolled his eyes at Coop in frustration. He turned back to Hiro. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the condo?”


Hiro laughed. “Something tells me we’ll be coming to Scoops a lot during this vacation.” She waved to Katie through the window. “Yippee Skippee.”


Lunk swung a leg over his bike. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Nobody does,” Gordy said. “Ninety percent of the time, Hiro makes no sense. The other half of the time isn’t much better.”


Hiro gave him a sideways glance. “That’s one hundred and forty percent, Gordy.”


Gordy took a bite. “There she goes again.”


Hiro slapped her thighs. “I give up.”


“Finally.” Lunk pushed off and pedaled hard for the condo. Gordy’s comment had taken the spotlight off Lunk, and Lunk probably wanted to get moving before Hiro could bring up the topic again. Cooper gave him a little space.


They crossed the bridge by LeatherLips watercraft rentals. Cooper glanced over the railing and down at the jet skis docked in the tiny cove below. They looked like fun.


Hiro was quiet during the short ride to the condo. Was she thinking about the bearded guy in the pickup truck or the murdered girl who turned out to be alive? Or maybe it had something to do with the talk she wanted to have with him. He didn’t want to ask.


Lunk cut through Flatiron Park and zoomed up the drive to The Cove. Leaving Hiro at the condo wasn’t as easy as Cooper had expected. There were last-minute instructions from his mom, Gordy’s mom, and Lunk’s mom. Be careful biking back to the boat. Don’t leave the boat once you get out there. Keep your phone on. Only Hiro’s mom didn’t add to the advice.


Cooper was afraid the list would keep growing. He looked for his little sister. “Where’s Mattie?”


“Already asleep.” Mom pointed at the bedroom door. “And remember, if this doesn’t work out tonight, we’ll have to make some kind of change.”


They’d be doing that anyway when Cooper and Gordy’s dads joined them for the weekend. Dad was bringing the tent, and they’d camp in the state park. There wouldn’t be room on The Getaway for all of them.


“We’ll be fine,” Cooper said. It was time to get out of there  before the moms thought up some more warnings. “G’night, everybody.” Cooper kissed his mom on the cheek.


Hiro mouthed the words: Text me.

Cooper nodded and waved. Minutes later, the three guys were back outside unlocking their bikes.

“Coop!” It was Hiro’s voice.

He spotted her standing at the railing of a second-floor balcony. 
“You three be careful,” she said.

And exactly what were they supposed to be careful about? Cooper waved and started pedaling with Lunk and Gordy beside him.

“Don’t worry, Hiro!” Gordy called back to her. “We’re on vacation!”

Hiro cupped her hands on either side of her mouth. “Just don’t take a vacation from your brains!”

But that’s exactly what Cooper wanted to do.




CHAPTER 14


Hiro watched the boys pedal out of the parking lot and onto Center Street, where they headed for Wrigley Drive. She wanted to be with them. Really wanted it. Oh, sure, she complained about the guys. It was all part of the game. But there was nobody else she’d rather be with. She couldn’t imagine how much fun they were going to have on the boat together. Just the idea of sitting on the bow and looking up at the stars sounded wonderful. 


And she’d have a chance to talk to Coop. Get him to open up and tell her what was going on. She’d never seen Coop act the way he had when he surfaced.


If she was on the boat, they’d likely talk about Tommy Kryptoski too. And then there was the whole topic of Pom-Pom. Maybe Hiro was taking things a bit far and letting her imagination — or her desire to be a cop — influence her thinking too much.


She leaned against the railing and heard her mom laughing inside the condo. It was time to join the group. She knew that. But she wanted to stay on the balcony a little longer. But why? It’s not like the boys would be coming back for her.


She heard an engine start up somewhere in the parking lot. Deep. Rumbling. A pickup pulled out of a spot and headed for the exit. It was black. It was a Ford. And the driver hadn’t turned on  his lights yet. Hiro strained to see the license plate. No luck. And from this angle, the truck’s roof blocked the driver’s face from view. 


Was it a coincidence? Or was this the same guy who’d met Kryptoski by the beach? And the same guy outside Scoops?

The truck paused at the parking lot exit.

She worked her phone from her pocket. Should she call Coop? They already thought she was acting paranoid. If she called him now and it turned out to be nothing — she’d never hear the end of it.

But what if the guy really was following the boys? She needed to warn them. Then again, why would anyone be following them? They hadn’t done anything wrong.

The truck sat there. No blinker. Make a decision, Hiro. She bounced her phone in her palm and let her mind spin through her options. If the driver turned away from the lake, she wouldn’t make the call. But if he turned toward the lake. . .

The brake lights blinked off. The truck rolled forward and started its turn. The headlights flicked on, and a switch turned on inside her gut. The driver was following the guys. Hands shaking, she dialed Coop.






CHAPTER 15


Cooper hugged the shoulder along Lake Shore Drive as they rode out of town. It was too dark for the lakeshore path now. Occasional streetlights marked the way on what was otherwise a dark stretch. Massive estates lined the road, all with tall hedges, stone walls, and iron fences. The owners were sending a message that they wanted their privacy.


Gordy lagged behind, still working on his ice cream. Lunk rode halfway between them. Keeping up was no longer an issue since Lunk had bought a bigger bike.


“Hiro can get under a guy’s skin sometimes,” Lunk said. “You know that?”


“Firsthand,” Cooper said. When she got something into her head, she couldn’t seem to let it go. “She’s like a tick that burrows in deep.”


Lunk laughed. “Got that right.”


Cooper’s phone rang, and he checked the number on the screen. “And here she is.”


“Probably checking to see if we went back to Scoops,” Lunk said. “I was just talking to the girl. I don’t know why Hiro made such a big deal of it.”


“Because she’s Hiro.” Cooper connected and swung the phone up to his ear.


“Coop.” Hiro’s voice sounded rushed. “A black pickup just left the condo parking lot and is headed your way.”


The girl was truly taking this too far. Cooper glanced behind him. Gordy was done with his ice cream and finally catching up. No headlights followed them. “The guy from Scoops?”


“It could be. But I couldn’t see the driver.”


“Hiro . . .” How could he tell her how ridiculous she sounded without hurting her feelings?


“I know you think this is really stupid; but if he drives by, just get his license plate number. Would you do that?”


Cooper’s mind jumped back to May when he’d tried to remember the minivan plate number after Gordy was kidnapped. Trusting his memory might not be the smartest thing to do.


“Coop?”


He tucked the phone between his shoulder and ear and reached into his pocket. “Just looking for a pen,” he said. “I’ll write it on my hand.”


“Thanks,” she said. “That way if he shows up again, we’ll know it. I’ll prove to you guys that the bearded man is tailing us.”


Cooper laughed. “Okay.”


“Anything yet?”


Cooper did another shoulder check right as a set of headlights swung around the bend from Baker Street — headed their way.


“Okay, there’s a vehicle coming.”


The lights crossed the double-striped center line before jerking back into the right lane. Was the driver tired? Texting? The passenger tire dropped off the pavement and rumbled on the gravel for a moment before the driver corrected himself and got the vehicle back where it belonged.


“Coop? What’s going on?” Hiro said.


“I think he’s drunk,” Cooper said. “Call you back.”


“Coop, be care — ” 




Cooper disconnected and checked once more over his shoulder. “Gordy, get off the road! We’ve got a drunk behind us!”


They all had lights on their bikes, but they wouldn’t be much help if the driver was plastered. The vehicle passed under a streetlight. A pickup. Black. And it had the extended mounts on the side mirrors — the type guys use for towing stuff behind the truck.
 
The truck’s right tires dropped onto the gravel shoulder — heading directly for Gordy. “Hit the ditch!”


The driver hit the gas.


“Gordy, move!” Lunk shouted.


Eyes wide, Gordy cut sharply off the road, into the ditch, and up the other side. The pickup barreled past them, swung onto the pavement, and then veered back onto the shoulder again, closing the gap on Lunk.


Standing on the pedals of his bike and pumping hard, Lunk tore through the ditch and plowed into a hedge just as the pickup skinned by him.


Cooper rode through the shallow ditch, but a stone wall blocked him from getting farther out of the truck’s way.


The engine roared.


He was trapped.


“Coop!” Lunk shouted. “He’s gonna hit you!”


Cooper hugged the stone wall and just missed the rock at every turn of the pedals. The world reeled into slow motion. He saw everything. Heard everything. The gravel churning under the pickup’s tires. Close. So very close. Coop’s body tensed for the impact that would surely slam him into the ground or crush him against the stone wall.


“Coooooooop!” Lunk’s voice sounded distant.


The truck was there — close enough for Coop to touch and moving fast.


An explosion of pain erupted in his left shoulder. Must have been the side view mirror. The impact rocketed him against the stone wall. His bike hit at a sharp angle. Going down . . .


His mind raced at the speed of light, yet his body still moved in slow-mo. The truck was passing fast, and the ground was coming up to meet Cooper while the wall tore at him along the way.


Cooper saw the truck’s tire roll by, mere inches from his head. He hit the ground hard and couldn’t breathe. He bounced. Rolled. The truck roared past. He saw the back end for only an instant. The license plate was covered with something. Mud?


As the world returned to warp speed, Cooper rolled over and over before ending up on his side. He saw the taillights of the pickup. Everything was spinning.


“Stupid idiot!” Lunk yelled. He sprinted past Cooper with his concrete-filled Wiffle ball bat in hand and flung the bat at the retreating pickup. It flew end-over-end at a speed that seemed absolutely superhuman. Still, the bat fell short, pitchpoling down the pavement. The driver must have sobered up fast, because he was driving straight as a lance now.


Lunk ran back to Cooper, sliding to his knees in front of him. “You okay?” He leaned in close. “Your head is bleeding. Talk to me, Coop.”


Cooper’s head felt heavy.


Gordy dropped down beside Lunk. “Coop!”


Cooper closed his eyes. He had to stop the world from spinning. 


“Should we call an ambulance?” Gordy said.


No — he was okay. He was okay. Why couldn’t he speak?


“Definitely,” Lunk said.


I don’t need an ambulance, Cooper said. But did he say it out loud?


“Stay with me, amigo,” Gordy said.


Cooper struggled to sit up.


Lunk held him in place. “Gordy . . . his helmet is split. Make the call.”


I’m fine. Coop tried to open his eyes, but they wouldn’t open. Almost like they were glued shut.


“Hi, my name is Gordon Digby, and my cousin just got clipped by a drunk driver.”


Gordy must be pacing along the road. His voice grew more distant.


“Coop, it’s Lunk. Squeeze my hand or something.”


The ground stopped rocking. Coop felt a hand holding his. He squeezed it.


“Okay,” Lunk said. “Thank God.”


It was funny to hear Lunk thank God. He wasn’t a believer. Not by any stretch. But he respected Cooper’s beliefs. Kind of strange that Cooper was even thinking about that now.


Cooper was lying on his left side with his arm pinned underneath him. It felt prickly. Was it asleep? He could smell the grass, and his head cleared a bit. His shoulder ached, and his head was pounding. He tried to shift his weight . . . but he felt so weak.


“We’re getting help. Hang in there,” Lunk said.


“I’m okay.” Cooper opened his eyes. “Just dazed for a second.” He tried once more to sit up.


Lunk held him down. “Not until you get checked out. Relax.”


Cooper didn’t want to be checked out. He wanted to get back on the boat. “No, let’s get out of here. If the paramedics come, they’ll have to call my mom. Then we’ll all be sleeping on the floor of the condo.”


“Too late, Coop.” Lunk was studying him. “You hit hard. You need to see a doctor.”


“They’re on their way,” Gordy said, squatting down beside him. He pocketed his phone and held up two fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?”


This was ridiculous. Cooper tried to sit up again, but Lunk didn’t let that happen.


“How many fingers?” Gordy said again.


Well, if they weren’t going to let him leave, at least he could have some fun with this. Cooper stared at Gordy’s hand. “Four.”


Gordy glanced at Lunk, and held up four fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up now?”


Cooper made an effort to squint as though he were concentrating. “Eight?”


Gordy froze and his mouth opened slightly, but he didn’t say anything.


It’s time to finish them off. Cooper looked up at Gordy’s face, then over to Lunk, and back to Gordy again. “Who are you guys?” 


Gordy’s eyes widened. “He’s got amnesia!”







CHAPTER 16


Completely out of sight of the kids now, he eased off the accelerator. “Whoa, Beauty. Easy, big fella.” He didn’t need to speed — and he certainly wasn’t about to risk it. The Illinois state line was an easy ten-minute drive from here. But that was too obvious.


He took a quick left on South Street and then another on Wells. He’d double back into town and head to the casino.


He checked his passenger side mirror. It looked okay. He didn’t mean to clip the kid — but he wasn’t sorry he’d done it either. “Put a little scare into them. Give them something else to think about.” Those were his boss’s exact words, and that’s exactly what he’d done.


The kid would be fine. He was shaken up, no doubt, but no permanent damage. He chuckled as he rolled down the window, stuck his left arm out, and let the warm breeze dry his sweaty palm. He wished he could drive back to the scene and see what was going on. But he could imagine it. Was the kid feeling a cold fear creeping over him yet? Hopefully. And there’d be more to come.


“Watch your back, kid. I’m just getting warmed up.”







CHAPTER 17


Hiro sat on the couch with her phone in hand. Her mom was laughing, talking, and joking with the other three moms. They were all having the time of their lives, but Hiro felt miserable. 


She couldn’t track their conversation and didn’t want to. She wanted to be with the boys. Why hadn’t Coop texted her yet?


They should have been on the boat by now.


A siren wailed in the distance, and a sick feeling gripped her. She went out on the balcony to text Coop again. The night air was cool. Typical for late August in Wisconsin.


The siren rode the airwaves easily as the sound circled Hiro’s head. Echoing. She tried to get a fix on its position.


Just then a police car raced down Center Street — its lights flashing but no siren — and it was headed toward Lake Shore Drive.


“God, no,” Hiro whispered.


She dialed Coop’s phone this time, but it went right to voicemail. Hiro disconnected and stared over the balcony. Should she say something to her mom? To Coop’s mom?


But what did Hiro know? Nothing. Yet her heart told her something different.


The siren stopped wailing, but another one started up  somewhere in the distance. And it sounded like it was headed in the same direction. Not good. Pacing the balcony, Hiro worked her Chicago Police star necklace between her thumb and forefinger and checked her phone again.


Thumbs flying, Hiro tapped in Gordy’s number. She heard the phone ring. “C’mon, Gordy. Pick up.”

When Gordy’s phone went to voicemail, she disconnected and growled in frustration. Something had happened, and Hiro knew that black pickup was involved.

She couldn’t call Lunk because he still didn’t have a phone, and she’d given up on trying to sell him on the idea.

Suddenly her phone rang and Cooper’s picture smiled at her from the display screen. “Coop!” She pressed the phone against her ear. “What took you so long? I heard the sirens.” She stopped. No sense telling him how worried she really was.

“Ah, no, Hiro. It’s not Coop. It’s Lunk.”

Hiro froze. “What happened?”

“There’s been an accident,” Lunk said.

“No!” It came out more like a wail. “Is Coop okay?”

Lunk paused.

“Lunk!”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“You think so?”

“The paramedics are checking him out right now.”






CHAPTER 18


Lunk sat in the waiting room of the ER and watched the others from a distance. The initial frenzy had calmed. The doctor had been out to assure Coop’s mom and the rest of them that Coop was going to be fine. No signs of a concussion, thanks to the helmet. His right shoulder was bruised, and so was his right leg, thanks to the fall after the truck clipped him. But there were no broken bones. Scrapes and shallow cuts — nothing more serious.


Coop’s amnesia act had Lunk going for a minute. Lunk smiled to himself. Coop was going to be okay. But Lunk didn’t deserve any thanks for that. His smile faded.


He was Coop’s bodyguard — not that Coop knew it. But it was a commitment he’d made a year ago after Coop saved his hide at Frank ’n Stein’s Diner. The restaurant’s co-owner, Joseph Stein, had trapped them inside the restaurant, but Coop’s quick thinking saved their lives. Somehow Lunk would find a way to return the favor.


Yet it seemed like Coop kept saving Lunk’s life instead. First of all, he’d pulled Lunk into his little group of friends. And for a guy like Lunk, who’d never really had friends before, this was huge.


Lunk tried to be there for Coop. He really tried. But he hadn’t  exactly been successful. Three months ago, he’d almost lost Coop when his friend pulled a “Lone Ranger” after Gordy’s abduction.


And now he’d failed to protect Coop again. Why did that truck miss me and not Coop? Why did I escape while Coop crashed into that lousy stone wall?

Coop could have been killed, and Lunk wouldn’t have been able to stop it. Some bodyguard he was.

Hiro walked over. “Hey.”

Lunk nodded. He didn’t feel like talking.

She studied his face. “You’re bleeding. You should get looked at too.”

“It’s just a few scratches. I plowed into some nasty bushes. I’m okay.”

“Hmmm.” She walked toward the women’s restroom.

A minute later, Hiro was back with some wet paper towels. She folded up one of them and dabbed at his face.

“Forget it, Hiro. I’m o . . . kay.” He overemphasized the word hoping she’d get the message.

Hiro pressed her finger on one of the scratches.

He jerked away from her. “Ouch! What are you doing?”

“Proving that you’re not o . . . kay.” She smiled slightly. “Now sit still and let me help, or else I’ll do that again.”

Hiro had a way of making him want to tear his hair out.

She wiped his cheek some more. “What’s on your mind, Lunk? What are you thinking about?”

Like he was going to tell her. He was feeling closer to Gordy and Hiro, thanks to Cooper. But opening up wasn’t exactly his style. Not about this, anyway.

“Going to make me guess?” Hiro held the paper towel in front of him so he could see the blood. “You’re thinking about that pretty girl in Scoops. Wishing you were a little older.”

Lunk smiled. “You’re losing your touch, Hiro. I thought you could read minds.”

“I can,” she said. “When I want to.”


“Well, you’re not doing such a great job right now.” 


Hiro pressed on one of his scrapes. 


He winced. “Hey, watch it.” 


“It’s not smart to insult a girl when she’s helping you.” She moved to the other side of his face. “I saw you brooding over here. What is it?”


“You tell me, mind reader.”


Hiro looked at him.


He looked at the floor.


“You’re thinking I was right. That you should have listened to me when I thought that guy in the pickup was watching us.” She ducked her head a little lower so she could look into his eyes. “And you want to tell me that you’ll listen to me next time. Am I getting warm?” She dabbed at a scratch on his chin and raised his head at the same time.


Lunk smiled. She was really laying it on thick. “Stone cold.”


She nodded like she knew that. “I’m giving you a chance to tell me yourself.”


“Right.” He laughed slightly. She was fishing.


Hiro tilted her head to the side. “Okay. How’s this? You were beating yourself up about what happened to Coop. You feel like you failed him somehow.”


He stared at her for a moment.


One corner of her mouth turned up. “Am I getting warmer?”


He shrugged. If she expected him to admit it that she was right, then she was truly delusional.


“You didn’t let anybody down. You’re a good friend to him, Lunk. To all of us.”


Lunk stared at the floor again.


She tapped his forehead. “I know what’s going on in there, big guy.”


Tough. Stubborn. Maddening. A tongue that could cut like a razor — or heal, depending on her mood. Hiro was all of that and more. And he had the feeling she’d known all along what he’d  been thinking. Her first two guesses were just her way of playing with him, getting him to lower his guard. Which meant there was another word he could use to describe her.


Spooky.






CHAPTER 19


Cooper sat on the bow of The Getaway. It had to be way past midnight. He didn’t want to know what time it was. It had been the longest day — but he still felt wired.


There would be no more riding into town or back after dark. At least not on the road. Mom had laid down the law on that one. 


He could understand that rule, really, even though he didn’t like it. He was lucky his mom was letting them stay on the boat tonight. Of course, there weren’t any other great options with the size of the condo.


Still, Mom could have figured out some way to keep the boys closer. But to her, this was all about a drunk driver. So she probably thought the safest place in the world was on the boat.


And that’s all it had been, right? A drunk who just happened to almost kill Cooper. It wasn’t his first brush with death. There’d been that narrow escape with Gordy and Hiro after they’d witnessed a robbery at Frank ’n Stein’s Diner. That almost got him killed.


Joseph Stein — now ex-partner of Frank Mustacci — had borrowed money from the wrong people to pay off his gambling debts. Did he realize that loan shark was up to his gills in organized crime? Maybe not at first. But when he was late with his payment — he  found out in a hurry. So to save his own hide, Stein worked out a little payment plan with the loan collectors. The plan was simple: He set up Frank ’n Stein’s to be robbed by some mob muscle on a night when Frank was closing up the restaurant. The robbery was supposed to wipe the slate clean, but Stein never expected Frank to fight back. And he definitely didn’t expect the incident to escalate into attempted murder — or for there to be witnesses.


Stein got a chance to clean up his mess when he trapped Cooper and Lunk with the intention of silencing them for good. But Stein messed up again, a fact for which Cooper would be forever grateful. God bailed out Cooper that night, and Lunk too. And that experience had forged a loyalty and friendship between Lunk and him that had been getting stronger ever since.

Cooper wasn’t the only one who escaped that night. Stein made a clean getaway and hadn’t resurfaced since. Probably because he was wearing concrete cowboy boots at the bottom of some pond. While the police still hadn’t found Stein, Cooper suspected that the guy Stein owed money to had, and he’d probably made sure that Stein would stay quiet — permanently.

Cooper’s mind went back to the bizarre fact that he’d had so many close calls. His third brush with death — this time in a flooding basement — had happened after Gordy was abducted back in May. If Cooper was like a cat with nine lives, then he was going through them way too fast. He’d used up at least three of them. Maybe four now, thanks to this drunk driver incident.

And what about that feeling of death he’d experienced after pulling off the stinking-fish prank on Tommy Kryptoski? But that was just a feeling, right? He wasn’t in any real danger . . . was he?

Cooper shuddered and looked out over the lake. The water appeared as black as it had been inside that flooding basement, and just as deadly. All he wanted was a chance to escape all of that. Forget about his fears. Forget about his recent scrapes with death. But then tonight he’d had another scare. Not as bad as the  others — not nearly as bad. Still, it wasn’t the best way to start a vacation that he’d hoped would help him forget.


“Coop?”

Gordy’s voice almost made Cooper jump over the bow.

“Do you think you should be out here — all alone, I mean?”

Did Gordy’s concern have to do with whatever had happened to Cooper under the water earlier? Or maybe he thought the hit from the pickup might still be affecting him.

“I’m just thinking,” Cooper said.

“Well, why don’t you think inside the cabin instead?” Gordy said. “What if you get dizzy and fall over the rail?”

Now there was a comforting thought.

“I’m working on a plan for a new prank. I’ll tell you about it inside.”

Cooper shook his head. “That last one had some flaws.” The argument aboard Krypto Night hadn’t been a part of the plan. But something unexpected always seemed to happen. And truthfully, the idea of pulling more pranks wasn’t really doing it for Cooper. Not like it once had.

“This plan still has a few kinks in it,” Gordy said. “But I’ll get ’em all worked out. This one’s a total knockout. A good prank will get you feeling better — pronto.”

Cooper stood and winced at the sudden pain in his shoulder. He skirted the windshield and followed Gordy below. He wasn’t in the mood to talk about pranks. But joining the others inside might be a good idea. Maybe the bright cabin would get his mind off his dark thoughts.

Lunk was sitting at the table in the cabin — and he was wearing a lifejacket. All four nylon straps were buckled tight. Okay, so Lunk didn’t like the water. But obviously his fear went deeper than that.

Cooper’s camping lantern sat in the center of the table, giving them all the light they needed.


“I still feel this thing rocking,” Lunk said. “And it’s calm outside. Doesn’t the boat ever settle down?”


Gordy laughed. “There’s always waves. Currents. Even when it’s calm. This is nothing. Wait ’til we get a storm.”


Lunk shot Cooper a concerned look. “We’d stay in the boat during a storm?”


Cooper shrugged. “The boat can handle it.”


Lunk didn’t look so sure.


“So, picture this,” Gordy said. “We prank the mailboat — aka the Walworth II.” He grinned like he expected Cooper to get all excited.


“Picture this,” Cooper said. “The three of us handcuffed and standing in front of a judge. You’re talking about messing with government business.”


“We won’t touch the mail. But the mail jumper — the girl who jumps off the boat to drop the mail in the box — we delay her just a bit so she can’t get back on board.” He patted the table. “This is the pier at The Geneva Inn. If we slow her down just right” — he used two fingers to simulate the mail jumper and his other hand to represent the boat cruising by the pier — “she’ll miss the boat and go for a swim.” He ran his fingers to the end of the table, made them jump — and miss.


Cooper imagined a mail jumper leaping for the boat and falling short. Another girl in the water — just like earlier tonight. No way he wanted to see that happen. “She could get hurt.”


“It’ll be safe,” Gordy said. “I want to scout out the Walworth II and work out some details. You interested?”


“Not a bit.”


“I’ll take that as a maybe,” Gordy said. “How about you, Lunk? You in?”


Lunk sat there for a moment as if picturing the whole thing in his head. “If Coop’s out, I’m out.”


Gordy laughed. “I’ll work out some details. You’ll both love this.”


“Don’t count on it.” There was no way Gordy was going to change Cooper’s mind on this.


The cabin got quiet.


Cooper’s mind was on the pickup again. It had been a close call. Really close. If the truck had veered just a little more, he would have been plastered against that stone wall, his body turned into some kind of mortal mortar, filling in the cracks and crevices between the stones.


“Anybody up for a creepy story?” Gordy said.


Cooper was trying to get his mind off of one.


“They say that years ago — like out West — people got buried when they weren’t even dead.”


Cooper smiled. This was one of Gordy’s favorites.


“Right,” Lunk said.


“Seriously! They didn’t embalm people like they do now, so lots of times they’d bury someone in a pine box the same day he died. Only some of the people weren’t dead. They were in a coma or something.”


Lunk snorted. “And how on earth would they know that?”


Cooper shook his head. Lunk was walking right into this.


“Because,” Gordy paused, “decades later — maybe when a new road was being built or something — the workers would dig up these old graves and find claw marks on the inside of the coffins.” 


“Like the guy woke up and was trying to get out?” Lunk said. “That’s sick. It’s always a good idea to be sure that whatever you bury is really dead — or else it might come back.”


Gordy nodded. “Exactly. Unless we’re talking about zombies. I mean, if you bury a zombie, you’d better bury it deep because you know it’s going to claw its way out eventually.”


“Zombies,” Lunk said. “Ridiculous.”


“Are they?” Gordy said, his eyes wide as if he’d seen one. “Are they?”


Here we go. Cooper had heard Gordy’s zombie stories before on campouts and overnights. Gordy loved telling stories, and he  always managed to scare himself somehow. But right now the thought of zombies, or bodies somehow rising, was kind of creeping Cooper out too.


A set of rogue waves made the boat dip and rock as they passed.
 

Lunk gripped the table with both hands. “What is that all about?”

“A boat probably passed by,” Cooper said.

Lunk didn’t let go of the table. “I didn’t hear a motor.”

“Zombies,” Gordy whispered. “Bodies of the undead rising from the bottom of the lake.”

Cooper didn’t want to hear any more. It was too real. Too fresh. He’d felt something so evil, so dark, under the water. He did not want to think about it. “The other boat could be out in the middle of the lake, so we’d never hear it,” Cooper said. “It takes time for the waves to travel to shore.”

Lunk nodded.

Coop wondered if Lunk was going to wear that lifejacket while he slept tonight — if he’d even be able to sleep. And with the pain in his shoulder and the thought of zombies lurking under the boat, Cooper wasn’t so sure he’d be sleeping either.






CHAPTER 20


Gordy woke early Monday morning and dragged himself out of the cramped cabin bed. Actually, berth was the correct term for a bed on a boat. While Gordy had scraped and painted the boat with Coop and Uncle Carson, he’d learned all kinds of funny names for things on boats. Bathrooms were heads. The right side of the boat was starboard; the left was port. The front of the boat was the bow, and the back was the stern. The back wall was the transom. The floor was the deck, but the boat itself was the hull. And that was only the beginning. If you tied a boat to a buoy and anchor, the spot was now called a mooring. It was like a whole new language.


Outside on the deck, Gordy stretched and rummaged through the ice chest for something to eat.


Widgets. Deep-fried biscuit dough covered with sugar or cinnamon sugar, widgets were like donut holes, only bigger — and better. Coop’s mom had picked up two bags of them yesterday afternoon from the Dari-Ripple in Walworth at the far end of the lake.


Gordy grabbed the remaining bag and stuffed a widget in his mouth. Not quite as amazing as when it was fresh out of the deep fryer, but it was still really good.


Only a few fishing boats dotted the horizon. No sign of the  mailboat yet. It was probably way too early. A rough plan had taken shape in his mind, but he wanted to see the boat in action before telling Coop and Lunk about it. And he hoped to do it before Hiro joined them. She’d try to squelch the whole idea. Especially after what happened with Krypto Night.


The green wakeboard boat was still out there, tied to its buoy like it had been last night. But a canvas tarp covered the boat now, and the only ones aboard were a half-dozen seagulls. Flying rats, really. They’d already turned the boat into their personal outhouse. Gordy smiled. Another mess for Tommy Kryptoski to clean up.
 

Gordy wanted to go for a swim, but he didn’t feel like getting wet. He eyed the inflatable raft. Grabbing a water-ski towrope, he tied one end to the raft and wrapped the other end through a metal loop-thingy bolted near the stern. Minutes later, he was lying on his back inside the inflatable, floating seventy-five feet behind The Getaway.

This was living. Especially since he’d thought ahead and brought the widgets with him. Dark clouds glided overhead as though they were looking for picnics to rain on or freshly washed cars. As Gordy drifted on the lake, he noodled through more details of his mailboat prank.

Simplicity was the key. Fewer chances for errors that way. And it all came down to timing. If he could delay the mail jumper long enough, she’d miss the boat. But for how long and how would he do it? The balance would be tricky. Too short a delay, and she’d hop back on the boat without a problem. Too long, and she wouldn’t jump at all. She’d wait until the boat circled around to pick her up. Where was the fun in that?

He could tie the door of the mailbox shut. But that would take her too long to open. Tape might be smarter. Not too much. Just enough to delay her. Make her tug at the door a couple times. Yeah, taping it shut would be better. And maybe he’d leave a dead fish for her inside the box too.

He popped the last widget into his mouth and brushed the  sugar off his hands and into the water. His plan would work. He was sure of it.


What he needed was a pair of binoculars so he could get a little intel on the mailboat — how much of a delay he’d need to put the mail jumper into the water. He rolled onto his stomach and used the towrope to pull himself back to The Getaway. He climbed onto the swim platform and let the inflatable drift. It couldn’t go far. The towrope bunched up around the stern of the boat. There was no point cluttering up the back deck with it anyway.

Still no sign of Coop or Lunk. Gordy pulled out a large toolbox Coop’s dad had loaded on board. The lid had a waterproof seal, and he flipped open the latches to get the binoculars.

Uncle Carson’s dive knife was right on top of the bundled nylon dock lines. Gordy slid the knife from its sheath. Black rubber grip. Six-inch stainless steel blade with a wicked-looking edge, slightly curved tip, and a serrated edge for sawing. Part of him wanted to strap that baby on his leg and go for a swim. Instead he sheathed it, laid it on the deck, and pulled the dock lines out of the box.

Gordy pulled the binoculars out of the leather case, looked through them, and adjusted the focus. He slung them around his neck.

Below the binoculars sat a bundle of light sticks. They could come in handy during a night swim. Next to them, a molded plastic case. Gordy opened it and stared. A flare gun with six rounds of ammo.

“My kind of toolbox,” Gordy said. He carefully removed the orange gun and made sure the chamber was empty. Some night, they definitely had to shoot that thing over the lake — though the chances of that happening were pretty remote if Hiro had anything to say about it. And she would. They’d have to do it after she was back at the condo.

He put the flare gun back into its case. At the bottom of the toolbox, he found a single key attached to a nylon string holding a jumbo red-and-white fishing bobber. “Jackpot.” Gordy smiled. So that’s where Uncle Carson kept the spare ignition key for The Getaway. Good to know. But there was only one way to be sure.


He grabbed the key and tiptoed to the console. He checked the door to the cabin below. Still no sign of Coop or Lunk. He slid the spare key into the slot on the dashboard. It fit perfectly. He looked at the vintage instrument panel — at the chrome stick levers for forward, reverse, and speed for each of the twin engines.

He stared at the key hanging from the ignition slot. The bobber swung with a teasing rhythm, like it was daring him to turn the key and start the engines just to hear how they sounded.

Gordy backed away from the instrument panel and ducked inside the cabin. Coop was still zonked out. And with the pain meds he was on, he’d be sleeping deep. Maybe he wouldn’t even notice. Besides, Gordy would do this really quick.

Gordy reached for the dash — and a moment later the engines rumbled to life. The vibration under his feet felt good. He resisted the urge to rev the motors. He sat in the captain’s chair and eased the control lever into reverse. The transmission whined as the boat crept backward, slowly, like an elephant backing up in a circus ring. Gordy was the trainer. The boat pulled against the buoy line in front. Easy, Dumbo. Good elephant. Gordy shifted into neutral — then inched the gearshift forward until the buoy line went slack.

A total rush. He couldn’t imagine how good it would feel to actually drive The Getaway. He turned the engines off and pulled the key from the slot just as Cooper climbed out from the cabin, rotating his bad shoulder.

“Is my dad here?”

Gordy laughed. “That was me, you idiot.” He dropped the bobber into the toolbox. “I found the spare key.”

Cooper looked fully awake now. “Are you out of your mind?” He latched the toolbox and stowed it. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

Lunk stepped out on deck, squinting. He was still wearing his camo shorts, black T-shirt, and the lifejacket.


Gordy raised his hands in mock surrender. “It won’t happen again. I was just checking it out. No harm done.”


Cooper smiled. “It sure sounded good, didn’t it?” He looked around. “Where’s the inflatable?”


Gordy pointed. “I’ve got everything under control.” He grabbed the towrope and started pulling the inflatable in. But the rope seemed to be snagged on something under the boat.


Cooper must have seen it too. He climbed over the stern to the swim platform and traced the line to the water. He pulled. It didn’t move.


“Tell me you didn’t put the boat in gear,” Cooper said. “Tell me you didn’t run over the rope and get it wrapped around the prop.” 


Gordy got a sick feeling in his stomach. He shrugged. “Oops.”







CHAPTER 21


Cooper tugged on the line. It didn’t budge. “I’ll need a mask,” he said.


“On it,” Gordy said.


The moment Cooper raised his arms to pull off his T-shirt, pain shot through his left shoulder. He lowered his arms and worked his shoulders in small circles, trying to loosen them up.


A moment later, Gordy was back with two masks. “I’ll go with you.” He climbed over the rail and joined Cooper on the platform. “Help me get this T-shirt off, would you?”


Gordy gave him a hand and let out a low whistle. “That’s one ugly bruise.”


“Gee, thanks, Gordy.” Cooper really wanted to forget the whole thing. The bruised shoulder wasn’t going to make that easy.


Lunk watched from the rail. “How bad does it hurt?”


“Probably not as bad as it looks,” Cooper said. “It’s just sore. And stiff.”


Lunk nodded, but he didn’t look at all relieved.


Gordy had his mask in place and stepped off the edge of the platform, disappearing into a splash of water and bubbles.


Cooper adjusted his mask, took it off, rinsed it, and put it back on again.


Gordy surfaced. “You gonna do this?” 


The truth was, Cooper didn’t know what he was doing. Thoughts of yesterday’s episode under the water were still messing with his head.


Gordy ducked below and swam under the boat.


Cooper wanted to do that. He wanted to snorkel and swim underwater like he’d always done before. Instead, he squatted down and peered over the lip of the swim platform.


Gordy was back again, treading water. “Coop — what’s wrong with you?”


“Nothing.” Cooper sat on the edge of the platform and eased himself into the water without getting his head wet. He took a fresh grip on the platform, took a couple of deep breaths, and put his face into the water. He could see the bottom and felt no signs of panic. Okay, this was good. Really good. He let go of the platform, treaded water on the surface for a moment, then went totally under, feet first. He was fine. He could do this. Whatever was wrong with him before didn’t seem to be a problem now. He surfaced for a fresh breath of air, nodded to Gordy, and went under. 


Gordy dove under at the same time, and together they inspected the propellers and rudder. A warning went off in Cooper’s head. Just being so close to the props was a little creepy, even though they weren’t moving. If the engine were suddenly turned on, they’d be sliced to ribbons.


The towrope was twisted around one of the propellers and shaft. Cooper reached over and pulled. It felt like steel cable — stretched tight. Without any slack in the line, there was no way to untangle it. He motioned to Gordy and surfaced.


“We’ll have to cut it.”


Gordy lifted his mask to his forehead. “Sorry about that, Coop. Think your dad will be mad?”


Cooper shook his head. “He’ll be fine.” He looked up at Lunk. “My dad’s dive knife is in the toolbox. Can you grab that?”


A minute later Cooper and Gordy were back under the hull,  sawing away at the ropes. It was slow going. Cooper held on to the propeller shaft, the knife in his other hand. Gordy kept pulling the rope away as Cooper cut to expose the next layer. The exertion burned his oxygen supply fast. He signaled to Gordy, and they kicked back to the surface for another breath.


“Got it?” Lunk looked over the rail.

“Getting there,” Cooper said.

Cooper and Gordy went under again. Cut and clear. Cut and clear. Then back to the surface. “One more time,” Cooper said.

Gordy nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Cooper cut the last few strands of rope from the propeller and shaft. Gordy swished them away and flashed a thumbs-up sign.

Cooper gave it one more look, making sure the strands were far enough away not to get tangled again. He nodded at Gordy, and the two of them swam under the platform and surfaced on the other side.

“All clear.” Cooper hiked himself onto the swim platform and handed the knife to Lunk. He felt energized somehow.

Gordy coiled up what was left of the rope and retied the inflatable to a metal, oblong cleat. “What do we have to eat around here? I’m starving.”

“Me too,” Cooper said. “We still have a bag of widgets.”

“Oops.” Gordy shrugged. “I think they’re gone. What else do we have?”

Cooper had a feeling Gordy knew exactly where the widgets went. “Check the ice chest in the cabin for milk and juice. We’ve got boxes of cereal in the cupboard, with bowls and stuff.” Three guys could live for a couple of weeks on all the food Mom had stocked on the boat. Which meant that with Gordy aboard, they had enough to make it to the weekend. Maybe.

Cooper toweled off and climbed over the stern rail. He felt like celebrating. He’d gone underwater without a single twinge of fear. Whatever it was that had been bothering him was now history. He wanted to believe that — but deep down he knew better. Maybe  the impact that had busted his bike helmet had also reset some kind of default setting in his head. If that’s what it took to get rid of his fear, the trip to the ER was totally worth it.


Gordy was banging around inside the cabin.

Cooper glanced at Lunk. “How ’bout some breakfast?”

Lunk was staring toward the beach. He didn’t seem to be focused on any one thing. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Something was definitely weighing on Lunk’s mind. What guy would delay breakfast, even for a minute, if he didn’t have to? Had Cooper done the right thing in inviting Lunk along? Their friendship had grown in the last few months. And Lunk was fitting in really well with Gordy and Hiro. But maybe this vacation was too far out of Lunk’s comfort zone. While Gordy loved the water as much as Cooper did, Lunk was a different story. Did he actually sleep in that lifejacket? Sure he did. Lunk would rather be on the beach than on the boat. He’d probably do better camping this weekend. But even that might be a problem, because Gordy’s and Cooper’s dads would be there. Would that be one more painful reminder of what Lunk was missing?

Cooper ducked through the hatch and joined Gordy in the cabin. He wanted Lunk to be here on this vacation. He really did. But he wasn’t so sure Lunk felt the same way.






CHAPTER 22


Lunk looked out over the water. More boats were on the lake now. A couple of jet skis were pounding toward the north shore. The houses along the water looked like palaces. The beach was empty, but it was still early in the day. No matter where he looked, this was a different world.


People here were all about luxury. Fancy boats. Jet skis.


Lunk was about being practical and careful with his money. His mom had basically forced him to buy the new bike. New to him, anyway.


But he had to be careful, didn’t he? Mom was happier now than he’d seen her in years. They both loved the fact that they were buying a house. Settling in someplace, in a town where they both had real friends. Lunk just had to do his part to make sure they didn’t lose what they had.


Maybe the question that was bothering him was a little closer to home. Yeah, he had friends — for the first time in his life. Coop. Hiro. Gordy. And he needed them. More than they knew. More than he’d ever admit. Maybe he needed them more than they needed him — a possibility that gnawed at him.


What did he really bring to the group, anyway? Coop was the leader. That was easy. Hiro was the heart. The conscience. She  kept all of them in line. Gordy was the court jester, maybe. But he was also a peacemaker. He always wanted to keep them together.


But where was Lunk’s place? What was his contribution? If a person doesn’t bring some sort of value to the table, pretty soon he won’t be invited to eat there anymore. Was he just a guest? Somebody they were reaching out to? Like some kind of Christian service project? Hey, let’s be nice to the kid whose dad walked out on him.

So was Lunk just a charity case to the others? Did they need him — really need him — for anything? He wanted to be a protector here too, just like he was at home. And the truth was, they needed some protection. But he hadn’t done so well last night. Coop could have been killed, and Lunk was powerless to stop it. Instead, he’d run for cover and plowed his bike right into that hedge. Nice contribution to the team, Lunk.

Did Lunk bring anything to the group? No. The answer was just as obvious, just as overwhelming as the water that surrounded him. It was only a matter of time until the others figured it out.






CHAPTER 23


He’d parked Beauty a couple of blocks away from the library. It was still early, but there was no sense in taking any chances. A public library was a wonderful place where a guy could find just about any information he needed. And the little Google search he’d been doing had proven to be even more successful than he’d hoped.


He drummed his fingers on the desk and looked at the diagrams on the computer screen. All the specs he needed on The Getaway were right here. And it looked like he wouldn’t have to spend a dime for tools or supplies. He already had everything he’d need to do the job.


He studied the line drawings of the stern of the boat. At the bottom of the transom, just below the waterline, there was a threaded plug. It was designed to drain all the water from under the floorboards when the boat was up on a hoist. But it would be just as effective for letting water in. It would be silent. Quick. Clean.


He scrolled and looked at more detailed drawings. The hatch going into the cabin interested him — and one more component of his plan clicked into place.


Just to be safe, he’d need to get on board. He had to be absolutely certain Plan A would work before he launched it. When the big moment came, he wouldn’t have time to figure out a Plan B.


And checking the boat would provide another opportunity to spread a little fear. He could kill two birds with one stone. But he’d need to get on board today — without cover of darkness. He had to be ready to put his master plan into action if this whole thing with Kryptoski imploded. And the way he saw it . . . that could happen sooner than anyone thought.






CHAPTER 24


Hiro stood on the balcony and looked at the lake sparkling in the sunlight. What were the guys doing? She resisted the urge to text them; she didn’t want to be annoying. What she really wanted was for Cooper to text her. Start things rolling. She checked her phone again. Nothing.


She loved being with the women. She really did. It was a nice change of pace to have a mature conversation. But she wanted to be back with the guys even more. Coop’s mom had talked to him earlier and relayed a good report. Coop had slept okay. He was sore but not as bad as he figured he’d be.


But Coop also had a way of hiding what was really bothering him. Or he’d downplay it so others wouldn’t feel bad. Well, Hiro would feel better when she saw him for herself.


The women were going to the outlet malls in Kenosha. Any other morning, that might have sounded fun. But not when the guys would be having adventures at the lake.


Would the incident last night change the vacation for them? Would the guys do everything they really wanted to do — or would Coop be in too much pain? Then again, what did Coop really want from this vacation?


Gordy was easy to figure out — he was all about the fun. And  Coop almost seemed to be riding the same rails. He acted like he wanted to have fun just like Gordy. Or was the fun just a way of keeping himself distracted?


And then there was Lunk. He was a complete mystery. What did he really want? She’d have to think on that one a bit. It would be a challenge.

And what do you want, Hiro? She hated it when she asked herself tough questions. Before this vacation, the answer would have been easy. She wanted to hang out with her best friends. Have fun. Slip her mind into neutral and coast for two weeks before school started.

And there were deeper things, weren’t there? Like the fear that high school was going to change things between them. What if they drifted apart? They’d be in different classes. Meet new friends. Coop had reached out to her when they’d moved to Rolling Meadows after her dad died. He and Gordy had been the best friends she could ever hope for. Then Coop pulled Lunk into their circle. Even though Hiro hadn’t liked the idea at first, now she couldn’t imagine the group without him.

But what if Coop got sucked into a different world of friends — one that made Hiro feel like an outsider? Ridiculous. It made no sense to worry about the future. The important thing was to just enjoy her friends now, like she’d intended to do all along.

But after last night, something had changed. If she had witnessed a murder, she might be the only one who could stop the killer. How could she have a good time and ignore the fact that something awful might have happened to that girl? Wasn’t finding the truth more important than any vacation plans? The boys seemed content with Lynn’s story. Hiro wasn’t ready to buy into it. Not yet.

Hiro’s mom joined her on the balcony. “Are you sure you want to hang out with the guys today?”

Hiro nodded. “You won’t feel like I’m ditching you, will you?”

Mom put her hands on Hiro’s shoulders. “Not at all. I want you to have a good time.” She handed Hiro some money. “For lunch.”  Hiro gave her a hug. 


She kissed Hiro on the forehead. “I’ll give you a ride to the beach after I finish getting ready.”

It seemed to take her mom forever. At least the delay would give her time to process yesterday’s events. Day one of their vacation had started with a bang. There was Coop’s bizarre behavior in the water. And then the whole thing with Tommy Kryptoski and Pom-Pom Girl.

Did they simply witness an argument — or was it a murder? Was the guy outside the ice cream shop the same guy who talked to Kryptoski at the park entrance? And if there was a connection there, what did it all mean? What about Cooper’s accident? Was it a drunk driver or someone trying to scare them? And why would somebody want to do that?

Every time Hiro reviewed what she knew, she felt a nagging doubt that there were any connections at all. She was playing a dangerous game, at least when it came to being a good investigator. She was trying to connect too many dots when there wasn’t nearly enough evidence. She was trying to take unrelated pieces of fabric and make something out of them. A prison uniform, to be exact. And she wanted to see Tommy Kryptoski wearing it.




CHAPTER 25


Cooper hadn’t gotten a moment’s rest since Hiro got on the boat. She kept watching him like she thought he was hiding something. He deliberately took the binoculars up to the bow of the boat, just to see if she’d follow him.


He focused on a dark blue-and-white wakeboard boat cruising along the shoreline. A man stood smiling in the open bow, coiling a rope. The boat had nice lines. The name Axis was written on the side. Cooper wasn’t sure if that was the name of the boat or a brand name. Two young families were inside. He spotted two toddlers wearing lifejackets and one set of happy-looking grandparents. A little girl was helping grandpa drive the boat. Nice. Safe.


Hiro sat beside him. “Feel like talking?”


“Aha,” he said. “I was right.”


Hiro looked confused. “About what?”


Cooper shook his head and smiled. “It doesn’t matter. What do you want to talk about?”


“Actually, you wanted to talk to me. Last night on the way to the beach, remember?”


How could he forget? “I’m doing better now. I’m okay.”


“Coop.” She paused like she was trying to pick her words carefully. “Something happened to you in the water after you planted  those fish on Krypto Night. Something terrified you when you went underwater.”


There was no denying it.

“What did you see?”

Did she think he’d seen the creature from the Black Lagoon or something? Cooper took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “Nothing. Just darkness. I couldn’t see the bottom.”

She stared at the water. “So you sensed something? Maybe something in the water?”

Cooper shrugged. “I thought I was going to die. I can’t explain it — but I’ve never felt anything like it before. I don’t even know how I got back into the inflatable boat.”

Hiro picked at her braid. Processing, no doubt.

“But whatever it was, it’s gone now,” Cooper said. “A towrope got caught under the boat this morning. Gordy and I had to free it from the prop.”

She just looked at him.

“I went underwater and I was okay. Just like normal.”

“No feeling like you were going to die?”

Cooper shook his head. “Not a hint.”

“I still think you should talk it out more,” Hiro said slowly, “Something triggered that . . . attack.”

That was a good word for it. It had been a surprise attack — hard and sudden. No warning. “Maybe there was a full moon last night or something.” Cooper tried to laugh, but it sounded hollow, even to him.

“You bring up an excellent point,” she said. “It was nearly night then — at least, the water was dark. Maybe that’s why it didn’t happen again today.”

“Because I could see?”

Hiro shrugged.

That wasn’t exactly what he’d wanted to hear. Whatever the problem was, he wanted it to be gone. History. He didn’t want it  affecting him day or night. But Hiro’s words struck a chord. He knew he hadn’t seen the end of it.


“Hey, guys,” Gordy stepped around the narrow walkway to the bow. “Krypto and his girlfriend are back.” He pointed toward the shore.

Cooper welcomed the interruption. He didn’t want to talk about his water phobias anymore. He followed Gordy to the stern of the boat. Tommy Kryptoski was walking along the beach hand-in-hand with Lynn, the girl he’d argued with. “Looks like they’re back together.”

Hiro joined the boys, her arms folded across her chest. “I’m still not sure she’s the same girl.”

“Give it up, Hiro,” Lunk said. “She fits the description — perfectly.”
 
“Not to me. Something was off.”

Lunk snickered. “Now you’ve got a photographic memory?”

Hiro gave a single nod. “Maybe I do. Which can be annoying at times.” She gave Lunk a sideways glance. “I keep seeing your face in my head.”

Cooper smiled. He loved to see the two of them spar with each other. It kept her off his case.

“This is their second time down the beach,” Gordy said. “What are they doing?”

“Communicating,” Lunk said. “Probably talking it out.”

Hiro reached for the binoculars in Coop’s hand and trained them toward the beach. “They’re not talking at all. They’re searching for something.” She kept the binoculars up to her eyes. “Kryptoski hasn’t turned her way once. He’s looking down at the beach.”

Cooper lost interest. He scanned the lake behind him. “What would they be looking for?”

Hiro didn’t answer. “He just kicked a clump of seaweed. What does that tell you?”

“That maybe he doesn’t like seaweed on the beach,” Lunk said. 




Hiro sighed. “Maybe he lost something last night while he was talking to Officer Tarpy.”


“A set of keys. His wallet. Driver’s license.” Lunk shrugged. “What difference does it make? I’m thinking we should go to town and get some ice cream or something.”


Hiro lowered the binoculars. “You mean we should go to Scoops and see Katie.”


Lunk’s face grew red. “I just feel like having some ice cream.”


“Yippee Skippee.” Hiro smiled.


“Don’t start, Hiro.” Lunk picked up a docking line and coiled it. “Hey, Hiro,” Gordy said.


She turned toward him, but Gordy looked like he had no idea what he wanted to say. Maybe he was just trying to keep the peace again.


“Many years ago,” Gordy said, “two high school kids were walking along that very beach at midnight. They saw this thing step out of the shadows and run right for them.”


“Puh-lease,” Hiro said. “You’re not going to tell us another ghost story.”


“Not ghost,” Gordy said. “Sasquatch.”


“What?” Hiro laughed. “The big hairy ape-thing? Ridiculous. There’s never been a sasquatch sighting in this area.”


“Really?” Gordy said. “How do you think Big Foot Beach got its name?”


“This area used to be inhabited by Native Americans.” Hiro laughed. “And Big Foot was the name of a Potawatomi chief.”


Gordy pasted on a look of mock confusion. “Was he really tall — and hairy?”


“Ridiculous,” Hiro said.


Gordy shrugged. “They never did find that couple.”


Hiro shook her head. “Save your stories for bedtime.”


Cooper stood at the rail and watched the beachcombers climb into a rowboat.


“Hey,” Gordy said. “They must have found it.”


Hiro raised the binoculars again. “Did you see them pick up something?”


“Not exactly. Or maybe they’re giving up.”


The two were already seated in the rowboat. Kryptoski was pulling on the oars, heading for Krypto Night.


“You couldn’t pay me to get into a boat with that man,” Hiro said. “That girl is a fool.” Hiro lowered the binoculars.


“Done spying on them so soon, Hiro?” Lunk said.


“No, Mr. Lunquist, I am not. But I’m not going to be obvious about it either.”


Kryptoski removed the tarp from the green boat, tied the rowboat to the buoy, and fired up the engine. They idled toward the south shore. He kept his eyes on the water as they crept closer and closer to the shoreline.


Hiro raised the binoculars again. “They’re still looking for something.” She sounded excited.


“Which means they didn’t find whatever they were looking for on the beach,” Cooper said.


“Exactly. It also means the missing object can’t be something that was dropped on the beach when he was talking to the police. It might be something he lost from the boat.”


Which made sense, really.


Hiro scanned the shoreline with the binoculars. “I wish we knew what it was.”


Gordy hiked himself up and sat on the rail. “Why don’t we do a little beachcombing ourselves? Maybe we’ll find it.”


Hiro smiled. “Gordy . . . that’s a brilliant idea. I am truly impressed.”


Gordy looked proud of himself. “We’ll have no idea what we’re looking for though.”


Hiro kept her eyes on the beach. “I have a feeling we’ll know it when we see it.”






CHAPTER 26


With Krypto Night still prowling the bay area, Cooper didn’t want their little scouting expedition to look obvious. They’d already stuck their noses a little too far into Tommy Kryptoski’s business.


They split up. Lunk and Gordy threw a Frisbee back and forth while they worked their way down the beach. Hiro and Cooper walked the beach, but tried to keep it looking casual. Hiro kept her eyes focused on the waterline, while Cooper picked up flat rocks from the shallow water and skipped them across the surface. The throwing motion seemed to loosen up his shoulder, and he kept his eyes peeled for anything unusual.


A flip-flop. An empty sunscreen bottle. A few dead fish and plenty of seaweed. But there was nothing that looked like it held any value to Kryptoski and his girlfriend.


A man and his chocolate Lab were playing on the far end of the beach. He threw a tennis ball into the water for the dog to retrieve.


“That dog is sure having fun,” Hiro said. “Do you miss Fudge?” 


Cooper nodded. From this distance the dog looked a lot like Fudge. Dad would bring her up with him this weekend. “She’ll love the water.”


“A lot more than Lunk does,” Hiro said. “Poor guy. But he puts up a good front.”


Cooper agreed.


Hiro poked his shoulder lightly. “Does it hurt?”


Cooper pulled away and laughed. “When you do that, it does.” 


“Do you think the driver of that pickup was drunk?”


Cooper had asked himself the same question a dozen times. “Seemed like it. Up until he took off afterward.”


They walked in silence for a while.


“What if it was the same guy Kryptoski was talking to in the pickup? What if he’s the guy who was watching us at Scoops?” It didn’t seem like she was looking to him for the answer. More like she was trying to come up with one of her own. “What if the driver wasn’t drunk, but this was some kind of warning?”


Cooper glanced at her. “Like a shot over the bow?”


“A what?”


“When the Coast Guard is trying to get a suspicious boat to stop, they shoot a warning shot over the bow of the boat — just to let them know they’re serious.”


Hiro nodded. “That’s exactly what I think it was. A shot over the bow.”


“But it makes no sense. Except for that stupid prank with the dead fish, we haven’t done anything wrong.”


“We meddled,” Hiro said. “We got involved. You blew the air horn when things went berserk on Krypto Night. I called 9 – 1 – 1.” 


Cooper thought about that for a moment. “And you’re saying the pickup that ran me into the wall was warning me to back off before something worse happens?”


“Exactly,” Hiro said.


Cooper scanned the water. Krypto Night was still creeping along the south shoreline. He had no problem leaving this mystery alone. He never wanted to be involved in the first place.


The chocolate Lab bounded through a wave and ran up the beach toward them, the tennis ball clamped firmly in its jaws. The  dog stopped directly in front of Cooper and Hiro and shook himself happily. Water droplets sprayed over both of them.


Hiro ducked behind Cooper. “Bad puppy,” she laughed.

“Sorry!” the man down the beach shouted. He whistled, and the dog tore through the shallow water to get to him.

Cooper’s phone vibrated. He checked the screen. “It’s a text from Gordy.” Lunk and Gordy were maybe forty yards away. Both of them were squatting on the beach, looking at something.

Hiro tried reading the screen over his shoulder.

Cooper read the message out loud. “Tell Hiro I think we have something.”

Hiro’s eyes widened — and she bolted over to Gordy and Lunk. Cooper hustled to keep up.

“What is it?” Hiro rested her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. “What did you find?”

Gordy pointed — at a child’s plastic yellow sand pail and shovel. “What do you think?”

Lunk snickered.

Hiro glared at them. “Very funny. You made me run over here for this?”

“We have no idea what we’re looking for,” Lunk said. “We didn’t want to take a chance. This might be important.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Ridiculous. I’m going to keep looking. Maybe you two can start.”

“Actually,” Lunk said, “you’ve got the best chance of finding whatever it is that we’re looking for.”

Hiro tilted her head. “Because I’m going to be a cop someday?” 

A smirk betrayed Lunk’s sincerity — or lack of it. “No. Because you’re so short. You’re closer to the ground, so you’ve got a better chance of spotting something.”

Hiro slugged him in the arm. “I’m out of here.” She did a one-eighty and headed down the beach.

Cooper thought about joining her but decided she might need  some space to cool off. And she’d only want to talk more about how the pickup was connected to Kryptoski. Cooper wasn’t so sure. 


“There she is.” Gordy pointed toward the Walworth II cruising along the south shore. “I wish I had the binoculars.” He whipped out his phone and tapped on the stopwatch app.

The mailboat slowed as it approached the white dock in front of The Geneva Inn. The boat skimmed along the front of the pier, but didn’t stop. By the time it passed, the tourists inside the mailboat were cheering.

Gordy moaned. “From this angle, I couldn’t even see what happened.”

Cooper had missed it too. But obviously someone had delivered the mail successfully.

Gordy checked his phone. “The mail jumper has just eight seconds to hop off the boat, open the mailbox, stuff the letters inside, and get back on board. All we have to do is delay her for a few seconds.”

Honestly, pranks weren’t even on Cooper’s radar right now. Pranks could be a nice distraction — like from the more serious issues that Hiro wanted to talk about. But this one had all the signs of turning into a disaster.

“I think we should do it,” Gordy said.

Lunk looked at Cooper.

“Coop?” Gordy’s eyes were on fire.

Cooper laughed. “I haven’t changed my mind on this. Why would I want to mess with the mailboat?”

“Don’t ask yourself why,” Gordy said. “Ask yourself why not?” 

But there were at least two really good reasons why not. He’d definitely learned some pranks didn’t rank so high on the ol’ smart-o-meter — like hiding dead fish on board Krypto Night. And messing with the mail jumper didn’t rank at all. What if the person got hurt? 

“I’m not looking for a commitment this minute,” Gordy said. “Think about it. We’re talking about a harmless prank here. What could go wrong?”




CHAPTER 27


Hiro kept searching. But for what? The boys had clearly given up. She stopped to watch the three of them romping around on the narrow strip of beach with the Frisbee.


The chocolate Lab joined them, and now they were playing keep away with the tennis ball in the shallow water. The dog ran from one boy to the other, trying to get her chompers on the ball. The boys were driving her crazy.


They were driving Hiro crazy too. None of them were taking this as seriously as they should. Not even Coop. He was on vacation; and when it came to common sense, he’d obviously packed a little light.


“Hi.”


The girl’s voice startled Hiro. She whirled around to see Kryptoski’s girlfriend approaching. Apparently he dropped her off on shore.


“Sorry, did I scare you?”


Hiro shook her head. The girl didn’t scare her. It was her boyfriend. Kryptoski was still in his boat, watching them. The way he just stood there with his arms folded across his chest was really creepy.


“Lynn Tutek.” The blonde held out her hand and flashed  an expensive-looking smile. Perfect teeth. “We met last night. Remember?”


Like Hiro could forget. She shook Lynn’s hand. “Hiroko.” Hiro didn’t trust the girl enough to give her more info than that.

“That’s an unusual name. Is it Asian?”

Hiro stared at her. Did she really just ask such a stupid question? “Norwegian.”

“Really!” The girl look surprised.

Not as surprised as Hiro felt for even saying it. She wanted to take it back and tell the girl she was just kidding. But it was a little late for that.

“So, I noticed you’ve been walking up and down the beach,” Lynn said. “Find anything interesting?”

Hiro’s pulse spiked. She was right. They had lost something. Hiro couldn’t let her excitement show. “Just doing a little beachcombing.”

Lynn nodded in a casual way, but her eyes darted to Hiro’s hands. She’s looking to see if I found it. But what?

Hiro had to know. “Did you lose something?”

Lynn hesitated. Clearly, she hadn’t planned on Hiro asking any follow-up questions.

“I could help you look for it,” Hiro said. “Or if I find it, I could make sure you get it.”

Maybe Lynn was weighing it out and wondering what her boyfriend would say. She glanced toward his boat. “Well, actually, yes.” She flashed her perfect teeth again. “My boyfriend’s camera is missing. It was pretty expensive — totally waterproof.”

Of course. That made complete sense.

“It has an extra-long lanyard on it.” Lynn held her hands two feet apart.

“I remember it,” Hiro said. “I noticed it when your boat passed by ours last night.”

Lynn’s smile remained in place, but the blank look in her eyes  said she didn’t remember. Maybe that’s because it was a different girl in the boat last night.


“Your boyfriend took a picture of our boat, remember?” Hiro pointed at The Getaway bobbing from the buoy.

“Oh, that’s right,” Lynn said quickly. “How could I forget?”

Easy. You weren’t there. Hiro needed something more. Something to help prove this wasn’t the same girl on board the Krypto Night. “So how many pictures did he take of our boat anyway?” Hiro tried to make it sound casual. Like she was just making conversation, not building a case.

Lynn met her eyes for an instant — but long enough for Hiro to see that the girl was calculating. Determining how to answer in a way that wouldn’t appear suspicious.

“Who knows?” Lynn waved her hand in a dismissive way. “But the camera floats. So we’re hoping it will drift onto the beach. If you find it, I’d really appreciate it if you returned it to me.”

“I’ll definitely be looking for it.” The girl had no idea just how badly Hiro wanted to find that camera.

Lynn angled her head to one side. Suddenly Hiro was sure this girl was a lot smarter than the blonde act she was putting on, and she knew exactly what Hiro was doing.

“If I’m not around,” Lynn said, “I suppose you could just put it in my boyfriend’s boat.” She pointed at the green Krypto Night. 

“Okay,” Hiro said. Or I could take it to the police. Right after I scroll through the pictures.






CHAPTER 28


Cooper kept an eye on Hiro from a distance. Her body language looked okay, like she was just having a casual conversation with the girl. But if Kryptoski stepped one foot on shore, Cooper would hustle over there.


“Think we should join her?” Lunk waded over beside him.


Lynn walked away from Hiro and headed toward the docks across from the park entrance.


Hiro looked toward the boys and made the slightest movement with her hand, motioning them over.


“I think she just answered our question,” Cooper said.


Lunk and Gordy joined Cooper, wading through the shallow water. Hiro started walking toward them.


“She definitely looks happy,” Lunk said. “I wonder what improved her mood.”


Hiro looked like she couldn’t wait to tell them. She walked faster.


“They are looking for something,” she said the moment she got close. “The camera. They lost the camera.”


That made sense. The way Kryptoski was whipping around in the boat last night, Lynn probably dropped it just to get out of his way.


“And there’s more,” Hiro said. “I’m positive she isn’t the same girl who went out in the boat with that moron.”


Cooper tried to concentrate as Hiro detailed her theory — which all seemed to come back to her feelings, not any real facts. His mind kept going back to the way Kryptoski whipped the boat around in such a reckless way.


“So she’s telling me she can’t remember how many pictures Kryptoski took of our boat.”


Lunk shrugged. “What’s the problem with that?”


Cooper agreed. If this is what she was building her case on, it was a really weak foundation.


“I noticed him take one picture. Just one!” Hiro paused to swallow. “How could she possibly forget that?”


“She’s blonde?” Lunk said.


Gordy and Cooper both laughed.


Hiro glared at them.


“I’m not saying you’re ditzy,” Lunk said. “Your hair is black.”


“Any time a guy makes a joke about a blonde, he’s making a joke about all women,” she said.


“Oh, here we go,” Lunk said.


“Don’t worry,” Hiro said. “I won’t go there. This time. But you guys are totally discounting what I’m telling you.”


Maybe she was right. But Cooper didn’t want to believe that Kryptoski had pulled off some kind of a switch. Because that would mean they’d witnessed something truly horrible. “Look, Hiro, let’s imagine for a moment that you’re right.”


“Imagine?”


Lunk and Gordy laughed.


“All right. Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say this Lynn has a stunt double out there somewhere.”


“Pom-Pom,” Hiro said.


“Okay,” Cooper said. “Pom-Pom. And let’s say Kryptoski got angry with her, she jumped out of the boat, and he tried to scare her.”


“Hit her,” Hiro said. “He was trying to hit her with the boat.”


Cooper waved her off. “Doesn’t this whole thing sound a little farfetched?”


“Yes,” Hiro said. “It does. But only because you’re thinking like you.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


Hiro folded her arms across her chest. “We live in a dark world, Coop. People do very bad things.”


“Like murder.”


Hiro nodded.


“But the guy pulled up to our boat afterward,” Gordy said. “Don’t you think he would have looked — I don’t know — shaken up or something?”


“I thought about that,” Hiro said. “He’s a sociopath.”


“You’ve watched too many detective shows, Hiro.” Gordy shook his head. “You’re unbelievable.”


That didn’t faze Hiro. “Sociopaths can be outgoing, friendly, charming even. But they lack one important thing.” Hiro paused to be sure they were all listening. “A conscience. They can do awful things without feeling one ounce of guilt. They’re totally selfish. Totally self-absorbed. They don’t think about the needs or rights of others. Oh, they pretend to — and they put on a good act. But deep down, it’s all about them. It’s all about getting what they want. They use people. The way they see it, others exist only to serve their needs. Beyond that, other people are irrelevant.”


“Whoa, Hiro,” Lunk said. “Stop to take a breath.”


She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m serious. Sociopaths are dangerous. And they’re tough to live with, at best. And at worst . . .” She let her statement hang there.


“What?” Gordy said.


She leaned close. “They’re impossible to live with.”


“Meaning?”


“They’re dangerous. If you cross a sociopath, you may not live to do it again.”


“Hiro,” Lunk said. “Really? Get a sociopath upset and he may kill you? C’mon.”


Hiro raised her eyebrows. It was that look Cooper had seen so many times before whenever Hiro wanted to drill home a point. “Road rage. School shootings. Nasty things people say and do on social media. There are all kinds of degrees — but it’s real.”


Okay, even Cooper had to admit she had a point. But to say Kryptoski was a sociopath was a bold step.


Lunk looked at her like he thought she was funny.


Hiro looked like she was getting frustrated. “Look, who knows how many people in our society have sociopathic tendencies. But I bet you rub shoulders with sociopaths every day.”


“I had a teacher who was a sociopath,” Gordy said. “She gave pop quizzes with no warning at all. No conscience. No regrets.”


“I’m not joking, Gordy,” Hiro said. “Sociopaths are dangerous. And they’re everywhere.”


Lunk snorted. “How come I’ve never met one?”


Hiro’s face turned red. “Really? You’ve never met one? You’re blind.”


“Blind?” And you’re going to help me see, is that it?” He shook his head. “More like the blind leading the blind.”


Hiro didn’t seem to hear Lunk — or she chose to ignore him. “All I’m saying is, if you think you’ve never met a sociopath, then you’re overlooking someone.”


Cooper’s mind went to Joseph Stein.


Lunk shook his head. “Can’t think of one. So tell me, who is the sociopath that I supposedly know?”


“Forget it,” Hiro said.


Lunk laughed. “Oh, that’s convenient. You can’t name one, can you?”


“I’d rather not.”


Lunk looked a little annoyed. “C’mon, Hiro. Who?”


Hiro’s eyes flashed with frustration. “Your dad.”


Lunk’s mouth opened slightly and his face paled. He took a step back.


Cooper stared at Hiro.


She clamped her hand over her mouth.


“Hey, I’m starving!” Gordy’s voice sounded higher than usual, like it did whenever he got nervous. “Let’s get some lunch!”


Lunk’s jaw muscles twitched, and he clenched his hands into fists.


“Lunk,” Cooper said. “Gordy’s right. Let’s go get some lunch.”


Lunk stared at the sand and nodded. Without another word, he headed up the beach and across the street where the bikes where chained to a tree. Gordy hustled to walk alongside him.


“Hiro,” Cooper whispered. “Why?”


He could see she was torturing herself already.


Hiro started to cross the street. “I know I blew it.” She looked at Cooper. “I hurt him bad, didn’t I?”


Cooper watched Lunk walking ahead of them. He had his old swagger back, covering up the hurt like he used to do behind a tough-guy façade. “Yeah, I think that one cut him pretty deep.”


She sighed. “I feel awful.”


“Good,” Cooper said.


She gave him a questioning look.


“At least I know you aren’t a sociopath.”







CHAPTER 29


Lunk pedaled toward town without waiting for the others. Hiro’s comment had proved something, hadn’t it? What he’d feared all along. He’d been wondering what he brought to the table, and he hadn’t come up with much. So maybe he wasn’t as much a part of this group as he thought. As he wanted to be.


But what Hiro just said about his old man gave him a whole new perspective. Lunk was different from them. Really different. All three of them had decent dads. Coop’s dad was everything Lunk could want in a father, and Gordy’s dad was nothing short of heroic. When Gordy had been kidnapped, his dad searched for days with little or no rest. He nearly ripped Michael VanHorton apart when he suspected the man had taken his son.


Lunk had never met Hiro’s dad, but the guy had been killed in the line of duty. He was a bona fide hero. But Lunk’s old man was a different story. He was a biological dad — but not a real dad. He was a lying, scheming cheat who beat his wife and took all her money. A guy who took advantage of anyone who was weaker than himself. A user. A boozer. A certified loser.


Lunk kept a fast pace. By the time he crested the hill on the far side of Big Foot Beach, he felt sweat pouring down the middle of his back.


“Lunk, wait up!” Gordy’s voice. That figured. 


Lunk kept pedaling. He didn’t need a peacemaker right now. He just wanted a little peace and quiet. He heard Gordy tearing through the gravel behind him.


Lunk had never been in the lead before. Not when it came to biking. But now that he had a bigger bike, he easily kept up with Gordy and Coop. But that’s where the lead ended. When it came to life, he’d always been behind, hadn’t he? Would that ever change? Would he ever measure up?


Lunk’s mom was an angel straight out of heaven. But his old man? He was no angel. And he definitely didn’t come from heaven. More likely from that place straight south of there.


“She didn’t mean it, you know.” Gordy pulled up alongside Lunk. “Sometimes she says things she doesn’t mean.”


Lunk gave him a sideways glance. “She meant it. And you know it.”


His old man believed he was always right. Lunk couldn’t remember a time when his dad had ever admitted that he was wrong. Even after he’d hit Mom. Lunk had never heard his dad say he was sorry, either.


Lunk always figured it was his old man’s pride. His monster ego wouldn’t allow him to apologize. But what if it was more than that? 


A scene replayed in his mind. One Lunk hated. Lunk was sitting on the edge of his bed in his room. His old man was shouting — no, screaming — at Lunk’s mom. He wished the abuse would stop. He’d known the day was coming when he’d be big enough, man enough, to stand up to his dad. Yet he didn’t want to do it. Because he knew that once he did, everything would change.


His mom shrieked, and before Lunk could think, he was in the kitchen, plowing into his old man and knocking him to the floor. All of Lunk’s pent-up rage broke free. He hammered his fists into his dad like the man was some sicko who’d broken into the house.
 

Lunk won the fight, yet he lost at the same time. His old man left for good that night, and he only came back every now and  then to hit them up for money. But he never hit Lunk’s mom again. And he never would.


But his bio-dad had never said he was sorry. He never showed any remorse. It was more than just a pride thing, wasn’t it?

“I’m sure your dad isn’t a psychopath,” Gordy said.

Lunk almost smiled. “Agreed. I think a psychopath is the type of guy who ends up killing lots of people on cop shows. But Hiro is right. My dad is definitely a sociopath.”






CHAPTER 30


Cooper waited for Hiro, and that gave Gordy and Lunk a big lead. Unless the other two stopped, they’d never catch up to them before they reached town.


“I’ve got to apologize,” Hiro said.


Cooper agreed. The question was when. Gordy dropped back from keeping pace with Lunk. Gordy looked back at them and gave a little shrug.


“Looks like Lunk needs some space.” Hiro sounded defeated.


“Talk to him at lunch,” Cooper said. “He’ll be okay.”


Hiro nodded. “I hope you’re right.”


So did Cooper. He pushed harder on the pedals to close the gap between them.


They were approaching the spot where he’d been run off the road.


“Where did it happen?” Hiro glanced at him. “Last night with the pickup.”


Cooper wondered at her timing. He pointed.


She slowed a bit, probably imagining the whole scene.


Cooper wanted to forget it. Still, he found himself checking over his shoulder just to be sure the truck wasn’t tailing them.


“Lunk!” he shouted. “Speedo’s?”


Lunk didn’t turn around but lifted one arm and waved. 


Minutes later, they coasted down the hill into town and rode along the waterfront to Speedo’s. They ordered at the walk-up win-dow, took their food to a grassy spot near the water, and dumped their bikes onto the ground.


Lunk sat with his back to the town, looking out over the harbor of docks, rental boats, and a string of buoys stretching across the bay to the municipal pier on the other side.


Hiro stood for a moment with her carryout bag in hand, as if deciding where to sit. She finally sat next to Lunk. Neither of them said a word.


Like Lunk, Gordy had two hamburgers in front of him. “How ’bout these burgers, huh, Lunk?”


Lunk nodded.


“What did you get, Hiro?” It seemed like Gordy’s strategy was to get them talking to him, and then maybe they’d start talking to each other.


“Chicken strips.”


Hiro’s voice sounded as small as she was. She picked at one of the strips and glanced up at Lunk . . . then back at Cooper.


Cooper mouthed the words, Just say it. He motioned toward Lunk.


She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Lunk?”


He turned her way.


“I am soooo sorry,” she said. “I never should have said that. It was wrong, I — ” 


“Forget it.” Lunk cut her off. “You spoke your heart.”


She hesitated. But she needed to finish. Get it all out there. Unless she did, there’d always be a wall between her and Lunk.


Cooper caught her eye and nodded toward Lunk — silently urging her on.


“I guess I did speak my heart,” she said. “But my heart wasn’t in the right place. I was totally unkind, and I never want to be like that.”


Lunk stared at his hamburger. “Because you don’t want to break your personal code of conduct?”


She shook her head. “It’s more than that. A lot more. You’re my good friend — and I hurt you. That was so wrong of me.”


Good, Hiro. Cooper held his breath, hoping Lunk’s reaction would be as solid.


Lunk sat there for a moment. “Actually, I think you were right about my dad. I think he is a . . .” — he hesitated — “ . . . a sociopath. I just never thought of it that way.”


“It was wrong how I said it, though. Will you forgive me?”


“For telling the truth?”


“For not doing it in a kind way.”


Lunk looked at her. “You’re serious?”


Hiro nodded. “Forgive me?”


He looked unsteady, like this was new territory for him. “Sure. Yes. Of course.”


Hiro reached over and gave him a hug.


Lunk hesitated and then hugged her back. “You really are a softy under that tough cop exterior.”


Hiro laughed and wiped her eyes.


Cooper let out a sigh of relief.


“All right,” Gordy said, “I’m glad that’s settled.”


“Me too.” Hiro reached over and snatched one of Lunk’s fries. “I’m famished.”


Lunk smiled and shook his head. He took a massive bite of his burger and placed the bag of fries between them within easy reach for Hiro.


She smiled back and took another handful.


“Okay,” Gordy said. “We need some adventure. After we’re done here, let’s show Lunk and Hiro the spillway. And the tunnel. Maybe White River.”


It sounded like a good idea to Cooper.


“Then we’ll get a little snack at Scoops,” Gordy said.


That sounded even better.


“A tunnel?” Hiro said. “And you figure I’ll think it’s fun?” 


Gordy shook his head. “You’ll hate it. But we’ll have fun watching you.”


“Oh,” Hiro said. “Real nice.”


A police car cruised along the waterfront and parked in one of the angle spaces near Scoops. Officer Tarpy stepped out and stretched.


“I think I’m going to tell him about the lost camera,” Hiro said. 


Gordy didn’t look too happy. “Really? C’mon, Hiro. We’re on vacation. You’re supposed to relax. Do fun stuff.”


“This is fun for her,” Lunk said.


It didn’t sound like he was teasing her this time. More like he was defending her.


Hiro took a few more of Lunk’s fries and headed toward the policeman. “Be right back.”







CHAPTER 31


Gordy watched Hiro cross the street and flag down the cop. “Ay-yi-yi. That girl just can’t leave things alone.” He took a bite of his second burger. “And she’s gonna drag us into it too.”


Lunk laughed. “We’re already in it.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Gordy pointed at her with a fry. “Now we need to back off. Have fun. Leave the investigating to the cops.”


“I’m definitely okay with that,” Lunk said. “But good luck selling Hiro on that plan.”


Gordy looked at Coop. His cousin just shrugged and nodded.


“Aw, c’mon, guys. Let’s take charge here,” Gordy said.


Coop balled up his carryout bag and tossed it into a trash barrel. “Sounds like you have ideas.”


“I do,” Gordy said. “We can’t drive The Getaway until this weekend when your dad gets here, right?”


Coop nodded. “Although you did kind of jump the gun on that this morning.”


Gordy waved him off. “So this afternoon, let’s do a little exploring around town.”


Coop was obviously tracking with him. “Okay. You mentioned the spillway. The tunnel.”


“Exactly. And the pipeline under the old railway bridge. Then we can hit Scoops or something.”


Lunk definitely looked interested, but Hiro would be a different story. He checked across the street. She was still talking to the cop, making hand motions like she was taking a picture.


Lunk seemed to be watching Hiro too. “Think she told the cop her theory? That the girl on the beach wasn’t the one in the boat?” 


“Oh yeah,” Cooper said. “And how the camera is missing.”


Lunk kept watching. “I’m no expert on body language, but Officer Tarpy doesn’t look convinced.”


Gordy agreed. The cop’s body language was all wrong.


“You have to give her credit,” Cooper said. “She’s really trying to sell it.”


Lunk turned away. “I can’t watch. This is pitiful. The cop isn’t buying it.”


Good. Maybe Hiro would drop the whole thing. Get out of cop mode and back into vacation mode. “Before Hiro gets back,” Gordy said, “let’s get one more thing on the vacation schedule.” He looked from Coop to Lunk and back again.


Lunk leaned forward. “Well? Are you going to tell us?”


“The mailboat plans are shaping into a really sweet prank. I think we should do it.”


Coop shrugged. “Let’s just stick to exploring town.”


“This one is foolproof.” Gordy grinned. “And Hiro will hate it. Imagine the mail carrier jumping for the boat, falling in the water, and the tourists on board rushing to the rail to snap a picture.”


“You’re right about one thing,” Lunk said. “Hiro will hate it.”


“Hate what?” Hiro said from behind them.


Gordy froze. He didn’t know what to say. She’d try to put the kibosh on his plans for sure.


“Gordy’s plans to prank the mailboat,” Lunk said.


“Right.” Hiro sat down. “The truth.”


Cooper laughed. “That is the truth. But don’t worry, he hasn’t  even convinced us yet. And right now Gordy wants to show you some of the lesser-known tourist sites of Lake Geneva.”


Gordy took a bow.

“Will I hate that too?”

Coop shrugged. “Probably.”

Lunk stood and stretched. “Let’s go then.”

“Maybe I should stay right here,” she said.

Gordy debated that for a moment. If she didn’t come, she couldn’t stop them. But it would be way more fun if she came along.

“You’ve got to come,” Gordy said.

“And the reason why would be . . . ?” She let the question hang in the air.

“Because we’re friends,” Gordy said. “And friends stick together.”
 

She groaned. “That’s not fair.”

Gordy reached for her hands and pulled her to her feet. “We’ll lock the bikes to a tree. You’re about to get a tour of Lake Geneva’s underground. We’re taking you to the tunnel.”

“Okay, okay.” Hiro tugged her hands free from Gordy’s grip. “I’m coming. How bad could it be?”

Gordy snickered. “Obviously you haven’t been there before.”






CHAPTER 32


Cooper had been through the tunnel a handful of times — and no two times had been alike.


He headed for the road alongside Hiro. “So you told Officer Tarpy that you think Pom-Pom and Lynn are two different people?” 


Hiro nodded. “And about the missing camera.”


She was quiet.


“So what did he say?”


She shrugged. “He was polite — but he wasn’t interested.”


“He said that?”


“Didn’t have to. I read it all over him.”


Like Cooper could read the disappointment all over her now. It was hard enough when her friends discounted her police work. But when a cop did it? Her mouth formed a tight, straight line. Obviously, she was done talking about it for now. Cooper let it go and hoped she’d let this whole investigation thing go too.


They hustled to the other side of Wrigley Drive. Gordy led the way across the bridge, which spanned the narrow inlet to the miniature lagoon below. Only small boats and jet skis parked in the bay. Nothing larger could make it under the bridge. Everything about the place was small. Even the docks between the boats were  made with a single two-by-ten strung between posts. Walking one of those docks would be like walking a plank.


Boats and Waverunners belonging to LeatherLips Watersports took up most of the slips on the north end of the cove, while the boats on the south side were privately owned. The boats were covered and tied — waiting for adventure. Ruby Slippers. Pretty Girl. Svenska Flicka. The Boys’ Bomb. And over a dozen more on this side of the lagoon.

“This bay is tiny,” Gordy said, “but it controls the level of the entire lake — thanks to the spillway.”

Hiro scanned the water below them. “Spillway?”

Gordy pointed to a low concrete wall running along the south side of the bay. Water rushed over the top into a moss-covered chute. “When the lake is high, water goes over the wall and into the spillway — which is pretty much like a long, steep driveway. It funnels down into a tunnel.”

Hiro stepped off the bridge and followed the sidewalk ramp toward the docks. “A tunnel?”

“Yeah,” Gordy said. “Dark. Creepy. Seems like it goes forever before it dumps into the White River.”

“Lovely,” Hiro said. “And you expect me to go in there?”

“We’ll all go,” Gordy said. “Together.”

“Because if you go in there alone . . .” Lunk made a creepy face, “ . . . you may never come out.”

Hiro folded her arms across her chest. “And that’s supposed to encourage me to join you?”

Gordy shook his head. “No, to stay close. Some say the tunnel is haunted.”

Lunk snickered. “Ghosts?”

“Hiro doesn’t believe in ghosts,” Cooper said. “It’d have to be demons.”

“That’s it.” Hiro covered her ears. “I am not going in that ‘demon’ tunnel.”


“C’mon, Hiro,” Gordy said. “We’re messin’ with you. The tunnel will be . . . fun.”


“I hope you enjoy it,” Hiro said. “I’ll meet you on the other side — wherever that is.”


One look at her face, and Cooper knew that trying to convince her would be useless. And in a way, he was relieved. She’d be scared in the tunnel. Really scared. He didn’t want to see her pressured into it. He pointed. “See that parking lot?”


Hiro nodded.


“Now, the road just beyond it?”


“Center Street,” Gordy said.


Cooper motioned. “And that section of trees on the other side?”
 

“Got it,” Hiro said.


“That’s where the tunnel dumps into the White River,” Cooper said. “We’ll meet you there.”


Hiro’s mouth opened slightly. “The tunnel goes all that way?”


“Yeah, and I guarantee you it’ll seem a lot longer when you’re in the tunnel,” Cooper said.


Hiro looked at Cooper like she knew he was trying to protect her.


Gordy grinned. “Amazing, right?”


“I’d call it ridiculous.”


She shook her head. “I will never — ever — go into that demon tunnel. Is this even legal?”


Gordy made a broad sweeping gesture. “No signs saying we can’t do it.”


Hiro looked disgusted. “They probably don’t see the need for a sign because they figure nobody would be this stupid.”


The concrete walls on both sides loomed higher as the spillway dropped lower into the ground. The tunnel was a black hole, sucking up every bit of water that the lake sent its way.


“C’mon, Hiro!” Gordy said. “Be daring.”


“You’re insane,” Hiro said.


“For going into the tunnel?”


Hiro shook her head. “For thinking you could convince me to.” 


“You’re going to miss out,” Gordy said. “You’ll never see this on some tourist map.”


“Good.”


“Okay.” Gordy shrugged. “I give up. See you on the other side.”
 

“If you make it,” Hiro said.


“I’ll make it, all right,” Gordy said.


Hiro shrugged. “Lord willing.”


Cooper, Lunk, and Gordy practically doubled over, laughing.


Hiro walked along the railing that overlooked the tunnel entrance. “Have a good time.”


Gordy saluted and led the way. He ran back to the docks, hopped into the shallow water, and stepped over the spillway wall. Their shoes were soaked anyway.


Cooper and Lunk were right behind him. The water was shallow but still moved fast. Lunk lost his footing on the moss, slid onto his side, and never got back on his feet.


“Nice, Lunk!” Gordy shouted. “Wait for us at the bottom.” He took a wide stance like he was surfing, and slid halfway down the chute before falling.


Cooper slipped once, regained his balance, and then lost it again. The concrete wall had absolutely nothing to grab on to. He felt a sharp stab in his shoulder and didn’t want to chance smacking it again. He sat down feet-first and let the force of the water and the law of gravity do their work.


Like an entrance ramp to a highway, the spillway dropped steeply with high concrete walls on both sides. The tunnel was dead ahead — round at the top but flat on the floor. At its highest point it stood nearly five feet tall. Gordy and Lunk were standing in the knee-high water as it rushed into the gaping mouth of the tunnel.


Hiro stood at the rail nearly fifteen feet above them and shook her head.


“Last chance, Hiro!” Gordy pointed at the tunnel. “I bet you wouldn’t even need to duck.”


“Go have your fun!” Hiro said.


She seemed fine now. Maybe because she knew she wasn’t going into the tunnel.


Cooper waved. “See you on the other side.”


She smiled just a bit.


Cooper focused on the blackness of the “demon tunnel,” as Hiro called it. He’d forgotten how long it was. The opening at the far end seemed small. Really small.


“I’ll lead.” Gordy ducked inside the tunnel without hesitation. 


Lunk followed.


Cooper glanced up at Hiro one more time and then stepped inside the concrete tube. Cool. Damp. And echoing. The tunnel darkened quickly, and with Lunk and Gordy walking ahead of him, there was little view of the light at the other end.


Water rushed past their legs, and the tube magnified the gurgling, sucking sound.


“Watch the wires,” Gordy said.


Wires ran the entire length of the tunnel. They were loosely attached to the wall every ten feet or so, and they sagged dangerously. Cooper wondered if anybody ever checked them. Rats could have gnawed through the insulation, exposing the wire underneath. Grabbing the wire while walking in the water? Potentially deadly. Cooper kept his distance from them.


“You doing okay, Lunk?” Gordy’s voice echoed around them.


“Wonderful.”


Gordy laughed. “Imagine doing this at night.”


“No thanks,” Lunk said. “I can hardly see as it is.


Spider webs clung to Cooper’s face, stretched, and broke free. And that was after Gordy and Lunk had burst through webs ahead of him. Apparently the tunnel didn’t get visitors often — and least not ones walking on two legs. He looked back. If Hiro had been along, she would have turned around by now.


“Whoa — whoa — whoa!” Lunk sloshed around. “What is that — a snake?”


“Fish,” Gordy said. “Sometimes they get inside the tunnel. In the spring I’ve felt humongous carp in here. Slimy. Totally creepy. I really wish Hiro had come along.”


Gordy and Lunk laughed and kept moving forward. They took it slow. Rocks, sticks, and other debris littered the tunnel and made little dams along the way that caught on their shoes, snagged their laces, and tore at their legs. By the time they were halfway through, Cooper remembered exactly why they hadn’t done this more often. 


The water felt higher now. Deeper. Was it rising? Impossible. It had to be his imagination. The darkness was playing tricks on his mind, conjuring up memories of being chained in a flooding basement. 


The air in the tunnel was really stale. Musty. As if the webs stretching across the tunnel had never let the air get a fresh exchange. He’d be glad to get out of here. “Is the water getting deeper?”


“Seems like it, doesn’t it?” Gordy said.


The tunnel must have a slight downhill pitch — which meant the water naturally rode higher in the tunnel the closer they got to the end. Terrific.


The tunnel was different than when they’d explored it last summer. Fear lived in this tunnel now. Cooper couldn’t see it — but he felt it. Fear thrived in the dark. Its clammy hand reached out from the black waters and groped for his heart. Goose bumps rose on his arms. Something hooked his foot.


This is a tunnel. I’ve been in it before. I’m not chained. I’m not alone. I’ve almost reached the other end. Just keep moving.


Lunk and Gordy had a solid lead on him now. Cooper looked over his shoulder at the darkness behind him and sloshed faster to catch up.


“I heard they found a body in here once.” Lunk’s voice echoed back.


So Gordy wasn’t the only one with stories. But Cooper wasn’t  in the mood for a creepy story. Not here. Then again, the tunnel was exactly the kind of place you’d expect to find a body.


The concrete walls changed to stone and mortar. Ancient-looking. This had to be the stretch under Center Street. Almost there.

“Any bats in here?” Lunk said.

Bats were certainly in this area of Wisconsin. This would make a perfect lair for them. Did any of them cluster on the ceiling? Cooper hoped not.

He wished he had brought a flashlight along. But maybe he wouldn’t want to see the kinds of creatures that made a place like this their home. He kept his head a little lower, just in case.

“I still wish Hiro were here,” Gordy said. “Hey, Hiro!” he said as if she was walking behind him, “Did I ever tell you the story about the convicts who were found hiding out in here? Even the police wouldn’t go in after them. And the convicts were never caught. Some people say one of them still lives in the tunnel — and comes out at night to feed.”

But it was always night in a place like this. Cooper pictured a Gollum-like creature crawling on all fours and feeding on the crayfish and whatever else crept around in this slimy underground tube.

“If you told her a story like that in here,” Lunk said, “you’d have to be sure she didn’t catch you once she got out. She’d give you a Hiro-schmeero lesson.”

Gordy’s laugh echoed. His laugh had a calming effect, though. The walls changed again as the stone gave way to corrugated metal, like a colossal drainage pipe.

“End of the line,” Gordy said.

The light appeared as Gordy and Lunk stepped out of the tunnel.

Finally.

The tunnel opened into White River, which wasn’t much more than a creek at this point.


Cooper straightened as soon as he stepped into the river. He glanced back to see the opening at the other end. The tunnel had never seemed this long before. Trees growing along the river blocked the direct sunlight, but Cooper still squinted at the brightness.


Hiro was sitting on a rock, waiting for them. “How was the coal mine?” She picked her way down toward them.


Gordy shook his head. “You missed it, Hiro. Totally missed it.” 


She pulled a cobweb from Cooper’s hair. “And I’m very happy I did.” She peered inside the tunnel. “This would make a perfect place to film a horror movie.”


Cooper agreed with her on that point.


She wrinkled her nose. “Smells like something died in there.”


It was true. Cooper hadn’t noticed it smelling that bad inside the tunnel, but the air coming out definitely smelled rotten. “You were smart not to go into the tunnel.”


She looked at him to see if he was kidding. “That bad?”


Cooper nodded. “You would have hated it.”


Hiro didn’t say anything. Maybe she was imagining how bad it was. But even she couldn’t imagine the worst of it. Cooper was sure of that.


Gordy and Lunk headed down the middle of the shallow river. Cooper followed at a distance, with Hiro walking along the bank. 


She pointed to Lunk and Gordy. “So how far are they taking us?”


“Eventually the river winds along a golf course,” Cooper said. “And on the way, there are old iron pipelines bridging the river — bigger around than a telephone pole.” He made a circle with his arms. “We walk along the top to cross the river, and then go under an old railroad bridge.”


“Lovely.” Hiro said. “Suddenly the outlet mall is sounding better and better.”


Lunk and Gordy were waiting when Cooper and Hiro approached.


Gordy was beaming. “Isn’t this great?” 


“If you’re into playing Lewis and Clark,” Hiro said. 


Gordy laughed. “It beats playing Sherlock Holmes.” 


Hiro was trying to be a good sport, but Cooper could see right through her. He suspected Officer Tarpy’s lack of interest in her theories was still bothering her — and their little expedition wasn’t doing much to get her mind off it.


“Okay.” Lunk held up his hands. “Let’s go someplace we can all get into.”


Maybe Lunk had picked up on Hiro’s mood too. Cooper looked at him. “Where?”


Lunk shrugged. “Scoops.”







CHAPTER 33


Hiro stepped inside with Coop. The brightness of Scoops and the smell of ice cream was a welcome change from the river. 


Katie was already scooping Gordy’s Yippee Skippee when they walked in. They had the place to themselves. Apparently there wasn’t much demand for ice cream on Monday afternoons. Katie nodded at her and smiled. “Where have you guys been?”


The boys really did look like a mess. Scrapes from the spillway and tunnel. Mud from the river bank.


“Exploring,” Gordy said.


“Is that what you call it?” Katie asked. “Looks like you got lost.”
 

Lunk stood at the counter watching her and looking a little lost himself.


“I like her,” Hiro said.


Coop smiled. “So does Lunk.”


There was something about her. Hiro couldn’t put her finger on it, but she knew Katie could be trusted.


“Let me guess,” Katie said to Lunk. “Vanilla.”


Lunk nodded.


“C’mon, Lunk,” Gordy said. “How ’bout Halley’s Comet?”


Lunk shook his head.


“You need to pick a flavor that says something about you.”


“He already did,” Katie said. “Vanilla is strong. Dependable. A classic — all by itself. It doesn’t need anything added to it and will always be in demand.” She piled the vanilla high and slid the cup across the glass countertop. “Good choice.”


“As long as I don’t add root beer,” Lunk said.


She gave him a disapproving look. “Don’t even go there.”


Oh yeah. Hiro liked Katie a lot.


Katie started wiping down tables. “The guys look like they’ve gone through the shredder. How’d you come out without a scratch?”
 

“I didn’t follow the boys,” Hiro said.


“Oooh,” Katie said. “Smart girl.”


At least someone thought she was smart. Hiro’s mind drifted to the man with the pickup. She was sure the man had been watching them last night. And whether or not Coop wanted to admit it, the bearded man could have been the guy who ran him off the road.


“Hey, Katie,” Hiro said. “Last night there was a man hanging around outside while we were here, but he never came in. Beard. Baseball cap. Did you happen to see him?” She tried to make the question sound casual.


Gordy gave Hiro a suspicious look. She was veering off his vacation agenda again, and apparently he was onto her.


“Fat Elvis,” Katie said.


Gordy laughed. “He was big, but I wouldn’t call him fat.”


“His name isn’t Elvis, either,” Katie said. “That’s the flavor of ice cream he orders.” She finished wiping a table and glanced at Hiro. “Why do you ask?”


Hiro suddenly felt unsure about how far she should take this. How weird would it sound?


Katie angled her head and studied Hiro for a moment. She looked around the shop. “He isn’t here now. Talk to me.”


Hiro shrugged. “I had a bad feeling about him.”


Katie raised her eyebrows. “You should.”


Hiro’s heart picked up the pace. “What do you mean?”


“I see a lot of guys in a place like this,” Katie said. “Cheaps. Peeps. Creeps. And once in a while, I spot one that I’d like to keep.” She smiled.


“That’s it,” Coop said. “This is turning into girl talk.” He grabbed his cup of ice cream. “I’m eating outside.”


“I’m with you,” Gordy said. “Let’s go, Lunk. We don’t want to hear this.”


Lunk looked like he did want to hear it. But he got up and followed the other two anyway.


Hiro waited until the door closed. “So back to the cheapers, peepers, keepers, and creepers. Which kind is he?”


“Fat Elvis?” Katie winced as though she’d just tasted something sour. “He’s a total creep.”


Hiro knew it.


Katie took a seat. “He works for a big casino in the area. Spends a lot of time around town.”


“Doing what?”


“Babysitting, if you ask me.”


“Babysitting?”


Katie smiled. “The casino is managed by a guy named Kryptoski.”


Hiro sucked in her breath. “Tommy Kryptoski?”


Katie shook her head. “Jerry. Tommy is his son. He’s the one who needs babysitting.”


“I met him,” Hiro said. “His boat is moored right by ours.”


“The green one?”


Hiro nodded.


“One of his many expensive toys.”


“So,” Hiro said, “he’s a spoiled rich kid.”


“And a real charmer with the ladies,” Katie said. “I think Fat Elvis was hired to keep Tommy out of trouble.”


Hiro’s mind flashed back to the black pickup. “And maybe Fat Elvis is supposed to clean up Tommy Kryptoski’s messes too.”


Katie shrugged. “That’s my take on it.”


Is that why Fat Elvis was snooping around Scoops last night? Assessing whether or not Hiro and the guys might be a threat to Kryptoski? Was he cleaning up Kryptoski’s mess? Hiro’s excitement rose.


“I have to charge you for the ice cream, but the advice is free,” Katie said. “Want a scoop of that?”


Hiro nodded.


“Stay away from them.” Katie glanced toward the front window like she was afraid they might hear her somehow. “Far away.”


A chill tingled down Hiro’s spine. It sounded like good advice. It really did. But if she stayed far away, how would she find out if she’d witnessed a murder?







CHAPTER 34


Cooper noticed something different about Hiro when she walked out of Scoops. She was excited. Distracted. Processing. Something was on her mind. And he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what.


All he knew was that he wanted to go for a swim.


Hiro peered up and down the street like she was looking for someone. Or checking to see if someone was watching her.


“Let’s head back to the boat,” Cooper said.


Everyone seemed to like that idea. Minutes later they were riding their bikes along the shore. The path dipped and wound its way past huge estates. Pedaling on the path wasn’t as smooth as taking the road, but no drunks would be driving their pickups here.


“I learned some things about our mysterious friends,” Hiro said. For the next few minutes she talked about Kryptoski and a casino and the man in the pickup, a guy she was now calling “Fat Elvis.” 


Lunk didn’t look like he was buying it. Gordy clearly wasn’t listening. And Cooper just wasn’t sure.


“I don’t think you’re grasping this,” Hiro said. “The pickup at the beach had to belong to Fat Elvis,” she said.


Lunk glanced at her. “Because?”


“Because it makes sense.”


“You mean because it works in your little theory,” Lunk said. 


“My theory is logical,” Hiro said. “Suppose Kryptoski actually murdered that girl last night.”


“Lynn?’ Lunk said.


“No, Lynn is obviously alive.” Hiro sounded annoyed. “I’m talking about the first girl. Pom-Pom.”


“But that’s who Lynn claims to be,” Lunk said. “The first girl. The only girl.”


Hiro shook her head. “There were two different girls.”


“Two girls who look so similar that you can’t be sure there were actually two girls.”


“I’m sure of it,” Hiro said.


“You’d swear to it on a witness stand?” Lunk said.


Hiro hesitated.


“So you’re not absolutely sure,” Lunk said, “but it fits nicely into your theory.”


Hiro waved him off. “And that same pickup nearly killed Coop last night.”


“We have no proof it was the same pickup,” Lunk said. “It could have been exactly what it appeared to be. A drunk driver.”


Hiro clenched her jaw. “Fat Elvis was not drunk when I saw him at Scoops.”


“That’s not helping your case any,” Lunk said. “The guy who almost ran over Coop was drunk.”


Cooper played back the scene in his mind — the glimpse he got of the pickup fleeing the scene. He’d been driving pretty well at that moment.


“All we really know for sure,” Lunk said, “is that Kryptoski and Fat Elvis are connected.”


“Oh, and how do we know that, Mr. Lunquist?” Hiro said. “We can’t prove that we’ve seen them together.”


“Katie said so.”


“So when Katie says something, it’s truth,” Hiro said. “But when I say something, it’s just a theory?”


Lunk didn’t answer that one. Smart move. 


The path opened onto the front lawn of the massive Stone Manor.


Hiro turned to Cooper. “You see what I’m saying, right?”


Cooper had to handle this one just right. He didn’t want Hiro to feel like they were ganging up on her; but honestly, she seemed to be making a pile of assumptions. Then again, this was Hiro. She wasn’t always right, but she was never completely wrong.


“Okay, we know Kryptoski had an argument with his date last night. We know his date ended up in the water, and Krypto drove his boat around like a madman,” Cooper said.


“Right,” Hiro said. “We know he could have hit her.”


“Could have,” Lunk said. “Could have.”


Hiro held up a hand. “Let Coop finish.”


Lunk smiled and nodded to Coop. “My apologies. You’ve got the floor.”


“We know Krypto went back to the shore without her. And we know a girl fitting her description and claiming to be that same girl showed up dripping wet.” Coop pedaled for a moment. “These are the things we know. But if it wasn’t the same girl, then Krypto somehow phoned some woman he knows who looks close enough to double for her. And then she agreed to cover for him and was able to get down to the beach pretty quickly.”


Cooper paused for a breath. “If the pickup driver who was talking to Krypto at the beach was Fat Elvis, and if Fat Elvis followed us to Scoops to see what we knew and then ran me off the road — then yeah, you’ve really got something, Hiro.”


Hiro slumped. “So you don’t agree with me either.”


“Actually, I think your logic makes sense,” Coop said. “I’m just saying a lot of ‘if’s’ have to be proven true for your theory to work.” 


Hiro nodded. “Circumstantial evidence.”


Her theory seemed to fit a little too perfectly. Which probably meant they were trying too hard to make it work.


They rode in silence past the bright white docks surrounded by boats tied in slips or hoisted onto canopied lifts.


“The camera is the key,” Hiro said. “We need to find it. The photos will prove there’s been foul play.”


“Careful what you wish for.” Lunk wasn’t smiling.


Hiro gave him a questioning look.


“If you’re right, then that lanyard might be hung around the neck of Pom-Pom’s dead body.”







CHAPTER 35


Cooper noticed something was different within seconds of boarding The Getaway. The cabin door was hanging open, swinging back and forth with the rhthym of the waves. He hadn’t locked it when they’d left that morning — but he knew he’d shut it tight and thrown the latch.


“Somebody has been here,” Cooper said quietly, pointing at the door.


“Think that somebody’s still inside the cabin?” Gordy whispered.


Cooper had no idea. He stepped over to the toolbox, grabbed his dad’s dive knife, and pulled it from the sheath. His mind went spinning back to that night in May when he’d strapped it to his leg after Gordy was abducted. It had been a big help to him at the time. He hoped it would prove as useful now.


“Coop?” Hiro stared at him.


Cooper held the cabin door open with the knife blade and hesitated, letting his eyes adjust to the shadows. The way looked clear. “Stay outside, Hiro.”


Cooper entered with the knife extended. If anyone charged him, the guy would end up like a hot dog on a roasting stick. The  moment Coop stepped inside the kitchen, Lunk was standing beside him.


The blinds were open in the sleeping area. He knew they’d been closed tight. He hadn’t wanted to look at the mess they’d have to clean up before his dad arrived. But if somebody had come looking for something, he would have needed more light to see.

Hiro gasped from behind him. “Somebody totally ransacked the place!”

“Actually,” Cooper said, “this is pretty much how I remember us leaving it.”

Hiro picked a T-shirt from the floor and tossed it onto the berth. “Disgusting.”

“I thought you were going to wait outside,” Lunk said.

Coop finished checking the entire cabin before he sheathed the knife. He opened drawers, inspecting every storage spot. Nothing appeared to be missing. If it weren’t for the cabin door and blinds being open, he wouldn’t have known someone had been there.

Gordy put the knife back in the toolbox. “Do we call the police?”

“And tell them what?” Hiro said. “Nothing is missing. They already think we’ve got too much imagination.”

Lunk cleared his throat. “We’ve got too much imagination? You’ve got enough for all of us.”

“Sorry, Mr. Lunquist,” Hiro said. “I meant me. You’d do well to feed your malnourished imagination a bit more.”

Cooper couldn’t clear his mind. Somebody had been on the boat. “Why would someone be in here? Looking for money?” Deep down he knew that wasn’t the answer — and he didn’t like what his heart was telling him.

Hiro shook her head. “Not money. Something else.” She walked around the cabin as if hoping to find a clue. “So who would do this — and what was he looking for?” She looked at the others as though she were their teacher, and they were her students.


“Something tells me that the one with all the imagination thinks she has all the answers too,” Lunk said.


Ignoring his comment, Hiro turned to Gordy. “What might someone come here to steal?”


Gordy’s eyes opened wide. “Oh no.”


Hiro nodded. “Oh yes.”


Gordy lunged for the food chest and lifted the cover. He rummaged through it frantically, then turned and smiled. “It’s all here. You had me worried for a second.”


Hiro looked up at the ceiling in exasperation and closed her eyes. “You are absolutely ridiculous sometimes, Gordy.” She turned to Cooper. “You know, don’t you, Coop?”


Cooper nodded. “But I hope I’m wrong.”


Her eyes lit up. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


Apparently she didn’t want to share her theory just yet, which made sense. Every time she brought up something, the rest of them seemed to discount it. She wanted Cooper to say it first.


“Okay,” Cooper said. “Sometimes you have to look at the obvious. We know Krypto and his girlfriend are looking for that camera.”


Hiro nodded and smiled.


“They saw us nosing around on the beach, so they were checking to see if we found it and kept it for ourselves.”


“Bingo,” Hiro said.


The others were quiet for a moment.


“Just because they’re looking for the camera,” Lunk said, “doesn’t mean Lynn wasn’t the girl on the boat. She said it was a waterproof camera. It was probably expensive. They don’t want to lose it, that’s all.”


“Right,” Gordy said. “It doesn’t prove there was a murder.”


Hiro shrugged. “No, it doesn’t. But it also fits my theory.”


She was getting excited. “If there was a murder, that camera could contain the proof. They would do anything to get it.”


Lunk’s face clouded over. “That means things could get dangerous.”


Gordy moaned. “No! We’re on vacation. Va-ca-shun.”


Hiro put her hands on his shoulders. “You’re right, Gordy. We need to have some fun too. Let’s forget the mysteries for a while.”


Gordy felt her forehead.


“I’m feeling fine,” she said. “And I’m up for a bit of exploring — just not inside a creepy tunnel. You want to join me?”


Gordy gave her a suspicious look. “Maybe.”


“It would be fun to explore the shoreline in the inflatable boat. Around the docks. Around the rocks. Stuff like that. But I’m not sure I can paddle that far.”


Gordy’s face brightened. “You really want to do this?”


She nodded.


“If you’re serious about exploring, we could even scoot under the docks,” Gordy said. “We’ll lie on our backs and use our hands to grab the posts and push ourselves along.”


“We won’t get stuck?”


Gordy laughed. “I’ll get the inflatable and meet you on the swim platform in thirty seconds.” Gordy ducked out of the cabin.


Lunk wagged his finger at her. “You’re a sly one, Hiro. I know what you’re doing.”


“Me?” Hiro plastered a naive look on her face. “I’m making sure Gordy enjoys his vacation.”


“While you look for the camera,” Lunk said.


“The camera?” Hiro looked innocent. “That thing is probably long gone. Or else they’d have found it by now.”


“If they had,” Cooper said, “they wouldn’t have come here looking for it.”


Hiro broke into a mischievous smile and put her finger to her lips. “What Gordy doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She laid her phone on the counter.


If Hiro’s theory was right and Kryptoski was a murderer, then they knew too much already. Enough to get them all hurt.







CHAPTER 36


The rest of the afternoon passed quickly for Cooper. The fact that somebody had been on the boat unnerved him. And the intruder had been sloppy too. Leaving the door open? The blinds up? It was almost as if they wanted Cooper to know. He kept an eye on Gordy and Hiro with the binoculars every once in a while. After an hour, they came back. Gordy was stoked. Hiro, not so much.


They rode their bikes into town and met their moms at the public beach to swim and hang out for a while.


After two hours, Cooper and Hiro pedaled back to The Getaway to grab her phone while Gordy and Lunk stayed behind.


Hiro biked alongside him on the lakeshore path. “You didn’t tell your mom that somebody was on the boat.”


“No need to worry her,” Cooper said. “Nothing was taken.” What if she got spooked and didn’t let them stay overnight on The Getaway anymore? “Maybe it was kids messing around.” They didn’t really know anything for sure. That was the truth. Still, he felt funny about not mentioning the incident to her.


Hiro glanced over at him. “You honestly think some kids got on The Getaway?” It almost seemed like she was testing him.


Cooper thought for a minute. “I wish it were true. But no.”


“Then who?” 


Hiro had her own ideas, Cooper was sure of that. 


“Lynn knew you were looking for the camera. She could have done it.”


“Maybe,” Hiro said.


“You think it was Krypto?”


“He’s got the nerve to do it.”


“And don’t forget that he’s a sociopath.” Cooper looked her way and smiled.


“Tease me all you want, Cooper MacKinnon. You’ll see I’m right.”


That’s what he was afraid of. If she was right — if a murder had taken place — then all of them were witnesses. Sort of. They slid into single-file formation to scoot through a hedge.


“But there could have been a third person on the boat.”


Cooper looked over his shoulder. “Fat Elvis?”


She nodded. “You can’t rule out any possibility.”


“Why do you think — ” Cooper hesitated.


“Think what?”


Did he really want to go there? He’d be encouraging her to keep investigating.


“Coop?”


“Whoever was there didn’t bother to hide it. Why?” Deep down, he knew the answer.


“What do you think?”


“I think we need to be careful,” Cooper said. “This was another shot over the bow,” Cooper said.


Hiro nodded. “Another warning: Back off. Or else.”


Or else what? Cooper honestly didn’t want anything to do with the whole investigation. They weren’t involved anyway. Not really. He had no problem backing off. Hiro would be another story.


The sun smacked Cooper in the eyes until the path curved south just after Maytag Point. They passed the Lake Geneva Youth  Camp docks and cruised on the gravel shoulder along Big Foot Beach.


Hiro fell behind, and after a quick check over his shoulder, Cooper knew why. She was scanning the waterline for the camera. 

“You go ahead,” Hiro said. “I’ll catch up.”

“Good luck.” Cooper zoomed ahead, but kept one eye on the beach. Finding the camera would answer a lot of questions. He looked ahead to The Getaway moored in the bay and saw the police boat tied alongside it.

Cooper stood on the pedals and pumped hard. “Hiro!” he shouted over his shoulder. “The Getaway!”

He had no idea if she’d heard him, but he couldn’t wait to find out. He swung onto the pavement for better speed. Did this have something to do with Kryptoski and what they’d heard last night? Or had somebody reported that a person had been snooping around on their boat?

He skidded to a stop by the inflatable and dumped his bike. Hiro was twenty yards behind him, closing fast. By the time she locked up her bike, he had the boat in the water.

Hiro jumped into the inflatable, and Cooper leaned backward over the front, backstroking toward The Getaway.

“What do you think they want?” Hiro’s face was flushed, and she was breathing hard.

“I’m afraid to guess.”

They passed Krypto Night. The boat was empty, which suited Cooper just fine. He wished he’d never seen the boat in the first place. And he never wanted to see it again.

Cooper’s T-shirt was soaked, but he tried hard not to splash Hiro. She sat in the back, one hand holding the side of the raft, the other one rubbing her Chicago Police star necklace. Her lips were moving but no words came out. Praying again. Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea.

“It’s Officer Tarpy,” she said.

Cooper turned to look. He coasted a few feet with the forward  momentum, then paddled the rest of the way. He steadied the inflatable as Hiro climbed out. He followed right behind her.


“Permission to board?” Tarpy held on to the side of The Getaway. He was smiling, like he wanted to set them at ease. But this was no social call.

Cooper nodded, and Officer Tarpy climbed over the side rail. “I’d like to talk to you a little more about your theory.”

Her theory. The one Coop, Lunk, and Gordy had ripped apart. 

Cooper expected Hiro to look honored or something. She didn’t. She folded her arms across her chest. “Really? You weren’t that interested this afternoon.”

“I never said that,” Tarpy said.

Hiro barely concealed a smile. “You didn’t take any notes.”

Tarpy whistled softly and looked at Cooper. “She’s good.”

Cooper nodded. “Oh yeah. And FYI, she’s got a double dose of woman’s intuition.”

“Well, what do you say you run everything by me one more time?” Tarpy said. “This time I’ll take notes.”

“Something’s changed,” Hiro said. “Something big. Am I right?” 

Tarpy cleared his throat. “I’m not really — ” 

“At liberty to say,” Hiro finished for him. “I know.”

Tarpy shook his head. “But yes, something has changed. I’d like you to come with me.”

“Where?” Cooper said.

“The police station.”






CHAPTER 37


Hiro stood next to Officer Tarpy as the police boat roared toward town. The lake had calmed, and the boat gobbled up the water and spit out foam-crested wakes. If the boat hadn’t been moving, he’d definitely see her trembling. Fear? Maybe. Excitement? Definitely. This wasn’t just about hearing her story. Something big was happening — and somehow Hiro had a part in it.


“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what this is all about,” Hiro said loudly.


Officer Tarpy kept his eyes on the water. “At the station.”


Coop sat in the back with his eyes closed and his face turned toward the wind. His hair was whipping every which way. Sort of like what Coop himself had been doing since last night. One minute he seemed to be tracking right with Hiro. The next minute, he was back siding with Gordy and Lunk and acting like she had a hyperactive imagination. He opened his eyes and they met hers. 


He said something to her. Not verbally, of course, but with his eyes. He did that sometimes — just to test her, to see if she could figure out what he’d said. And right now she had no idea.


Coop just smiled and shrugged. “You’re losing your touch!” he shouted above the roar of the engine.


She stuck out her tongue and faced forward again.


They were coming up fast on the Riviera docks. “When we stop,” Officer Tarpy said, “give your mom a call. Maybe she can meet us at the station.”


“Coop comes too.”


He gave her a sideways glance and nodded.


Whatever was going on, it was enough to make him agree to her request. She rubbed the goose bumps down on her arms.


As they passed the no-wake buoys, the boat slowed. Coop was texting someone — probably telling Gordy what was happening.


Minutes later they followed Officer Tarpy down the pier and entered the pass-through beneath the Riviera ballroom. Gift shops lined both sides of the tunnel.


Coop caught up with Hiro and walked alongside her. “Is your mom coming?”


Hiro nodded.


“Did she sound worried?”


She nodded again. “Did you text Gordy?”


Coop smiled. “I did indeed.”


“Why are you smiling?”


“I told him the police were taking us to the station, and he texted back immediately — asked if I knew what it was all about.”
 

“What did you say?”


“I told him I was sure it had nothing to do with the dead fish prank. Pretty sure, anyway.”


Hiro giggled. “You’re mean.”


Even before they exited the tunnel, Hiro saw the police car parked at the curb. Their ride to the station, no doubt. They walked past the fountain without another word. She scanned the area for Gordy and Lunk, and it didn’t take long to find them. They were kitty-corner from the police car, standing outside Scoops. Each boy held a cup of ice cream in his hands. Vanilla and Yippee Skippee, no doubt.


Clearly they hadn’t seen her or Coop yet. Hiro put her hands behind her back. “Coop,” she said. “Make like you’re cuffed.”


Coop laughed and followed her lead. “You’re bad.” 


“Just finishing what you started with that text.” 


“Serious face,” he said. “They’re looking for us.” 


Hiro saw Gordy’s expression change when he spotted her and Cooper. She hiked up one shoulder like she wanted to wave at him but couldn’t. Even from across the street she could see his eyes grow wide. He pointed and said something to Lunk.


Officer Tarpy looked over his shoulder, probably to make sure they were still following. He gave them a double take. “What’s with the charade?”


“Our friends are across the street,” Hiro said. “We thought we’d give them a scare.”


“I’ll do what I can to help.” He pointed to the police car, opened the back door, and motioned them inside. He played along with their little act, even to the point of putting his hand on her head to help her duck into the vehicle.


Gordy and Lunk were staring — and looking shell-shocked.


Officer Tarpy sat on the passenger side and pointed toward Scoops. “Is that them?”


“Yep,” Hiro said.


“Light ’em up,” Officer Tarpy said to the young cop behind the wheel.


The cop snickered and flipped on the lights and siren. Traffic stopped, and he tore out of there like they’d just collared Bonnie and Clyde. Hiro glimpsed Lunk as they passed. He was on his bike, frantically pedaling in pursuit.


“Well, that was fun,” Officer Tarpy said. But his smile faded and his expression grew serious. Obviously he was back in cop mode.


Hiro had a sickening feeling that the fun and games were over. 







CHAPTER 38


An hour later, Hiro felt more confused than ever. The police were being nice. Really nice. But if her mom hadn’t been there with her, she might have ended up in tears.


It was all the questions. The repetition of them.


“Tell me about the girl with the pizza box.”


“What did she look like?”


“What color was her hair?”


“What was she wearing?”


“Can you describe her T-shirt?”


“How long was her hair?”


“Was she wearing it pulled back or hanging down?”


“Did you notice any distinguishing marks on her?”


“Did she have any tattoos?”


“Did she have braces?”


“What color were her eyes?”


Over and over again. Officer Tarpy asked questions. Made notes. Asked more questions. The more he asked, the less Hiro felt she knew. She hadn’t seen any tattoos. She didn’t notice if the girl had braces. Pom-Pom was too far away for Hiro to notice her eye color.


“White T-shirt. Shoulder-length blonde hair parted in the middle. Jean shorts. Great figure.” Hiro sighed. “That much I know.”


Officer Tarpy looked up from his notes. “Are you describing the girl you call ‘Pom-Pom,’ or Lynn Tutek?”


“Pom-Pom.” Hiro shrugged. “But I guess I’m describing both of them. I can’t think of one thing that would prove they’re two different people.”


The only details she was absolutely sure of could have been used to describe Lynn just as easily as Pom-Pom.


“Did you notice any jewelry? A ring? Bracelet? Earrings? Necklace?” 


Except for the necklace hanging around her own neck, Hiro had never been a fan of jewelry. Even if Pom-Pom had been wearing some, Hiro wouldn’t have paid much attention to it. “She didn’t have a Chicago Police star necklace.” Hiro would have noticed that. “That’s all I know.”


Officer Tarpy’s eyes dropped to the necklace, then back to her eyes. “Friend or relative?”


Hiro fingered the necklace. He got it. She didn’t need to explain that somebody she loved had died in the line of duty. “My dad,” she said.


Officer Tarpy closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He turned to look at Hiro’s mom. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I really am.”


He paused, as if unsure whether he should continue the questioning. And really, Hiro hadn’t given him anything more than what she’d already told him outside of Scoops.


“Did you notice if she was right- or left-handed?”


Hiro pictured the scene in the boat. “She waved at me with her left hand and held the pizza box in her right.” She remembered that perfectly.


Officer Tarpy pursed his lips. Obviously her answer was inconclusive. Again. The girl could have been either right or left-handed. “Okay, tell me about that camera.”


Hiro tried to visualize it. “It had a long lanyard.”


“How long?”


Hiro held her hands two feet apart. “She had it around her neck — and it hung below her belly button.”


Officer Tarpy didn’t make a note. 


“The lanyard was bright green. Nylon-looking. And the camera looked like it was some kind of underwater model.”


“What made you think that?”


Good question. And one Hiro couldn’t answer. Not well anyway. “Not sure. It’s just a gut feeling. Or maybe it was something Lynn told me on the beach. She said it was totally waterproof.”


Officer Tarpy tapped a pencil on his notebook. She obviously wasn’t giving him what he needed. Her stomach tightened. Twisted. She was going to be a cop someday. Why hadn’t she paid enough attention so she could remember some detail that would actually be helpful?


But helpful for what? Why was she even here? Because of the questions she’d raised outside Scoops?


Officer Tarpy pulled out a file folder, slid a half-dozen photos from it, and arranged them in a row on his desk facing her. “Does anyone here look like the first girl you saw?”


Hiro studied the pictures. They looked like they’d been taken from a high school yearbook. Actually it looked like a cheerleading tryouts lineup. All the girls were blonde. Beautiful. If Pom-Pom was one of them, Hiro couldn’t be sure.


“Take your time,” Officer Tarpy said.


Maybe it was a test. Maybe he didn’t even put Pom-Pom in this group to see if Hiro really saw a difference. If she picked the wrong one, she’d lose all credibility — if she even had any. The fact was, none of them looked like the girl — and they all did. “None of them are jumping out at me,” she said.


“Okay,” he said. “Earlier today you were positive that Lynn wasn’t the same girl you’d seen in the boat when they pulled away from their mooring. Correct?”


Hiro nodded.


“Would you testify in court that you saw two different women that night?”


After how miserably she’d done when trying to pinpoint even  one definitive difference between Pom-Pom and Lynn? She’d look ridiculous. “No,” she said. “Not unless my feelings are admissible as evidence.”


Officer Tarpy sighed. “Thanks for your honesty.”

Great. That was a really polite way of saying, Thanks for wasting my time. You’ve been absolutely no help to me.

He closed his notebook and smiled. Interview over, apparently. Good. This hadn’t been nearly as much fun as she’d hoped.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more helpful.”

“Nonsense,” Officer Tarpy said. “I was out to find the truth, and you were kind enough to give it to me.”

But she had the feeling her answers had disappointed him. “Can I ask you a question, Officer Tarpy?”

“Shoot.”

“Why all the sudden interest in this?”

Officer Tarpy drew a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “Nothing really. Just a shot in the dark.”

So there was something more to this. Hiro looked at him and held his eyes with her steady gaze. It was a little technique that she’d perfected on Coop. It made it really hard for someone to hide the truth from her. “Meaning?”

Officer Tarpy chuckled. “I’m doing my duty to follow up with a concerned citizen.”

“You mean me?” Hiro said. “There were too many questions for that answer to wash — if you’ll excuse my forwardness.”

“Hiroko,” Mom said.

It was all Mom needed to say. It was her way of letting Hiro know she’d crossed the line. But Hiro had to.

Officer Tarpy waved at Hiro’s mom. “No, she’s fine.” He leaned back in his chair. “This afternoon, after you talked to me outside Scoops, I got a missing persons report.”

Hiro’s heart double-timed.

“The girl roughly matched the description you gave me.”






CHAPTER 39


Cooper tried to read Hiro’s face when she walked out of Officer Tarpy’s cubicle with her mom. Her eyes were blazing. And the way she was rubbing her necklace, she could start a fire.


Hiro’s mom gave Cooper a hug. “I just talked to your mom. We’ll all meet for dinner at Culver’s. Lunk and Gordy are already there.”


Dinner sounded great. But what he really wanted to do was talk to Hiro and find out what had happened in there. When Tarpy agreed to bring him along, Cooper didn’t figure he’d be stuck in the waiting room the whole time.


“Sooo,” Cooper said. “Everything okay?”


Hiro’s mom nodded. “I think everyone will be relieved to hear there’s no connection between what you saw — or heard, rather — and the missing girl.”


Cooper eyed Hiro. “Missing girl?”


She drew a finger across her throat.


Okay. Cooper got the message. She didn’t want her mom to be any more concerned about things than she already was. But Hiro would talk later. Cooper would make sure of that.


Dinner took forever. The four moms sat at the next table with Lunk, while Hiro and Gordy joined Cooper and his six-year-old  sister Mattie at their own table. Cooper tried to stay engaged and seem interested in Mattie’s endless stories about the outlet mall. But his mind kept reeling him back to the thought of a missing girl. Had Hiro been right?


Hiro smiled. Chatted. Nodded. She gasped with excitement when Mattie showed her the T-shirt she’d bought. But Hiro also kept rubbing that necklace of hers.

Lunk was sitting next to his mom. She smiled a lot and used her hands when she talked. By the way her hands were flying now, it seemed she’d had a wonderful day. And Cooper saw a side of Lunk that he’d not seen before. Lunk leaned forward as she talked. He listened. Smiled. Nodded. Lunk acted like she was the only person in the room.

Gordy sat back and looked at the ceiling, lost in thought. Cooper followed his gaze to where the train was running around the perimeter of the ceiling. One of the flat freight cars carried the Oscar Meyer Weinermobile. A classic.

“You know,” Gordy said, “a guy could throw a fry up there and derail the train.”

Cooper pictured the train veering off the tracks and crashing onto a table below.

Hiro looked up like it was the first time she’d noticed the rails. “You will do no such thing, Gordon Digby.”

Gordy laughed. “I didn’t say I wanted to do it. But if someone did, there’d be a real train wreck. Which is how our vacation is going to turn out if it keeps going like this.”

Hiro looked confused. “Aren’t you having a good time?”

“I’m trying to.” Gordy looked dead serious. “We came to Lake Geneva to have fun. No mysteries — remember?”

Hiro leaned forward. “This one found us.”

“But now you’re going after it.” Gordy looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t dare. Not with the moms sitting so close.

“How am I doing that?”

Hiro asked the question, but she didn’t need to. The answer was  obvious, and Gordy was right. She was the one who kept looking for the camera. She sought out Officer Tarpy with her theories. She was watching for black pickups around every corner.


“I think you know exactly what I’m talking about,” Gordy said. “Please don’t turn this vacation into a train wreck.”

“Not to worry,” she said. “I don’t think there’s anything else I can do anyway.”

Gordy nodded but looked skeptical.

Mattie trotted over to the counter to get some frozen custard. Hiro went with her.

“Why can’t she leave it alone?” Gordy asked as soon as Hiro was out of earshot.

Cooper shrugged. “Cop blood.”

“Don’t cops ever take vacations?”

Cooper laughed.

Mattie took her treat to the other table. When Hiro sat down across from Cooper, she placed a flier on the table between them. It was a color photograph of a smiling blonde. The word MISSING was written in bold caps across the top. Cooper’s stomach turned. For an instant he saw Gordy’s picture in the girl’s place. A few months earlier, that’s exactly where it had been.

“Where did you get that?” Gordy said.

She pointed to the counter. “Somebody just asked the manager if he would post one on the glass door. I asked if I could have a copy of it.”

Cooper studied the picture. He’d barely seen the girl in the boat — and definitely not well enough to identify her as anybody other than the girl he’d seen walking down the road after the cops got there.

“Officer Tarpy showed me the original photograph,” Hiro said.
 

Coop read the caption below the photo. “Last seen Sunday, four p.m.” It listed her height, weight, hair color. It was all there. “Braces.” Cooper read out loud. “Tattoo on left ankle — a pair of dice.”


Cooper read the girl’s name. “Wendy Besecker.” He looked at Hiro. “Is this the girl you saw?”


She shrugged. “I’m just not sure.” She tilted her head as if seeing the picture from another angle might help. “This is a studio picture or something,” Hiro said.


Cooper knew what she was saying. Her hair was up. That would make anybody look different. But still, the girl in the photo could have passed for Lynn’s sister. Maybe Lunk was right about how much people resembled each other.


“Did you see her braces — or the tattoo?”


Hiro shook her head. “Officer Tarpy asked me the same questions.”


“Does she have any connection to Kryptoski at all — did you ask Tarpy that?”


“I did. And if the girl had a connection, he wasn’t aware of it. I think he was hoping I’d be the connection.”


“You?” Gordy’s voice sounded flat.


“If I had identified her by the picture, or the tattoo, or the braces — he’d have the connection he needed to bring in Kryptoski for questioning.”


Cooper looked at her. “He told you that?”


“He didn’t have to. It was obvious.”


“So that’s it, then,” Gordy said. “End of the road. If you can’t positively ID her, there’s no reason to be involved anymore.”


Hiro didn’t say anything. But she didn’t let go of her necklace either.


“But what if he did do it?” she whispered. “And he gets away with it? Where’s the justice in that?”


Gordy didn’t answer.


“And if there’s no justice, no payday for that creep, then he could do it again,” Hiro said.


“Well, I guess you’ll just have to pray that God exposes the guy — if he’s really guilty,” Gordy said. “There are no other witnesses.”


“The camera is the silent witness to the whole thing. I bet it has a story to tell,” Hiro said. “Find that camera, and we’ll be able to prove whether Pom-Pom and Lynn are the same person.”


“We?” Gordy looked at her. “This is police business, not ours.”
 

Hiro looked down.


“You’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you? No matter what anybody says.”


“Do what?”


Gordy shook his head and looked up at the train. “Throw fries on the tracks.”







CHAPTER 40


Lunk got the lowdown from Coop after the moms went back to the condo. The tension between Gordy and Hiro was obvious. Actually, it was kind of funny seeing Hiro so steamed at somebody else.


Cooper walked ahead with Gordy. Probably trying to cool him down. Lunk kept pace with Hiro. He’d do what he could to help them patch things up.


“Do you really think you’re going to find the camera?”


Hiro looked up at him. “I wish.”


“Realistically,” Lunk said.


“If the wind was blowing toward the opposite side of the lake? Sure. It would drift to the north shore.”


“But the wind was coming from the northwest,” Lunk said.


Hiro looked miserable. “Exactly. It would have reached shore within hours. And I searched the area really well.”


“You couldn’t have missed it?”


“With a two-foot bright green lanyard attached to it?” she said. “Not hardly.”


Lunk agreed. “And we know Kryptoski and his blonde didn’t find it.”


Hiro nodded. “Either it doesn’t float, or somebody else picked it up.”


“So it’s gone,” Lunk said.


Hiro jammed her hands into her pockets. “You could try giving a girl a little hope.”


“You’ve got to face the facts, Hiro. That camera is g-o-n-e.”


She kicked a pebble off the sidewalk. “Krypto is a creep. I can feel it. And I hate the thought that he might get away with this.”


“If he did anything wrong.”


Hiro gave him a half-smile and slugged him in the arm. “You are absolutely no help. Do you know that?”


Lunk laughed. “Thank you very much.”


They walked in silence for a while. Lunk looked at her. “Why not let this thing go — at least for now — and make up with Gordy.” 


“Hummph.”


Lunk wasn’t sure if it was the thought of letting go or the idea of patching things up that irritated her more.


“How would I do that? I’m not going to promise him that I’ll stop working on this.”


“We still have an hour of daylight,” Lunk said. “Why not suggest that he show you the other part of the river he was talking about? He’ll forget all about being upset.”


Hiro appeared to be thinking and her shoulders relaxed a little. That had to be a good sign, Lunk thought. Maybe he could help Coop bring the group together again. “Then we could go to Scoops afterward. He’d love it.” 


“He’d love it?” Hiro was smiling now. “I bet you would too.”


Lunk felt his face getting warm. “I’m just saying — ” 


“I like your idea,” Hiro said. “Watch how fast I change his mood. Hey, Gordy!”


Gordy turned. “Yeah?”


“We’re really close to the river. Think there’s time to show me that pipeline you were talking about?”


Gordy stopped. “Are you serious?” He definitely looked skeptical. 




“Absolutely! I feel like doing something — fun.” 


Gordy’s face brightened. “Well, yeah. Why not?” 


“Lead the way,” Hiro said. 


Gordy clapped his hands and started jogging. 


Coop pointed at her. Thanks. He mouthed the word, but Lunk was sure Hiro caught the message by the way she smiled back.


Hiro and Lunk jogged after them. “That was fast,” Lunk said.


“He’s no match for me,” Hiro said.


“Who is?”


“Exactly,” Hiro said. “Don’t forget it.”


Cooper and Gordy kept a good lead. They crossed the street and passed an old brick building. As much as Lunk didn’t want to think about the camera, he couldn’t keep his mind off it. Why? Maybe the challenge of finding it. Or maybe he wanted to make Hiro as happy as Gordy looked right now. Maybe both.


“Hiro?”


She kept jogging, but glanced up.


“You said the camera floated.”


She nodded.


“What if the boat clipped it good? Maybe the prop or something — and the housing cracked. What if it sunk?”


She stopped dead — her eyes wide. “Oh my goodness. Lunk, that’s it!” She stared at the sidewalk. “Everybody’s been looking on shore. It could have dropped straight to the bottom.” She paced a few steps. “Coop has masks and fins on board. We could do a little snorkeling if it’s not too deep.” She held out her hand. “Please accept my apologies.”


He reached out and shook it. “What’s that for?”


“I think I was wrong.” She smiled.


“Hiro? Wrong?” Lunk cupped his hand around his ear. “Run that by me again. I don’t think I heard you right.”


She slugged his arm. “You heard me. I was wrong.”


“About what?”


“Maybe you’re a big help after all.”







CHAPTER 41


Gordy led the way down the steep, wooded path to the river. The water was high — which was perfect. They’d get a little whitewater. The muffled roar of the water drowned out all sounds from town. They could have been miles from civilization. It felt like they were.


The iron pipeline angled across the river and under the old concrete railroad bridge. Even from here Gordy could make out the graffiti-covered walls beneath the bridge.


Gordy hopped onto the pipeline. He could lie flat on his stomach and wrap his arms around the pipe and grab his wrists. He’d tried it the last time he was there. Years of people using the pipeline as a footbridge had polished the top surface smooth as a cannon. He trotted halfway across and waited for the others. Lunk followed, then Coop.


“Isn’t there another way across?” Hiro looked totally unsure of herself.


“Not unless you want to get wet,” Gordy said. “You can do it. Just like that guy who did the tightrope walk across Niagara Falls.” 


“Nik Wallenda,” Hiro said. “And he had a safety line.”


“But he never needed it,” Gordy said. “And he walked on a wet steel cable in gusty winds. You’ve got a nice big, dry pipeline to  walk on — and it isn’t exactly high off the ground.” But for a girl with a fear of heights, it was high enough. She couldn’t climb a six-foot fence without getting dizzy. No sense in reminding her of that now, though.


Cooper held out his arm. “You’ll be fine.”

She grabbed his hand. Coop started slowly walking backward. Hiro took a step onto the pipe. “I do not like this. I. Do. Not.”

Gordy snickered and jogged in place. “What’s the matter, Hiro? Just pretend you’re one of those Flying Wallendas.”

Hiro shuffled a few steps. “If I fall, Gordon Digby, you’re going to go flying.”

Gordy waved her off and hustled down the pipeline all the way to the railroad bridge. He moved fast — just to show off.

Lunk took the pipeline at an easy pace with his hands in his pockets like he didn’t need them for balance. Cooper walked backward, holding both of Hiro’s hands in his.

Hiro was bent over at the waist with her arms straight out in front of her. “I. Do. Not. Like. Heights.”

Gordy watched her cross the pipeline. It was nice to see her so far outside of her comfort zone for once. “Think this is worse than the tunnel?”

She shook her head. “Nothing’s worse than the tunnel.”

By the time she got close, even Gordy could see that she was shaking. Now he felt kind of weird about showing off.

“The pipeline gets a little trickier under the bridge,” Gordy said. “Just keep your back against the concrete wall and you’ll be fine.” 

Hiro watched Gordy demonstrate. “No. Not a chance. I’m staying right here.” She let go of Cooper’s hands and sat on the pipe where it angled under the bridge.

“Okay, you can skip the pipeline,” Gordy said. “From here we can walk in the river.”

“Not me,” Hiro said. “I’m good.”

She was going to spoil everything. “But we’ve hardly seen any of it. You’ll like it downriver a lot better.”


She shook her head. “You guys go ahead without me. I’ll be right here when you come back.” She smiled and used her hands to brush them away. “Go.”


Gordy didn’t like it. Cooper didn’t look too wild about the idea either. Lunk was already standing in the river, picking his way around some larger rocks.


“If I need you, I can call.” Hiro held up her phone. “I’m a big girl.”


Big girl. That made Gordy smile just a bit. He let her comment go. “Okay. If you need us, we’ll come running.” He hopped off the pipe and landed on the riverbed with both feet. The water rushed past his legs like it was trying to take him down at the knees. He loved it.


Lunk was already fifty feet downstream. “What’s the plan?”


“Explore!” Gordy said. The water was a little higher than the last time he’d been here. The trees on both banks met overhead, making a dense canopy over the river. If Hiro had come with them, he’d have hidden his phone somewhere along the bank and picked it up on their way back so it wouldn’t get wet. Then he could have picked up his feet and ridden the river on his back. But with Hiro staying behind, he’d have to keep his phone on him, just in case.


Walking with the current was easy — and fast. He glanced back at Hiro one last time before they reached the bend in the river, where the thick trees and brush on the banks would hide her from view.


She waved at them, looking happy. Okay. Good.


Coop hung back a little, like he was still unsure about leaving Hiro. But her smile seemed to set him at ease. He picked up his pace and caught up to Gordy.


“It’s nice to be back here,” he said.


Gordy agreed. They’d had good times on the river. It was always different — yet always the same.


They finally caught up to Lunk where a tree had fallen across the river and worked like a dam, snagging sticks, branches, and  small trees. All kinds of debris swirled around tiny whirlpools and made strange sucking noises.


“Don’t get too close, Lunk,” Coop said. “Sometimes the bottom hollows out and gets deep. With all those branches, you could get hung up on something.”

Lunk took a step backward.

There wasn’t a clear way to climb over, so they walked to the bank and worked their way around it.

In the next fifteen minutes, they passed three more blockades. Gordy noticed Coop checking his phone each time. He’d texted Hiro at least once.

The current helped them get farther than Gordy had even hoped to get.

Lunk looked around. “Kinda getting dark out here, don’t you think?”

Maybe Gordy’s eyes had gotten used to the light, because he hadn’t noticed the darkness before now. But Lunk was right. It was no longer the familiar White River that he’d tromped through so many times before. The trees formed dark shadows over them, but there was something more. He felt out of place. Like the three of them didn’t belong here. “Maybe we should head back.”

Coop nodded. “And we’ll be fighting against the current all the way. It’ll take us longer.” He checked his phone again. “Let’s go.”

Gordy didn’t argue. They all turned and headed upstream. The water seemed higher — and faster now. Making headway was a lot slower than Gordy had anticipated. His shoes turned to lead. Every time he lifted a foot, the river tried to drive him back downstream. He swung his shoulders, trying to get some momentum.

Coop checked his phone again. “I haven’t heard back from Hiro yet. That’s not like her.” He was moving faster now, and even Gordy had a tough time keeping up.

The shadowed river looked like a giant black snake hissing past them. It was definitely taking longer to get back. Way longer.

Lunk plodded along beside him, breathing heavily.


Coop steered wide of the fallen tree and log blockades, taking to the banks. But Gordy wasn’t sure Coop was making any better time that way. The brush was dense and tangled, and the muddy banks were slick.


Lunk must have thought anything would be better than fighting the current. He joined Coop on the riverbank but went down hard within seconds. He was back on his feet again without a word. Normally there would have been some friendly teasing. But nobody said anything. They were too focused on the same thing — getting out of there.


The fun of the river had faded with the daylight. Now the place had an eerie feeling. Like they’d gone too far. Stayed too long. Like they needed to get back. There was a sense of urgency that Gordy couldn’t explain, but he wondered if Coop felt it too.


“She must be getting worried,” Coop said. “Why hasn’t she answered me?”


As if on cue, his phone chirped. Coop smiled and swung the phone to his ear. “Hiro?” His smile disappeared.


“Where are you?” Eyes wide, Cooper started running. “Stay there! We’re coming!” He pocketed the phone and splashed back into the stream.


Gordy plowed through the current to catch up. “What happened?”


“Some guy is stalking her.”


Lunk jumped back into the river too. All three of them charged upstream, kicking their knees higher, trying to get some speed. Which wasn’t working.


“I’m gonna try running on shore,” Lunk said.


Coop didn’t answer but ran along the shallow edge of the river. He ducked under some branches and plowed through others. Gordy kept up, his legs churning the water into a frenzy.


He glimpsed Lunk thundering through the brush, his arms swinging. He was having as hard a time with the branches as Gordy was with the stream.


Gordy tried to make his legs go faster, but he couldn’t. He hooked his foot on a rock and stumbled, windmilling his arms to keep from going down. His knee sunk into the mud bank. The river was their enemy now, bent on holding them back.


Cooper’s route gave him a nice lead. He rounded the last bend. “Hiro!”


The concrete bridge stood like a giant graveyard monument. The space underneath looked as dark as the river itself.


“Hiro!” Cooper didn’t slow his pace but gave an extra burst of speed where the river ran a bit shallower. He disappeared into the shadows under the bridge.


Lunk was nowhere in sight. Gordy raced under the bridge and found Coop standing in the middle of the river — staring at the empty spot on the pipe where they’d last seen Hiro.







CHAPTER 42

Coop shook off his dark thoughts and ran to the pipeline. “Hiro!” He paused to listen. Nothing. Just the sound of rushing water.


“Hiro!” Gordy joined him, turning in a slow circle midstream and scanning the shoreline and the woods beyond. He held up his hand. “Listen!”


Cooper heard it too. Somebody, or something, was crashing through the brush and obviously not concerned about stealth. He looked around for something, anything, to defend himself with. He groped along the bottom of the river, pulled up a rock the size of a Burger King Whopper, and advanced to the shoreline.


Whatever it was, it was coming fast — and right toward him. Cooper braced himself and raised the rock, ready to use it.


Suddenly, Lunk crashed out from under the cover of thick brush. “Find her?”


Cooper let out his breath. He didn’t even know he’d been holding it. “Split up,” he said. “Gordy, take the path back up to the road. Lunk, search the woods on this side of the river.” He looked up. “I’ll climb to the top of the railroad bridge.”


The guys scattered. Cooper sloshed through the river, ducked under the pipeline, and scrambled up the embankment on the  other side. God, please protect Hiro. I shouldn’t have left her behind. The soft ground gave way under his feet. He climbed up on all fours, using saplings and roots for handholds.


“Hiro!” Lunk’s voice came from somewhere below him, across the river.

Cooper hesitated, listening for Hiro’s voice to respond. Nothing. He clawed his way up the final ten feet and stepped onto what was once the bed of the railroad tracks. Now it was a hiking path. No railroad ties. No rails. And no Hiro.

He dashed halfway across the bridge and looked over the crumbling concrete wall to the river fifty feet below. “Hiro!” Nothing but whitewater — and dark fears.

Cooper’s phone chirped. He whipped it from his pocket and read Gordy’s text. “Got her. She’s fine. By the street.” Thank God.
 

He scanned the woods beyond the shoreline. “Lunk — we got her!”

Some brush moved and Lunk stepped into view. He spotted Cooper and waved.

Cooper pointed to his own chest and then back to the river.

Lunk nodded as if he understood.

Cooper headed down the embankment, which felt like plodding down a steep sand dune. The soil collapsed under his feet and started mini avalanches. Twice he lost his footing and slid on his seat for a yard or two. When he got to the river, all the mud on his shoes made crossing on the pipeline too dangerous. He needed to clean off a bit anyway. He slipped back into the river and worked on getting the mud and dirt off his legs, hands, and swim shorts.

Lunk splashed across the river to meet him. “So where is she?”
 

“With Gordy.” Cooper pointed up the path. “By the street.”

“Did he say what happened?”

Cooper shook his head. “We’re sure going to find out, though.” 

They quickly cleaned up and ran up the path.

Cooper was happy to leave. The river, bridge, pipeline — all of it had changed. He looked back to be sure they weren’t being  followed. Their old secret place had secrets of its own. By the time they got to the road, Cooper had imagined all kinds of scenarios. None of them good.


Hiro stood next to Gordy, hugging herself. She was facing their direction, watching for Cooper and Lunk to appear. She gave Cooper a half-smile as he hustled over to her.

“Are you okay?” Cooper said.

She nodded. “Just scared.”

“What happened?”

Hiro shrugged. “I was just trying to explain it to Gordy.” She pulled her braid in front of her shoulder and fidgeted with it. “It seemed like you guys had been gone a long time. And it was getting dark.”

Cooper felt a twinge of guilt. She was right. They’d left her alone too long.

She looked toward the path heading to the river. “I was getting a bad feeling.”

Cooper studied her eyes, which still looked haunted. “Like you thought something had happened to us?”

She shook her head. “No, nothing like that.”

Cooper stayed quiet, which took some effort. He wanted her to get to it. But if he let her tell it in her own way and at her own speed, he’d probably learn more.

“There was something bad about the place. Dark.” She hesitated, like she expected one of them to make a joke about it.

Nobody said a word.

Hiro shrugged. “Like something awful had happened there before. And would again.”

“Like what?” Gordy’s eyes got wide.

“I don’t want to know. But the feeling grew worse. I kept watching for you guys to come back.” She paused like she was reliving the whole thing. “I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had to get out of there.” 

A chill crept over Cooper. He’d sensed something about the  area just as they were leaving, hadn’t he? Hiro had obviously experienced something too. Only worse.


Lunk stood next to Cooper. “What was that about a stalker?” 

“I heard someone — in the woods.”

Cooper waited.

“It was coming toward me. At first I thought it was you guys. That you’d given up on the river. But it was coming from the wrong direction. And slowly. Like he didn’t want me to hear him.”

Lunk eyed the path back to the river, like he expected somebody to appear.

Cooper scanned the street in both directions.

“That’s when I called you, Coop.”

Cooper nodded. He hated to think of her being scared and him not being there.

“I know you told me to stay there, but the sound was coming closer. I was afraid to move. But I was more afraid to stay. I could feel someone watching me,” she whispered. “He was coming for me. If I’d stayed there, I . . .” Hiro stared past Cooper like she was a zombie — or imagining one.

“Hokey smokies,” Gordy said. “Why didn’t you call 9 – 1 – 1?”

Hiro stared at the ground. “I didn’t even think of it. I was clutching my phone in my hand. I wanted to call Coop again — but I never thought of calling the police.”

Lunk shook his head. “Hiro didn’t think to call the cops? You really were scared.”

Cooper checked over his shoulder toward the river. “So then what?” She was giving details way too slowly.

“I crawled back across the river on the pipeline.”

“But what about the guy?” Cooper asked. “Did you get a good look at him?”

Hiro shook her head. “Once I got over the pipeline, I hit the path running. I didn’t look back until I got to the street. Then I just stayed here until Gordy found me.”

“You never saw him?” Cooper said.


Hiro shook her head. “I felt him. Close.” 


“What did he feel like?” Gordy said. 


She turned pale. “Evil.” 


Gordy swallowed hard and looked back toward the river. 


So much for Gordy’s plans for fun at the river. Would his cousin ever want to go back there? “You wanna get out of here, Hiro?” Cooper said.


She nodded.


“Me too.” Cooper hooked her arm through his and headed toward town. Gordy did the same with her other arm — like she was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Lunk walked directly behind them. The rear guard.


The farther from the river they walked, the more she seemed to relax. She looked up at Cooper. “Where are we going?”


“Scoops.”







CHAPTER 43


He watched them from the cover of the trees along the river. He’d shaken her up pretty good, hadn’t he? She never saw him — but he made sure she heard him. And he couldn’t have asked for a better reaction. She’d taken off like a scared rabbit.


And she was still spooked. He noticed her body language. The way she moved her hands when she talked. Oh yeah. He’d scared her good. It was as obvious as the black braid hanging down her back.


Fear was the ultimate weapon. No license required. No state registration needed. He was an expert shot — and he’d hit his target.


And the beautiful thing about fear was that it was contagious. Even now the boys kept looking back toward the river as they walked toward town.


“Afraid somebody’s going to sneak up on you, fellas?”


He chuckled. “You should be.”







CHAPTER 44


The more distance they put between them and the river, the better. Hiro’s oppressive feelings were gone. And so was her hope of enjoying a “normal” vacation. This mystery — if she could call it that — seemed to follow her everywhere, no matter whether she was playing or investigating. She’d rather be working the investigation.


A flier about Wendy Besecker was taped to Scoops’ door.


Hiro imagined the tattoo on the girl’s ankle. Why would she pick a pair of dice for a tattoo? Obviously she was a girl who liked to gamble — or live dangerously. Was she the one Hiro had seen on the boat yesterday? If so, she’d gambled with the wrong guy, hadn’t she?


Katie was working behind the counter again. Everybody ordered their usual. But along with his Yippee Skippee, Katie handed Gordy a taster spoon of Halley’s Comet. Maybe she wanted him to broaden his tastes.


The boys sat at one of the tables, but Hiro stayed at the counter. 


“You have a picture of a missing girl posted on your door,” Hiro said. “Do you know her?”


“Wendy?” Katie nodded. “I do.”


Hiro waited, hoping Katie would say more. Nothing. Time for a little prodding. “Is she a nice girl? Good?”


“Nice,” Katie said. “But not necessarily good.”


“There’s a difference?”


Katie nodded. “A lot of people are decent to others. They’re nice. But they hang out with bad influences and end up making lousy choices. When you mix it all together like that, it just turns out bad.”


Hiro processed that for a moment. Katie used few words, but she was actually saying a lot. “Who did Wendy hang out with?”


“She had time for anybody,” Katie said. “Always smiled and talked when she came in here.”


Not exactly the kind of specifics Hiro was looking for. “Did she ever hang with Tommy Kryptoski?”


Katie eyed her. “I see you didn’t care for the scoop of advice I gave you this afternoon.”


“I’m staying away from him,” Hiro said. “Believe me. It’s just that . . .” She stopped, wishing she could fill Katie in on everything. Krypto’s date. The argument. Whether Wendy had been the girl on the boat instead of Lynn. Fat Elvis conveniently showing up at Scoops. The supposed drunk driver who clipped Coop. Somebody snooping around on The Getaway. The stalker by the river.


Katie was still watching her. “It’s just what?”


Gordy stepped up beside Hiro. “It’s just that this Halley’s Comet is out of this world.” He waved the sample spoon and grinned. “Get it? Comet? Out of this world?”


“We get it, Gordy,” Hiro said.


“It’s not as good as Yippee Skippee,” Gordy said, “but it almost put me into orbit.”


Hiro held her hands over her ears. “Please, no more.”


Gordy grinned. “Halley’s Comet,” he shouted, “is the brightest star in my day!”


Katie laughed. “I hope it filled the space in your stomach.”


Gordy nodded and moved his hand in an arc high above his  head. “If not, I’ll be like a meteor streaking on over here for more.” He shuffled back to the table.


“You can thank your lucky stars we’ve got plenty.” Katie smiled and shook her head and refocused on Hiro, “Now, you were saying?”
 

Hiro looked over at the guys. Coop had his eye on her. He was warming up to her way of thinking, but none of them were ready for her theories. They still saw them as coincidences. What Hiro needed to do was to prove the connections.

No, this wouldn’t be the best time to talk to Katie, not where the skeptics could overhear. “Maybe after the boys go back to the boat, I’ll come back here so we can talk.”

Katie raised one eyebrow as if she understood. “Sounds ominous.”

Hiro glanced at the boys. “I believe it is.”






CHAPTER 45


The way Cooper saw it, Hiro was back to being her normal self. She’d been having girl time with Katie at the counter. Talking in whispers. Laughing. Glancing at the boys’ table.


“Look at her,” Cooper said. “It’s like nothing ever happened.”


Lunk seemed to be weighing that out. “Technically, nothing did. She got spooked, that’s all.”


Gordy leaned in. “What about the guy stalking her?”


“What guy?” Lunk took a spoonful of vanilla. “It could have been a deer. A squirrel. Or her overactive cop imagination. She didn’t actually see anyone.”


“Thank you for not pointing that out to her,” Cooper said. “That wouldn’t have gone over real big.”


Lunk shrugged. “It was the boogeyman.”


Gordy reloaded his spoon. “There’s no such thing as a boogeyman.”


“Exactly,” Lunk said. “Hiro didn’t see anyone. None of us did. I say nobody was there.”


Cooper watched Hiro talking at the counter. Could that whole thing have been her imagination? He wasn’t sure the explanation was that simple. “But I felt like something dark was at the river too.”


Lunk waved it off. “The power of suggestion. One person feels it, and pretty soon everybody does. Now she sees someone behind every shadow. She’s got herself all worked up.”


“I don’t know,” Cooper said. “When she gets those feelings, I’ve learned to pay attention.”


Gordy wiped a drip of Yippee Skippee off his chin. “She sure seemed happy on the way to the river.”


“She was fine until we left her,” Lunk said. “Like a kid home alone, every sound seems scary. It was all in her head.”


Cooper thought back to her phone call. “The fear in her voice was real enough.”


“True.” Lunk said. “I’m not saying she wasn’t scared. But there was nothing to be afraid of.”


The bell above the door jingled, and Hiro’s smile faltered for a moment.


Cooper followed her gaze. Lynn Tutek walked through the door and strolled right over to the counter.


“Hey!” Lynn smiled, snapped her fingers, and pointed at Hiro. “My friend from the beach.”


Hiro smiled back. “Any luck finding your camera?”


“Actually,” Lynn said, “I was about to ask you the same thing.” 


That pretty well answered Hiro’s question.


Hiro shrugged. “I haven’t seen it. You’re sure it floats?”


What was she doing? Cooper glanced at Lunk, who seemed to be wondering the same thing.


“Like a beach ball. That’s what Tommy said.”


Hiro rubbed her police star necklace. “I hope this doesn’t sound bad, but if Tommy can afford that sweet boat, why all the effort to find the camera? Why not just buy a new one?”


Was Hiro trying to get the girl to mess up?


Lynn smiled. “The memories. All the pictures. You can’t replace those.”


“That’s true,” Hiro said. “But I bet he’d like to replace at least some of them.”


Cooper couldn’t believe he’d just heard that. Was Hiro baiting her?


Lunk leaned closer and circled his ear with his finger. “The cherry just slipped off Hiro’s sundae, if you know what I mean.”


Lynn’s smile faded.


“I mean, hey,” Hiro said, “the way you two were snapping pictures during your argument, I can see why your boyfriend would like to make those disappear. Probably not the type of photos he’d want posted online.”


Cooper walked to the counter.


“I was angry,” Lynn said. “So was he. Nothing unusual about that.”


Hiro shook her head like she’d just heard something insane. “Seriously? There was nothing normal about the way he thrashed around in that boat of his.”


Cooper took Hiro’s arm and squeezed it lightly.


Lynn took a step toward Hiro. “What are you suggesting?”


“Nothing,” Cooper said. “She wasn’t suggesting anything. In fact, we were just leaving.” He prodded Hiro forward. “Let’s go, Hiro.”


She squirmed to get free. “I’m suggesting you weren’t the one in the water.”


Lunk grabbed her other arm. She jerked and pulled, but couldn’t break their grip.


Lynn stood there with her jaw hanging open. “I was soaking wet. You saw that.”


Hiro twisted back to face her. “But I didn’t buy it. Because if you were the one in the water, you wouldn’t go near him now — no matter how much he sweet-talked you. You’d be too afraid that he’d hurt you if he got angry again.”


Lynn glared at her. “He would never hurt me. He loves me.”


“Better hope so,” Hiro said. “And pray it never changes. Because if you weren’t the girl in his boat Sunday night and you just covered for him — that means you’re the only one besides him that  knows the truth. And if something were to happen to you — his secret would be safe.”


Lynn sucked in her breath.

“Hiro,” Cooper said. “Stop it.” He helped Lunk muscle Hiro to the exit.

Gordy held the door open.

Lynn took a step closer. “You don’t actually believe that Tommy is capable of hurting someone.”

“And how could you possibly know that?”

Lynn smiled. “Because if you did” — her voice was as cold as ice cream now — “you’d be afraid to say something that might make him angry at you.”






CHAPTER 46


Cooper and Lunk got Hiro out the door and away before she could answer Lynn. But the damage was done. They walked her across the street and sat on a bench.


“Are you completely loose?” Cooper said. “I mean, you totally must have something loose up here.” He tapped her head. “That was insane.”


Hiro raised her chin like she was proud of what she’d done.


Lunk snickered. “I was impressed. Wow, Hiro, you really gave it to her.”


“But it made no sense,” Cooper said. “You always fly under the radar. Get the opposition to relax their guard. That’s your style. If Lynn isn’t the girl Kryptoski took on the boat — and I’m not saying she isn’t — then the last thing you want to do is let them know you suspect them.”


Hiro was quiet, but she didn’t look like she regretted what she’d done. Not one bit. And yet her outburst had destroyed any chance of proving her theory. If she was right and Lynn was covering for Kryptoski, wouldn’t they be more careful than ever?


“I didn’t give them anything they didn’t already have,” Hiro said. “They already knew I suspected something. You think it was  a coincidence that Lynn walked into Scoops while we there? She’d been sent.”


“By who?”

“Fat Elvis. Kryptoski. Maybe even his dad. Take your pick.”

“For what reason? To see if we found the camera?”

Hiro shook her head. “I think we’re being watched. The boat is being watched. And if that’s true — they know we haven’t found the camera.”

“Being watched?” Lunk said. “You are soooo paranoid.”

“I’m serious,” Hiro said.

“Yeah,” Lunk said. “Seriously paranoid.”

Hiro acted like she didn’t hear him. “Maybe there’s a snitch in the police department who told them we suspect them. Maybe that’s why somebody was following me by the river.”

“Now you’re really stretching it,” Lunk said.

“Stretching?” Hiro said. “How can you think all of this is stretching it? We have a missing person. A missing camera.”

Lunk tapped his head. “And I think you’re missing a few screws up here.”

Hiro sighed and shook her head. “Did you hear what Lynn said? If she had nothing to hide, why threaten me about staying quiet?” 

Cooper studied her face. “You didn’t lose control in there at all. That was an act.” Cooper felt his face getting warm. “You made sure they know that you suspect Lynn is covering for Kryptoski.”

“Why would Hiro do that?” Gordy said.

“So they send us another warning,” Hiro said. “Something to scare us into dropping this whole thing. Something so clear that even you guys won’t miss it.”

“You did it so we’ll buy into your theory,” Lunk said.

Hiro nodded. She was almost smiling. “Yes. And then we’ll have something new to take to Officer Tarpy.”

“But if you’re right about all of these things being connected,” Cooper said, “we’ve already been given some warnings.”

Hiro stared at him.


“Kryptoski blasted his horns right back at us last night,” Cooper said. “He was sending a message. He wanted us to butt out of his business, right? Even when he drove past our boat and asked us to let him know if we saw the girl — he was warning us that he knew where to find us.”


“And if your theory is right,” Lunk said, “and the guy in the pickup was Fat Elvis and not some random drunk, then that was a warning too.”


“Okay, good.” Hiro said. “Maybe you guys are finally starting to believe me. Something bad happened last night. Every one of these things has been a warning for us to stay away — including what just happened at the river.”


“So after your little outburst in Scoops,” Cooper said, “you figure they’ll warn us again — proving that they’re guilty.”


Hiro nodded. “Exactly.”


“But if we haven’t backed off after all of these warnings,” Cooper said, “what makes you think these guys will warn us again?”


Hiro didn’t say anything.


“They’ll think warnings don’t work on us,” Lunk said. “Why keep doing something that doesn’t work?”


Gordy’s eyes got wide. “If they don’t think the warnings will shut us up, then maybe they’ll try something else. Something more permanent.”







CHAPTER 47


Cooper kept looking over his shoulder — probably as much as Hiro did. But nothing even slightly sinister happened on Monday night. There was no sign of Lynn or Kryptoski. No Fat Elvis or black pickups prowling around. Even Cooper’s shoulder didn’t bruise as badly as they’d expected it to. It was stiff, sure. But it loosened up pretty quickly. He didn’t even need any more of the pain meds.


When they got back to the boat, The Getaway was just the way they’d left it. Hiro’s little plan was supposed to prove Kryptoski’s guilt. But no warning had come yet. Krypto Night bobbed at its anchor like every other boat in the bay.


Hiro had been dead certain that her little outburst at Scoops would prove Kryptoski was guilty and Lynn was helping him cover up the crime. But when no warning came, it looked more and more like maybe Lunk and Gordy were right. There was no connection between Kryptoski and the missing girl. Hiro’s fears had overshadowed her intuition and logic.


Nothing unusual happened on Tuesday morning either — until Cooper’s dad showed up right after lunch with a new bike helmet for Cooper. His photo shoot had been delayed, so he’d hotfooted it  to Wisconsin to spend the afternoon with his family. Actually, he spent the whole day on The Getaway with the guys.


Cooper water-skied for about ten minutes before his arm felt like it was going to fall off, and his shoulder throbbed for an hour afterward. Gordy acted like he could ski forever. No surprise there. 

The real surprise was Lunk. Cooper’s dad convinced him to give it a try, and after a handful of attempts, he actually stayed up on his water skis. Cooper had never seen Lunk grin so big — until the moment when Dad invited Lunk to drive the boat. At first Lunk hesitated like he wasn’t sure if Cooper’s dad was serious. But Dad clearly was. Lunk glanced at Cooper to make sure Cooper was okay with it.

Cooper grinned. “Go for it.”

Lunk hustled over to the wheel.

Cooper’s dad went over some of the operations of the controls and pointed toward the northwest.

Lunk squared his shoulders and took the wheel.

After a minute Cooper’s dad threw his arm around Lunk’s shoulders. “You’ve got it. Have fun.”

Lunk glanced up and grinned. Somehow he looked both younger and older at the same time. Like a kid who wanted to please his dad but who also wanted to be seen as a man. Cooper’s dad could bring that out in a guy. Maybe that’s why Lunk kept trying until he finally got up on the skis. It wasn’t like he was trying to prove anything, but more like he was looking for approval. If that was what he’d been looking for, he definitely got it.

Dad stepped up beside Cooper.

“Thanks for that,” Cooper said.

Dad nodded. “He needs it.” He walked to the stern and stared at the water shooting from underneath the boat. “So tell me about what’s happening with my boy.”

“Did Mom talk to you?”

He nodded. “I want to hear it from you.”


Where to start? Cooper took a deep breath. He told Dad about Kryptoski — and Hiro’s suspicions.


Dad listened. He asked questions to be sure he understood. Nodded. Concern showed on his face but not in his words.


Cooper told him about Fat Elvis, the drunk driver, and slamming into the stone wall. He also told how someone had supposedly been watching Hiro by the river.


Dad glanced at him. “You think she was right — that somebody was watching her?”


“I don’t know.” Cooper shrugged. “Sometimes I think so. But right now it seems pretty out-there.” Maybe it was because he was with his dad now, but the darkness of the river, the danger of it all, seemed to fade. Maybe they’d just gotten spooked.


“I wish I could stay here the rest of the week,” Dad said. “But I’ll be back Saturday and all next week. You guys be careful, okay?”


 Be careful. Dad’s way of reminding him to stay on guard. Be alert. And Cooper wanted to. He really did. But how was he supposed to do that?


“If anything weird happens . . . ”— Dad held up his phone — “ call me.”


If the week kept going the way it had started, he’d be on the phone with his dad a lot.


“I’ll bring Fudge up on Saturday.”


Cooper nodded. The chocolate Lab loved camping and loved the water. This place would be like heaven for her.


Dad slung his arm around Cooper’s shoulders and gave him a light squeeze, being extra careful of his sore shoulder. “I think I’ll check on Lunk.”


Dad walked toward Lunk with the swagger of a sailor as The Getaway rolled with the swells. “How’s it going, Skipper?”


Lunk grinned.


“You’re cutting a nice straight course.” Cooper’s dad pointed at the wake behind them. “Nice job.”


Lunk followed Dad’s gaze and then focused on the lake in front  of him. He stood tall. Straight. He drove the boat the rest of the time until they stopped in Williams Bay for a mid-afternoon snack. 


An hour later, they’d had their fill at Skip’s and were headed back to their buoy. Just off Black Point, Gordy convinced Cooper to take another turn skiing with him. Lunk was at the wheel again, and he’d never looked happier.

Black Point. Even the water looked black. Not that there was anything different about the water in this spot. It was the deepest part of the lake. It was a hundred and fifty-two feet deep here, according to Dad’s old dive chart. Cooper tried not to imagine what the bottom would look like that far down. It would be barren. Dead. Weeds don’t even grow at that depth. Cooper eased into the water. The chill felt good on his sore shoulder.

He thought about Hiro’s theory. What if there really were two different girls? What if Kryptoski clipped Pom-Pom with the boat? Is this where a body in the lake would eventually settle? He slid his feet into the skis and kept his legs hiked up, wanting to stay as close to the surface as possible.

Cooper and Gordy got up on the first try, which was good. Cooper wanted to get away from this part of the lake.

Gordy was in fine form. “Tomorrow we’re pranking the mail-boat!” He sounded like it was a done deal.

“Count me out.”

Gordy angled his skis and sprayed him.

Cooper wiped the water from his eyes and shot over the wake. Gordy followed. Cooper leaned and gave Gordy a face full of his own medicine.

Laughing, Gordy cut back, jumped the wake, and landed with a clean splash.

Cooper swung out a little wider. Lunk was driving again. Dad stood beside him, but he faced the back of the boat to work as spotter. He motioned to Cooper to jump the wake.

Cooper nodded, angled for the wake, and pulled hard — just as Gordy changed direction and crossed to meet him.


Cooper tried to veer away, but it all happened too fast. They collided — not so bad for either of them to get hurt, but way too hard for either of them to stay up on their skis.


Cooper hit the water headfirst and went deep. Dark. Black. He couldn’t breathe. Something was there. Evil. Grabbing for him. Cooper kicked. Clawed. Screamed.







CHAPTER 48


Lunk held the wheel steady. 


“He’s down,” Mr. MacKinnon said.


Lunk throttled back and spun the wheel to make a U-turn.


“Perfect,” Mr. MacKinnon said. “You learn fast.”


Lunk felt bigger. Stronger. Better about himself. Somehow that simple comment did all of that for him. And he wanted to hear it again.


Gordy bobbed on the surface, his skis floating away in different directions. Coop broke the surface like he’d seen a shark. His arms were swinging; he elbowed Gordy in the face and kept thrashing.


Lunk gripped the wheel.


Mr. MacKinnon sprung into action. “Drop her into neutral and cut the engines.” Without hesitation, he dove over the rail and swam toward Coop.


Lunk killed the motors. The boat drifted closer to his friends. Lunk rushed to the stern.


Coop’s dad was lifting Cooper higher in the water than the lifejacket was already doing. “It’s okay, Cooper. I’ve got you.”


Cooper swung and hit.


What was wrong with him?


His dad didn’t let go. “You’re safe. Dad’s got you.”


One arm around Coop’s chest, Mr. MacKinnon used his free arm to stroke his way to the boat.


Gordy looked scared. Confused. Blood trickled from his nose. He kept his distance from Coop and swam after the drifting skis.


Lunk vaulted over the rail and landed on the swim platform. Cooper wasn’t swinging his arms anymore. He looked limp, like all the fight was gone from him, and let his dad tow him in.


Once they’d pulled him onto the platform, Coop looked dazed. Spent. Scared. It spooked Lunk a little bit.


“Help me get him into the boat,” Mr. MacKinnon said.


“I’m okay,” Coop said. “I got it.” He reached for the rail to pull himself over. His hands were trembling.


What happened to you down there? Lunk wanted to ask — but didn’t dare. He glanced at the water, half expecting to see a shark’s dorsal fin cut the surface.


Coop climbed into the boat, and his dad was right there beside him.


By the time Gordy handed Lunk the skis and joined them at the stern, the color was back in Coop’s cheeks.


“I-I got dizzy. I couldn’t figure up from down. I felt like . . .” Coop’s voice trailed off.


His dad checked Coop’s ears. “Could be a ruptured eardrum from the fall. That would make your equilibrium go berserk. Did you smack hard?”


Cooper shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


His dad frowned. “There’s no blood. If your eardrum ruptured, I’d see a trace.”


“Gordy,” Coop said, “your nose is bleeding.”


Gordy touched it lightly. “Yeah, maybe I ruptured it.”


He didn’t look happy.


Cooper looked confused. “What?”


“You hit me.”


“When I fell?”


He really didn’t know what he’d done. It was like he’d blacked  out or something. But it was worse than that, wasn’t it? Instead of being unconscious, he just wasn’t conscious of what he was doing. He’d blanked out.


Coop’s dad took a look at Gordy’s nose. “Doesn’t appear to be broken.”

“When did I hit you?” Coop asked.

Gordy stared at him in disbelief. “It was just like before — except this time you swung your elbows. What are you going to do next — bite me?”

Coop’s dad looked from Cooper to Gordy. “This has happened before?”

Gordy went through the whole story. Lunk listened but could hardly believe what he was hearing. Coop was like a fish in the water. He absolutely loved it.

“It’s like sometimes when Coop goes underwater, he hits a ten on the ol’ panic meter,” Gordy said.

“Sometimes?” Coop’s dad said. “But not every time?”

Gordy shrugged. “When the towrope got caught under the boat, Coop had no problems being underwater. Oh, and I’m sorry about that rope, Uncle Carson.”

Cooper’s dad waved him off. “If your eardrum was ruptured from an earlier fall, you’d feel that disorientation whenever you went underwater. Every time. No exceptions.”

Which meant a ruptured eardrum wasn’t the issue.

“If it’s really light — the water, I mean — and I can see the bottom, then I’m okay,” Coop said.

“But if the water is dark or you can’t see the bottom?” Coop’s dad let the question hang there.

Coop swallowed. “I don’t know. I-I feel like I’m going to die.”

Gordy touched his nose again. “You almost killed me.”

“Sorry, Gordy,” Coop said. “I don’t remember doing it.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

It was a scary thought — that Coop had no idea what he was doing. Lunk looked at his friend and reviewed the water scene in  his mind. Panic wasn’t a strong enough word. Terror was more like it.


“Sooo,” Lunk said, “this doesn’t always happen — but it isn’t exactly random either.”

Mr. MacKinnon nodded. “And it never happened before this summer — right?”

Coop nodded.

Mr. MacKinnon looked out over the water. “How’s this for a theory?” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “This has something to do with being in that flooded basement last May. You’re okay underwater when you can see, but if it’s dark, it triggers something in your mind. You’re suddenly back in that basement, trying to get out.”

A chill flashed down Lunk’s back and arms. That made total sense.

Cooper seemed to be processing that theory. “Gordy has no problem underwater. Why wouldn’t it affect him the same way?”

“No idea,” Mr. MacKinnon said. “Everybody’s different. But Gordy was fighting hypothermia, and he was only half there mentally.”

Lunk studied his friend. Coop wasn’t denying the possibility that his dad was right.

“So what do we do?” Coop said.

Lunk liked the way he said that. What do we do? They were all in this together. Lunk had always had to work things out for himself. He had his mom, sure. But sometimes he didn’t want to worry her.

Coop’s dad put his arm around his son. “We’ll figure it out. In the meantime, let’s head back to the mooring. We’ll be meeting the girls for dinner soon.” He fired up the engines and eased them into gear. But it didn’t look like his mind was on dinner at all.

Lunk didn’t have Hiro’s gift for reading people, but he could guess what Coop’s dad was thinking about — how to help his son.  What would it be like to have a father who cared like that? He pushed the thought away.


Minutes later, the boat was up to cruising speed. Lunk squinted into the wind. He liked the feel of the wind rushing against him but not moving him.

“It really drags the lake, doesn’t it?” Coop’s dad jerked his thumb toward the stern.

The wake was huge, and the boat appeared to be digging into the lake, ripping it open, dragging some of it along. Lunk glanced at Mr. MacKinnon. Coop’s dad seemed to have been ripped open too. That’s the way a real dad was supposed to be. If one of his kids was hurting, a real dad felt his child’s pain.

Coop was standing at the stern rail, holding on and staring into the water. Was he thinking about the basement? Sure he was. It was like an invisible chain was still holding him there.

Lunk wanted to free him. He wished he could. But how?






CHAPTER 49


The Getaway slowed down. Cooper glanced forward. They were still several hundred yards away from the mooring.


“I have an idea.” Dad slid the throttle into neutral and cut the power. “The ordeal in the basement was totally traumatic. So horrifying that every time you get underwater, when it’s too dark to see, it works like a trigger. It shoots you back to the near-death experience in the basement.” He shrugged. “So naturally, you panic. But the good news is that it’s all in your mind.”


Oh, great. So now he was a nutcase. “Dad, I felt something down there. Really. Like something evil was trying to get me. Like it was trying to keep me from reaching the surface.”


Dad tapped his head. “But it was in here. Not in the water.”


That didn’t make Cooper feel any better.


“We’ll retrain your brain.”


Cooper stared at him. “How?”


“He’s going to flood a basement,” Gordy said. “You know, the whole thing about climbing back on the horse or bike — or whatever.”


Cooper shot Gordy a look. “There’s no way he’s doing that.”


Dad climbed over the stern rail and dropped onto the swim platform. “We’ll do it together. C’mon down here.”


Cooper hesitated. Whatever happened to him in the water was too fresh to experience again.


“Cooper.” Dad sat on the edge of the platform, his legs dangling in the water. “I’ll go in with you. We’ll go slow.”


With Gordy and Lunk watching? Was he kidding? He glanced at Gordy. He actually looked a little scared himself. Lunk stood next to him, still wearing his lifejacket. Lunk’s face said something different, but Cooper couldn’t quite read it.


“Do it,” Lunk said. “Your dad is right.”


Cooper climbed over the rail and glanced toward shore. They were way out. The water was too deep. He couldn’t see the bottom. Not out here.


“Okay,” Dad said. “Sit on the platform.”


Cooper did.


Dad slipped into the water. “Okay, nice and easy. C’mon in.”


Cooper glanced west. The sun was nearing the horizon — so the water would be dark. “I don’t know, I — ” 


“I’ll be with you, Cooper,” Dad said. “I won’t leave you.”


Cooper didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be in the boat with the others. He looked up. Both Gordy and Lunk were watching from the rail. Gordy swallowed hard.


Lunk looked like he was in awe of what was happening.


Dad held out his hand. “Just slip into the water. You don’t have to put your head under until you’re ready.”


Cooper nodded and dried his sweaty hands on his swim shorts. Which was stupid because his shorts were still wet, and he was going back in the water. He scooted off the edge, careful not to go completely underwater. He held onto the swim platform with one hand and pedaled hard with his legs like he was on his bike. He had to keep his chin above the water. Something was in the deep below him. He felt it. It was just waiting for him to put his head under. Planning to drag him down. He kept his knees high, trying not to let his feet go deep.


“Coop,” Dad said. “There’s nothing to be afraid of here.”


Of course he was right. In a perfectly logical world. But fear was not logical. After the horrors of being chained in the black, flooding basement, Coop had had his share of nightmares. But Fudge had always been there. Sometimes in the middle of the night, Cooper curled up on the rug next to her.


Dad gripped his free arm. “Put your face in the water. But keep your ears above so you can hear me, okay?”


Cooper nodded.


“You better back away, Uncle Carson,” Gordy said. “If he starts swinging, he’ll clock you good. Give you a bloody nose.”


“Shut up, Gordy,” Lunk said. “His dad knows what he’s doing.”
 

The thought of hitting his dad seemed unreal to Cooper. But he’d hit Gordy, hadn’t he? What if he did hit Dad — and knocked him out? Then they’d both need rescuing.


“I’ll be right here. I won’t leave you,” Dad said.


Cooper took several slow, deep breaths and put his face in the water. His heart settled into a rhythm of heavy thumps — like his blood had turned to sludge.


“Your eyes open?” Dad said.


Cooper shook his head.


Dad gripped his arm. “Open them.”


Cooper wanted to. Sort of. But if he looked down into the blurry depths, he would see the blackness. Terrifying blackness.


“They open?”


Cooper lifted his head out of the water. “I can’t do it.”


“Okay,” Dad said. “You’re doing fine.” He looked up at Lunk and Gordy. “Would one of you give us a hand?”


Gordy stepped back from the rail and reached for his nose, as if he thought Cooper would hit him again.


Lunk vaulted over the rail and landed on the platform. “What can I do?”


“Get in with us. One on each side. We’ll go under with him.”


Lunk nodded. He hesitated for just a second, then unbuckled his lifejacket and threw it to Gordy. He glanced at Cooper’s dad  and then eased himself into the water. He gripped Cooper’s arm, just above the elbow.


“We’re going to bob once,” Dad said. “Down and up. You just relax. Lunk and I will take you down a foot — and we’ll lift you right back up. We’ll all keep our eyes open.”

“I don’t know, I — ” 

“Nothing’s going to happen. We’re with you. Right, Lunk?”

“Absolutely.”

“Down and up,” Dad said. “Ready? On three.”

Relax. Relax. Trust them. Nothing’s going to happen. Cooper took a breath and nodded.

“One . . . two . . . three.”

The three of them went down together. Dad’s face was blurred, but Coop saw him. With a tug on his arms from Lunk and Dad, Coop was on the surface again. He wiped the water from his eyes.


“You okay?” Dad said.

Cooper nodded. “I felt . . . fine.”

“Excellent,” Dad said. “Let’s do it again.”

Cooper took a deep breath. They bobbed again. He opened his eyes and was okay — but he didn’t look down. Twice more they did it. Now Cooper was beginning to feel stupid. This bobbing thing was probably something Dad had done with him when Cooper was two years old.

“Still okay?” Dad searched Cooper’s eyes. He must have found his answer there. “This time don’t look at me. Look down. Lunk and I will still be on either side of you.

Do it. You can do it. You have to do it. Cooper went under again. He opened his eyes — tensed — and looked down. The water faded to black. Nothingness. What was down there? Dad and Lunk still held his arms. He stared into the depths, looking for something to rush up at him from the darkness.

But the panic didn’t come. No pain or dizziness, so the idea of a ruptured eardrum wasn’t likely. That meant only one thing: Dad was right. At least on some level. Cooper’s heart was still thumping,  but he felt no straightjacket of fear. They lifted him to the surface, and he wiped his eyes.


“Okay?” Dad looked at him.

“I’m good,” Cooper said. What was going on here? Were the panic attacks just a fluke? Was he over whatever had been bothering him?

No. But obviously he had more control than he had thought. Somehow the fact that he wasn’t alone — that Lunk and Dad were there with a firm grip on him — made all the difference.

Dad looked relieved. “Again?”

Cooper nodded. They went down again. And two more times. With each dive, Cooper felt more relaxed.

“Okay,” Dad said. “This proves you’re going to beat this thing.” He hoisted himself onto the swim platform.

Cooper and Lunk followed.

Dad stared into the water. “Ready to take it one more step?”

Cooper nodded, hoping he looked more confident than he felt. 

“Wait here.” Dad climbed over the transom rail and returned with his scuba tank.

Cooper’s stomach sank. Did Dad expect him to go down there alone?

Dad handed the gear to Lunk and stepped down onto the platform.

Normally the thought of using his dad’s tank would totally fuel Cooper. Now all he felt was a sickening dread. “I don’t know, Dad.” He stared at the water.

Dad looked Cooper in the eyes. “Trust me. We’ll do this together. I won’t leave you.”

Cooper nodded and glanced at Lunk, who gave a single nod back.

Dad opened the chrome valve for an instant, letting off a blast of air. He screwed the regulator in place. Four black hoses split off. Two for the mouthpieces. One for the gauges and compass. One for the missing buoyancy compensator vest.


“Gordy,” Dad said. “Grab me a dock line, would you?” 


Dad handed Cooper a mask. “Slip it on. I’ll wear the tank. But we’ll each have our own mouthpiece. We’re going to put our heads underwater. Get used to that for a minute. We’re in twenty feet of water here. Maybe we’ll drop to the bottom. Together.”


Cooper felt himself breathing harder. Faster. But he nodded.


Gordy was back with the rope, and Lunk tied it to the swim platform. Dad swung the tank over his head, adjusted the shoulder straps, and buckled the waist belt. He added the weight belt and handed one to Cooper.


Cooper wrapped the belt around himself. Clamped the buckle. Swallowed hard.


“Uncle Carson,” Gordy said. “Do you think you ought to strap this on?” He held up the dive knife.


Dad shook his head. “We won’t need a knife to protect ourselves. There’s nothing but weeds down there.”


Cooper wasn’t so sure about that. Gordy didn’t look convinced, either.


Dad held up the gauge cluster. “Depth. Compass. Air pressure. It’s a full tank.” He ran through some basics on each and slid his mask in place. “Ready?” Without waiting for an answer, he slipped off the platform and into the water.


Cooper joined him — in body anyway. His mind wanted to stay topside. With Gordy. Maybe even in the cabin. He held onto the swim platform and adjusted his mask to be sure it sealed well around the edges.


Dad handed him a mouthpiece, forcing air through it with the purge valve to clear all the water out of it.


Cooper clamped down with his teeth. He breathed in. And out.


“Okay,” Dad said, “here we go. You won’t be alone.” Dad inserted his own mouthpiece, grabbed the rope with one hand, and locked onto Cooper’s wrist with the other. He gave a single nod, then slid under the darkening waters.


Bubbles mushroomed to the surface. Cooper took two short breaths and stopped kicking. Gravity — and the weight belt — did their work. He was sinking.


He saw Dad’s face immediately. Saw the strength there. The love. Cooper started kicking again, to hold this depth. And Cooper breathed. Ragged and unsteady at first. But after a minute, it evened out.


Dad must have sensed it. Or else he was watching the rhythm of Cooper’s bubbles. Dad pointed at Cooper’s eyes, then back at his own. Keep your eyes on me. Okay. He could do that. Dad pointed at Cooper’s legs and shook his head. Don’t kick. Cooper swallowed. Relaxed his legs.


The water was getting colder. Darker. They were dropping again. Cooper kicked. He looked up and couldn’t see the surface. He pulled against Dad’s grip, but Dad’s squeeze grew tighter.


Cooper looked at his dad and moved in closer to see his eyes in the dim light. Then his feet touched bottom. He sucked hard and fast on the air. The metallic hiss of the air and the bubbles rippling over his face were the only sounds he could hear. And an engine. Distant.


The last time he’d actually breathed underwater was when he’d been rescued from the flooded basement. His stomach knotted instantly. The panic attacks were related. They had to be. He’d thought he was out of danger when he got freed from the chains — when he got out of the basement. There was no reason to be afraid now. He believed he’d beaten his fear. Killed it months ago. But he’d only buried it. Fear had a way of resurrecting itself, and right now it was crawling up his throat.


Dad pointed at his own bubbles. Then at Cooper’s. Then back at his own. Dad took one breath for every two of Cooper’s. Okay. Relax. Even out that breathing. You are not alone. It seemed to be working. Dad gave him a thumbs-up sign.


The water around them was a deep green, and it faded to black in every direction except up. Cooper didn’t see any sign of evil  creatures bent on devouring him. But he wished Dad had the dive knife — just in case.


Dad pointed up. Surface?

Cooper nodded, and a couple minutes later, Lunk was helping them with the gear. And he still wasn’t wearing his lifejacket.

Gordy leaned over the rail. “No psycho-panic thing?”

Psycho-panic thing? He wanted to argue that choice of words, but Gordy was Gordy. That’s the way he saw it — and in a way, he was right. “Nothing intense.”

Cooper wanted to believe the whole thing was over. But he knew better. He hoisted himself onto the swim platform. This was about the basement. It made sense. And maybe he’d always known — but didn’t want to admit it.

If there was nothing hiding underwater, what had caused his fear? Something worse. Something lurking in his head.

“When I’m back this weekend, we’ll do this again,” Dad said.

“What if that doesn’t work?” Gordy said.

Lunk cleared his throat. “Gordy!”

There was no mistaking the glare that Lunk fired Gordy’s way.


“I’m just sayin’,” Gordy said.

Dad climbed onto the swim platform. “It’s a fair question. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll get professional help.”

Gordy nodded like he’d had it figured out from the beginning. “A shrink?”

Dad eyed Cooper. “The psychologist who came to the school might help.”

“Dr. McElhinney.” That would be okay with Coop. He liked the guy. But he hoped it didn’t come to that.

“Baby steps,” Dad said.

Cooper felt a little bit like a baby. But if Dad or Lunk shared that opinion, it didn’t show on their faces.

“I think we made good progress,” Dad said.

Cooper nodded, wanting to believe it was true. He’d won this round with fear, but the fight wasn’t over. Not nearly. He stared  into the dark water. Something was still down there. Watching. Just below the surface. Cooper pulled his feet onto the swim platform. Whatever it was, it wasn’t finished with him yet. Cooper knew that in his heart. It was waiting for him. Just waiting to catch him alone.







CHAPTER 50



Hiro didn’t see Cooper’s dad and the guys all day until they met at the Upper Crust, a short drive from town, for dinner. The pizza place looked like an antique store. Odd memorabilia hung from the ceiling and was mounted on the walls. She sat with Lunk, Gordy, and Coop at their own table. Mattie sat with the adults nearby. With the noise level in this place, the other table wouldn’t be joining in their conversation.


“I love this place already,” Gordy said. “Wouldn’t you like to have some of this vintage stuff hanging in your room?”


Hiro raised her eyebrows. “Like the shark suspended from the ceiling?”


“Especially the shark.” Gordy pointed to the stuffed monster overhead. “This place is amazing.”


“The only thing amazing about this place is that it hasn’t been condemned as a fire hazard.”


Lunk snickered. “Guns. Neon signs. Mounted fish and animals. Not your decorating style?”


“Do not call this decorating,” Hiro said. “Call this a disaster. Men with screw guns gone berserk.”


“It’s like a museum,” Gordy said.


Hiro shook her head. “It’s a man cave.”


Lunk and Gordy laughed. But Coop was strangely distracted. Was he still upset about what she’d done at Scoops? If that was it, she needed to get things aired out. She didn’t want it to spoil their vacation. Actually, she didn’t want any kind of a wedge between her and Coop — vacation or not.


Gordy started in about their time on The Getaway. Skiing. Widgets. Coop’s panic attack — and the theory behind it. And Gordy talked about his nose. Every bloody detail.


Hiro watched Coop. Was that what was bothering him? He still seemed distant. By the time the pizza arrived, she’d built up enough nerve to bring up the topic.


“I went back to Scoops last night,” she said, “after you guys dropped me off at The Cove.”


Now she had Coop’s full attention.


“You went there alone?” Coop said.


Ooops. Hiro shrugged.


Coop’s face turned red. “First, you mess up by tipping your hand and letting them know you suspect them — ” 


“It wasn’t a mistake. It was calculated. I was baiting them.”


Coop waved her off. “Which was a big mistake. And after all that, you went back there alone?”


She hated the way he made that sound.


“What happened to ‘play-it-safe Hiro’?” Lunk said.


“I knew what I was doing,” Hiro said.


“Yeah, but did anybody else know?” Coop said.


All eyes were on her. Coop was right. Sort of. She should have let someone know about her plan. But if she had, she never could have talked to Katie.


“Did you just keep us in the dark — or did you fail to tell your mom too?”


Now she wished she’d never brought it up. She needed to get them past this. “Katie had some very interesting things to say. Do you want to hear them or not?”


Lunk cleared his throat. “I’d like to know.”


“She said you were cute, Lunk.” 


Lunk’s face got red. Good. That should keep him quiet for a few minutes. “I told her what we heard and saw. And our theory.”
 

Gordy laughed. “Our theory?”


Hiro gave him a don’t-go-there look that she hoped would keep him quiet. “Do you want to know what she said or not?”


None of them wanted to admit it, but Hiro knew she had them. “Four words. That’s all.”


“Let me guess,” Gordy said. “Want more ice cream?”


Hiro made a face to show how little she appreciated his humor. “She said, ‘Better watch your back.’ What does that tell you?”


“That maybe we should take her advice,” Coop said.


“So we sit around and do nothing?” Hiro said.


“Now that you mention it,” Coop said, “yeah.” He took another slice of pizza.


“I’m with Coop,” Gordy said. “Let’s not look for trouble.”


“I didn’t look for it,” Hiro said. “It found us.”


“That’s a stretch,” Lunk said.


“So what do we do?” Hiro wasn’t about to let it go. But she’d feel a lot better about it if the guys bought into it. Even just a little.

Cooper sighed. “Aren’t you always reminding me to leave the investigation to the police?”


“This is different,” Hiro said. “I’ve got a feeling about this.”


“Ah . . .” Lunk raised his eyebrows and nodded slowly. “The feeling.”


Gordy laughed. “You’re pulling that women’s intermission thing on us again.”


Hiro let that one go.


Coop held up a hand. “If you’re right — even partially — then we all have to take this more seriously.”


Hiro studied him. Tried to read him. Was he finally coming around?


“Aw, come on, Coop,” Gordy said. He turned to Lunk. “What do you think?”


“Overactive cop imagination,” Lunk said. 


Hiro ignored Lunk; she wanted to hear what Coop had to say.
 

“Look,” Coop said. “You think there’s a connection between the missing girl and Tommy Kryptoski, right?” He looked straight at her.


Hiro nodded.


“And if you’re right — you let the wrong people know about your theory.”


“I told you already,” Hiro said. “I was baiting them.”


Coop held up his hand again. “If you’re wrong, no harm done. But if you’re right about your theory . . .” — Coop paused to look at Lunk and Gordy, then back at her — “then you’d better watch your back. We’ll all have to.”


Hiro suddenly felt really uncomfortable. Like maybe baiting Lynn had been a mistake. She could get any one of them hurt. Maybe that’s what was bothering Coop. Maybe he was worried about her safety.


“Because if Hiro is right,” Lunk said, “she’s the only one who is challenging Kryptoski’s story.”


“So if the missing girl was the first one we saw in the boat . . .” Gordy began.


Cooper looked at Hiro. “You could end up missing too.”







CHAPTER 51



Two hours later Cooper was back on the boat. Dad headed for home after dinner. And Hiro convinced her mom to let her stay on board The Getaway until later that evening. To celebrate Cooper’s progress in the water that afternoon, Gordy bought each of them a pint of ice cream from Scoops, which he didn’t let them open until they were back on the boat.


They sat on the swim platform with their feet dangling in the warm water and ate their ice cream in silence. “Thanks for the ice cream, Gordy,” Hiro said.


Gordy grinned. “I didn’t mow lawns all summer for nothing.”


Lunk took a bite of vanilla. “But nothing is what you’ll have if you keep spending your money like this.”


Gordy waved him off. “I’m on vacation.”


Cooper stared toward the beach. Lake Shore Drive was quiet. And the weather was pretty typical for late August in the Midwest: hot days and cold nights. Steam rose off the lake and drifted over the still surface.


“Okay.” Gordy broke the silence. “Who’s got a spooky story? But it has to be about a lake — at night.”


Classic Gordy. Cooper just couldn’t go there. Not tonight. Their vacation already had more creep factors than he wanted. He needed courage just to let his feet dangle in the black water — especially with the mist clinging to the lake. The last thing he wanted to think about was what was hiding below the surface.


Hiro lifted one leg out of the water but put it back just as quickly. “The water is much warmer than the air.” She snuggled inside her sweatshirt. “I’m freezing.”

“You’re holding a pint of ice cream,” Lunk said. “Of course you’re cold.”

No, it was more than that. Cooper set down his pint on the teakwood platform and rubbed his hands together. The chill went right through him, but not from the temperature. It was the thought of Hiro being in danger. What if she was right? What if Fat Elvis saw her as just another one of Kryptoski’s messes that needed to be cleaned up? No matter what they felt about her theories, they’d have to somehow stay even more on guard. What if she was right about everything?

“Kinda creepy out,” Gordy said. “I love it.”

The moon shone bright and full, but the fog kept the light from reflecting off the lake. There was a time when Cooper would have enjoyed a night like this. But right now, his mind kept drifting back to Sunday night. What if the girl on the beach wasn’t the same girl who picked up a pizza with Kryptoski? What if the girl holding the pizza box was Wendy Besecker — the missing girl?

Krypto Night sat at anchor. The line from the buoy to the boat hung slack, and the boat’s silhouette turned slowly toward them. Moved by some invisible current, no doubt. It almost seemed alive, like it was watching them and turning to get a better view.

Hiro raised her chin toward the moon and closed her eyes. Her face practically glowed.

Gordy whacked at a mosquito. “Think there could be alligators in the lake?”

“Ridiculous,” Hiro said. “This far north?”

“It’s possible,” Gordy said. “See, sometimes people buy cute little alligators and keep them in their bathtubs.”


“Why would they do that?” Hiro said. 


“To keep it as a pet. A novelty.” Gordy waved her off. “Why do people buy boa constrictors?”


“Because the cheese slipped off their cracker,” Hiro said.


Gordy laughed. “That may be true, but lots of people keep strange and really dangerous pets. Like alligators. And when the gators outgrow the tub — their owners need to find a new place for them to live.”


Hiro shook her head. “So you’re saying people dump alligators into lakes?”


“I’m not saying it. My dad told me that.”


Cooper smiled. He could just hear Uncle Jim spinning a story like that. He was good at telling scary stories, which is probably where Gordy picked it up.


“Truth is” — Gordy paused, his eyes growing wide — “one could be down there right now.” He leaned forward and looked down into the black water. “Close. Circling.”


Hiro screamed and jerked her legs out of the water. “You just bumped my leg with your foot, Gordon Digby!”


“Me?” Gordy pasted on an innocent face. “Maybe it was —” 


Hiro slugged him in the arm. “It was you. Well, good luck getting anybody to go for a night swim anytime soon.”


Gordy and Lunk laughed.


Hiro was right about one thing: There was no way Cooper was taking a night swim. He’d made that decision long before Gordy started spinning his alligator story. It was dark. Dad was gone. The idea of swimming at night didn’t sound good at all. He knew there were no alligators in the lake. But there was something. It couldn’t all be in his head, could it? Casually, he pulled his feet out of the water, hoping the others wouldn’t notice. He scooted backward, and leaned against the transom.


“Did the alligator bump your leg too?” Gordy grinned.


So much for not being noticed. The best way to handle Gordy’s teasing was to give him a taste of his own medicine. “Not an  alligator,” Cooper whispered, “but something . . . I could feel it. Something awful. And close enough to grab my ankles and pull me to the bottom of the lake.”


The grin melted right off Gordy’s face. “Seriously?” He yanked his feet out of the water.

Lunk and Hiro laughed.

“Ever thought about going into acting?” Lunk said. “You looked dead serious.”

Cooper smiled, but that was the best he could do. The thing was, he wasn’t acting. That was exactly what he believed. He couldn’t explain it. He didn’t want to try.

Hiro stood up. “Okay, let’s cut the talk about creepy things in the lake.”

“Why don’t we sit on the bow?” Cooper said. “We can finish our ice cream there.”

Hiro started climbing over the transom rail. “I love that idea.” 

Cooper followed her, glad to be off the swim deck. He felt better inside the boat. Higher. Safer.

“All right.” Gordy sat cross-legged next to Cooper. “No more talk about creepy things in the lake. How about just a creepy story then? Who’s going to start?”

Lunk leaned forward. “Ever hear the story about the Lady of the Lake?”

Cooper pictured the big excursion boat parked by the Riviera docks.

Gordy took a bite of ice cream. “You mean the steamboat with the paddle wheel on the back?”

Lunk shook his head. “An old lady who loved to go fishing in the lake. She knew the lake better than anybody, and she fished all year round, no matter the weather. In the summer she’d be out in her bass boat. In the winter she’d drive out on the frozen lake in her pickup and use one of those big augers to drill through the ice. They called her the Lady of the Lake.”

He paused.


Cooper wasn’t sure if the pause was for dramatic effect, or if he was making sure everyone was still listening.


“Well,” Lunk said, “It was late winter — just last year. Southern Wisconsin went through a ten-day warm spell. Ice still covered the lake, but it was patchy. The old lady ate her dinner and headed out in her pickup to go fishing — just like usual. They say people warned her that the ice was getting thin, but she just laughed.”


Lunk pointed toward the beach. “She drove her old Ford pickup right off Lake Shore Drive and onto the ice. She dropped it into four-wheel drive and headed to her favorite fishing haunt.” He pointed to a spot about halfway between Maytag Point and one of the old Wrigley estates.


Cooper was picturing the scene. The ice. The lady driving her pickup.


“There was a guy out walking his dog along the north shore. He spotted her truck roaring across the lake. ‘Is she insane?’ the guy mumbled to himself. He knew the ice on his side of the lake wouldn’t support the weight of that truck. He ran to the shoreline and waved his arms in the air, motioning her to turn back. And she must have seen him, because she skidded to a stop.”


“This isn’t a true story,” Hiro said.


“Isn’t it?” Lunk let the question hang there for a moment. “What the man saw next still gives me goose bumps. He heard a series of sharp cracks — like the sound of a huge limb snapping off a tree after an ice storm.”


“Gunshots?” Gordy dug his spoon deep into his pint of ice cream.


Lunk shook his head. “A section of ice directly below and in front of the truck — it was the size of your average Taco Bell — yawned open like a giant trapdoor.” He used both hands to simulate the ice giving way.
 
Cooper looked out over the black water and imagined what it would look like if it were covered with ice — and cracking.


Gordy seemed to be eating in slow motion now. He lifted the  spoon of ice cream from the pint, but then stopped, his eyes riveted on Lunk.


“As the pickup’s front bumper disappeared under the black, icy waters, the old lady slammed the truck into reverse and tried to race up the incline and back onto solid ice. The man on the shore watched helplessly. Her off-road tires threw water eight feet into the air as she tried to back up. But she was trying to go uphill on wet ice. The engine was screaming as though it knew the danger it was in. The man could barely make out the lady’s face, but he saw her sheer terror. She knew.”

“Knew what?” Gordy whispered.

“That she was going down,” Lunk said.

Cooper swallowed hard. He felt the woman’s fear. It was just a story. He knew that. But it felt so real.

“And suddenly” — Lunk leaned in closer — “it was over.”

“This is when you say that man woke up and it was all a bad dream,” Hiro said. “Am I right?”

“Not this time, Hiro.” Lunk wore a dead-serious expression. “With a giant whoosh, the ice gave way, and the truck vanished beneath the water. The sound of the engine cut off instantly — and the silence afterward was so creepy — so eerie — that the man stood there on the shore, and his whole body shook uncontrollably.” 

A tremor rippled through Cooper’s body.

Gordy sat there frozen with his spoon in mid-air. The ice cream glossed over and dripped onto the deck as it melted. “The truck was just gone? It didn’t bob on the surface for a minute so she could climb out?”

Lunk shook his head. “Gone. There was nothing on the surface but chunks of ice floating on black water.”

“Ridiculous,” Hiro said.

Gordy motioned her to be quiet. Yippee Skippee dripped onto his shirt. “So what happened?”

Lunk shrugged. “Rescue divers went down. They found the truck seventy feet below the surface. It was resting on all four tires  at the bottom of the lake — up to its bumpers in muck. It looked like she’d driven the pickup there and gotten stuck.”


Gordy dropped the spoon into his empty cup. “And the woman?”

“They never found her body. The window was rolled down — and she was gone.”

Hiro crossed her arms. “Maybe she was abducted by aliens.”

“It’s the currents,” Lunk said. “This is a spring-fed lake. They figure the currents keep moving her around.”

Gordy stared at Lunk. “You’re saying she’s still in the lake?”

“Absolutely.” Lunk swept his arm from one end of the lake to the other. “She could be anywhere. Fishermen claim to have seen her drifting under their boats. More than one has snagged her with a fishing line. But when they reeled their catch to the surface and saw they’d caught a dead woman’s body, they cut the line and headed for shore. The body obviously drifted back to the bottom.” 

And Cooper’s dad wanted to take him down to the bottom again this weekend? Great. Now he’d have this spooky story rolling around in his head too.

Gordy’s eyes were wide.
 

“The Lady of the Lake doesn’t eat fish anymore,” Lunk said. “But you can bet they feed on her.”
 

“Okay, that was disgusting.” Hiro shook her head. “Impressive story, though, Lunk. Nicely done.”

Lunk grinned.

“So, Gordy,” Hiro said. “You up for a night swim?”

Gordy looked at the water like he wasn’t sure whether Lunk’s story was true. “It seems a little late to go swimming tonight.”

Hiro and Lunk laughed. Cooper probably would have laughed too, but an uneasy feeling was growing inside of him.

He stared out over the deathly still lake. The steaming vapors danced and swirled as if to some mournful tune undetected by human ears.

A boat, maybe fifty yards away, caught his attention. Some  kind of a high-powered searchlight was lashed to a pole, and the beam was pointing straight down into the water. The boat crept along at barely more than an idle, following the south shoreline at just about the no-wake buoy point.


“That’s weird.” Cooper nodded in the direction of the boat.

Lunk followed his gaze. “Are they fishing?”

“Yeah, but for what?” Cooper could make out the silhouettes of two men on board. One was driving the boat and looking over the side, while the other one stood near the stern, peering down into the water.

“Where’s his fishing pole?” Gordy whispered.

“They’re searching for something,” Hiro said.

Lunk nudged Gordy. “See? They’re still looking for the Lady of the Lake.”

Nobody said anything. The searchlight gave the mist an unearthly glow. The swirls swept around the mysterious boat. Ghostly. Mesmerizing. It was like the fog was trying to get inside the boat. Like it was reaching for something.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to be seeing this,” Hiro whispered. 

“Why are we whispering?” Lunk said.

Instinct. The word popped into Cooper’s head. Something inside all of them was sounding a warning.

“Coop,” Hiro said, “where are your binoculars?”

Cooper crept back to the cabin and returned in less than a minute. He focused in on the boat. The driver was too shadowed to make out his features. But the guy standing in the stern? Cooper sucked in his breath. “It’s Fat Elvis. And he’s holding something. Maybe a spear gun?”

“Let me see,” Hiro said.

Cooper handed her the binoculars. The boat continued to snake its way around some of the moored sailboats.

“That’s him,” Hiro said.

“Spearfishing is illegal here.” Gordy reached for the binoculars.  “I’ll bet he goes out at night like this all the time. Probably snags some big ones.”


Hiro removed the binoculars from around her neck. “Katie said he cleans up Kryptoski’s messes, right? So what if he’s cleaning up a mess right now?”

Cooper was way ahead of her.

Gordy squinted through the eyepieces. “He’s looking for the camera? At night? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Not the camera, Gordy,” Hiro whispered. “A body.”

Gordy looked at Lunk. “The Lady of the Lake.”

Lunk nodded. “Except this one is real.”






CHAPTER 52



They’re getting closer,” Cooper said. “Let’s get off the bow and into the cabin.”


No one said a word until they were inside. Nobody turned on a light. They all seemed to understand that if Hiro’s theory was true, then getting caught spying on Fat Elvis could be dangerous — or fatal.


“Calm water,” Hiro said. “And a bright light. It would reflect off her white shirt — and her skin.”


“You shouldn’t have baited Lynn like you did,” Cooper said, but then stopped. He’d covered this ground with Hiro already. If there had been a murder, Hiro already knew she could be a target.


“But nothing’s happened,” Gordy said. “No more warnings. No threats. Maybe there’s another explanation for all this — like illegal spearfishing.”


Hiro shrugged. “Sometimes the obvious answer is the answer. What if Pom-Pom is Wendy Besecker, not Lynn Tutek? What if Kryptoski did run over her with his boat in a fit of rage?” she said.
 
The cabin was absolutely silent.


“After Wendy is reported missing, as long as nobody can prove the two of them were ever together, Kryptoski is in the clear.”


“That’s why the police were so interested in your story,” Gordy said.


“Exactly. If I could put the two of them together — they’d have something,” Hiro said.


Cooper looked at her. “But when you couldn’t identify the girl for sure, that ended that.”


“Unless a body turns up in the lake,” Hiro said. “That would change everything.”


It definitely would — if the police ever found the body. Cooper couldn’t quite wrap his head around that thought. Then the police would definitely want to question Hiro again. Unless Kryptoski or Fat Elvis got to her first.


Gordy peeked out a porthole. “If these two guys found a body . . . what do you think they’d do with it?”


Hiro shrugged. “Make it disappear for good.”


“How?” Gordy kept his eyes on the boat. “Drag the body to the deepest part of the lake — or haul it out of the lake and bury it?”


Hiro thought about that for a moment. “It would be dicey either way. Search and recovery teams could find it in the water eventually. But hauling a body into a boat and then transferring it to a car seems more risky.”


Cooper agreed.


Gordy kept his eye on the boat as if he were afraid he’d miss something — like a body getting hauled into the boat. “He seems to be driving a grid pattern. So he’s definitely looking for something. Should we call the police?”


“And tell them what?” Lunk said. “Some guys are shining a spotlight into the water? That isn’t a crime. Without that camera — or a body — there’s no proof of a crime at all.”


“I hate to admit it,” Hiro said, “but Lunk’s right.”


“We just need to lie low,” Lunk said. “Mind our own business. If we come across as a threat to the wrong people . . .” He drew his index finger across his throat.


Cooper had been thinking about that too. “If we call the police  and they stop by The Getaway, Fat Elvis will know somebody was watching them.”


“How hard will it be for them to figure out we’re the ones who called it in?” Lunk said.

“And it’s not like they’re actually doing anything illegal,” Hiro said. “They could toss the speargun over the side and just tell the police they were looking for a good fishing spot.”

Lunk’s story was creepy enough. But what if a body really was drifting somewhere below the surface of the lake? And if that were true, then it was somebody they’d seen just a few days earlier. Unreal.

The boat carefully weaved in and out of the sailboats moored in the bay, slowing down to take extra time at the buoys. It was as if they were making sure nothing was tangled in the chains anchoring the buoys to the cement blocks resting on the lake bottom. Were they really looking for a body?

“I still say they’re spearfishing,” Gordy said. “They’ve got a spear gun. Why would they need that if they were searching for a dead body? She’s dead.”

Hiro stared out the porthole. “Could they tie a rope to the spear? Maybe that’s how they’d try to recover the body.”

“They’d stick her and reel her in?” Gordy shook his head. “That is so sick, Hiro.”

Hiro glanced at the time on her phone. “I hate to leave, but I have to get to shore. My mom will be waiting for me on the beach soon.” She stared at the mysterious boat. “But I don’t want them to see us.”

Cooper couldn’t agree more. And the thought of paddling through that fog unnerved him.

“He’s stopping,” Lunk said.

Hiro snatched the binoculars from Gordy and refocused them. “Fat Elvis is talking on the phone.”

“You do realize,” Cooper said, “that just two nights ago we were hiding in this boat, watching something strange going on.”


He was hoping someone would come up with a logical explanation for the series of events. Something they hadn’t thought of before. Something that would make the whole thing not seem as dark. Cooper couldn’t come up with anything. Apparently none of the others could either.


Fat Elvis suddenly doused the searchlight. Cooper could barely make out the boat now, except for the green and red running lights on the bow. The boat did a one-eighty and cruised out of the mooring area. It picked up speed before it disappeared from view.


Hiro’s phone chirped, and she checked the screen. “My mom’s on her way.” She looked at Cooper. “Can you take me to the beach?”


Gordy went to the bow with the binoculars. Lunk helped Cooper drop the inflatable into the water beside the swim platform. The steam on the lake twisted and swirled away as if it were alive. Startled. But it crept right back and surrounded the boat. Possessing it almost.


Hiro sat in the back. Cooper took his place in the bow, facing her. Lunk gave them a shove, and Cooper leaned back and paddled. He didn’t want to think about alligators or the Lady of the Lake right now. Or the missing girl, either — the one who might be just below the surface. Silently drifting in the currents.


Cooper shook his head. He had to stop thinking about this stuff. He kept his strokes shallow. Every time he dipped his hands into the warm water, his stomach tightened — and not just because of the strain from paddling.


“That was soooo spooky,” Hiro said.


“Since I’m the one with my arms in the water,” Cooper said, “think we can change the topic?”


Hiro nodded. “I like the way your dad is going into the water with you. Think it will help?”


He wasn’t sure this subject was much better. “I hope so,” Cooper said. “I did okay. No panicky feelings.” It sounded so lame. He’d never had a problem being underwater before. Never.


“That’s good,” Hiro said. “Really good.” 


Her tone had a “case closed” ring to it, as though she believed his panic attacks were behind him for good. Like he’d beaten it. If only it were that easy. Even now he felt something was stalking him in the black water. Carrying a chain with his name on it.


He kept his strokes quick. Short. And he didn’t even want to think about paddling back to The Getaway alone.


“Looks like you’ll be in for a night of more ghost stories with those two.” Hiro jerked her thumb toward The Getaway behind her.


The waterline of his dad’s boat disappeared in the fog. It actually looked like it was floating — but not on the water. On top of the fog.


He didn’t believe in ghosts any more than Hiro did, or the stories he’d heard about them. But he believed in demons — which was a much scarier thought. He wondered if demons ever went underwater. Cooper pulled his hands inside the inflatable and let the boat drift for a moment.


They glided past Krypto Night, and Hiro stretched to look inside. But with the boat cover on tight, what could she hope to see?


She started paddling the inflatable herself. “Let’s get away from this boat. Something about it makes my skin crawl.”


Cooper reached back and pulled. Honestly? He didn’t like being so close to the boat either. Maybe it was the fog. The black water. The boat with the searchlight. The spooky stories. Take your pick. But right now, Cooper wished his dad were still there. They’d be camping tonight instead of sleeping on The Getaway.


“That could be my mom now.” Hiro pointed at a car driving down Lake Shore Drive. “The headlights, fog lights — yeah, definitely the right configuration for a Honda Civic.”


The car pulled onto the shoulder and stopped. Cooper picked up the pace and headed for it. He passed the no-wake buoys, paddled into the protected swimming area, and ran the inflatable onto the beach.


Hiro swung a leg over the side and stood in ankle-deep water. “Be careful going back.”

She looked dead serious. Terrific. The thought of going back alone was creeping him out as it was — and her comment certainly didn’t help things. But he didn’t want his true feelings to show.

“Is Gordy’s alligator story getting to you?” Cooper tried giving her a convincing smile. “Or is it Lunk’s Lady of the Lake?”

Hiro shook her head. “Neither. It’s our own story.” She looked toward the middle of the lake like she expected someone or something to rise up out of the water. “What’s going on here is . . .” Her voice trailed off.

She had that look in her eyes. She was seeing — or imagining — something. Whatever it was, it was spooking her good, which wasn’t doing Cooper any favors.

“Just be careful, Coop.” She touched his arm. “I mean it.”

“You were saying something before,” Cooper said. “Finish it.”

She’d started walking toward her mom’s car, but she glanced back at him for just a second. “Forget I said anything.”

He stood there on the beach and watched as the car’s taillights headed down Lake Shore Drive.

Right. Like that’s really going to happen.

The car started up the hill — and moments later the taillights disappeared over the hill. A loneliness enveloped him that was just as real and thick as the fog shrouding the lake. He’d been resisting Hiro, hadn’t he? So quick to discount her theories, when in reality they made a lot of sense. Maybe he’d been distracted with all his fears of the water. But it was more than that, wasn’t it? He’d been in denial, not wanting to admit they really might be in danger. Because that reminded him of what happened to him in the basement too. But living in denial only increased the danger, didn’t it? They were more likely to be off guard. Easy targets. And Hiro would be the most vulnerable of them all.


Maybe it was the way Fat Elvis was searching with the light that made Cooper turn the corner in his mind. Funny how it took a foggy night to help him see clearly. Now he wanted to talk to Hiro more than ever. To tell her he finally got it. To let her know he was all in. She was hurting, and he hadn’t been helping her much.


Tomorrow he’d tell her. He’d talk to the guys too. But it wasn’t like it would make a real difference. It’s not like they were going to actually help with the investigation. Really . . . what could they do?
 

A thought flashed through his mind — and a chill crept through like the fog had entered his very soul. No, they couldn’t follow leads or help the police with the mystery. But there was one thing they could do. Had to do. Protect Hiro.







CHAPTER 53



Hiro stood on the balcony. Cooper and Gordy had already phoned to let their moms know they were safe aboard The Getaway for the night. That had been part of the arrangement. Their extra freedom came with the very small price of checking in regularly. Sometimes boys had it easier than girls did. This was definitely one of those times.


Lunk borrowed one of the boys’ phones to talk to his mom, but the conversation had been different than the ones Coop and Gordy had. From what Hiro could tell, he didn’t call to let his mom know that he was okay as much as he called to make sure she was doing all right. Interesting. That boy could get under her skin sometimes. But under his skin she’d discovered a softer heart than his tough façade suggested.


Had he always been like that — even back when she saw him as a bully? Or had he been changing? She was convinced he’d been changing. Little by little.


Coop was changing too. Mostly in good ways. He no longer took people’s trust for granted. Since last October, he’d been working to earn back her trust. And he’d done that and more. Not that she was going to let him in on that little tidbit. She liked the new Coop and didn’t want him coasting or going backward.


His panic attacks, if that was the right diagnosis, scared her. She couldn’t imagine how Coop felt. At least his dad knew about them now, and it sounded like he’d help Coop work through them. 


She touched her Chicago Police star necklace. Why did they refer to policemen who died in the line of duty as fallen? The word fallen was all wrong. It implied that her father messed up. But he didn’t fall. He stood tall. He finished strong. And the days following his death had been the saddest time of her life.


“You’d like how Coop is turning out, Dad,” she whispered. “He’s good. He tries to do the right thing — even when he’s scared. He watches out for me, but he tries not to let me see him doing it. All three of the guys do.”


She’d lost her dad, but Coop, Lunk, and even Gordy had stepped up to serve as her protectors. Oh, sure, they gave her a hard time. But she knew they’d protect her — with their lives if they had to.


Was she really in danger? Maybe. But right now, standing here on the balcony and hearing the laughter coming from the other room, she felt safe. Everything looked different. Maybe she’d been taking her theory too far. Maybe the guys were right and she’d been connecting too many dots and trying to build a case where there wasn’t one.


Could she be sure that Pom-Pom and Lynn weren’t the same girl? No. Was somebody stalking her near the river? Maybe not. Did she know for a fact that Fat Elvis and his friend were searching the lake? Yes. But for a body? What if they were just doing some illegal spearfishing?


So what did she really have? Lunk’s words popped into her head: an overactive cop imagination. Was that it? She had to be open to the possibility, as hard as it would be to admit it to the boys. And if she were wrong — if there had been no murder — it would be safer for all of them.


“God,” she whispered. “I pray I’m wrong. Let there be some other logical explanation.”


She rested her forearms on top of the balcony rail and looked  out over the town. No black pickup. No bearded Fat Elvis creeping around. Even after all she’d said to Kryptoski’s girlfriend at Scoops last night, nobody had come after her. Maybe she was making something out of nothing.







CHAPTER 54



Gordy tiptoed through the cabin and out into the cool night air. Coop and Lunk were totally out, which was a shame because Gordy wasn’t a bit tired. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw that pickup falling through the ice — and the woman’s body drifting in the current. Somehow he felt the cold of the water. The numbing, icy cold. It was just as real as if he’d been in the pickup with the lady. What was that all about? He was relieved that Coop hadn’t wanted to take a night swim. Thanks to Lunk, the idea didn’t sound like nearly as much fun as it had before.


It was kind of a problem. They were supposed to be having fun. But they were way behind in that department. Coop was taking everything too seriously. He needed to loosen up. Relax. And if he did, then his problems in the water would disappear.


Steam still rose off the surface of the water, making the lake look totally different at night. The scene was almost hypnotic as it drew him in — yet it was also spooky and made him wish he were standing on shore. The mix of fear and excitement . . . he loved it. 


What Coop really needed was a distraction. Stuff to sidetrack his mind from his fears. Uncle Carson’s surprise visit had worked perfectly. Taking The Getaway out on the lake was the best day they’d had so far. Tomorrow was a whole new story, though. It was  time to pull off the ultimate prank. And this would be way better than what they’d done on Kryptoski’s boat.


Hiro wouldn’t like the idea. But then again, when did she ever like one of their pranks? She’d never seen the sense in their “Spud-zooka” potato gun, which only proved that Hiro didn’t know much about having fun. She’d shoot down this new idea too, if she could. Which was why they were going to pull it off tomorrow morning before she arrived.

The thought of it made Gordy smile. They’d start the day with the perfect prank — and he’d get Coop to feeling better pronto.






CHAPTER 55



He clicked the remote and Black Beauty’s lights signaled in response. Kryptoski was nuts. Tonight’s little fishing expedition was proof of that. He was really tired of cleaning up after this kid. Somehow Kryptoski was going down — but he wouldn’t go down alone. He’d suck in anybody who was associated with him. Kryptoski’s old man may run a casino, but the punk was bad luck. Or was it the kids? They’d started this whole thing rolling. They were the ones who’d messed everything up.


It was time to cut and run. Just fire up Black Beauty and hightail it out of there. He opened the driver’s side door and climbed inside his pickup. He could hit the road tonight. But to slip away in the dark didn’t seem right. There were still some things he wanted to do here. Lessons he needed to teach. Fate was handing him an opportunity that he couldn’t walk away from.


He started the pickup. Felt the soothing rumble of the seats. He could stay on for a few more days to tie up some loose ends. To finish this. He’d just need to step up his plans and cover all the bases. He’d make his exit, for sure. But why go out quietly when you can go out with a bang?







CHAPTER 56



Wednesday morning, Lunk stood at the wheel of The Getaway and ran through the steps that Coop’s dad had taught him. Run the blower several minutes before you start the motor — just to clear out any gas fumes that could kaboom the boat. Good idea. Turn the key — after making sure both engines are in neutral. Goose the gas a bit to get both the engines running strong — and then ease the gearshift forward. Throttle up to cruising speed and hold a steady course.


He wanted to drive The Getaway again. He hoped Coop’s dad would let him. Lunk still wasn’t a big fan of the water, but driving the boat was something else again.


Coop stepped out of the cabin, squinted, and stretched. “Morning, Lunk.”


Lunk let go of the wheel. “Sleep good?”


“Like a log.” He leaned against the rail.


“Gordy will be jealous.”


“What happened?”


Lunk shrugged. “He said he hardly slept. And when he did, he had bad dreams.”


Coop laughed. “It was your story that did it.”


“The Lady of the Lake?”


Cooper nodded. “Her body drifting around in the currents — are you kidding me? I’m surprised he slept at all.”


“He’s the one who wanted us to swap creepy stories.”


“True,” Coop said. “He asked for it. Great story, though.”


“Thanks. But who says it was a story?”


Coop laughed. “Got any more like that?”


“I could keep Gordy awake all week,” Lunk said.


Coop laughed, but then his face got serious. “Where is he now?”
 

Lunk jerked his thumb toward shore. “Collecting dead fish for the mailboat prank.”


“He’ll be doing it alone.” Coop watched Gordy, like he was trying to figure something out.


“What is it?”


Coop shrugged. “Gordy and I were both in that basement. He was alone for days. It’s gotta be affecting him somehow.”


Coop didn’t have to say more. Lunk had wondered the same thing. How did Coop get stuck with that water-panic thing, yet Gordy somehow got through the kidnapping without any aftershocks? “You think he’s covering it up?”


Coop nodded slowly. “Yeah, sometimes I do.”


“How?”


“The pranks. The constant push to have fun.”


Lunk could see that. “Like he’s running from it?”


Coop shrugged. “Something like that. I mean, he always liked a good prank. We both did. But it’s getting worse. The mailboat idea is way over the top.”


“You think the nightmares could be part of it?”


“Maybe.” Coop thought a moment. “Your story triggered the fear, I’m sure. But I’d be interested to know what he was actually dreaming about.”


Maybe everybody had their fears. Some people were just better at hiding fear than others. Lunk looked down at his lifejacket. Then again, some fears weren’t quite so easy to hide. “So what are we going to do about it?”


“We have to talk to him. Before we go home.” 


Lunk nodded. They’d have plenty of chances. “But what about the mailboat prank? He thinks we’re doing it this morning.”


“There’s no way. Somebody could get hurt. We could get arrested. It’s just a bad idea all the way around,” Coop said. “And if it has anything to do with being locked in that basement . . .”


Lunk waited to see if Coop would finish his statement. But he didn’t have to. Lunk had a pretty good idea where Coop was going. What kind of a friend would Coop be if he helped Gordy run from his fears instead of facing them? Lunk left Coop to his thoughts and studied the instrument gauges.


“You handled the boat like a pro yesterday,” Coop said. “Itching to drive again?”


Lunk grinned. “Definitely.” Then again, was it really the driving that he hungered for, or was it something else? He relived the drive in his mind — like he’d done before he fell asleep last night. No, it wasn’t just the driving. It was Coop’s dad and the way he’d taught Lunk what to do. The way he’d encouraged him, trusted him with the boat. It was the way he’d put his hand on Lunk’s shoulder and called him “Skipper.”


The only thing Lunk’s dad had taught him was how to hit. And truthfully, it had come in pretty handy. Especially when Lunk got big enough to force his dad to leave the house — for good. Somehow he knew he’d saved his mom’s life in the process. Gave her back her life, anyway.


“Here he comes.” Coop pointed toward Gordy pushing the inflatable off the beach. “You ready to help me talk him out of it?” 


Lunk shielded his eyes against the sun. “It isn’t going to be fun.” 


“Got that right,” Coop said. “How about you, Lunk? Having fun? On the vacation, I mean.”


Lunk glanced at him. He didn’t need to pull pranks or go water-skiing or do anything to have fun. Just being with friends was enough. It was something he’d never had before. “I’m having the time of my life.”


Coop laughed as though Lunk were joking. If he only knew. Lunk just hoped his three friends were as happy to have him around as he felt when he was with them.







CHAPTER 57



Hiro stood on the pier and leaned on the wooden rail just outside the Riviera building as the Walworth II approached the docks. She was a little early to meet the boys, but that was okay. She liked it here. Liked watching the people.


Hopefully the guys had as good a morning as she had. The time spent with her mom had been perfect. And needed.


Tourists stood in line at the Gage Marine ticket booth, looking up at the list of excursion boat options and pricing. They all looked good: Louise, Grand Belle of Geneva, Walworth II, and Lady of the Lake. Okay, maybe the Lady of the Lake wouldn’t be her first choice right now — at least not after hearing Lunk’s story last night.
 

It was ironic that his story included a woman drifting silently in the currents of the lake. Which is where Wendy Besecker might be right now. She shuddered. Or maybe Wendy swam to shore and went into hiding, afraid to report Kryptoski’s actions to the police. The jerk came from money — and that bought him some clout. He seemed to be one of those guys who had no shortage of cash. He definitely had a shortage of character, though.


If Wendy had swum to shore, then it was likely that she had the camera. That would explain why nobody had found it yet. But if Wendy never made it to shore . . . Hiro didn’t want to go there.


Still, the cop in her wanted to know. She wanted to figure it out and put it all together like a puzzle. No, that wasn’t it. It was more than that. It was about justice. It was about helping others. If Kryptoski was half the creep she thought he was, then she had a moral duty to protect others from him.


Which brought her back to what she could do about it. Nothing. Not unless she could find that camera. She’d talk to Coop. Maybe they could do a little snorkeling out where they’d seen Krypto Night making its loops in the water. If the camera housing was damaged — took in water and sank — the camera card could be salvaged. That was all she’d need.


Two sharp blasts of the steam whistle on Lady of the Lake brought her back to the moment. Now filled with a new group of passengers, the old-fashioned riverboat backed away from its berth at the pier. Did they have any idea about what might be drifting just below the surface of the lake?







CHAPTER 58



Cooper skidded to a stop in the grassy area in front of the Riviera. Gordy and Lunk pulled up alongside him. “Anybody see Hiro?” Cooper leaned his bike against a tree. There were plenty of tourists around, but no Hiro. He checked the time. They’d gotten to town quicker than he’d figured.


“Maybe she’s in Scoops,” Lunk said.


Gordy grinned. “Maybe you want to go check.”


Lunk gave Gordy a look that shut him up — but didn’t stop him from laughing.


At least he was doing okay. At first Gordy seemed crushed when Cooper told him they weren’t pranking the mailboat. But once they got his mind on going to town for food he brightened right up. They still didn’t talk to him about the fear thing. But that talk would come.


A black-and-white Ford Crown Victoria turned off Main and onto Broad Street. The squad car pulled up to the curb not more than fifty feet away. The cop got out and headed right for them.


“It’s Officer Tarpy,” Coop said. “I don’t know about you guys, but I am really glad we didn’t prank the mailboat.”


Tarpy had his cop face on. No emotion. No telling what was going on inside his head.


Gordy turned dead serious. “You don’t think he wants to ask us about the fish we planted inside Kryptoski’s boat, do you?”


“Hello, gentlemen.” Tarpy stopped and put his hands on his hips. “You’re just the guys I wanted to see.” He squatted down and unfolded a full sheet of paper and laid it face down on the ground. 

“It won’t happen again,” Gordy blurted.


Tarpy looked at him with a slight smile. “What won’t happen again?”


Gordy looked at Cooper — his eyes pleading.


“Tell us what you wanted to see us about,” Cooper said. He wasn’t about to lie, but there was no sense in confessing before they even knew what the issue was.


Officer Tarpy hesitated. He clearly wanted to follow up on Gordy’s comment, but instead he turned the sheet of paper over. It was the same flier that Hiro had picked up at Culver’s. The smiling face of Wendy Besecker looked up at them. Okay, this wasn’t about the dead fish. Gordy looked as relieved as Cooper felt.


Tarpy tapped the picture. “Your friend Hiroko thought she may have seen this woman getting into Tommy Kryptoski’s boat on Sunday afternoon. Then she wasn’t so sure.” Tarpy paused, choosing his words carefully. “She told me the rest of you weren’t in the boat at the time — and you didn’t get a good look at her. Is that right?”


Lunk raised his hand. “I wasn’t in town yet.”


“Okay.” Tarpy turned to Gordy.


“I saw her,” Gordy said. “But I didn’t really pay much attention.” 


“A pretty girl like this sails past and you didn’t pay attention?” 


Gordy’s face turned red. “I was kinda far away — and busy.”


Tarpy turned to Cooper. “How about you?”


What was he supposed to say? Gee, Officer, I was having some kind of panic attack at the time. “Hiro was the only one of us who got a good look at her.”


“When you were on the beach and Lynn walked up, did you  wonder — even for an instant — if she was the same girl that you saw on the boat?”


Cooper shook his head. “It never crossed my mind.”

Tarpy nodded like that was all he needed to hear.

“Do you think she could have been kidnapped?” Gordy’s voice sounded weak.

“Unlikely,” Tarpy said. “Most missing-person cases turn out to be runaways.”

Cooper believed it. “You think she ran away?”

“We got an anonymous phone call early Monday morning from a guy who claimed to be her boyfriend. He said the two of them were together, and he didn’t want her family to worry. Young love and all that.” Tarpy folded up the picture. “We traced the call to a cheap motel in Milwaukee. The night manager saw a couple go in late Sunday night. The girl matched the description.”

Cooper wished Hiro was around to hear this.

“Then we got another anonymous phone call on Monday night,” Tarpy said. “One of Wendy’s girlfriends had seen the fliers posted around town, and she claimed Wendy took off with a guy early on Sunday afternoon. She didn’t want Wendy’s parents to worry — but she didn’t want to snitch on her friend either.”

Sunday afternoon? That would have been hours before the incident with Tommy Kryptoski. “So why are you talking to us?” Cooper regretted the question the moment he asked it. “I mean, it sounds like you have your answer.”

Tarpy smiled. “I just need to be sure.”

“It’s because of Hiro,” Gordy said. “She’s paranoid.”

Tarpy eyed Gordy. “Paranoid?”

“Yeah,” Gordy shrugged. “She wants to be a cop, right? And she’s always getting these feelings about things. Hunches. She even felt like she was being stalked on Monday afternoon.”

The cop raised his eyebrows. “Stalked?”

Gordy nodded. “But we looked around the area and didn’t see anyone. Didn’t hear anyone.”


Cooper didn’t like where this was going. This made Hiro sound . . . bad. “Paranoid is way too strong a word here, Officer Tarpy. Actually, I think Hiro may be right — about a lot of this stuff.” Cooper didn’t know what to say next. He didn’t have any more proof to back up Hiro’s theories than she did.


“What about you?” Tarpy focused on Gordy. “You think she imagined the stalker?”


“Absolutely. She reads something into every little thing,” Gordy said. “She thought that drunk driver on Sunday night was out to kill Coop — like on purpose.”


Tarpy nodded. He folded the piece of paper and pocketed it. “Thanks, guys. I appreciate your help.”


Gordy looked relieved. “Happy to help.”


“So, you had something you wanted to confess when I walked up,” Tarpy said. “Something that wasn’t going to happen again?”


Gordy’s eyes got wide. “I, uh . . . well, I, um — ” 


Officer Tarpy laughed and stood. “On second thought, I don’t want to know.” He stretched, walked to his patrol car, and ducked inside.


Gordy blew out a loud breath of air. “I think that went well.”


Cooper didn’t agree. “If Hiro is right, the police will never take her seriously. Not after what you just said.”


Gordy stared at Cooper. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. There’s no way she’s right. You heard what the cop said. The missing girl took off with her boyfriend.”


Cooper raked his hands through his hair. “Honestly, right now I’m so confused I don’t know what to think. Last night I was sure Hiro was right.”


Lunk studied him. “And now?”


Cooper thought for a moment. “I think we need to lighten up on her a little. Back off.”


Lunk whistled softly. “You do believe her.”


Just hearing Lunk say it made him all the more sure. “I’ll admit  that everything Officer Tarpy just said made sense. And I hope he’s right. But I trust Hiro’s gut — don’t you?”


Gordy looked out over the bay and shrugged. “Yeah. I guess.”

Lunk clenched his jaw and nodded. “So what do we do?”

“What we’ve always done before,” Cooper said. “Stick together.” 






CHAPTER 59



Lunk sat in the bow of The Getaway and thought about Coop. He totally understood Coop wanting to support Hiro, and Lunk would definitely go through the motions. He was a team player. But after what the cop said, he wasn’t quite ready to buy into Hiro’s theories completely. And the more he thought about it, the more he saw the flaws in Hiro’s theory. Funny how the whole situation looked different now that a few more facts had come to light. The girl had run off. It made sense. These things happened all the time.




He remembered Hiro’s expression when Coop told her everything the cop had said. She’d looked shocked. Maybe that was the wrong word. Embarrassed might be more like it. She’d never considered that the girl on the missing-person fliers that were plastered all over town could have run off with a boyfriend.


“So does that mean we’re not looking for the camera?”


Lunk couldn’t believe she’d even asked that. She didn’t get it. But still, he felt kind of bad for her. She’d gone out on a limb with all her theories, and the branch had snapped off underneath her. Maybe that’s why she was so quiet before they’d left her at The Cove.


She probably felt really stupid. But she wasn’t. Hiro was the  smartest girl he’d ever known — although he’d never tell her that. She just had it wrong this time.


If she had any hopes of them looking for the camera, they were shot down when Coop’s mom announced they were going to the Walworth County Fair in Elkhorn the next day.

Coop and Gordy were revved up about the fair. Lunk had never been to one, so he couldn’t relate. Actually there were a lot of things about those two that he couldn’t relate to. They were different from him — but mostly in good ways.

A lot of it had to do with Coop’s faith. It seemed more important to him than ever. But Lunk just wasn’t there yet.

And that wasn’t the only area where Lunk was different from Coop. So what did he have in common with these guys? Definitely not their love of the lake. The boat was good — better than he’d expected. And especially when Coop’s dad let him drive it. But the water itself? Thanks, but no thanks.

Coop and Gordy loved the water — except for whatever was going on with Coop right now. But it was just one more way that Lunk was different from them. Why did they even let him into their circle? What did he contribute to the group? It was a real mystery. Yet he needed to figure it out because whatever it was, he had to keep doing it. Without his friends, Lunk knew he’d be right back where he’d been his whole life. Alone.


CHAPTER 60



Cooper hiked his backpack onto one shoulder and checked the sky. It still looked like rain, but there was no breeze. The gray sky stretched endlessly in all directions. He tossed his empty shake cup into the fifty-five-gallon drum used as a trash can at the Walworth County Fair. “I’m stuffed.”


Lunk looked like he felt the same way.


Hiro shook her head and smiled. “And now you boys want to hit the rides? Am I the only one with some common sense?”


“Sense?” Gordy said. “Is that what you call it? We offered you roasted sweet corn on the cobb dripping in melted butter, and you passed. A corn dog? You turned up your nose. Bratwurst? You weren’t interested. And you didn’t want a shake either. Or elephant ears smothered with cinnamon sugar, ècream puffs, or anything in between. Which tells me you’re a little malnourished in the common sense department.”


“I’m quite content,” Hiro said. “Which is more than you boys will be after you go on a few of these rides.”


Gordy slapped his stomach. “This thing is like cast iron.”


“Let the food settle first,” Hiro said. “Maybe we should hit the games again.” She pointed at the stuffed monkey hanging out of Cooper’s backpack. “Maybe we can win Chimpy’s girlfriend.”


“Sorry,” Gordy said. “It’s time to hit the rides.” 


“Aren’t you worried about the effects of centrifugal force — or is it centripetal?” Hiro said.


Gordy smiled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


Hiro sighed. “The spinning force on some of these rides could bring everything up.”


“Poor Hiro,” Gordy said. “You are so sheltered. So uninformed. So — ” 


“So ready to deck you if you keep talking like that,” Hiro said.
 

Cooper laughed. “Explain your theory to Hiro, Gordy.”


Gordy bowed slightly. “Gladly. The way to do the fair is to eat all you can until you’re stuffed.”


Hiro pointed at his stomach. “Obviously, you’ve accomplished your goal.”


“That’s only part of it,” Gordy said. “Now we hit a ride or two so the ‘“spinning force”,’ as you call it, packs the food down tighter.”


Lunk nodded. “Then we can go back and eat some more.”


“You three are seriously demented,” Hiro said. “And I’m not buying that cast-iron stomach bit either.”


“Pick the ride,” Gordy said. He swept his hand across a section of the fairgrounds. “Typhoon. Pharaoh’s Fury. The Zipper. Freak Out. Or the Matterhorn. Choose the wildest one you can — and we’ll walk off of it with smiles on our faces.”


“Right,” Hiro said. “More like you’ll crawl off the ride and upchuck your ècream puffs and bratwurst and elephant ears and who-knows-what-all that you just ate.”


“Only amateurs hurl.” Gordy patted his abs again. “I’m telling you, I have an iron stomach.”


Hiro folded her arms across her chest and scanned the rides, most of which were in full swing. “We’ll see, Mr. Iron Gut.” She stepped over bundles of electric cables that were snaked across the midway. “You want me to pick a ride?”


Gordy snickered and bowed slightly. “What’ll it be?”


Hiro closed her eyes and tilted her head to one side.


“What’s she doing?” Lunk looked at Cooper. 


“Listening.” Cooper was sure of it. “She’s going to make her decision based on which ride gets the most people screaming.”


Hiro raised her eyebrows and gave a single nod — but kept her eyes shut.


“Better hurry,” Gordy said, “or I’ll have to grab more food.”


Hiro opened her eyes and smiled like she really believed she could win this bet. “This way.” She pointed toward Typhoon.


“Excellent choice,” Gordy said. “I’m impressed.”


Cooper and the guys followed her. Lunk and Gordy grinned like Hiro’s choice had just made their day. She marched past the midway games without slowing down to watch. Cooper had to jog a few steps to catch up.


“Typhoon is just like the Orbitor,” Gordy said, as though Hiro had asked him for a rundown on the ride. “Six spiderlike hydraulic arms hold clusters of two-man cars.” Gordy hustled alongside her. “The center axis spins each arm in a circle, and the arms are already spinning their clusters of cars.” He demonstrated with his hands, motioning wildly. “And then each spider arm — or leg or whatever — lifts its cluster of cars up to something like a ninety-degree angle.”


“Sounds insane,” Hiro said. “It’s perfect for you.”


“The ride is genius,” Gordy said. “An engineering marvel.”


Hiro stopped to face him. “Puh-lease. Do you have any idea how unsafe these rides are?”


Gordy waved off her comment.


“I’m serious,” Hiro said. “This whole place is dangerous. If the food doesn’t kill you, the rides certainly can.”


“Oh, nice.” Gordy nodded. “You’re not riding, is that it?”


Hiro planted her hands on her hips. “Have you seen the rocket scientists who put these rides together?”


Cooper knew she had a point.


“What if the carnival workers didn’t tighten the bolts down hard? Or what if they left out a bolt? They have to disassemble  these rides in another week. Why would they want to make their next job tougher?”


Gordy shook his head. “The carnival workers aren’t going to take any chances. Are you riding, or are you going to keep stalling?” 

Hiro raised her chin and headed for Typhoon.

The ride was swirling at full speed as they approached. Cooper stepped up next to a row of metal fencing set up to keep spectators from getting too close. The hydraulic arms raised and lowered the spinning clusters of cars as the whole thing turned on its axis. The thing was out of control. Possessed.

Cooper hooked his backpack over the fence. Chimpy’s smiling face poked out of the top of the pack. He looked like he wanted to ride Typhoon too — or at least watch the fun. Coop fished his phone from his pocket and slipped it inside the backpack. “Hiro. Gordy. Want to put your phones in here too?”

Gordy shook his head.

Hiro pushed her phone deeper into her jeans pocket but kept her eyes on the ride. “I’m okay.”

She didn’t look okay.

“You know,” Cooper said, “you don’t have to ride with us. Why not sit this one out?” He pointed at the stuffed monkey. “You can keep Chimpy company.”

She raised her chin slightly. “I can do anything you boys can do. And do it better.”

Gordy grinned. “We’ll see.”

She patted her pocket. “I’m keeping my phone handy so I can catch a video of you guys emptying your stomachs.”

Gordy laughed and shook his head.

The ride slowed and the hydraulic arms yawned back into place. Those who were truly into the ride were easy to spot. Eyes bright, like they wanted to ride again. Others, with fake smiles frozen on their faces, clearly couldn’t wait to get off. Typhoon finally came to a stop, and the riders staggered off.


A smile creased the weathered face of the Typhoon operator as he watched his latest victims exit the ride.


Gordy bounced on the balls of his feet — like he couldn’t wait to get moving. “You want to back out, Hiro?”


She shook her head. “And miss my front row seat to see you lose it?” She marched toward the entrance. “C’mon, Mr. Iron Gut.” 


Hiro climbed into the closest available car. Cooper followed, taking the outside seat so he wouldn’t smash her when centrifugal force took over. Lunk and Gordy grabbed a car on the same hydraulic arm. If Gordy got sick, Hiro definitely wouldn’t miss it.


Cooper lowered the lap bar.


“Are you kidding me?” Hiro gripped the bar. “This is it? No shoulder harness? Nothing?”


“All part of the effect,” Cooper said. “You gotta be like a cowboy on a bronc. Climb on and hang on.”


Hiro shook her head. “It’s old. I can’t believe this passes safety regulations.”


“Probably doesn’t.”


“Oh, that’s comforting. Thanks, Coop.”


A few people were climbing aboard the other cars. “You don’t have to prove anything to Gordy, Hiro. You can still hop off — if you do it now.”


She looked liked she was weighing that option.


“C’mon, Hiro. It’s okay. I’ll get off too.”


She tightened her grip on the lap bar.


Cooper laughed as the operator revved the diesel motors.


Lunk looked grim — like he suddenly wasn’t so sure about this ride either.


Gordy wasn’t even holding the safety bar yet. He held both thumbs up. “Ready, Hiro?”


As if on cue, the Typhoon started turning. Slowly at first, like it was just waking from a power nap.


“Coop?”


Hiro’s voice sounded as small as she looked.


“I don’t like this,” she said. “I mean, I really don’t like this.” 


He wished she’d taken him up on his offer to get off the ride. “It will all be over in two minutes.”


She nodded. Her knuckles were already white — and the color of her face was moving in that same direction.


Typhoon picked up speed and swept them around the inside of the makeshift fence again and again. Cooper spotted his backpack. The monkey watched them with a grin.


“I have a bad feeling,” Hiro said.


“The ride?”


She shifted closer until there was no longer a gap between them. “I don’t know.”


The hydraulic arm raised them up and gave them a freakyangled view of the fairgrounds. “Hang on!” Cooper said.


Maybe it was Hiro’s comments about loose bolts or something, but Cooper felt like the entire car could fly off the hydraulic arm at any moment. They’d be dead. The lap bar seemed too small. The latch looked worn. Weak.


Gordy whooped from somewhere off to Cooper’s right. At least Gordy was having a good time.


Typhoon had whipped itself into a frenzy. Turning. Spinning. Like it was berserk — or maybe the operator was. The force pushed Cooper into the corner of the car. Hiro pressed up against him. Out of sheer instinct, he clamped sweat-slick hands around the metal bar across their laps. Even this would be useless if anything went wrong with the ride. Like loose bolts. They’d be thrown halfway across the fairgrounds.


“I hate this!” Hiro said. “And if you tell Gordy what I said, I’ll kill you.”


He caught glimpses of Gordy and Lunk as they spun past them. Gordy was laughing hysterically. Lunk looked like he’d been hypnotized. Wide-eyed. Jaw clenched. Dead serious.


The diesels roared on with no signs of slowing. The ride had to be longer than a minute already. Maybe two. What was the guy  waiting for? Maybe the riders didn’t look sick enough yet. He obviously hadn’t seen Lunk.


“Please, God!”

Was Hiro praying? No doubt — and with all her heart. He wished she’d climbed off the ride when she had the chance. He hated knowing she was scared, and that he couldn’t do anything to help her. They flew past the Typhoon sign again and again. The thing seemed to mock them every time they went by. Cooper closed his eyes for a moment. That made the spinning worse.

“Bad. Feeling.” Hiro pressed up against him. She seemed to be struggling to get the words out.

She was riding on an empty stomach. Always a bad idea. He glanced at her and instantly knew the look on her face. She wasn’t feeling sick. She wasn’t afraid of the ride either. It was something else — her woman’s intuition. And whenever she got that feeling, it was never good.




CHAPTER 61



Hiro tried to pinpoint the feeling, but it was hard to do with all the spinning.


“Almost over, Hiro.”


Coop tried to make her feel better. But the ride showed no sign of slowing. He put his hand over hers and gripped the bar tighter. Like he wanted her to know she wasn’t going to fly out of the car. He wouldn’t let her.


Their hydraulic arm lowered, spinning them parallel to the ground. “I feel like . . . ” — Hiro scanned the crowd behind the fence — “we’re being watched.”


Coop hesitated. “Everybody’s watching. Just like we did.”


That wasn’t it. “Someone is watching us specifically. You. Me. Lunk. Gordy.”


Coop didn’t answer. Did he think it was her imagination? She couldn’t see his eyes to be sure. She watched the crowd instead. That’s when she saw him standing at the fence — just for a split second before Typhoon swung her out of that line of vision. He was wearing the same baseball cap. Beard. It was definitely him.


“Coop!” She tried to turn so she could get a visual of Coop’s backpack — the spot where she’d seen him. “It’s Fat Elvis. I just saw him.”


“You sure?” 


Oh yeah. “Positive.” And there was something more. That feeling was back. Like she knew him. “There!” She pointed — then grabbed the bar. Fat Elvis was there — pressed up against Coop’s backpack hanging on the fence. For an instant their eyes connected — and a missing puzzle piece dropped into place.


“Where?” Coop said.


“Oh, God!” Her mind whirled faster than the ride ever had. Her vision blurred. She blinked back tears so she could get another clear view of him, but she didn’t dare let go of the grab bar again.


“I don’t see anybody,” Coop said.


The operator backed off the diesels, and Typhoon slowed. They swung past Coop’s backpack again — but Fat Elvis was gone.


“Where is he?” Coop squeezed her hand harder.


She searched the faces in the crowd along the fence. “He disappeared,” she said. But he couldn’t be far. She sensed that much. “It’s him. It’s him. He saw us. He was looking at me.”


Typhoon tucked in its arms and came to a merciful stop. Gordy whooped in the car beside them. Obviously his stomach was truly made of cast iron. Hiro wished hers was the same. She felt like she was going to throw up, but it wasn’t because of the ride.


“Fat Elvis?” Coop said. “You saw Fat Elvis watching us?”


Hiro nodded. “Only it wasn’t him.” She watched the crowd. She was afraid she’d see him again — and afraid she wouldn’t. 


Even though the ride had stopped, Hiro’s stomach didn’t. She fumbled with the latch. She had to get off this ride. She was going to lose it.


“I got it,” Coop said. He raised the safety bar.


Hiro stumbled past him and jumped to the ground — which seemed to be moving. She felt dizzy. Knees rubbery. A wave of weakness washed over her, and she dropped to her hands and knees.


“Hiro?”


Coop’s voice came from beside her. Everything was still spinning somehow. She gagged once. Her stomach contracted and tried to squeeze out what wasn’t there.


“You’re okay,” Coop said. He put his hand on her back. Rubbed gently. “It’s all in your head. It’ll pass.”

She coughed and cleared her throat. Her arms were shaking.

“Deep breaths,” Coop said. “That’s it.”

The ground stopped moving. Her breathing evened out. The dizziness passed. Her stomach settled. But the weakness was still there. And a heaviness — like she’d gained a hundred pounds since the ride started.

“Clear the area. The ride’s going to start.” A carnival worker strode right past them and never even stopped to ask how she was. Jerk.

Cooper held out his hand and helped her to her feet. Lunk stepped up and grabbed her other arm. He looked about as good as she felt.

But Gordy was practically bouncing with energy. “How ’bout hitting this ride one more time? Then we’ll swing over to the food aisle, eh, Hiro?”

She wanted to clench her fist and shake it at him — but all she could muster was a glare.

Gordy laughed. “You are a real piece of work, Hiro. Riding Typhoon on an empty stomach is really dumb.”

The ride operator revved the diesels — like he was going to start while they were still in the danger zone.

“Let’s get her on the other side of the fence,” Coop said.

Coop and Lunk bent down so she could drape her arms over their shoulders. They stood, lifting her off the ground, and walked her over to where Cooper’s backpack was hanging.

“She said she saw Fat Elvis watching us,” Coop said.

Hiro didn’t like the way Cooper had said that. She said she saw. Didn’t he believe her?

“The way she looks right now,” Gordy said, “I’m surprised she didn’t see little pink elephants.”


“Don’t push it, Gordy.” Hiro’s strength surged once she got on the other side of the fence. “I saw him. He was standing right here.” She pointed to Coop’s backpack. “Watching.” She shrugged free from Coop and Lunk. Tried to look stronger than she felt. By the looks on their faces, Hiro knew she was the only one who’d spotted him.


“We were spinning pretty fast,” Lunk said. “How — ” 


“How could I see anybody? Is that what you want to know?” She scanned the crowd. “I felt him before I saw him.”


“Let’s find a place to sit down,” Lunk said. “Tell us all about it.” 


Something in his tone irked her. He sounded patronizing. Lunk thought she’d imagined it. “I don’t need to sit down,” she said. “We need to find him.”


“Why would we want to find Fat Elvis?” Gordy was still smiling. 


“Because,” she whispered, “I know who Fat Elvis really is. It all clicked in place while I was on the ride.”


She glanced over her shoulder, afraid he was watching her now. Somehow she knew he was.


“Who he really is?” Gordy looked confused. “You mean — like his real name?”


Hiro nodded. She saw the doubt in Gordy’s eyes, so she focused on Coop instead. “Fat Elvis is Joseph Stein.”







CHAPTER 62



Cooper’s stomach lurched “What?” 


Hiro nodded. “It’s him. I know it.”


“But how could you possibly . . .” Coop paused. “We were moving so fast.”


She rubbed the necklace at her throat.


Cooper looked her in the eyes. “You actually recognized him?” 


“Yes.” She shrugged. “No.”


“Which is it?” Gordy said.


“I only saw him for an instant.”


“Fat Elvis,” Cooper said.


She nodded. “And it was like I suddenly knew. It was him.” 


Cooper didn’t take his eyes off hers. “Joseph Stein?”


Hiro nodded. Who she really saw, Cooper couldn’t be sure. But she seemed convinced that it was Stein.


“Impossible,” Gordy said. “He’s been missing for almost a year. Why would he be here — watching us?”


Gordy had a point. Why would Stein take a chance that he’d be recognized? After the robbery at Frank ’n Stein’s, he’d become a wanted man charged with robbery and multiple counts of attempted murder. The guy would probably spend the rest of his life in jail if he were caught.


“It was him,” Hiro said. “I feel it in here.” She pointed at her heart.


“Okay,” Cooper said. “Let’s say it’s him. Maybe we should call the police.”


Lunk held out his hands. “No offense, Coop, but what are you going to tell them? Hiro had a feeling that she saw a wanted criminal hanging around the fair?”


Cooper saw the conflict on her face. “Hiro?”


“What do I tell them?” Her eyes looked haunted. “So none of you saw him?”


Nobody answered. They didn’t need to.


“He was standing right here. By Coop’s backpack. His hands were right on it. I saw him.” She looked back at the ride — now swinging at full speed again. “And he saw me.” She rubbed down the goose bumps on her arms.


Gordy shrugged. “I never looked at the crowd. I kept trying to watch you to see if you’d get sick all over Coop.”


Cooper tried to picture Fat Elvis the way he’d seen the guy outside Scoops. “Even when we saw him in town, I never got a close look at him.” And neither did Hiro.


She looked at him and her shoulders slumped. “You’re right.” She turned and scanned the crowd. “Maybe if you saw him again, you could get close enough to recognize him.”


Maybe. And maybe if Cooper got a good look at the guy, he wouldn’t see any resemblance to Stein. Still, Cooper wanted to give Hiro the benefit of the doubt. He wanted to be there for her. Be a good friend.


“Okay, so you saw him and now he’s gone. Think he’s still here at the fairgrounds?”


She nodded. “I’m sure of it.”


Cooper scanned the crowd now too. “Then let’s find him and get a closer look.”


“Wait a second,” Gordy held up both hands. “You want to go searching — for him?”


“Unless we know it’s Stein, we can’t really go to the police,” Cooper said. “And we’ll always be looking over our shoulders.”


Lunk nodded. “We could spread out.”


Cooper wasn’t about to leave Hiro alone now. “I’ll go with Hiro. You and Gordy stick together.” He slung the backpack over his shoulder. Chimpy grinned at him like this was all a big game. “Got your phone, Gordy?”


Gordy nodded.


Hiro pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Call me if you see him. And switch to vibrate. We’ll never hear it ringing over this noise.”


Cooper looked down the double aisle of rides. “We’ll go along one aisle. You two go down the other. Same with the game aisles.” 


Gordy turned and started around the other side of Typhoon.


Lunk hesitated, then looked directly at Cooper. “No heroics.” He didn’t wait for an answer but turned to Hiro. “Call us.”


She nodded.


Lunk hustled to catch up to Gordy.


Cooper went to the other side. “Did you notice what he was wearing?”


Hiro kept pace. “Black T-shirt with writing and a logo on it. Maybe it’s the casino where he works.”


Great. Half the men at the fair were wearing black T-shirts. Harley-Davidson logos. Bands. But at least it was something. He fought the urge to move fast — to cover more ground. If Stein was here and watching them, he’d be close by. Trying to blend in somehow. “Was he wearing a hat?”


Hiro nodded. “A baseball hat. Camo pattern.”


If Stein knew he’d been spotted, he might have ditched the hat. But the T-shirt was another story.


Hiro’s fingers flew over the screen of her phone. “I’m calling Gordy about the T-shirt.”


Cooper nodded. He walked slower than he wanted to — but it  was the only way he could check out every person wearing a black shirt.


The whole fair had taken on a different feel now. The diesel motors roared louder. The people walking the aisle seemed more obnoxious. The ride operator at Pharaoh’s Fury leered at Hiro. Checked her out — head to toe — without hiding it.

“This place is creeping me out,” Hiro said.

Cooper picked up the pace. “Stay close.” It had to be his imagination, but he felt like they were being watched too. He walked backward for a few moments. Except for the ride operator still eyeballing Hiro, nobody seemed to notice them.

Lunk and Gordy stood at the end of the ride aisles next to a ticket booth. They had a perfect view of anyone entering or leaving the ride section of the fairgrounds. Lunk shrugged and shook his head.

Cooper motioned back to him and then turned to Hiro. “Let’s check out the games area.”

Hiro walked beside him, but she didn’t say a word. People crammed the aisles. Some walked in tight clusters. Others wandered aimlessly, caught up in the human flow.

Cooper stopped at the crossbow booth. Dozens of monkeys like the one in his backpack stared back at him, silently asking if he was going to play again.

Apparently Hiro’s phone vibrated. She swung it up to her ear. “Gordy? Talk to me.” Cooper leaned close, but with all the noise it was impossible to catch a word Gordy was saying.

Hiro hung up. “They’ve canvassed the game aisles. They’re heading for the food aisles. They’ll meet us at the big elephant.”

Cooper nodded.

“They covered that pretty quick,” Hiro said.

The way she said it made him wonder if she thought they were only going through the motions. Humoring her. Cooper wanted her to know he was taking her seriously. “I think we should stay put for a few minutes. Blend in. See if he passes.”


Hiro agreed. They stood to the side of the crossbow booth and watched. Cooper looked down the aisle one way, and Hiro watched the other way.


The whole thing was unreal. And seemed impossible. But Cooper wanted to stick with the search long enough for Hiro to know he had tried. He wanted to tell her how he’d turned a corner. How he really believed there was a murder. But this was hardly the time or place. And now her theory had a whole new twist.


Could Fat Elvis really be Joseph Stein?


“Coop?”


Hiro’s voice sounded weak. Small.


“What happens if we don’t find him?”


Which was looking more and more likely. But the question that really bothered Cooper was just the opposite. What would happen if they did?






CHAPTER 63



Lunk hated to admit defeat, but they’d been up and down the food aisle twice. The search was pretty much over. Fat Elvis was gone — if he’d ever been there in the first place. And as for Hiro’s theory about Fat Elvis being Joseph Stein? He wasn’t ready to buy into that just yet.


“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Gordy said.


“I hope not.”


Gordy laughed. “We’re here at the elephant ear booth.” He rubbed his stomach. “It’s time to top off our tanks. We’ve burned off a lot of fuel with this whole manhunt.”


“Manhunt?” Lunk checked over his shoulder to be sure Hiro and Coop hadn’t walked up behind them. “More like a ghost hunt.”
 
Gordy pulled a wad of singles from his pocket. “You don’t believe in ghosts.”


“Exactly.”


Gordy snickered. He said something to the guy manning the deep fryer, paid him, and turned to Lunk. “You going to order one or not?”


Lunk shook his head. It wasn’t just the cost. He wanted to keep his hands free, to be ready — just in case Hiro called. Even though it seemed like a long shot.


“The way I see it,” Gordy said, “Hiro is singlehandedly ruining our vacation.”


Lunk eyed him. “How do you figure?”


“She’s got us looking over our shoulders all the time. First in town. Now here. At the fair.”


He said it like the fairgrounds were sacred somehow.


“We should be taking in more rides — or spending more time packing in this amazing food. Not running around on some wild goose chase.”


The guy passed Gordy’s elephant ear through the sliding window. It was smothered with some sort of strawberry sauce and cinnamon sugar. It smelled good. Really good. Lunk’s stomach growled. Maybe there was something to Gordy’s theory about the force of the rides compressing the food.


“Tear off a hunk,” Gordy said.


Lunk ripped a piece of warm dough off Gordy’s plate. “Do you figure Fat Elvis is already gone” — Lunk hesitated — “or was he never here to begin with?”


Gordy worked his mouthful to one cheek. “Here’s my theory. Hiro was totally freaked about riding Typhoon. She’s been superparanoid about all of this Fat Elvis stuff. And let’s face it — she never got over the fact that Joseph Stein got away clean.”


He set down his plate and used his hands to demonstrate. “So on the ride, these three super-fears of hers sort of collided — blame it on the ‘spinning force.’ Next thing you know, she’s hanging on for dear life, seeing Fat Elvis, and thinking he’s Joseph Stein.”


Lunk couldn’t help but smile at the way Gordy’s logic worked. “So you think the whole thing was in her head?”


“Totally.” Gordy took another bite. “And so do you. It’s all a pigment of her imagination.”


Lunk laughed. “A figment of her imagination.”


Gordy nodded. “Probably that too.” He used the back of his hand to wipe cinnamon sugar off his mouth. “And if we don’t stop her, she’ll ruin our time at the fair.”


Lunk turned that one around in his head. He was having a great time, really. He didn’t need food or rides or games. Just hanging with his friends was enough.


“Look,” Gordy said, “I’m no psychologist — but yeah, I think this whole thing is in her head.” He circled his ear with his forefinger and grinned. “The Typhoon just scrambled it up a little more.”
 

Lunk snickered. Gordy had a way of scrambling things himself.
 
Suddenly, Gordy’s grin disappeared as his eyes focused on something — or someone — behind Lunk.


“You’re right about one thing, Gordy.”


It was Hiro’s voice. Lunk cringed.


“You’re definitely no psychologist.”

CHAPTER 64



Gordy wanted to hide behind the giant elephant. And Hiro looked like she’d just been trampled by one.


He forced a smile. “You aren’t buying my stupid theory, are you?”


“Part of it,” Hiro said.


Gordy relaxed just a bit. “Really? Which part?”


“About it being stupid.”


Okay. She was giving him a bit of his own medicine. He could live with that. It was when she got quiet and stopped fighting that he worried. “Sorry, Hiro.” Like a peace offering, he held out the paper plate with what remained of his elephant ear. “How about a bite?”


She glared at him. “I’d like to take a bite out of your ear.”


“Okay,” Coop said, stepping between them. “Before Hiro gets all Mike Tyson on us, tell us what you two saw. Anything?”


Gordy knew exactly what Coop was doing. He’d remember to thank him later.


“You’re changing the subject, Coop,” Hiro said. “Does anybody here believe that I saw Fat Elvis watching us?”


Gordy wasn’t about to answer that. Lunk stared at his feet.


“Really?” Hiro jammed her hands in her pockets. She looked  kind of embarrassed. Hurt. “Really.” Maybe reality was finally sinking in. And she seemed to be sinking with it.


“He could have been there,” Coop said. “I believe that.”

“You’re a little slow on the draw there, cowboy,” Hiro said. “The correct answer was something like, ‘If you say you saw him — he’s here. We should keep looking.’ ” 

“You’re upset — ” Coop said. “I’m with you on this. Really. Most of it anyway.”

“No. I’m alone,” Hiro said. “And don’t deny it. So I guess I don’t need to ask the next question.”

Gordy wondered what it was. But not enough to ask.

Hiro took a step back. “If you don’t think I saw Fat Elvis, then there’s no sense asking you if he could be Joseph Stein.”

Gordy looked at Coop’s face. Then Lunk’s. Oh yeah. Hiro was all alone with her theories.

“You gotta admit,” Gordy said, “that whole Stein thing is so random.”

Hiro took another step back. Then two.

“Hiro — it’s not like that,” Coop said. “Not exactly.”

She nodded and kept backing up. “I think I have a pretty good picture of how it is.”

“Where are you going?” Gordy said.

“For a walk.”

Gordy looked at Coop.

“Hiro,” Coop said. “Hold on.”

“Maybe I’ll take another spin on the Typhoon.” Hiro circled her ear with her forefinger. “See if it can unscramble my head.”

“We’ll go with you,” Coop said.

She held up both hands but didn’t stop walking. “I need to be alone.”

Coop took a step toward her. “But what if he really is here? You could be in danger.”

“You don’t really believe that,” she said. “None of you do.” She turned and bolted. Broke into a flat-out run and disappeared behind a group of geezers wearing straw cowboy hats.


Gordy shook his head. “She’s mad.”

“She’s hurting,” Coop said. “And we have to stop treating her like she’s crazy. What kind of friends do that?”

“Agreed,” Lunk said. “What now?”

Coop looked dead serious. “We find her. And we follow her. Make sure she stays safe.”

“She won’t like it,” Gordy said.

“We tail her without her seeing us.” Coop started running in the direction where Hiro had disappeared. “She won’t know we’re there.”

Lunk took off after Coop.

Gordy dropped his plate in a trash barrel and hustled to catch up. Playing cat and mouse with Hiro. This was shaping up to be a great day at the fair after all.

CHAPTER 65



Cooper slowed after thirty yards. Where did she go? 


“Do you see her?” Lunk fell in step alongside him.


Cooper shook his head. “She had to know we’d try to follow.”


Lunk nodded. “And she wouldn’t want to make this easy.”


Got that right. Cooper hiked his backpack onto his shoulder and kept looking while he walked. Her height wouldn’t help matters any. She could duck behind almost anyone and not be seen.


Gordy hustled ahead, then circled back. “If we’re going to find her, we gotta think like her.”


“Good luck with that,” Lunk said.


At the end of the food aisle, they turned toward the games and rides. “Let’s spread out,” Cooper said.


They walked past the goldfish game, the basketball game with the bogus rims, and the BB machine guns. No Hiro. By the time they reached the end of the games, a new thought popped into Cooper’s mind. He motioned the others over.


“The Typhoon. She said she was going there, right?”


Gordy didn’t look convinced. “She was joking. She hated that ride.”


“If you lose somebody in a mall or at a theme park . . . where do you look?”


Gordy smiled. “The last place you saw him.” 


“And she’s looking for Fat Elvis.” 


“Let’s go,” Lunk said. 


They fanned out, approaching the ride from three directions.


There. She stood with her back to the fence — almost exactly where Cooper’s backpack had been hanging. She was surveying the crowd. Did she really think Fat Elvis would still be hanging around? One thing was clear — she believed that she saw him.


Cooper got a visual on Lunk. He’d spotted her too. Lunk leaned against a ticket booth and watched.


Hiro stayed put while the Typhoon thrilled and sickened two more loads of riders. Then she moved. Fast.


Past the Typhoon. Past Pharaoh’s Fury. Did she see Fat Elvis? Sense him?


Cooper jogged to cut the distance between them. His backpack thumped against him like Chimpy wanted him to go faster.


“Coop!” Lunk’s voice called out behind him. “Wait up.”


Cooper kept his eyes on Hiro. She looked back over her shoulder.


“She thinks she’s being followed,” Lunk said.


Cooper nodded. “She is.”


Lunk laughed.


Hiro cut between the Tilt-a-Whirl and the Himalayan.


“She’s moving out of the ride area,” Lunk said. “Where’s Gordy?” 


Cooper shook his head. “I’m sure he’s around.” It was hard enough keeping track of Hiro.


Hiro crossed the food aisle and ducked behind the Brat Pit.


Cooper and Lunk started running the moment she was out of sight. When they got to the back of the food booth, they barely got a glimpse of her disappearing behind SuWing’s.


“She’s sneaky,” Lunk said.


Cooper picked up the pace. “Think she’s onto us?”


“I don’t see how. She’s never made eye contact with me. You?” 




Cooper shook his head. But she was definitely running from someone.


On the other side of SuWing’s, Hiro zigzagged her way through the crowd until she got to the giant elephant.


“Right where she started,” Lunk said. “Think she’s looking for us?”


Cooper had no idea.


Hiro crouched alongside the elephant ear booth like she was watching for someone. Cooper sat at a table at SuWing’s, where he could watch her without being obvious.


Lunk sat down beside him. “Now what?”


“We wait. See what she’s up to,” Cooper said. “Make sure she stays safe.” He glanced down the aisle. “You keep an eye on her,” Cooper said. “I’ll keep a lookout for . . .” He let the thought hang there.


Hiro stayed perched in her spot. Cooper could barely make out something in her palm. She shifted it from hand to hand. Her phone. In one of those indestructible cases. She started to text, then stopped and looked around.


“She looks jumpy,” Lunk said.


Or fragile. Scared. Cooper figured any one of those words fit.


“She doesn’t even know we’re here,” Lunk said. “Hiro better learn how to spot a tail if she plans to make it as a cop.”


Hiro hadn’t moved from her hiding spot. She looked so small crouching there. “I’m thinking we should just walk up to her,” Cooper said. “If she’s scared . . .”


She fiddled with the phone again, as if debating whether or not to use it.


Cooper stood. “Let’s go.”


Lunk walked beside him. Casually. They acted like they didn’t know she was there so she wouldn’t think they’d been spying on her. They were nearly to the elephant when Hiro looked their way. Relief flooded her face.


“Coop! Lunk!” She stood and waved them over.


She took a half step toward them, but then a hand reached out from behind her and grabbed her shoulder. Hiro whirled around and struck at somebody with her phone.


“Hiro!” Cooper bolted toward her.


Free from the man’s grip, she ran straight for Cooper and slammed into him.


“You’re okay,” Cooper said. “Nobody’s going to hurt you now.”


Lunk passed them both, his fists clenched, and disappeared around the side of the elephant. A moment later he was back. “You’d better get over here,” he said. “She decked Gordy, and he’s bleeding pretty good.”




CHAPTER 66



Cooper sat on the bow of The Getaway and watched the green and red navigation lights of a boat heading toward them. “Seven stitches. You’re never going to live this down, Gordy.”


“Felt like she hit me with a brick.”


Lunk laughed. “You sure went down like one.”


Gordy nodded. “She’s dangerous when she gets scared.”


“She’s always dangerous,” Lunk said.


“Well, if it makes you feel any better,” Cooper said, “she felt really bad about it.”


“So she says,” Gordy said. “But she laughed when I came out of the ER with stitches.”


“We all did,” Lunk said. “Even your mom.”


Gordy smiled — then instantly winced. “I guess I did it to myself. I was running with scissors” — he pointed to his cheek — “and I got cut.”


Cooper slapped his cousin on the back. “Your pranks have been backfiring this week. Have you noticed?”


“Coop whacks me in the nose. Hiro gets me on the cheek,” Gordy said. “Lunk, if you take a swing at me, I’m going home.”


Cooper and Lunk burst out laughing. Gordy bit his lip and tried not to join in.


Gordy shrugged. “The nurse says I have to keep it dry for a few days. Infection and all that stuff. How am I supposed to swim?”


Lunk tapped his lifejacket. “Like me. Wear one of these babies.” 


Gordy moaned. “Our vacation is ruined.”


“Not ruined,” Cooper said. “Just a little different than we expected.”


They got quiet and sat looking out over the black water. Cooper’s thoughts split in two directions. There was the dread of putting his head below the surface — especially if the water was deep or dark. And there was the whole issue of Joseph Stein. Hiro seemed so sure . . . what if she was right?


“Coop?” Lunk said. “You still thinking there was a murder?”


It didn’t sound like he really needed to ask. “Yeah. I do.”


“Even after processing what the cop said about the anonymous calls?”


Cooper nodded. “I do. And I wanted to tell Hiro that today. Wanted to tell her I was sorry for going back and forth on it so much. I guess I bombed that one.”


Gordy’s eyes got wide. “What about the overactive cop imagination?”


Cooper shrugged. “Maybe I didn’t want to believe what was happening. Maybe I was in denial or something. But we know Hiro. She’s not always right . . . but she’s never all wrong.”


“Agreed,” Lunk said.


“What about you, Lunk?” Cooper looked right at him. “How do you weigh in on all this?”


“Definitely leaning toward Hiro’s way of thinking. Even with the pickup trying to run you down.” He got quiet, as if he was debating whether to say more. “You think she saw Fat Elvis at the fair?”


Cooper thought for a moment. “I really do.”


Lunk whistled softly. “Now the big question. You think Fat Elvis is really Stein?”


“I’ve asked myself that a hundred times since the fair,” Cooper said.


Gordy stared at him. “What did you come up with?”


Cooper shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. It seems like a stretch — but what if?”


“So,” Lunk said, “you’re not ruling it out.”


“I don’t dare — no matter how much I want to believe she’s wrong this time,” Cooper said. “If she’s right . . .” He couldn’t finish. Not out loud. If Stein was in the area, watching her, then she was in danger.


Lunk nodded slowly like he understood. “What should we do?” 


Cooper thought for a moment. “We throw ourselves into the investigation,” Cooper said. “If she wants to check something out — we do it. No questions asked.”


Gordy touched his stitches. “I can’t swim for a couple of days anyway.”


“Exactly,” Cooper said. “It’s time we show her complete support.” 


Gordy sighed. “Okay. I’m in. But how do we help with the investigation?”


Cooper had been thinking about that. “We look for the camera. All of us. We’ll check every inch of the shoreline.”


“We should look out in deeper water too,” Lunk said. “Where the girl jumped off Krypto Night — just in case the camera sank.”


Cooper nodded. He’d forgotten about that angle.


Lunk and Gordy were quiet for a minute.


“Then it’s settled,” Lunk said. “Tomorrow, we look for the camera.”


Cooper reached into his pocket for his phone. Then he checked his other pockets. “I don’t know what I did with my phone.” He looked at Gordy. “Let’s send her a text so she doesn’t go to bed feeling like we’ve all ganged up on her. Again.”


Gordy whipped out his phone. His thumbs flew over the screen, saying the message out loud like he was dictating it to himself. “Let’s-look-for-the-missing-camera-again-tomorrow. Send.” He put  his phone back in his pocket. “There. Now Hiro will have sweet dreams.” He looked at Cooper. “Too bad that’s not what you’re gonna have tonight.”


“What?”

“Lunk can’t go underwater wearing a lifejacket. I can’t go down because of my stitches. So that just leaves you to do the salvage operation, amigo.”






CHAPTER 67



Hiro sat on the balcony and read the text again. Why the sudden interest in the camera? And why did Gordy send the text and not Coop?


Because if it came directly from Coop, it would be too obvious. Coop had probably talked the guys into playing along with her. Make her think they actually believed something very bad had happened on Krypto Night. That’s why he had Gordy send the text. It would appear more innocent. “I know you better than you think, Cooper MacKinnon.”


The fact was, none of them believed that anything bad had happened to the girl on that boat — other than a short argument and a long swim to shore. They didn’t believe the pickup deliberately tried to force Coop into that wall. They didn’t believe someone had been watching them. They didn’t believe she’d heard someone stalking her by the river or that she’d seen Fat Elvis at the fair. And they certainly didn’t believe Fat Elvis was Joseph Stein.


It all boiled down to one thing: They didn’t believe her. She rubbed her necklace. They didn’t trust her judgment. Her cop sense. Her intuition. And if they stopped trusting it, how long before she started questioning it?


She was already second-guessing herself. How many times had  she waffled on this thing? She’d been a pendulum. Back and forth. Back and forth.


And it wasn’t just that the guys didn’t trust her judgment. It was worse than that. They made a joke of it, laughed about it. Two days ago, she’d have said that what she really wanted from this trip was to find out the truth. To fight for justice. And that was still part of it. But what she really needed was to know that her best friends trusted her judgment — trusted her.

So now they wanted to look for the missing camera? Right. Coop didn’t care about the camera because he didn’t believe there had been a crime. Looking for the camera was all about Coop trying to make her feel better.

Thanks, Coop, but no thanks. She didn’t want him to make her feel better. She wanted Coop to believe her. And that definitely wasn’t going to happen if she kept waffling on these issues. So what did she believe? She grabbed a pen and paper to make a list: 

• The girl on the beach (Lynn) was not the girl in the boat (Pom-Pom).

• The girl in the boat (Pom-Pom) was Wendy Besecker, the missing girl.

• Wendy Besecker is missing — but not because she ran off with some guy. On Sunday night she went on a date with Tommy Kryptoski on the Krypto Night. Wendy hadn’t turned up because she is dead, drifting in the currents of Geneva Lake — just below the surface.

• Tommy Kryptoski isn’t just an egomaniac with a nice boat. He is a charming sociopath — and worse. He is a murderer. A monster.

• Fat Elvis is Kryptoski’s handler — or babysitter or bodyguard. We know him by another name: Joseph Stein. And that makes him a wanted man. And dangerous.

• Kryptoski isn’t the only guy that Fat Elvis is watching. He’s also watching me. And Coop. Gordy. Lunk. He’s watching all of us for some reason that only God knows.


Hiro set down the pen. She folded her hands to keep them from shaking and reread the list. This is what she believed. She just needed someone else to believe too. Coop? She wished. But how could she make him believe?

If Dad were alive, he’d believe her, wouldn’t he? They’d work the case together and figure it out.

A name popped into her head. Someone she could talk to. She weighed the idea. Did she dare? Hiro tried to force the name out of her thoughts and think of someone else. But the more she tried to avoid it, the more that one name kept nudging its way back into her head.

She slipped her phone from her pocket, opened her contacts list, and scrolled down. She hesitated. If she made this call, she had to be sure. Really sure.

Hiro looked at her list again. Did she really believe? Back and forth. Back and forth.

C’mon, Hiro. Make up your mind. If you believe it, make the call. And if you can’t make the call, then don’t expect anyone else to believe you any time soon.

She could see the Riviera from the condo’s balcony. The docks. Part of the lake. She just couldn’t see a clear answer. “God, please. Guide me. Please.”

“Hiro?” It was her mom’s voice.

Hiro stood. “I’m out here.”

“Can’t sleep, honey?” Hiro’s mom stepped onto the balcony, a sleepy smile on her face. “Give me a hug.”

Hiro held her mom tight and inhaled — just drawing in the fresh scent of fabric softener on her mom’s pj’s. It was the smell of home. And good things. Safety. “Dad was a good cop, wasn’t he.” It was more of a statement than a question.


Mom put her hands on Hiro’s shoulders and eased her back. “He was the best.” Her eyes searched Hiro’s.


“He had that cop intuition, didn’t he?”


She nodded. “That was his gift.”


“Was he ever wrong? His hunches, I mean.”


Mom smiled. “Often. But he was right a lot of the time too. Does this have anything to do with that missing girl?”


Hiro nodded.


Her mom hugged her again. “Follow your gut, honey. That’s what I always told your dad.”


That was exactly what Hiro knew all along — deep down. But it was nice to hear it.


“We’re going to hang around town tomorrow morning. Hit some shops. It might do you some good to take a little break from all this.”


Hiro nodded. Her mom was probably right.


“Come to bed soon.”


Hiro smiled and nodded. She looked back toward the lake again and bounced her phone in her hand. Follow your gut, Hiro.


She scrolled further down the contacts list on her phone until she came to the name. Hiro took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She touched the screen to make the call — and held her breath.


No turning back now.


He picked it up on the second ring. “Hammer.”






CHAPTER 68



Cooper lay on his berth and stared at the ceiling long after Gordy and Lunk had grown quiet. He wished they were still awake. Then maybe he wouldn’t feel so alone. The thought of looking for that camera was eating at him. Checking the shoreline? Not a problem. But going underwater? Not a chance.


It took everything he had to go under with Dad the other day. But without Dad? Forget it. He couldn’t do this alone. Part of him was still chained in that flooding basement — and he didn’t know how to get free.


Gordy stirred. Cried out. Settled down again. Bad dream. The abduction was haunting Gordy. Cooper was sure of it. He could try to fill his days with fun to bury his fears, but when he slept, the nightmares crept in. Cooper would talk to him about it. Maybe this weekend when Dad was here. Cooper could barely make out Lunk in the darkness. He was still wearing his lifejacket. They all had fears.


Sometimes fear was good. It was sort of like a bodyguard. It kept them from doing stupid things like walking down a dark alley at night. It kept them from taking dangerous risks that could hurt them.


Other times, fear was a prison guard. It kept people from being  free. Dad didn’t let fear paralyze him. And that’s part of what made him a man, wasn’t it? He did the right thing — even if it scared him half to death.


How did Dad do it? How did he check the dark basement when he heard a noise in the middle of the night? How did he walk onto a jobsite without knowing how to do the job? How did he become a man? Did it come with age?

It was more than that. A lot more. And Cooper knew the answer. At least part of it. Dad was never alone — even when no one else was there.

Cooper propped himself up on one elbow and peered out the porthole. Random waves lifted The Getaway and rocked it. He never actually saw them coming, and he didn’t see where they went after they passed by. But they were there. And they were real.

Deep down, Cooper knew he wasn’t alone either — even though it seemed that way sometimes. The same God who helped Dad become a man was with Cooper too — even if Cooper never actually saw him. He’d helped Cooper countless times, hadn’t he? And some of those times were just as scary as going underwater. Some were a lot scarier. Like being locked inside the walk-in freezer at Frank ’n Stein’s. Or trapped in the flooding basement. Cooper had never been alone. He could see that now.

He needed to grasp the truth of that thought. Tattoo it on his brain. He was not alone. Not alone. He wished he could stop time and roadblock tomorrow from coming. Cooper had a feeling — a sense — that Friday would be a test of some sort. Of manhood, maybe. Diving for the camera. Yes. But he had a growing feeling that there was something more.

What? Was he getting intuitions like Hiro now? Ridiculous. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to happen. Something bad.

He sat up, shaking. This was insane. His imagination was taking him for a ride. But what if it wasn’t his imagination? What if it was some kind of internal warning system that he didn’t fully  understand? He wanted to talk to Hiro. Needed to see if she felt it too. But it was way too late for that.


He stretched out on his berth again and tried to calm down. Tried to think about totally unrelated things. But like a storm on shifting winds, his mind kept circling back.

You are not alone. That was truth. And deep down, he knew that hanging onto that truth was critical. Maybe it was the only thing that would get him through whatever was to come tomorrow. 




CHAPTER 69



Hiro had no idea how long she’d been spilling her guts. Detective Hammer had listened with hardly a comment.


Hiro paused. “Do you think I’ve gone off the deep end here?”


Detective Hammer chuckled. “No more than most women I know.”


“Oh, thanks. I’m serious.”


The detective sighed. “Actually, your theory makes sense.” He paused for a moment. “How about I take a little drive up to Lake Geneva tomorrow?”


“And do what?”


“Keep an eye on you.”


“Are you serious?”


“As serious as you are about your theory.”


He was serious. “How can you do that — I mean, won’t you be outside of your jurisdiction?”


“I’ll check in with the LGPD first. I’ll talk to that officer you mentioned, Ryan Tarpy.”


“As a professional courtesy?”


Hammer laughed. “Something like that.”


Hiro tried to picture Hammer showing up in town. “So, what — you’d be like my bodyguard or something?”


“Is that what you want?” 


Hiro looked out over the lake. “Definitely not. I don’t want the boys to know I called you. They already think I’m paranoid. If you show up, I’ll never hear the end of it.”


“Okay,” Hammer said. “Then you’ll never see me.”


Hiro laughed. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”


“Do you know what kind of car I drive?”


Hiro had never seen him drive anything other than the police cruiser. She couldn’t picture him driving anything else. “No, I guess I don’t.”


“Good. You’ll never know I’m there.”


“And what about the boys?”


“If you don’t see me, then I guarantee they won’t see me either. You get some sleep now, Hiro,” Hammer said.


She wanted to sleep. Needed to. She’d hoped to get some advice from Detective Hammer. Encouragement. But the idea of him coming up here to help was more than she’d dared to wish for. She hesitated. “So, you’re really going to do it? I mean, I’m really going to see you tomorrow?”


Detective Hammer laughed. “No. Remember? You won’t see me. And neither will the guys. But I’ll see you.”







CHAPTER 70



He was up and about late for a Thursday night. But it was safer this way. He’d parked Black Beauty in the pizza joint’s parking lot and thought about his day. He’d almost messed things up at the fair. He’d wanted the kids to see him, true. But something had changed. The way they’d reacted was an unexpected twist. Fear should have driven them away from him. Made them stay in a tight little cluster, looking over their shoulders every ten seconds. But instead they’d started searching for him. Why?


Whatever the reason, he was still glad he’d gone to the fair. The little bonus he’d picked up was well worth the risk he’d taken. It would make an absolutely delicious addition to his plan. A little good luck. A little bad. It all evened out.


The whole incident was a sign. Fate was warning him that it was time to take this to the next level. The last level.


He’d worked hard on his plan over the last couple of days — and it was a beaut. He grabbed the bolt cutters from the pickup bed and walked down to Big Foot Beach. Standing on the shoreline, he strained to see The Getaway floating in the darkness. The old cabin cruiser was anchored in the perfect spot too. When it was time to put the details in motion, nobody would even notice him swimming out to the boat.


And that time was nearly here. According to the weather report, the wind would be out of the southeast tomorrow night. It would blow the boat away from shore — which, of course, was absolutely ideal. It was an opportunity he couldn’t pass up. So that was it. Decision made. Friday was the big day.


It would mean the end of his job, though. No big loss. He’d been an errand boy and babysitter for too long. Let the boss clean up his son’s messes from now on.


He’d planned for everything. Plan A. Plan B. And a rock-solid exit plan for each one. Tomorrow he’d decide which plan to follow, depending on which way the wind blew. Then again, he knew which way the wind would be blowing. Out of the southeast. He chuckled quietly.


Hefting the bolt cutters onto his shoulder, he turned away from the water. It was time to get to work and send those boys one last message — just to be sure he kept a little fear burning in their guts. 


“Sleep tight, fellas. I’ll be back tomorrow night.”







CHAPTER 71



Lunk was the first to notice that their bikes were gone. The three of them nearly sunk the inflatable paddling to shore.


Sprinting across the road, they ran to the tree where they’d locked up their bikes. Lunk had some choice names for whoever had done this, but he didn’t want to say any of them out loud. Not while the other guys were within earshot.


Cooper held up the cable. “It’s a clean cut.”


“Are we going to call the police or what?” Gordy put his hands on his hips. “Who steals three bikes?”


“Somebody with a pickup,” Coop said.


Lunk inspected the cable. “Fat Elvis?”


Coop shrugged. “It’s like Gordy said. Who steals three bikes at a time?”


“I’d like to get my hands on him,” Gordy said. “How are we supposed to get to Scoops?”


Lunk would like to take one swing at the guy with his concretefilled bat. But his bat was gone too. There was no way he’d be able to buy another bike.


“I’m calling the police,” Gordy said. He tapped out the numbers on his phone. “Somebody stole our wheels. In my book, that’s grand theft auto.”


Only Gordy would say something like that. He swung the phone up to his ear and started pacing. Lunk checked the ground around the base of the tree to look for tracks. That’s probably what Hiro would have done.


“The police said we should come to the station to make a report,” Gordy said. “It’ll take us forty-five minutes to walk there.”
 
Lunk picked up a stone and chucked it as far out into the lake as he could throw it. “What are they going to do, anyway?” He watched the stone hit the water with a splash. “The bikes are gone.” 


Coop nodded. “I think you’re right.”


Gordy pointed toward the state park guardhouse. “Maybe it was the ranger. Maybe he didn’t like how we cabled the bikes to his tree.”


Coop shrugged. “Might be worth a try. But something tells me this is all related.”


“Another warning?”


“Something like that,” Coop said. “We’ll check with the ranger. Then we’ll do what we should have done a couple of days ago.”


Gordy looked at him. “What?”


“Look for that camera. Hard.”


Lunk hardly looked up for the next three hours. They walked the entire beach. Slowly. And they sifted through every clump of seaweed. They picked their way along the rocky shoreline and searched under every dock all the way to The Geneva Inn. If the camera were there — they would have found it.

Lunk pressed his hands against the small of his back and arched backward.


Coop leaned against the Geneva Inn’s pier. “Okay, now I’m sure the camera isn’t here.”


“Which means . . . ?” Gordy let the question hang there.


Coop pointed out to deeper water. “It’s out there. Sitting on the bottom of the lake.”


Gordy nodded. He didn’t say anything. None of them did. They all knew what it meant: it was up to Cooper now.


Gordy took the inflatable back to The Getaway to grab his phone and call Hiro. Lunk and Coop walked to the end of the dock and sat on the edge to wait.


Coop stared toward the spot where Kryptoski had gone berserk with Krytpo Night. “We need that camera.”


Lunk was still thinking about the bikes. The warning. Hiro really had been right all along, hadn’t she? Too many weird things had happened to chalk them all up to coincidence.


Coop didn’t take his eyes off the spot. “I don’t know if I can do it.”


Lunk eyed him. Was he talking to himself? “You’ll beat it, you know.”


Coop shot him a questioning look.


“The water thing. Whatever is going on in there.” He tapped Coop’s head.


Coop didn’t look so sure.


“Frank ’n Stein’s walk-in freezer,” Lunk said. “Both of us were trapped in there — with no hope. But you beat the odds.”


Coop didn’t answer but kept staring at the water.


“Last May — in the basement. There was no way you should have survived that.” Lunk hesitated. “It’s like you’re immortal or something. I know you’ll beat this too.”


Coop smiled and shook his head. “Immortal? Really?”


At least he seemed to be lightening up a little. “All I’m saying is, somebody must be looking out for you.”


Coop gave him a sideways glance and pointed to the sky. “I know somebody’s looking out for me. I can’t believe I just heard you admit it.”


Lunk shrugged. “Totally out of character for me. But I’m a realist.” He didn’t believe in luck. And if God wasn’t behind it, then what other explanation made any sense? “That’s how I know you’ll beat this.”


“Hey.” Gordy paddled up to them. “Hiro ordered a pizza for us from Olympic Restaurant. They’re going to deliver it to the beach.” 


“Did she check to see if her bike got stolen too?”


“It was still locked up at The Cove, right where she left it last night. She’s on her way here now.”


Coop nodded. “What did she say about our bikes?”


“It really shook her up,” Gordy said. “It rattled my cage too, as a matter of fact. I feel like we were robbed or something.”


Lunk stared at him. “We were.”


“Exactly,” Gordy said.


Lunk just shook his head. The three of them wedged themselves in the inflatable and started for the beach.


“If we want to get to Scoops later, we’re going to have to walk,” Gordy said. “Everybody else is going back to that outlet mall in Kenosha. Hiro said they’re going to a late movie too. Probably won’t be back until way after midnight.”


Lunk hoped the news about his bike wouldn’t spoil his mom’s good time. She needed this vacation.


“Is Hiro going with them?” Cooper asked.


Gordy shook his head. “I told her all about us looking for the camera. She wants to hang out with us.”


“Back to the bikes,” Cooper said. “Does she think this is related to all the other stuff?”


Gordy nodded. “She connected the dots immediately.”


Lunk was connecting some dots of his own. His mind flew back to the other night when Coop got clipped by the pickup. Lunk needed to stay close now. Stay on guard. If something happened, he would do a better job of protecting his friend this time. He had to.









CHAPTER 72



Cooper treaded water and clung to the side of the inflatable two hundred yards off the beach. This was the spot — as best as he could figure — where Kryptoski had gone on the rampage with Krypto Night.


Four o’clock. Cooper wished he hadn’t waited so long. The sun was getting lower — and without it shining directly overhead, the water would be shadowy at best. Storm clouds were moving in too. More than a front. It looked like a mountain range stretching as far as he could see.


Looking for the camera out here was a really bad idea. Stupid. 


“We’re in the zone,” Gordy said. He stretched one arm toward the south shore and the other toward The Getaway moored at its buoy a hundred yards closer to the beach. “Oh yeah.” He sighted down his arm like it was a surveyor’s scope. “This should be about right.”


Coop looked back toward The Getaway. Lunk stood at the bow with his lifejacket on, watching them. Beyond him, Tommy Kryptoski sat behind the wheel of Krypto Night, revving the engine. It was the first time Coop had seen him in days.


They’d picked a really lousy time to do this.


Hiro sat across from Gordy in the inflatable, hugging her knees  to her chest. “It could be anywhere within a square block. There’s no way Coop can search this whole area.”


Cooper wasn’t sure he’d be able to search even one square foot. “How deep is it here?”

Gordy peered over the side as though he could see the bottom. “Twelve, fifteen feet. Twenty feet max.”

Twelve feet or twenty. It didn’t matter. Either way, it was out of reach. But he had to try. He had to. This wasn’t just about finding the camera. It was a way of showing Hiro how much he believed her — and how sorry he was that he hadn’t done it earlier. He rinsed his mask and slid it into place. Dipped his face into the water. Looking parallel to the surface was okay — but looking toward the bottom? It was dark. So dark.

Gordy stared into the water. “You know, if Hiro is right, you could find a whole lot more than a camera down there.”

“Gordy!” Hiro stopped him. “You’re not helping.”

But it wasn’t like Coop hadn’t already thought of that.

“Coop?” Hiro leaned over the edge. “I love what you’re trying to do. But you don’t have to do this.”

He knew she meant well. But her offer didn’t make him feel any better. “Thanks, Mom.”

Even with the mask on, he saw the sadness in her eyes. Apparently he didn’t make her feel that great either. “Sorry. I just — ” How could he explain himself? This whole thing was maddening. He loved the water. Loved snorkeling. Twenty feet was nothing. He’d done it plenty of times. And now it had become some kind of a test of manhood. Terrific.

He pushed away from the inflatable, gave two strong kicks, and gulped in a deep breath of air. Do this. Do this. Let’s just do this. 

He emptied his lungs and took in one last big breath. Holding it, he bobbed below the surface, feet first. He piked his body, closed his eyes, and dove — forcing himself to go deeper. Into the dark. He opened his eyes. No bottom — there was no bottom. Only blackness — and an icy terror. Something was down here — waiting for  him. God, help me! He spun and clawed for daylight. He broke the surface — still clawing. Was he shouting too?


“Help him, Gordy!” Hiro’s voice.

He felt the inflatable. Clutched it. Tried to climb inside.

“Coop — you’re going to capsize us!” Gordy’s voice.

Somebody grabbed his arms and held them in place.

“God, help me. God, help me.” Did he just say that out loud? Or was it only in his mind? His vision started to clear. He was halfway in the inflatable — like a beached whale. “God . . . help.” He lay there, panting.

“He probably should have prayed that before he went down,” Gordy said.

He said it like Cooper wasn’t there. And he wasn’t. He was still in that basement — wasn’t he? He closed his eyes. You’re at Lake Geneva. You’re on vacation.

Cooper’s breathing evened out a little. His mask hung cockeyed around his neck. He didn’t remember it coming off.

Hiro held his arm with both hands in a firm grip to keep him from slipping back into the water.

He looked up at her.

Tears formed in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Coop.”

He shook his head. “It’s not your fault. It’s me.” It was true.

“Ahoy, there.”

Coop recognized that voice. Krypto Night had crept up to them. Kryptoski leaned over the side. “Trouble?”

Cooper shook his head.

“Looks like you saw a ghost,” Kryptoski said.

Gordy waved him off. “He’s got a problem with water.”

Thanks, Gordy. “I’m okay.” Cooper’s voice cracked — sounding as small and weak as he felt.

“If you’re so afraid of the water,” Kryptoski said, “what are you doing out here?”

“Great question,” Coop said. And one he wasn’t about to answer. He felt too drained. Embarrassed.


Kryptoski eyed him, like he was trying to figure Cooper out. Did he guess what they were really doing? Impossible. Still, Cooper held his gaze.


“Little raft like that . . .” Kryptoski pointed at the inflatable. “Way out here. And a nasty storm is moving in.” He checked the sky as if to make his point. “Some boater could clip you without even realizing it.”


“Seems to me,” Hiro said, “that you’re an expert in that department.”


Kryptoski flashed his teeth — but his eyes weren’t smiling. “All I’m saying is you should get back to shallow water.” He looked directly at Cooper. “You’re in way over your head out here.”




CHAPTER 73



Cooper watched Kryptoski ease his boat toward deeper water. He hadn’t gone more than ten yards before he gunned the engine and took off like a shot. His wake jerked the inflatable around, making Cooper clutch the raft even tighter to keep from slipping under the water again.


Kryptoski was right; Cooper was in over his head. Drowning in his own fear. He shook it off. Tried to, anyway. He was better at burying it. But it was always there. Just below the surface.


Cooper watched Krypto Night run through a quick series of turns and switchbacks. Stops and starts. Almost like what he’d been doing on Sunday night.


“I feel it,” Hiro said. “I get a really bad vibe from this guy.”


“Yeah,” Gordy said. “Because he’s an idiot.”


“More than that,” Hiro said. “He’s a murderer.”


Gordy didn’t argue that point. “We gotta get to the boat. Fast.”
 

Hiro nodded. “Before he comes back.”


Cooper totally agreed. Every natural instinct was signaling a warning.


“Can you climb in?” Hiro scrunched her legs to make room in the middle.


He’d totally weigh them down — if they didn’t capsize first. “No, we’ll get back faster if I swim.”


Gordy grabbed his arm. “Keep your head above water.”


Great advice. So helpful. So obvious. Cooper pulled his mask off and dropped it at Hiro’s feet. “Don’t worry. I’m okay now.”


Gordy leaned back and paddled.


Cooper kept to a fast breaststroke, careful to follow Gordy’s advice. Keep your head above water. That’s what he’d been trying to do, hadn’t he? Don’t look at the thing that’s scaring you half to death. Avoid it. Bury it. Pretend it isn’t there.


He’d buried his fear. But that didn’t mean it was dead. It kept coming back to life. Resurrecting itself. Like a zombie. If he didn’t beat this — if he didn’t kill this fear and bury it for good — it would bury him.


Gordy pulled ahead. Hiro paddled too, although it didn’t look like she was doing much good. She kept watching Cooper.


Cooper rolled over into a backstroke. He could go faster this way — and he wanted to keep an eye on Kryptoski. Krypto Night sat dead still, two hundred yards out. The double hatch over the engine was open like giant fins, and Kryptoski was looking inside. Maybe he had motor trouble. Good. Whatever it was, Cooper hoped it kept him busy — at least until they reached The Getaway.


The storm clouds were advancing like an invading army bent on conquering. Destroying. The wind picked up, still blowing out of the northwest. Fortunately, the waves were pushing them toward The Getaway.


Lunk was reaching for them when they made it to the swim platform. He helped Hiro out of the boat, then held the inflatable as Gordy climbed out. Cooper picked up his mask and looked out over the lake.


Krypto Night was still drifting — engine hatch up. Kryptoski was standing midship, hand to his ear. Calling somebody. Maybe he wanted Fat Elvis to bail him out of another mess.


Lunk climbed over the transom rail, following Gordy and Hiro.  “So what happened out there?” Lunk let the question hang in the air for anyone to scoop up.


“We were out there just minding our own business,” Gordy said, “when Kryptoski pulled up next to us.”

Cooper tuned him out. At least Gordy didn’t start the story with his panic attack — or whatever it was. He sat on the edge of the swim platform, letting his legs dangle in the darkening waters. Would he ever be right again?

He looked at his mask and thought about Dad going under with him. Promising he’d work with him this weekend. What fun. 

He had done it with his dad, hadn’t he? He’d gone under. He was scared but not out of control. But then, Cooper hadn’t been alone. That had made all the difference, hadn’t it?

“Coop — you coming?” Hiro leaned over the transom rail. She smiled kind of a sad smile.

“Just need to think through some things,” he said.

She nodded.

“Sorry I didn’t find the camera,” he said.

She shook her head. “I never believed we’d find it.”

Honestly? Cooper never did either. He’d been going through the motions out there. He did it for Hiro, really. But she didn’t think he’d find it either? Terrific. She had no more confidence in him than he had in himself. Sometimes he pushed himself to try to be the person she thought he could be.

It was bad enough that this panic thing had robbed him of his confidence. But now it was stealing her confidence in him as well.
 

“You tried — and I know you did it for me. That means a lot.”

This fear was all in his mind, wasn’t it? He wished he could find the panic switch inside his head and just turn it off. Permanently. 

“Coop!” Gordy’s face showed up at the rail. “Kryptoski is on his way back. He’s heading right for us.”





CHAPTER 74



Now what? Hiro watched Tommy Kryptoski pull his boat alongside The Getaway. Coop stood on the swim deck, his mask still in hand. Gordy and Lunk moved to the side of the boat closest to Krypto Night. She wasn’t sure if the guys wanted to keep the boats from bumping or provide a human barrier between her and the cold-blooded murderer. Lunk grabbed the pike pole lying on the deck and pushed it against Krypto Night.


“Hey, I’ve got a problem,” Kryptoski said. “There’s something wrong with the engine.”


Hiro stepped up between Gordy and Lunk. What was he up to? None of them said anything.


“I called Gage Marine.” He waved his phone. “But they suggested I check for seaweed around the prop before I have them tow the boat in for a look-see.”


So why are you telling us this? Hiro wanted to ask the question, but she didn’t really want to engage him in conversation. If he was a murderer, then she wanted nothing to do with him.


If he was a murderer? If? She knew he was. It made her sick. And he was getting away with it. She wanted to vomit all over his pretty boat. For an instant, she was glad Coop and Gordy had  planted the fish there. She’d like to put a hole in the hull and send it straight to the bottom of the lake.


Kryptoski pointed at Coop. “I was wondering if you’d take a look at it for me.”

No. No. Don’t ask Coop to do that.

Coop swallowed. “I, uh . . .”

“You’ve got a mask,” Kryptoski said. “It’s just a quick look.” A slight smile. Like he was challenging Coop. A bully tactic.

You know Coop is afraid. You animal. You monster. Hiro wished she’d gone with her mom to Kenosha. Then Coop wouldn’t have tried looking for the camera to please her. And Coop wouldn’t be in this spot right now.

“Sure,” Coop said. “Why not?”

Hiro could hear the strain in his voice. She wanted to tell him not to do it. He didn’t have to prove anything. Not to her — and definitely not to Kryptoski. But she would hurt him if she said it. She’d be the mom again, treating Coop like a little kid. Hiro couldn’t do that to him.

Coop dipped his mask in the water, rinsed it, and seated it on his face. “You going to turn off the engine?”

Kryptoski banged his forehead with the heel of his hand. “What an idiot.”

Got that right.

Kryptoski turned off the ignition and walked to the side of the boat to watch.

Coop eased himself into the water slowly enough that his head didn’t dip below the surface. He swam to the side of Kryptoski’s boat.

“Still enough light,” Kryptoski said. “You should be able to see without going under the boat.”

Lunk held up the pike pole like a giant staff. He leaned in close and whispered, “If he makes a move toward that ignition switch, I’ll skewer him.”

Hiro nodded. She felt better already.


Gordy hopped over the transom rail and down onto the swim platform to wait. Maybe he wanted to be close if Coop had any trouble.


Coop lowered his face in the water for an instant — then raised his chin high like he’d changed his mind. He took a couple of deep breaths. His lips moved — but no words came out.


He’s praying. Good. Hiro breathed a silent prayer for him too.


Kryptoski leaned over the side. “Want me to hold your hand or something?” There was no mistaking the jab in his tone.


Coop shook his head.


Lunk aimed the pike pole directly at Kryptoski. His jaw muscles were working hard.


“Easy, Lunk,” Hiro whispered. “Coop’s okay.”


Coop placed his hands on the side of Kryptoski’s boat and ducked under it.


Hiro held her breath as if she were underwater with him.


His hands dropped lower on the side of the boat. Clenched. Unclenched — and disappeared below the waterline.


“I should have gone under,” Hiro whispered. “Why didn’t I go under?” No, Coop had to do it. It was part of being a guy. And being Coop.


Coop broke the surface, gasping. He thrashed at the water. Even through the mask, Hiro could see that he had a wild look in his eyes. “Oh, God, help!”


Lunk was right there with the pike pole. He held it in front of Coop. “Grab it — I’ll pull you in!”


Coop clung to the pole like he would have climbed it if he could. Lunk steered him to the swim platform, and Gordy reached out to help him onto it.


“Whoa.” Kryptoski snickered. “I guess he really is afraid of water. Him and the Wicked Witch of the West, eh?”


Hiro sucked in her breath. She couldn’t speak. She wished a horde of flying monkeys would carry Kryptoski off.


Coop sat on the platform and ripped off his mask. His chest was heaving. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’m okay.”


“Oh yeah.” Kryptoski sneered. “I can see that.” 


Coop stood and squared his shoulders like nothing was wrong. “I checked the prop and rudder,” Coop said. “There’s not even a s-strand of seaweed.”


“Thanks,” Kryptoski said. “That’s what I thought.” He dialed his phone and talked with someone on the other end.


Lunk used the pole to push Krypto Night farther away from The Getaway. The wind caught it and sent it adrift.


Coop’s knees were shaking. He leaned against the transom and rubbed them into submission. He looked up at Hiro.


“They’ll be here to tow her in thirty minutes,” Kryptoski shouted. “Just ahead of the storm, if I’m lucky.” He fired up the engine. “Thanks for your help.”


Coop didn’t answer.


Kryptoski looked right at Coop. “And the way you are around the water, you might want to copy the big guy.” He pointed two fingers at Lunk. “Keep your lifejacket on.”


Hiro glared at Kryptoski. She wanted him to feel the fury rising inside her.


He grinned, spun the wheel, and headed for his mooring. She hoped Gage Marine towed him away with the boat — if the flying monkeys didn’t show up first.


Lunk stowed the pike pole. “I don’t mind if I never see that moron again.”


“I wouldn’t mind seeing him,” Hiro said, “behind bars.”


“Maybe you’ll get your chance,” Coop said.


He practically vaulted over the transom rail. Gordy looked a little surprised, but quickly followed. Coop knelt low on the teak deck and frantically motioned them closer.


Gordy stood over him. “You okay?”


Hiro sat down. “Coop?”


His eyes were blazing. “I found it. I found it.”


Lunk squatted down in front of them. “Found what?”


Coop looked at Hiro and smiled. “The camera.”




CHAPTER 75



Cooper couldn’t have asked for a better reaction from Hiro. Her eyes went wide. “What?” She reached over and hugged him so hard that he couldn’t breathe. He pried her arms off him. “Tell me you’re not teasing me,” she said.


“Where is it?” Gordy looked behind Cooper as though it might be tucked in the back of his swim shorts.


“The lanyard is wrapped around Krypto Night’s prop and shaft.” 


Hiro’s smile faded. She popped her head above the transom rail. “He’s in the boat. And he’s going to stay there until Gage Marine tows it away.”


She didn’t have to say any more. If Gage Marine pulled the boat out of the water, they’d find the camera and Kryptoski would get it back. Or maybe it would break loose while the boat was being towed to the other end of the lake. It would drop to the bottom for sure. Either way, the evidence would disappear forever if they didn’t do something before Gage Marine arrived.


Lunk whistled. “And the idiot did it to himself by asking you to check for seaweed.”


Cooper nodded. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


Hiro already had her phone out. “I’m calling Officer Tarpy. Once he hears about the camera, he’ll come roaring down that hill.” She put the phone to her ear and paced.


“Is it all busted up?” Gordy said. “The camera.”

Cooper shook his head. “It looked perfect. But the lanyard was wrapped around the shaft so tight that I couldn’t budge it.”

Lunk stood and faced Krypto Night. “I’d love to see his face when he sees that camera. And it was under his boat the whole time.”

Hiro pocketed her phone. She looked worried. “Officer Tarpy is working an accident scene. I talked to a dispatcher on the phone, and he said they’ll send the next available officer.”

“So what’s the problem?” Lunk said.

“Nobody is available now,” she said. “It could be forty-five minutes — maybe an hour before someone gets here.”

“Which means,” Cooper said, “we’ll have to go after that camera ourselves. Now.”

Gordy stared at him. “How are we going to do that?”

Cooper joined Lunk at the transom rail. Krypto Night bobbed at the buoy. Kryptoski was talking on his phone again.

Lunk glanced Cooper’s way. “Got a plan?”

“Maybe.” Cooper’s stomach twisted. “Give me a minute.” He stared out over the water, letting the details of the plan fall into place with amazing ease. Executing the plan would be the real challenge. It meant going underwater. Facing his fears.

God help me. God help me. He didn’t know what else to say. He’d been fighting his fear with a shovel. Burying it. What he really needed was a sword. Something to attack it with. And in that instant, he knew it had something to do with what his dad had said. You’re not alone.

“Coop?” Hiro studied his face.

“Let’s get my dad’s dive gear.”

Gordy didn’t look all that confident. “The tank?”

Cooper nodded. “Weights. Fins. Compass. All of it.”

“You can’t be serious.” Gordy looked back toward Krypto Night .  “His boat is anchored fifty yards away. How are you going to do that?”


Gordy didn’t say any more. He didn’t need to. Cooper knew exactly what he wasn’t saying. How was he supposed to go fifty yards when he could hardly put his head underwater?

“I will do it. I have to do it,” Cooper said. If wanting it bad enough was all he needed, then he’d be fine. But he needed more than that — and he knew it.

He couldn’t do it alone. But he wouldn’t be alone. God was real — and powerful — and loving. He believed that, didn’t he? Yes, Cooper would never be alone. God was with him — and God was big enough to handle whatever lay below the surface.

“Help me get the gear.” He ducked inside the cabin and lifted the seat off the storage compartment. Lunk joined him and hauled gear to the teak deck as fast as Cooper pulled it out.

When Cooper put his head under Kryptoski’s boat, he’d been okay. No panic attack. Just total shock at seeing the camera — but that was it. And he was going to do it again. He had to.

Gordy was trying to put a dive mask on when Coop stepped back on deck. Hiro stood with her hands on her hips, looking worried. Gordy winced. The seal of the mask crossed over the stitches. 

Cooper stepped in front of Gordy. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going for the camera,” Gordy said.

“If you seal that mask to your face, you’ll bust your stitches wide open.”

“Then I won’t seal it.”

“And it will fill with water, and you won’t be able to see a thing.” Cooper waited for Gordy to grasp the reality of what he was saying. “I can do this.”

Hiro shook her head. “We’ll wait for the police.”

Thunder rumbled overhead. The clouds were darker now — and directly above them. They tumbled over one another like some kind of atmospheric tag-team wrestling match. And it appeared to  be a fight to the death. The Getaway swung in a slow arc with the stern facing away from the beach.


“Wind shift,” Lunk said.

The wind circled out of the southeast. “This is good. Maybe things are shifting in our favor all around,” Cooper said. “Now Kryptoski won’t see me gearing up on the swim platform.”

Cooper climbed over the transom rail. The bow of the boat shielded Krypto Night from view. “Hand over that gear, would you?” 

“We’re not letting you do it, Coop.” Hiro’s jaw was set. Gordy stood by her.

Apparently they’d been talking while he was in the cabin.

Cooper gripped the rail. “You’ve been right all along, Hiro. Kryptoski ran over that girl. Are you going to let him get away with murder?”

“You’re in no condition to be doing this, Cooper MacKinnon,” Hiro said, “and you know it.”

“No,” Cooper said. “I don’t know it. I don’t even totally understand what’s wrong with me. But I can do this. I won’t be alone.” He believed it.

Hiro tilted her head and studied him. She knew exactly what he was talking about. But probably her practical side — or maybe it was her fear — told her he couldn’t do it.

He turned to Lunk. “Hand me the gear.”

Lunk grabbed the tank and hefted it to the top of the rail. Cooper reached for it, but Lunk held it firm. “One condition.” He looked Cooper in the eyes. “I’m going with you.”

“What?”

“This tank has two mouthpieces. You and I go together — just like you did with your dad.”

Cooper’s own words came back to him. He couldn’t beat this alone. But Lunk? He shook his head. “I don’t know, I mean . . .” What would he do if Lunk panicked? They would be clawing at each other, trying to get to the surface.


“No offense, Lunk,” Gordy said, “but you’re not exactly the water type.”


Lunk raised both hands. “Agreed. Water scares me half to death. Seems to me it scares Coop half to death too.” He shrugged. “Two halves make a whole, right?”


Hiro put her hands over her ears. “What kind of logic is that? This is insane.”


Lunk looked at Coop. “We can do it. Together. We won’t be alone — right?”


Cooper nodded, hoping he looked more confident than he felt. “Let’s do it.”


Lunk grinned and heaved the tank over the rail.


Hiro climbed over the rail and stood on the swim platform. “You expect Gordy and me to just sit here and watch?”


“No,” Cooper said. “If we’re going to pull this off, it will take all four of us. Stop fighting us and start helping.” He screwed the regulator to the tank valve, cranked on the air, and tested the purge valve on each mouthpiece. The whoosh of air was a dose of reality. He really was going to do this. His knees started shaking.


Hiro reached over to steady the tank. “What can I do to help?” 


“Take a couple weights off the weight belt. And get the duct tape.”


Hiro scampered over the rail and disappeared. Lunk grabbed the fins and masks and joined Cooper on the swim platform. “What’s next?”


“Light sticks. All we can get our hands on. In the toolbox. A dock line. And two ski ropes.”


“I’m on it,” Gordy said.


By the time Cooper had his fins on and the tank strapped to his back, Gordy and Hiro were there with the supplies.


“Now what?” Gordy said.


Cooper took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. We’ve got a compass here, but I’ve never done any kind of underwater navigation. If I rely on it, I may miss the boat and end up on the  beach somewhere.” He glanced out toward deeper water. “It will be even more dangerous if we miss The Getaway on our way back.” 


Gordy’s eyes opened wide.

“Once we go under, we can’t exactly pop to the surface to get our bearings.”

“We might get spotted,” Lunk said.

“Definitely,” Cooper said. “So, Gordy, you’re going to go out in the inflatable. Drag a dock line with a weight tied to the end of it. But first, duct tape some light sticks to the weight.”

Gordy nodded.

“Paddle toward Krypto Night like you’re on your way to the beach.”

“Only I’ll stay and chat with Kryptoski for a while.”

“Right. We’ll follow your glowing rope right to the boat.”

“And while I’m talking to him,” Gordy said, “you’ll cut the camera free.”

“The knife,” Cooper said.

Gordy disappeared and was back seconds later with the dive knife. Cooper strapped it to his leg.

“Okay,” Gordy said, “how will I know when to head back?”

“I’ll tug on the rope,” Cooper said. “And just in case we get separated, we’ll tie the ski ropes together and to the back of The Getaway.”

“You’ll have one end,” Gordy said, “and the rope will lead you right back to the boat.”

Cooper nodded. Their plans were shaky. Having some kind of backup plan was critical.

“We should tape some glow sticks to the handles,” Hiro said.

Cooper nodded. “Do it.” He grabbed extras and tucked them into the waistline of his suit.

Hiro started to work on the ski ropes. Gordy attached a weight to the dock line and taped on the glow sticks.

“How long will that tank last?” Hiro said.

Cooper checked the pressure gauge. “The tank is nearly full.  My dad can get forty-five minutes on a full one at a shallow depth.” But that was relaxed breathing. And with one person drawing on it.


“So you’re talking twenty minutes for two people. Max,” Hiro said.

Cooper nodded. He studied the distance between the two boats. It would be just enough oxygen to do the job and get back. It had to be. If he went alone, he’d have plenty of air, but could he even do it? Cooper needed Lunk. They’d just have to work fast.

Cooper went over some last-minute instructions with Lunk. “Okay, the mouthpiece goes in like this.” Cooper went through the motions. “Clamp down on these bite tabs with your teeth so you don’t lose it.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Hiro said.

Cooper slid off the swim platform and into the water. “You stay on the boat. Move around. Pretend like you’re talking to someone in the cabin. If he looks at our boat, we can’t have him getting suspicious. And you’ve got the most important job of all.”

She tilted her head to the side.

“Pray.”

Her eyes were already teary. She swiped at them and nodded. “Already started.”

Cooper set the compass, but he hoped he wouldn’t need to use it. He wasn’t so sure he could.

“Lunk,” Hiro said. “I’ll be praying for you too.”

Lunk nodded. He slid his dive mask in place over the palest face Cooper had ever seen.

“And Lunk.” Hiro smiled and pointed. “I think you’ll need to leave that behind.”

Lunk looked down at his lifejacket. “Right.” His hands shook, but he managed to get the first strap unbuckled.

Hiro stepped over and helped with the next two.

Lunk shrugged out of the life vest and handed it to Hiro.


She gave it a pat. “I’ll have this ready for you when you get back.”


Gordy dropped the inflatable onto the water and jumped in. He played out the dock line with several glow sticks taped to a lead weight at the end.


Lunk slid into the water, his eyes wide. He slid the mouthpiece into his mouth. His jaw muscles tensed. He was breathing hard and fast. He held on to the swim platform and kicked hard, obviously feeling the weight of the belt around his waist.


“You sound like Darth Vader with that thing,” Gordy said.


Lunk didn’t react. But Gordy was right. The metallic sound of his breathing did sound like Vader. He’d need a lot more than the Force to pull this off.


“Breathing underwater will go against your instincts,” Cooper said. “Your brain wants you to hold your breath — but keep breathing.”


Lunk nodded.


“We’ve both got a lot of weight on these belts,” Cooper said, “and this tank doesn’t have a bc vest with it.”


Lunk gave him a blank look.


“Buoyancy compensating vest. There’s no way to add a little air to neutralize our weight. We’ll go straight down.” He hesitated. If Lunk was going to back out, now was the time. “Once we’re on the bottom, we’ll look for Gordy’s line and follow it. Nice and easy.”


Lunk nodded.


There wasn’t time to teach him how to equalize the pressure in his ears. They weren’t going very deep. Hopefully it wouldn’t be an issue. He had no time to think about disaster scenarios.


“And, Lunk.” Cooper hesitated. But he had to say it. Had to get it out. “If I . . . panic down there and start thrashing around . . .”


Lunk’s eyes grew wider.


“You hold me down. Don’t let me surface. Give me a chance to calm down. Got it?”


Lunk swallowed. Nodded.


Hiro handed Cooper the ski ropes with the light sticks and a weight taped to the handles. She was wiping back tears again. “Two tow ropes tied together — just like you said.”


Cooper nodded. “That’s one hundred and fifty feet.”


“Is it enough?”


“Should be.” He hoped so.


“Do not let go of this rope, Cooper MacKinnon,” Hiro said, her eyes pleading. “I tied my end to the swim platform. I need to know you’re holding the other end.”


Cooper nodded. “Don’t worry. This is our ticket back.”


“Okay.” Cooper looked at Lunk. “Ready?” He popped his mouthpiece in place and grabbed Lunk’s wrist.


“Coop,” Hiro said. “Look!” She pointed toward the middle of the lake.


The Gage Marine boat was just a dot — but it was coming fast. “We have to do this. Now!”


Lunk reached over and squeezed Cooper’s arm. “Yuuuurrnnotalooone.”


Whatever Lunk had tried to say, Coop missed it.


Lunk let go of the swim platform and pulled the mouthpiece out. “You’re not alone!” He slapped the mouthpiece back in place. 


Cooper nodded. Neither are you, my friend. He stopped kicking and let the weight pull him below the surface.
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You are not alone. You are not alone. The words replayed again and again on a seemingly endless loop inside Cooper’s head. His breathing was jerky. Uneven. It was totally unnatural to be breathing underwater. But the panic didn’t come. He kept his eyes on Lunk. And Lunk was doing the same back to him.


The visibility was better than he’d hoped, but that wasn’t saying much. Still no panic. Thank you, God. Their fins touched the sandy muck bottom at the same time. Like astronauts touching down on the moon, disturbing places that had never been touched by humans. Coop still held Lunk’s wrist. He gave Lunk an okay sign.


Lunk nodded and signaled with a thumbs-up. So far, so good.


The seaweed rose above their waists and swirled around their legs like creatures from an alien world, ready to coil themselves around the boys if they didn’t keep moving.


The rope attached to the inflatable dangled no more than six feet away from them. Cooper pointed at it, then pushed off the lake bottom to get closer to it. He gave the rope a tug. C’mon, Gordy. Let’s do this.


Almost immediately, the line started moving. Cooper gave the compass a quick check, and they were on their way.


Immediately, he knew he’d strapped on too much weight. The two of them had to use their hands to pull themselves along the bottom — and the weeds gathered so thick around their shoulders and arms that they had to constantly tear themselves free. But they were making progress.


Cooper thought about dumping some weight so they could swim above the weeds. But would there be time? And what if he took off too much and floated to the surface? He kept an eye on the light sticks ahead and pressed on. Reach and pull. Reach and pull.


The bubbles mushroomed out of Lunk’s mouthpiece in an almost constant stream. He was sucking hard on the air — not the even, steady breathing that would make a tank last. Cooper tried to calm his own breathing, but the metallic hiss from the regulator and the bubbles flying past his own mask proved he wasn’t doing much better than when he’d first gone under.


Cooper gripped the ski rope handle and imagined Hiro at the other end of the rope. It wasn’t just a couple of ski ropes tied together anymore. It was their lifeline. How far had they gone? They had to be halfway to Kryptoski’s boat by now.


Get to Krypto Night. Cut the camera free. Get back to The Getaway. A mess-up on any one of those parts would be disastrous.
 
Lunk tapped Cooper’s arm and pointed up to the surface — then to his ear.


Pressure? Cooper tried to read his face. No pain — just fear.


Lunk pointed to his ear again.


Listen. Cooper held his breath. It was the unmistakable sound of an engine. But here underwater, it was impossible to tell which direction it was coming from. Was it the service boat from Gage Marine? He took a breath and listened again. By the growing intensity of the sound, one thing was certain. The boat was getting closer — fast.
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Hiro stood on the bow and tried to track their bubbles. They’d been easy to follow at first. Now she couldn’t see them at all. What if they lost sight of Gordy’s rope? She tugged at her braid. She should never have let Coop do this. But he wasn’t listening to her about a lot of things. God, please protect them. Was God listening? She was absolutely convinced he was.


Gordy had nearly reached Krypto Night now. Tommy Kryptoski stood in the center of the boat, gripping the tower bar like he was thinking about doing some chin-ups. He probably would have if he thought she was watching.


The sky looked worse. Absolutely green. For a moment Hiro imagined Kryptoski’s chin-up tower was actually a lightning rod. She looked at the clouds. “Now would be a perfect time, God,” She shook off the ridiculous thoughts of judgment and refocused. If they did this right, Kryptoski would be facing a judge and jury.


Gordy must have said something to Kryptoski, because the monster moved to the other side of the boat and tossed him a dock line. Gordy grabbed it and held on.


“Okay, Coop. I hope you’re there.” She searched for more bubbles — any telltale sign. “You’ve got to be there.”


By the way Gordy moved his hands, he obviously had some  kind of conversation going with Kryptoski. Good. Keep him distracted, Gordy. What if Coop or Lunk thumped the bottom of his boat while they were trying to get the camera free? Or what if he noticed their air bubbles breaking the surface?


She didn’t feel good about this. Not at all. And the feeling was getting worse. What if they were in some kind of trouble? That was a ridiculous thought. They were in trouble the moment they disappeared below the surface of the lake. And there was absolutely nothing she could do to help them. They were on their own. She desperately wanted to see the guys surface. To know they were okay.

The sound of an engine approaching drew her attention. The Gage Marine boat slowed as it plowed by. Kryptoski waved it over, and the driver pulled up alongside him. Now the idea of the guys surfacing terrified her.

“Keep your heads low, guys. Forget the camera. Just get out of there.”
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Cooper dug his fingers into the muck and hugged the bottom. The boat sounded like it was right on top of him. But it wasn’t — he was positive of that. The boat directly overhead was Krypto Night. But the sounds of the engine of the Gage Marine boat kept him paralyzed.


Part of him wanted to stay here. Wait it out. And what, run out of air? It was too dim to see the pressure gauge — and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. But Hiro was depending on him. Gordy was sticking his neck out. And Lunk had probably taken the greatest risk of all. 


You are not alone. Lunk was here. His friends were on the surface.


You are not alone. But it wasn’t just his friends, was it? Fear was here. His unseen enemy. It lurked in the darkness, below the surface. It had a grip on him, a stranglehold. Every fear he’d ever buried — some deep, and others in shallow graves — this is where they waited for him. Here. Now. He felt the presence of evil, like the zombies Gordy had talked about. But they were real. Nearby. And closing in fast.


I am not alone.


Cooper forced himself to his knees. He reached for a light stick in the waistband of his swim shorts and bent it until he broke the  glass vial inside. He gave it a quick shake, and the stick came to life with an eerie green glow. Weeds danced in a hypnotic rhythm in front of his mask. He stared at the tank gauge. Tapped it once. God help us. They’d already used well over half the tank.


Unless they moved faster — and sucked less air — they weren’t going to make it back to The Getaway underwater. They’d run out of air before they got close.

He was still holding on to the ski rope that tethered him to The Getaway. At least they could pull themselves back to the boat when this was over.

C’mon, Cooper. You gotta do this. If they tow Krypto Night away, it’s over. You lose. It wasn’t some game at the Walworth County Fair. There was no prize for second place here. If Cooper missed this opportunity . . . they all lost. Hiro. Gordy. And Lunk too.

Cooper handed Lunk the glowing light stick, then cracked another one for himself. He carefully laid the weighted handle of the ski rope on the lake bottom. With the glow stick taped to it, he could find it after they got the camera. He’d need both hands free for what came next. He slid the dive knife out of its sheath and stood. He raised the light stick high and saw the camera.

Lunk nodded. He saw it too.

Cooper pushed off the bottom, kicked hard, and grabbed the propeller shaft. The lanyard was wrapped around it tight. The camera itself was wedged between two blades of the prop. No wonder Kryptoski felt like his boat wasn’t running right. The camera would have thrown everything off.

The sound of the engine from the Gage Marine boat was deafening. What if the guy asked Kryptoski to start Krypto Night’s motor while Cooper was cutting the camera free? Immediate amputation at the wrists. Cooper poked his knife between the prop blades. Just get this done fast and get out.

Lunk joined him, holding himself up by the rudder. He held his light stick close to the camera so Cooper could see better.

The boat bucked with the waves. Coop let go of the shaft,  grabbed the camera, and pulled hard. It didn’t budge. Cut it free — cut it free. His angle was bad. One blade from the prop blocked his view. Cooper couldn’t see the spot on the lanyard where he needed to cut. He sawed anyway — fighting every instinct that told him to just get out of there.


Lunk tapped Cooper’s arm, pointed at the knife and then back at himself. Cooper handed it to him. Lunk attacked the lanyard with the knife from his angle.

The boat lurched forward — slamming Cooper and Lunk against the bottom of the boat. We’re being towed!

Cooper gripped the camera tighter. The boat was going slowly now — but once they got clear of the other moorings, he’d open it up. Cooper twisted and turned in the current. He bit the mouthpiece harder and prayed his mask wouldn’t get ripped off. He slammed into Lunk, who was struggling as hard as he was. They were like two human torpedoes.

Hang on! Just a few more seconds. We have to get that camera!

Lunk grabbed onto the camera too and hacked away at the lanyard again — and the camera suddenly broke free!

Krypto Night’s rudder sliced by, and the weight belts dragged Cooper and Lunk down. Both of them held onto the camera — and to each other. They hit the lake bottom a few seconds later, landing on their sides in the soft muck. Cooper still had his glow stick. Lunk had obviously lost his. But they had the camera!

They got on their knees and checked the camera. It looked perfect. No cracks in the housing. For a moment Cooper felt total elation. They’d done it!

Billows of silt surrounded them like cream pouring into coffee. Only this was black cream. Cooper looked for the glow stick at the end of the towrope. Nothing. How far had they been dragged? The water was so . . . dark.

Reality must have hit Lunk too. He was doing a slow threesixty — obviously looking for the rope hanging from Gordy’s inflatable. But the only glow stick around was the one in Cooper’s hand. 






CHAPTER 79



Hiro watched the Gage Marine boat tow Krypto Night right past her. Kryptoski stood in the cockpit with the driver and stared at Hiro as they passed. She hugged herself and stared back like she wasn’t one bit afraid. Like the sight of him didn’t make her want to hang her head over the railing and heave.


Once past the no-wake bouys, the boat picked up speed and cut a straight course toward William’s Bay and the marina.


Good. They were out of earshot. Hiro felt like if she had to wait even a second longer, she’d explode. “Gordy!” she shouted. “Where are they?”


Gordy raised both hands. “He never pulled on the rope. I — I don’t know.”


“But they made it to the boat, right?”


Gordy was on his knees now, peering into the water. “I have no idea. Kryptoski was right there watching me. I was just trying to keep him busy so he wouldn’t get suspicious.”


Hiro climbed over the rail to the swim platform and pulled on the ski rope lifeline. There was some resistance — but was it enough? If he was swimming with it — definitely. Hand over hand she pulled in the rope, faster and faster. “C’mon, Coop. Hang on.” Loose coils spilled around her feet and back into the water.


“Is he there?” Gordy shouted. 


The rope was getting heavier. It bit into her palms, but she kept pulling. A mass of seaweed surfaced with the weighted handle. “No!” she wailed. “No!”


Hiro fought back panic. She dropped the rope and motioned Gordy over. “Pick me up. I’ll help you search.”


Gordy hesitated as if he was afraid to leave the area in case Coop was close by.


“Hurry!” she shouted. She had to do something. She had to help.


Gordy dug in with both arms and paddled hard.


Hiro hopped into the inflatable the moment he swung it around the back of the boat.


“Go, go, go!” Hiro said. She leaned over and paddled with him and didn’t stop until they neared the empty buoy where Krypto Night had been moored. Both of them kneeled and searched the surface of the water.


“C’mon, Coop!” Hiro looked for bubbles or a disturbance in the water. Anything, really. But the water was getting too rough for that. Foam trailed the waves. Their bubbles could be breaking within ten feet of them, and she’d never spot them. “Could they be caught in the weeds? Trapped somehow?”


Gordy shook his head. “Tangled, sure. But they should be able to break free, right?”


“That’s what I’m asking you.”


Gordy pulled in the line like a fisherman checking his bait. The light sticks were still attached and glowing. “How long have they been under?”


Hiro bit her lip. “Twenty minutes. Twenty-five.” It was too long. Too long.


“They’re lost,” Gordy said.


Hiro eyed him. Did he think they were gone, gone?


“He’s lost his bearings,” Gordy said. “That can happen underwater.” He peered over the edge.


“He’s got a compass, right?” 


Gordy stared into the water. “It’s dark. I’m not sure he could see it. And navigating underwater isn’t like doing it on land.” He hesitated. “It’s . . . tricky.”


Which was Gordy’s way of saying it was nearly impossible unless you really knew what you were doing.


“What can we do?”


Gordy leaned over the edge and dunked his head underwater. He screamed. At least that’s how it sounded to Hiro. Giant bubbles broke the surface around his head.


His actions totally unnerved Hiro. Gordy was losing it, which wasn’t helping her one bit.


He raised his head — water streamed from his hair — and took two quick breaths before he did it again. Longer this time. He lifted his head and gulped in some air.


“What are you doing?”


Gordy shook his head like a dog. “Trying to signal them. Sound travels a really long way underwater.”


That actually made sense, no matter how strange it looked. “I’ll help.” She leaned over the side, dunked her face in the water, and screamed. Not that she really believed it was going to help Coop find them. But screaming made her feel better — because she’d wanted to do exactly that from the moment Coop announced his wild plan.


She raised her head just enough to get some air, then plunged back underwater. She screamed until her vocal chords felt like they were going to rip right out of her throat.


Gordy was doing the same thing on the other side of the inflatable.


Hiro did it again. And again. She opened her eyes underwater — staring into the inky blackness. Coop was down there somewhere. She went back up for air.


“Hiro.” Gordy put a hand on her shoulder. “Take a break.”


She nodded, panting, her face dripping. “See anything?”


Gordy shook his head. “Their air must be really low.” 


Or gone already. “Why don’t they just surface?” 


Gordy kept scanning the water. “Maybe they’re just waiting until they think it’s safe.”


He didn’t sound like he believed it. “Do you think the boat clipped them?”


Gordy shook his head. “One of them? Maybe. Both of them? No.”


Hiro wiped the water from her eyes. “Surface, Coop. Surface!” 


The look on Gordy’s face said it all. They didn’t surface because they couldn’t.


Hiro rolled onto her stomach and hung her head over the side, inches from the water. She drew in several deep breaths.


“What are you going to do?” Gordy said.


Hiro didn’t answer. She closed her eyes, stuck her head in the water . . . and screamed.







CHAPTER 80



Cooper heard it again. An unearthly scream warbling from the depths. The Lady of the Lake. Lunk’s story popped into his mind. He knew it was just a story — one that Lunk had told to scare Gordy. It was doing a pretty good job of scaring Cooper now too. He had to keep from panicking. There was no body floating around in the currents of the lake. Or was there?


The images on the camera’s memory card would likely tell a story a whole lot scarier than Lunk’s. And if Cooper didn’t keep his head, they could get clipped by a boat before they got to safety themselves. Then there really would be bodies drifting in the underwater currents of the lake.


Cooper shook off the dark thoughts. He had to stay focused. They tried swimming in a large circle, hoping to catch sight of the ski rope or Gordy’s line. Nothing. They must have been dragged farther than he thought.


Cooper felt the waistline of his shorts. Two more light sticks. He grabbed both of them and cracked them. As soon as they started glowing, he let one go. It rose to the surface with the bubbles. He let the second one go. Maybe Gordy would see it and come find them.


Lunk flashed him a thumbs-up.


The idea of making another circle, another sweep for their lost line, didn’t seem like a good idea. What if they ran out of air and had to surface — and they were far from shore? They’d be sitting ducks for somebody out joyriding in a boat or on a jet ski. And the thought of running into a dead woman’s body on the lake bottom haunted him no matter how much he tried to tell himself it wouldn’t happen.


No sign of Gordy. The idea of waiting in this spot for Gordy to find them didn’t give Cooper a good feeling at all. He had no idea where they were. They could be outside the no-wake buoys.


He checked his compass. There was no way he could navigate his way back to The Getaway, but the beach would be straight east. Why didn’t he think of it before?


Cooper signaled to Lunk, and together they followed the compass. His stomach twisted, forcing the bitter taste of bile in his mouth. Were they going in the right direction? The water was so dark. He’d have to trust the compass to guide them, although by the looks of the lake bottom, they could be heading toward the middle of the lake. They kicked and pulled their way along the bottom with everything they had.


It was definitely getting harder to breathe now. It took more effort. Was it because they were moving faster? No. Without even looking at the pressure gauge, Cooper knew they were almost out of air.


He glanced at Lunk. His friend’s eyes were wide. Scared. Cooper pointed east again. They’d go as far as they could before surfacing — just to be safe.


Reach and pull. Reach and pull. The weeds wrapped around his head and shoulders; they caught on the tank and snagged the air hose between Cooper and Lunk. Together they ripped free and the routine started all over again. It seemed like the weeds had their own plans. They wanted the boys to stay.


Cooper was sucking hard on the mouthpiece now. Draining the tank.


Lunk grabbed his arm and clutched at his throat. 


Cooper stopped. This was it. He pointed up. Lunk nodded. 


Cooper reached for Lunk’s weight belt, released it, and let it drop. Lunk’s feet lifted off the bottom, and Lunk grabbed Cooper.
 

Cooper didn’t release his own belt. He didn’t want them going up too quick. And if a boat were to head their way, they’d need to duck down fast.


Cooper raised the light stick and camera over his head. He looked up and listened for the sound of an engine. Certain it was clear above him, he pushed off from the bottom. He kicked hard, and Lunk was right there beside him.


Seconds later, they broke the surface. Immediately, Cooper ditched his weight belt and spit out the mouthpiece.


It was brighter outside than Cooper would have guessed, even though rain fell steadily. And they weren’t more than twenty yards from the beach!


“We did it!” Lunk said. “We did it!”


“Thank you, God!” Cooper slapped the water with both hands. Together they struck out for shore. When his feet touched the bottom, Cooper scanned the horizon for Gordy and Hiro. He saw them bobbing in the inflatable out near the no-wake buoys.


Cooper whistled and waved.


Both of them jerked around and looked his way. Gordy waved both arms over his head and whistled back like his baseball team had just scored a home run. Cooper gripped the camera tighter in his hands. They’d done better than a grand slam.


His foot hooked on something. He peered underwater. A bike. With a Wiffle ball bat strapped to the frame. “Hey, Lunk — take a look at what’s down here by my feet.”


Lunk bobbed underwater and came up laughing. “Do you think yours and Gordy’s are here too?”


“Probably within ten feet of me.” Cooper glanced underwater again and saw the shadowy frame of another bike. “After we ditch our gear, we’ll come back and fish ’em out.”


Lunk nodded. 


Gordy was on his stomach now, paddling for shore like a madman. Hiro knelt in the back of the inflatable, doing the same.


When Cooper got to waist-deep water, he shrugged out of the tank harness, pulled off his fins, and dragged his gear to the beach. 


For a moment, Cooper and Lunk just looked at each other — then Cooper grabbed his friend and gave him a bear hug. “I could not have done that without you.”


Lunk hugged him back. “I wasn’t going to let you go down there alone.”


Cooper couldn’t describe what he was feeling, and he didn’t even want to try. It was like he and Lunk were war buddies now. They’d stuck together and survived a battle. Somehow, Cooper knew he’d never feel alone again.


Cooper stepped back.


Lunk grinned at him. “And if you ever get a bozo idea like that again —” 


“Talk me out of it,” Cooper said.


They both laughed hysterically as the relief swept over them.


Cooper set the camera down next to the tank, and the two of them waded into the water to meet Gordy and Hiro. At this moment, Cooper felt like he could do anything. He could swim across the whole lake even in this storm. He’d faced his fears with a sword instead of a shovel. And it felt good. This wouldn’t be the last time he tangled with fear, but now he knew how to fight it.


Hiro’s hair was soaked. She looked like she’d been crying. Cooper grabbed one side of the inflatable, Lunk grabbed the other, and the two of them pulled it to shore.


Hiro was on the beach instantly. She threw her arms around Cooper’s neck and squeezed him hard. He pried her arms loose and gasped for air.


“You scared me!” she said. “I was afraid I’d lost you.”


“You were scared,” Gordy said. “I think I peed in my swim shorts.”


Hiro punched him in the arm. “That’s disgusting.” 


Gordy rubbed his arm. “It’s true.” He pointed at the inflatable. “That wasn’t just lake water sloshing around in there.”


Hiro’s eyes narrowed to a glare, and she rushed into the water and started rinsing furiously.


Gordy, Lunk, and Cooper started laughing. Cooper felt giddy.


Hiro got out of the water and tried to put on a mad face. But she was a lousy actress. She stepped over to Lunk and gave him a hug. “How can one girl have three such courageous friends?”


A police car raced down the hill and reality hit. The camera.


“We have something for you, Hiro.” Cooper grabbed the camera and held it out to her.


She took it in her hands like a lost treasure. “You got it!” There was a sense of wonder in her voice. She touched the frayed edge of the green lanyard where they’d cut it free.


Gordy crowded in. “Think there’s any juice left in the batteries?” 


Hiro hesitated. She wanted to turn it on to check out the pictures. It was all over her face. “This is evidence,” she said. “I’m not sure I should.” She turned the camera over, examining it. “It’s in perfect condition.”


The police car screeched to a stop on the shoulder of Lake Shore Drive, and Officer Tarpy jumped out. He left the motor running. His wipers slapped out a rhythm that matched his excited mood. “I got here as quickly as I could. The dispatcher made it sound urgent. What’s up?”


Hiro held up the camera.


Tarpy stopped in his tracks. “Is that what I think it is?”


Hiro nodded and quickly filled him in. Cooper stood there watching her, listening to her. It was like she really was a cop. A good one.


“The housing looks fine,” she said. Her finger hovered over the power button. “May I?”


Tarpy hesitated, then gave a single nod.


Hiro pressed the button, and the camera came to life. Everyone  pressed in closer to see. Hiro pressed the display button and held the camera up so Officer Tarpy could see too.


“You’d better let me have a look first,” he said.

Hiro looked disappointed but handed him the camera. Tarpy held the camera so none of them could see as he scrolled through the pictures.

Cooper watched Tarpy’s face. He stopped on one of the pictures and stared at the screen. He swallowed hard. Tarpy studied the screen again as if to be sure.

“How long ago did Gage Marine pick up Tommy Kryptoski’s boat?”

Gordy looked at Hiro and shrugged. “Fifteen minutes ago? Maybe twenty.”

“And Kryptoski was with him?”

Gordy nodded.

Hiro pointed at the camera. “What did you see?”

Tarpy’s jaw muscles tightened. “Enough.”

He hustled over to his car, talking into the shoulder mic as he ran. “I need a car at Gage Marine. Now. Call WBPD too. And tell the chief to phone me directly. We’re going to need a warrant for Tommy Kryptoski.” Tarpy paused and looked back at them like he’d just realized everyone was listening. He cupped his hand over the mic, but not well enough to keep from being heard. “We got him,” Tarpy said. “First degree.”

The look on Hiro’s face confirmed she’d heard everything Tarpy said.

The cop slammed the driver’s door and called out through the open passenger side window, “I’m going to need to get a statement from each of you tomorrow. But right now I have to fly.” He touched the camera to his forehead in a salute. “Great work, kids.” He shook his head and smiled slightly. “Amazing.” He gunned the engine, sending gravel flying. Tarpy made a squealing U-turn and raced along the beach toward town, siren blaring.

Cooper stared after him until the car was out of sight.


“What do you think he saw that made him so sure?” Gordy asked.


Cooper knew what he was really asking. Did the girl’s murder get captured on the memory card?


“I know what he saw,” Hiro said. “At least the first few images.” She gazed out toward The Getaway as though she was reliving the moment. “Kryptoski took a picture of Pom-Pom. Then Pom-Pom grabbed the camera from him and took a picture of the two of them together. Officer Tarpy saw that Lynn Tutek wasn’t in the boat that night. It was the missing girl: Wendy Besecker.”


“Proving that Lynn was lying the whole time,” Gordy said.


“Exactly,” Hiro said. “Then Kryptoski took a picture of me on The Getaway. That would help establish the timeline. After that . . . who knows what Officer Tarpy saw.” She shuddered.


Hiro got a faraway look in her eyes. A sad look.


“But now we know that Kryptoski definitely phoned Lynn,” Cooper said. “He told her what to wear. Told her to get soaking wet and walk down to the beach.” And it had almost worked.


“She’s toast,” Lunk said. “Tarpy will pick her up next.”


Hiro nodded. “She’s an accessory.”


“Gee, Hiro,” Gordy said. “You were right all along.” He looked over the water, shielding his eyes against the rain. “There really is a body out there. Somewhere. Under the surface.”


Hiro dropped to her knees on the narrow strip of beach. She looked weak. Small. A siren wailed in the distance. “Poor Wendy. I wish I’d been wrong.”




CHAPTER 81



The moment he turned onto Gage Marine property, he spotted a cop car. Make that three black and whites. No lights were flashing, though. Strange.


He pulled Black Beauty into a nearby parking space, killed the lights, and watched. The cops stood in a cluster looking at something. A phone? He recognized one of the men. Tarpy — and he seemed to be doing all the talking.


Another squad car peeled into the lot. Okay, what was this all about?


He dialed off the dome light so it wouldn’t turn on when he opened the door, and slid out of the pickup. He inched closer to the cops, sticking to the shadows. He was good at that.


Minutes later, he’d learned everything he needed to know. Tommy Kryptoski wasn’t going to need a ride from him tonight — or any night in the near future. The cops were here to pick up Kryptoski — and cuff him too.


Tommy’s old man would not be happy about this. Not one bit. And Jerry Kryptoski would find a way to blame him for not handling things properly. He’d probably even send a couple of the enforcers over to deliver the message personally. There was no going back now. He glanced at Black Beauty. If he didn’t get moving,  he might find himself doing synchronized swimming routines with Tommy’s girlfriend at the bottom of the lake.


The Gage Marine boat approached with Tommy’s boat in tow. The cops hustled down to the dock to meet it. The police boat appeared from around the bend, its lights flashing and the motor throwing up spray.

Time to go. He carefully worked his way back to the pickup and climbed inside. He reviewed his options. Figured the odds. He’d have to leave town — that was a given. But he’d prepared for that. He’d known about the murder and helped cover Kryptoski’s rear end afterward. That made him an accessory of some sort. The cops would want to question him at the very least — and then everything would change.

He needed to slip away, but there was some unfinished business to take care of first. His plan was all worked out, down to the last detail. First he’d initiate the little distraction at the casino. Actually, it was gonna be a big distraction. Big enough to ensure that Kryptoski’s old man — and the police — would be too busy to look for him.

After that, he was gonna pay one last visit to the kids before hitting the road. And he was really, really looking forward to that visit. What kind of guy would he be if he didn’t say a final good-bye? 






CHAPTER 82



Hiro sat on the edge of the bed in the condo. She was still in a bit of a fog. She should have celebrated more with the guys. After they’d pulled all three bikes from the bottom of the lake, they’d gone to Olympic Restaurant for some pizza and then over to Scoops for dessert. They’d done their best to include her. Even after she’d received Officer Tarpy’s phone call confirming that Tommy had been arrested and that they were picking up Lynn Tutek next, Hiro still didn’t feel like doing cartwheels. Officer Tarpy had no idea where Fat Elvis was — and Hiro sensed he was the most dangerous of them all.


She rubbed her Chicago Police star necklace. Why couldn’t she shake off her intuition or fear, or whatever it was, for just one night? The guys deserved better than that.


And sitting alone in the condo at The Cove wasn’t helping things. Right now, Hiro wished her mom were here. She needed to talk to her. Maybe that would make Hiro feel better. Mom could lift her out of this mood.


But deep down, Hiro knew she wouldn’t be able to rest easy and truly celebrate until Fat Elvis had been picked up. Then they’d know for sure if that man was actually Joseph Stein. She eyed the  door for a moment. The security locks were set. Still, she walked over and pressed on the door — just to be sure.


She padded back to the couch, pulled out her phone, and scrolled through her list of contacts. Should she call Detective Hammer again? Maybe he’d found some info on Fat Elvis. But if he had, wouldn’t he have called to put her mind at ease? Had he even come to Lake Geneva today? If so, then Detective Hammer was really good at shadowing. She’d never seen him — and she’d been looking.

No. She wasn’t going to bother Detective Hammer with this. And she didn’t want to call her mom, either. She and Coop’s little sister and the other moms would all be sitting inside the movie theater by now anyway. Hiro was just tired. That had to be it. In the morning everything would look different.






CHAPTER 83



He felt like a spy on some covert mission. He’d been sneaking around undetected since watching Tommy get arrested. And it had been a busy night. He’d set the fires at the casino like a pro. The cops were going to be way too busy to come looking for him tonight. And by the time they did, he’d be long gone.


The water was chilly, but wearing Tommy’s wetsuit helped. It gave him all the buoyancy he needed too for the swim from the Geneva Inn’s pier. The black neoprene made him blend in perfectly with the water, and the waves and wind would mask any noise he might make once he got to The Getaway. He wasn’t just an ordinary spy. He was a regular Jason Bourne. Smart. Efficient. Deadly.


No lights shone from the portholes, but that didn’t mean the kids were asleep. He climbed onto the swim deck, hesitated for just a moment, then carefully climbed over the transom rail.


The way the wind was howling, he probably didn’t have to worry about being quiet, but he didn’t get to where he was by leaving things to chance.


He tiptoed over to the cabin door, listened for a moment, then pulled a padlock and cable out from were he’d stuffed it inside his wetsuit. Less than a minute later, the job was done. There was no way anybody was getting out of that cabin tonight.


Within seconds he climbed over the transom rail and was back in the water. He couldn’t help but smile. This was going exactly as he’d planned. Now came the tricky part. He bobbed under the swim platform and felt along the boat’s transom until he found the threaded brass plug — just like he’d seen in the drawings. Even with the help of the wrench he’d brought with him, it took a little effort to break the plug loose. But once he did, he was able to finish unscrewing the plug by hand.


He thought about dropping the plug to the bottom of the lake but decided he’d keep it as a little souvenir. He tucked it inside his wetsuit and dropped the wrench instead. He held his hand in front of the hole to make sure the water was going in and was surprised at the powerful suction. It was like the boat was thirsty. He smiled again. The boat would fill quickly and silently. And with the wind and rain and waves, there was no chance they’d hear it. By the time water seeped above the floorboards and the boys noticed it — there’d be too much water for them to bail out.


One last detail. He swam to the front of the boat. The old cruiser was bucking and pulling at the anchor. Holding the line that connected the boat to the buoy in one hand, he slid the knife out of its sheath and started sawing away at the rope. The instant the rope broke, The Getaway started drifting toward the middle of the lake. He treaded water for a minute, watching the boat rock and pitch in the waves.


Oh yeah, he was a spy just like Jason Bourne. And Bourne was more than just an ordinary spy. He was an assassin. How perfect was that? He saluted the boat. “See ya, fellas.”


By the time he made it back to the Geneva Inn pier, it was hard to pick out the boat as it moved like a silent shadow farther and farther away from the shore. He climbed onto the dock feeling totally energized. Which was good. There was one more stop he needed to make before he left town. He couldn’t wait to see the look of surprise — and terror — on her face when she saw him.







CHAPTER 84



Cooper laid in his berth with his hands beneath his head, listening to the storm still blowing out of the southeast. Every time a lightning flash lit up the sky, he got a glimpse of those clouds through the rain-streaked porthole. Dark. Angry. And a greenish color that reminded him of the seaweed he’d been tangled in just hours ago.


At least they’d made it back to The Getaway before the storm kicked in again. Every lightning flash blinded him for a moment. Then his eyes readjusted to the shadowy darkness of the cabin. He could make out Lunk and Gordy just fine. Lunk still wasn’t wearing his lifejacket — even with the storm raging outside. What was up with that?


And Cooper still hadn’t found his phone. It was probably buried in the growing piles of stuff that littered the cabin floor. “We’ll have to do a little picking up before my dad gets here in the morning.”


“No problemo,” Gordy said. “Right after breakfast.”


Lunk shifted in his berth until he was facing Cooper. “Looking forward to him getting here?”


“Yeah. I really am.”


Lunk was quiet for a moment. “Me too.”


Cooper swallowed the lump in his throat.


“Bet he was really proud of you when you told him about the camera,” Lunk said.


It had been a great phone call with his dad. One that Cooper would never forget. “He said he was proud of all of us.”


Lunk leaned up on one elbow. “Really?”


“Yep. He wanted me to tell you guys to be ready for a lot more celebrating. He’s stopping by the Donut Shop in Hebron on the way here.”


“Best donuts in the world,” Gordy said. “We’ll have to save a couple of them for Hiro. Maybe that will help.”


Cooper figured it would take a lot more than donuts. “She’s not going to rest easy until Fat Elvis has been picked up.”


“That weasel?” Lunk snorted. “He’s probably in Minnesota by now.”


The cabin got quiet. The truth was, Cooper wouldn’t feel totally at ease until he knew that creep was gone for good.


“Listen to the wind howling,” Gordy said. “I’m surprised the waves aren’t a mile high.”


“The trees from the state park shield us here,” Cooper said. “And we’re too close to the beach.” It was a good thing too. If they were moored on the other side of the lake, the boat would be bucking them out of their berths.


Frantic pinging came from every sailboat anchored around them. The sound of metal clips banging against the aluminum masts.


“Sounds like Morse code,” Lunk said. “The sailboats are tapping out a warning.”


“Oh, there’s a comforting thought,” Gordy said. “Anybody up for a scary story? The weather is perfect for it.”


Cooper wasn’t in the mood. Their underwater salvage operation was too recent and way too intense. What he really wanted was more laughter. But something still bothered him.


“When Lunk and I were underwater . . .” Cooper began. Did he really want to go there?


“Yeah?” Gordy said. “Keep going.”


“I heard . . . something.” 


“What was it?” Gordy propped himself up on one elbow. “What did you hear?”


Now Cooper wished he hadn’t said anything. It was bad enough he’d had those panic attacks underwater. Would they think he was losing it?


“The screams?” Lunk said.


Cooper’s stomach twisted. “I was afraid it was just me.”


“Creepiest thing I’ve ever heard,” Lunk said. “All I could think about was that missing girl. I actually wondered if it was her.”


Gordy slapped his mattress and laughed. “That was me and Hiro. We stuck our heads underwater and screamed. We were trying to signal you two so you’d get your bearings.”


Cooper stared at his cousin. “Seriously?”


“Honest!” Gordy said. “Remember that old TV show, Flipper — the one about the dolphin? Whenever they wanted Flipper to come, they signaled him with this horn thing — underwater. Sound travels super-well underwater.”


“You’re an idiot, Gordy,” Lunk said.


“With all that talk about bodies in the lake,” Cooper said, “did you really think a scream was going to make us swim toward you?”


They laughed until they couldn’t laugh anymore. Lunk was wheezing.


Cooper finally stopped and tried to catch his breath. His side ached, but if felt good. The cabin got quiet. He listened to the storm. Was it just his imagination, or was the storm gaining intensity? Maybe the other guys sensed it too. Lunk gripped the side of his berth. Gordy used his legs to brace himself so he wouldn’t roll off the mattress.


“I know Hiro was doing her best to celebrate tonight,” Lunk said, “but she’s still wondering about Fat Elvis, isn’t she.” He said it like it was a statement. A fact, not a question. “She still thinks he’s Joseph Stein.”


That was exactly what was bothering her. No . . . bothering  wasn’t the right word. Scaring her. “Honestly?” Coop hesitated. “I think she’s right.”


Lunk whistled softly. “The truth comes out.”

“And you don’t think she is?”

“Actually, I think I do,” Lunk said. “She had Kryptoski figured. And she was dead on about the missing girl.”

“Dead on?” Gordy said. “I get it.”

“What about you, Gordy?” Cooper said. “What do you think?”
 

He didn’t say a word.

“Gordy?”

“I’ve tried not to think about it,” he said. “At the fair, I didn’t really give her Stein theory a chance, you know? I mean, if I don’t admit there’s a problem, maybe there isn’t one, right?”

Cooper wasn’t so sure about the logic of that. But there was something more going on here, and Gordy had just cracked open the door so they could see inside. Gordy had been stuffing his fears too. 

“But when the bikes were missing this morning, my first thought was Stein. I remembered how his hired muscle almost caught you last October . . . a couple days after the diner had been robbed. How you scrambled over the fence, and the guys took your bike.”

Cooper shuddered. “And later dropped the bike by the bell tower — all twisted up.”

“They were sending you a message, Coop,” Gordy said. “Just like they were sending all of us a message this morning. Both times they used bikes.”

Cooper hadn’t thought of that — the similarity.

“That is a creepy connection,” Lunk said. “You love scary stories. Why didn’t you say something about it this morning?”
 

“I like scary stories,” Gordy said. “But this is real life.”

“So,” Lunk said, “you keep your brain busy planning pranks or having fun or making up scary stories — so you don’t have to face what’s really scaring you deep down inside.”

Gordy was silent for a moment. “Something like that. Yeah.  I guess so. I like life with a lot of noise. When things get quiet, sometimes I think too much.”


Maybe Gordy’s abduction did have more of an effect on him than Cooper thought. “Anything else you want to talk about? Other deep-down fears?”

“Maybe,” Gordy said. “But not tonight. Next week . . . when my dad is here.”

Fair enough. But he’d opened the door, and that’s all Cooper would need.

“Do not tell Hiro I said all this,” Gordy said. “She’ll make it her personal mission to get inside my head and figure out what’s going on in there.”

“And she could do it.” Lunk laughed. “She’s done a pretty amazing job of figuring out things these last few days. And do not tell her I said that.”

All three of them laughed.

“I can say this only because Hiro isn’t here right now — ’cause I don’t want her to get a big head or anything,” Gordy said. “But I think she’s going to make a really good cop someday.” He rolled onto his stomach in his berth. “I’m going to cheer her up right now.” He whipped out his phone, typed out a text, and sent it. “There.”

“What did you say?”

Gordy held up the phone. “Coop has a surprise for you. Guaranteed to make you feel better.”

Cooper wasn’t sure what he was referring to. “Surprise?”

“Yeah,” Gordy said. “Donuts. The ones your dad is bringing in the morning.”

Lightning lit up the tiny cabin for an instant. The boat rolled and pitched. Rain drummed steadily on the deck overhead.

“If Fat Elvis is Stein, it’s kind of freaky that he ended up here,” Lunk said.

Cooper propped himself up on his elbows. “Maybe not as freaky as you think. Stein has a gambling problem. He borrows money from the wrong guy — somebody involved in organized crime. They demand payment. So to save his own skin, Stein set up the robbery of his own diner. Right?”


“That pretty well sums up the events of last fall,” Lunk said.

“But a week later his secret gets out. And somehow, in all of the confusion and gunfire, he slips away. There’s a warrant out for his arrest in Illinois. He can’t go home. He can’t access a bank account. He can’t get a legitimate job.” 

“So he goes into hiding,” Gordy said.

“Exactly. But without money, he’s limited to park benches.”

Lunk thumped his head with his open palm. “So he went to the man who loaned him the money. The guy already had all that money from the robbery, so Stein’s debt was probably erased.”

“Why would he hire a guy like Stein?” Gordy said.

Lunk sat cross-legged in his berth. “Why not? He’d own Stein. He could make Stein do anything he wanted.”

“In other words,” Cooper said, “what if the guy who gave Stein the loan, masterminded the robbery of the diner, and then hired Stein as a bodyguard is Kryptoski’s dad?”

“That’s a lot of what-ifs,” Gordy said.

“But it’s possible,” Lunk said. “His casino isn’t much more than an hour’s drive from Rolling Meadows. Why couldn’t that be the place where Stein liked to gamble?”

Nobody said a word.

“But even if Fat Elvis isn’t Stein,” Lunk said, “there could still be trouble.”

“Right.” Cooper said. “Maybe Fat Elvis was supposed to scare Hiro — and us — so we wouldn’t keep asking questions about the missing girl. Maybe he was supposed to find that camera — or keep us from finding it. If he was supposed to keep junior out of trouble and he messed up on every count . . . what do you think happens to him? Do you think a boss who’s involved in organized crime will just fire the guy who totally blew it?”

“He’s dead meat,” Gordy said.

“He wouldn’t dare report back to the boss now,” Cooper said.


“He’d run,” Gordy said. “As far away and as quickly as he could.” 


Nobody said a word. Cooper’s mind raced as fast as the wind whipping the waves outside. “If we’re lucky, he’d run. Fat Elvis has to be really angry right now. And if he is Stein, then this would be the second time we’ve messed up his twisted plans.” They were all in just as much danger as they had been before Kryptoski got arrested. And if this guy was Joseph Stein, then they could multiply that danger times ten.


“What time is it?” Cooper had a sick feeling. “Maybe we should go talk to Hiro tonight.”


“In this storm?” Gordy said. “There’s no way. We’d be soaked before we got to the beach. And it’s already ten thirty. We wouldn’t get back here until after midnight.”


“And nothing good happens after midnight,” Lunk said.


Cooper rummaged around in the berth for his phone. “Scoops is closed, and Katie was going to walk her to the condo, right?”


“That was the plan,” Lunk said. “You don’t think he’d try something tonight — do you?”


Lunk’s question fueled the fear smoldering deep inside Cooper. What if Fat Elvis — or Stein — wanted a little payback before he left town? Cooper wanted to push the thought back down. Bury it deep. But he was done burying his fears. The only way to keep the fear from paralyzing him was to face it. And facing it meant that he had to find out if Hiro was okay.


He wanted to talk to her. Just hearing her voice would be enough. It seemed ridiculous. Of course she was safe. Still, he wished they’d been the ones to walk her back to The Cove.


“Guys,” Gordy said, “we’re spooking ourselves here.”


“Where is my phone?” Cooper said. He checked his pockets again. 


“When’s the last time you remember using it?” Gordy said.


Cooper thought. “It’s been missing all day. So I guess I used it sometime yesterday.” Cooper checked under his pillow.


“The fair,” Lunk said. “You had it at the county fair.”


Now Cooper remembered. “I put it in my backpack before we  rode Typhoon.” He reached for his backpack hanging from a hook on the wall. He dug through the front pocket. “I know I put it in here.”


Gordy’s phone chirped. “It’s Hiro . . . answering my text.” Gordy’s face glowed in the light from the screen.

“What did she say?”

“She texted, ‘This better not be a prank. Remember what I did to you guys the last time? I’m warning you.’ ” Gordy snickered. “I’ll just send a quick reply.” He tapped away on his phone. “How’s this sound . . . ‘No tricks. No pranks. This is legit and you’ll love it.’ ” He looked up. “Send.”

“She’s a firecracker,” Lunk said. “Sounds like she’s okay.”

Cooper needed his phone. He wanted to call Hiro and talk to her himself. Even if it was late. He mentally retraced his steps. He’d definitely stuffed his phone into his backpack at the fair. After the Typhoon ride, he hadn’t put it back into his pocket because there wasn’t time. They’d started looking for Fat Elvis immediately — and then tailed Hiro when she broke away from them.

The boat suddenly pitched and slammed Cooper against the hull. Had the wind shifted again? The waves were really rocking the boat now. The wind was still howling, but with more rage than before. And something else was different. He couldn’t hear any pinging on the masts. Which was strange. Could the sound of the rain be drowning it out? He held his breath and strained to hear. Not a single ping. Strange.

Cooper’s mind switched back to the missing phone. After they left the fair, he’d never made any calls. And the backpack had been hanging on the wall hook ever since they’d returned to the boat last night.

Cooper rummaged through the backpack again. Except for Chimpy the stuffed monkey, it was definitely empty.

So if Cooper never took his phone out of the backpack — who did? The Getaway rolled heavily, and a puzzle piece dropped into place. His stomach twisted — and he sat up straight. “Fat Elvis took my phone.”






CHAPTER 85



Hiro looked at the text from Cooper again. “Meet us at LeatherLips — by the spillway. We have something important to show you.” She scrolled down to reread her response. “Now? Seriously? It’s 10:30. And it’s raining.”


Coop’s response was immediate. “You’ll dry. 5 minutes. That’s all we need.”


That’s when she’d sent the text to Gordy. If this was another prank, she definitely wasn’t in the mood.


Her phone chirped and she opened the message. No tricks. No pranks. This is legit and you’ll love it.


Okay. They were still out celebrating. She got that. She really didn’t think Coop would have tried pulling something stupid. Not now. But getting that little bit of assurance from Gordy eased her mind. Knowing Gordy, the big surprise was probably food. Maybe they’d ordered another pizza since she didn’t eat much at dinner. She still wasn’t hungry. And why didn’t they just meet her in the foyer of the condo? Why make her go out in the rain? But then again, why did she expect the guys to start doing things that made sense?


Hiro sighed. “This had better be good.” She slipped on her sweatshirt, tucked an umbrella under her arm, and grabbed the  room key. She thought about leaving a note for her mom, but she was still at the movies somewhere in Kenosha with the others. They wouldn’t be back for at least another two hours. Hiro would be back in twenty minutes.







CHAPTER 86



He crouched in the shadows of the little cove and waited. Keeping the wetsuit on had been a great idea. It felt like he was wearing some kind of body armor. He was invincible.


He bounced the kid’s cell phone in his palm. Did the girl suspect anything? If she did, the cops would already be here, wouldn’t they? The real question was, would she take the bait?


A small figure holding an umbrella hurried toward the lake. He stared. By the time she crossed the street and started walking his way, he was absolutely sure it was her.


He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Relax. Don’t rush this. Everything is going according to plan.


He kept the gun in the plastic bag. No sense getting it wet. And he really had no intention of using it. Not unless he had to. But she wouldn’t know that. Just the sight of it would be enough to force her into the tunnel. He’d say good-bye to her there.







CHAPTER 87



The wind was blowing offshore, whipping the rain under Hiro’s umbrella. The streets were strangely empty, but then why would sane people go out in this storm? She looked out over the water. Sailboats bucked and pulled at their buoys as though something far out in the lake was drawing them closer to it. Wisps of steam rose off the lake — like rising spirits of the dead. Hiro thought about Wendy. Was she still in that lake?


Hiro heard sirens in the distance. Lots of sirens. Fire trucks. Police cars. Even ambulances. Each had their own sound. She turned her head to hear better. Whatever was going on, it was big. She stopped on the bridge that overlooked the tiny bay and waited at the railing. Everything at LeatherLips — the docked boats and the spillway — looked quiet. Absolutely still — except for the rain. Either the boys were hiding or they were never here. Maybe they’d just sent her on a wild goose chase. Thanks, guys.


Something inside of her burned. Maybe it was frustration. Actually, it was frustration. She was ready to deck Gordy again. She whipped out her phone and fired off a message to him.


What was the plan here? Were they going to jump out and scare her? If this was some little joke they were playing on her, she definitely wasn’t going to make it easy for them. She trekked down  the incline and stood on one of the docks. Out in the open. Right where they could see her — and more importantly, where she could see them sneaking up on her.







CHAPTER 88



Cooper tossed his backpack to the side. 


“Hiro said she saw Fat Elvis with his hands on my backpack. Remember? He must have taken my phone.”


“But why?” Lunk leaned on one elbow. “What could he possibly want with your phone?”


Gordy’s phone chirped. “It’s Hiro . . . she says, ‘If this is a joke — I’m really not in the mood. And if this is another dead fish prank — you’re all dead meat.’ ” Gordy laughed and whipped back a response. 


“What did you say?”


“I told her she’ll find out when we see her tomorrow.” He grinned. “I’m not telling her it’s only donuts. Let her sweat a little.” 


The Getaway rolled and bucked.


Gordy’s phone chirped again. “She’s not letting this go, is she?” Gordy opened the text and his smile faded. “This makes no sense.” 


“What?” Cooper said. “Read it.”


Gordy cleared his throat. “Okay, she says, ‘Tomorrow? Coop’s text said to meet you now. Tonight. I’m at LeatherLips — where are you?’” 


Cooper’s heart started racing. “I didn’t send that text.” He swung his legs over the side of the berth. “Tell her to run, Gordy. Tell her I lost my phone at the fair — Fat Elvis has it. He’s using it to bait her.”


Gordy hunkered over the phone, his thumbs flying over the screen.

“We’ve got to get to town. Now.” Cooper stood — and landed in water past his ankles. “What?” A wave caused the boat to lurch, throwing Coop back onto the berth. He scrambled to his feet. “Water!”

Lunk jumped off his berth. “Waves washing over the bow?”

“Impossible.” Coop raced for the hatch. It wouldn’t budge. Not even when he threw his good shoulder into it.

“Let me try that,” Lunk said. He pushed at it, then stood and kicked it. The hatch held.

“Guys,” Gordy said. “Look out the window — our anchor line must have snapped.”

Lunk kept kicking the hatch.

Cooper cupped his hands against the window. They had to be a mile from shore.

“This isn’t jammed,” Lunk said. “It’s locked. From the outside.” 

The boat was adrift, taking in water, and they were locked inside. “What are the odds of all this going wrong at the same time?” Cooper’s mind raced. More pieces started flying into place.
 

“We’ve been set up,” Lunk said. “Somebody wants us dead.”






CHAPTER 89



Lunk kicked at the hatch again — but he wasn’t getting anywhere with his bare feet. “Where’s a concrete-filled Wiffle ball bat when you need it?”


Cooper laced up his shoes. “Let me try.”


Lunk didn’t wait to see if his friend broke through. He dug out his own shoes. A moment later he took over for Coop. They had to get out of here. Lunk fought back the panic. The image of The Getaway sinking with all three of them trapped inside seared his mind. He wanted to strap on his lifejacket. A lot of good it would do him inside a flooding cabin. If the boat went to the bottom, they were going with it — lifejacket or no lifejacket. He threw his whole body against the solid oak hatch.


“The air tank,” Coop said. He tore the seat off the storage compartment and tossed gear to one side. “We’ll use it as a battering ram,” he said, pulling the air tank free.


Lunk grabbed one side with both hands; Coop grabbed the other. Together they swung the tank and slammed the flat bottom into the hatch again and again. The force of each impact sent shock waves through his hands and shoulders.


“Harder!” Coop shouted.


The hatch cracked.


“Again!” Lunk said. They swept the tank high and rammed it so hard that Lunk was afraid the tank would explode. If it had been full, maybe it would have. “One more time.” Wood split and broke out in sections.


They dropped the tank and kicked free the remaining splinters. The three of them squeezed through and piled onto the deck. They were definitely drifting with the monster swells. Rain beat down on them, smacking them in the face. The idea of being trapped inside the cabin was bad — but this wasn’t much better. Lunk wanted to find a lifejacket and strap it on so tight that it would never come off.


Lightning split the sky. They were in the middle of the lake. As far from the north shore as they were from the south. Vicious, dark waves rolled past with white-capped heads. Foam trailed each one as though the waves were alive — and rabid.


Gordy pointed toward the north shore. “The waves will smash us onto the rocks.”


Lunk glanced at the waves and the distance from shore, then looked back into the flooding cabin. We may sink before we get there. Lunk didn’t want to think about it. His friends needed his help.


“Hiro’s in trouble,” Coop said. “I feel it.”


Lunk’s stomach lurched. Whoever did this wanted them out of the way. Hiro was his next target.


Gordy stuffed his phone into his pocket. “What do we do?”


Cooper looked toward town. “Did she answer your text?”


Gordy shook his head.


“Oh, God, help her,” Cooper said.


For a moment he looked lost. Scared. “Get the spare key — give it to Lunk. — Let’s get the bilge pump going.”


Gordy whipped out the toolbox and dug through it.


“Grab the flare gun too.”


Gordy found the key and handed it to Lunk.


Lunk missed the slot twice. He grabbed the wheel to steady  himself and tried again. This time the key slid home, and he turned on the ignition — stopping just short of cranking the engines. The dials came to life. Good. At least they had battery power. He toggled on the bilge and heard the pump motor hum. “Bilge on.”


Lunk glanced inside the cabin. The water was rising — and no wave had crashed over the top since he’d been on deck. Yet the lower they sank in the water, the greater the risk that waves would start coming over the side. Then it would all be over. “Where’s the water coming from?”

Cooper heaved open the engine hatch. Lunk gave him a hand. Oil and gas fumes rose to meet him. He peered into the dark compartment. Water sloshed around the twin engines. “We’ve got a couple feet of water in there,” Cooper said. “We’re going down!”

Lunk glanced over the transom. The swim platform was under water.

Gordy loaded a round in the flare gun, held it over his head with both hands, and squeezed the trigger. A red tracer arced high overhead — lighting up the raindrops like they were laser beams streaking down on them.

Who would be stupid enough to be out in this storm? Who would even see the flare? Lunk kneeled on the wet deck next to Cooper and stared into the flooding compartment. “How’s the water getting in?”

Cooper shook his head. “Don’t know. There must be a hole.”

Whoever wanted them out of the way had done something to the hull. Probably while they were talking inside the cabin. But wouldn’t they have heard some kind of drill?

Lunk looked inside the engine hatch. “Can we fill the hole with something? Plug the leak?”

Cooper grabbed the side rail and looked into the water. “We don’t even know where it is.”

Gordy shot off another flare. “We gotta abandon ship.”

Lunk rushed to the transom rail — but the inflatable wasn’t there. They’d tied it to the buoy. The only way off The Getaway was to swim. Whoever did this wasn’t leaving much to chance.


“If this thing goes under, and we’re still on it . . .” Gordy pointed the flare gun at the waves.

It would suck them down with it. Lunk knew it. And they’d be as dead as the girl floating in the underwater currents of the lake. 






CHAPTER 90



Hiro’s phone chirped. She ignored it and kept her eyes open. The moment she looked at her phone, they’d jump out of hiding. She wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of catching her off guard. The rain eased up, but the wind didn’t. She walked carefully along the boat slips in the tiny lagoon. Even though the water was shielded from the brunt of the storm, tiny ripples trembled across the black water.


If this was their idea of a joke, they had a demented sense of humor. It was a creepy spot to meet up. Why would Coop do it?


Lightning washed the entire scene in raw, electric light. What was she doing here? Why did she leave the condo? She touched her queasy stomach. It wasn’t the typical butterflies inside. They were bats. Diving and dodging — and frantic to get out.


Okay, this whole thing was ridiculous. It was time to go. “I’m not playing your games, guys!” she said. Loudly. Did her voice betray her fear? She hoped not. The whole idea was to come across as unafraid. Casual. But right now she wanted to run.


Ruby Slipper tugged at its dock line as if an invisible hand were pulling it from under the water. Hiro wished she were wearing a pair of ruby slippers right now. She’d click those heels together and  go home. And she’d go back in time if she could. To when her dad was still alive. She’d run right into his arms and be safe.


Hiro slowly backed down the dock. A small stretch of water separated her from the concrete dam and the spillway that emptied into the demon tunnel. She shuddered at the thought of that place. Her waiting text signaled again. She had no intention of opening it. Maybe when she got back to the room. A strong sense knifed through her that she shouldn’t be here. She’d played their game too long. She needed to leave. Now. “Do you hear me?” She moved faster. “Adios, boys! I’m leaving!”

“Sorry, Hiroko.” A man’s voice. Behind her. “You’re staying with me.”

She knew that voice. Hiro whirled around. Oh, dear God, no. It was Fat Elvis — otherwise known as Joseph Stein.






CHAPTER 91



We should have listened to Hiro,” Cooper said. 


Gordy’s eyes were wide. “We gonna abandon ship?”
 

Lightning ripped across the sky in a jagged line. For an instant, every detail around them was clear — and horrifying. The clouds were wicked. Tumbling over one another in confusion — or in their lust to punish the earth below.


“We can’t stay here. We’re the highest thing on the water for a mile around.” They’d be a target for lightning — a magnet — right up until the moment The Getaway slipped under the dark waters forever. The rain seemed to lighten up, but the storm didn’t look like it was through with them just yet. More like it was refueling for another assault.


“I’ll get lifejackets,” Lunk said. He disappeared inside the cabin. 


“Hiro,” Cooper whispered. They couldn’t just sit here waiting to go under. They had to do something. Had to get to her. Cooper rushed back to the engine compartment. He stared at the water swirling around the twin motors. Would they even start?


“Lunk!” he shouted. “Fire ’em up!”


Lunk dropped the life vests on deck and stood behind the console. He toggled on the blower. Made sure both engines were in  neutral, goosed the gas, and turned the key. The motors rumbled to life. Lunk revved the engines to keep them going.


Cooper pulled open a storage compartment. Dad kept a hand pump in here somewhere.

Lunk grabbed the wheel. “Head for the buoy?”

Cooper pointed toward town. “The beach. It’s closer to Hiro. We’ll run it aground — keep it from sinking.”

Lunk shifted into gear and opened up both throttles. The Getaway lumbered forward. Fought to gain speed.

“Can you handle the helm?” Coop said. “You’ve got more driving time than I do.”

Lunk nodded. Gripping the wheel with both hands, he cut it hard and leaned his body against it to hold the course toward town. The Getaway reeled and bucked like it was moving in slow motion.

“It’s handling like an elephant!” Lunk said.

“We gotta make this elephant dance, skipper!” Cooper said. “Hiro’s walking into a trap — she needs us!” He turned to Gordy. “Call 9 – 1 – 1! Tell them where Hiro is! Tell them she’s in trouble!” 

Gordy nodded and ducked inside the cabin to call.

As if on cue, the rain pounded down again with fresh fury.

Cooper dug out the emergency hand bilge pump and lowered himself into the engine compartment. The sound was deafening — and terrifying. God, protect Hiro. God, please. He dropped the hose into the oily, black water sloshing around in the hull and snaked the other end over the transom rail. He started pumping.

Gordy leaned his head in. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to help the bilge pumps catch up!” Cooper shouted. “Are the police on their way?”

“The police boat is on its way from Fontana!” Gordy shouted over the twin motors.

They’d be here too late to do them any good — or Hiro. “What about Hiro? Did you tell them?”

Gordy nodded. “But no guarantees! The dispatcher said all the  cops are at the casino — a big fire broke out earlier! People are trapped!”


Fat Elvis. It had to be. “So nobody is coming?”

“A car is on the way — but the casino is ten miles from here!”

Hiro may not have that long. God help us. The hose over the rail flipped back onto the deck. Everything he’d just pumped would run back inside. “Hold that hose over the rail!” Cooper yelled.

The boat rocked to the port side, nearly slamming Cooper into the hot engine.

Gordy reached down a hand. “Get out of there, Coop! It’s too dangerous!”

Gordy was right. This was insane. He couldn’t pump the water out fast enough to do much good. And if the boat did go under, it would sink quickly — trapping him inside the compartment. Cooper grabbed Gordy’s hand and climbed out. They dropped the hatch in place. No sense letting the rain get in there and help finish them off.

Lunk was still muscling the wheel. His arms shook from the strain. He had the engines at full power. He was soaked. They were all soaked. “I’m making this elephant dance!” he shouted.

Cooper nodded. But The Getaway moved like it was dragging a grand piano. The boat rode low. Really low. Or maybe the height of the waves made it seem that way. The Getaway hit the waves head-on — spray exploded off the bow in both directions and into their faces. Cooper staggered over to the wheel to help Lunk hold it steady.

They were past Maytag Point. If they’d headed for Big Foot Beach, they’d be nearly there by now. But the beach was so narrow, the bow would’ve come to rest on Lake Shore Drive. And then they’d still have to get all the way into town to help Hiro. They didn’t have that kind of time. Cooper’s gut told him that much. Or was it telling him that Hiro was already beyond help?

Cooper took a wide stance and gripped the wheel beside Lunk, helping hold The Getaway on a direct course for the town beach.


“We gonna make it?” Gordy grabbed the windshield and fought to stay on his feet.


“Have to!” Cooper said. Were they slowing — or was it his imagination? Both engines were still at full throttle.


Cooper shouted to his cousin. “Hear anything from Hiro?”


Gordy checked his phone and shook his head.


“Call my dad! Tell him what’s happening!”


Gordy nodded and ducked inside the cabin again.


Cooper pushed the throttles forward even though he knew they couldn’t go any further. He never should have left Hiro in town alone. They should have stayed together — at least until the rest of them got back from the late show. Until he knew she was locked in the condo. Safe. God, please help her. “Fat Elvis is Stein!” he shouted to Lunk. “I feel it!”


Lunk gave a quick nod. “This is definitely payback!”


Gordy stumbled out of the cabin and grabbed the back of the seat to steady himself. “I left a voicemail!”


Cooper made out Stone Manor on their right. They were heading smack down the middle of the bay — on a collision course for the beach beside the Riviera. He strained to see anything in the direction of LeatherLips. Rain stung his face and eyes. It was impossible to see. God, keep her safe.


The rain plastering the windshield made it practically useless. Gordy squinted and raised himself on his toes to look over it. “We’re getting close. How are we going to play this?” Gordy said.


Cooper hadn’t planned out that part yet. He still wasn’t sure they’d make it to the beach. “There are two swim platforms by the beach — if we hit one of them, we’re dead!”


Lunk rocked up on his toes and nodded. “I’ve got a visual! I’ll bring us in closer to the Riviera pier!”


Closer to shore, the waves were definitely smaller. The Getaway built more speed.


“We’re pushing twenty-five,” Lunk said, looking at the speedometer. “We’re gonna hit hard!”


Too hard. They’d rip the bottom off the hull — and maybe get so banged up in the process that they wouldn’t be able to help Hiro. “How fast do you think we need to go to beach it?”


Lunk glanced at the dials. “Not this fast!”


Cooper agreed. They’d have to slow up — but not yet. Do it too soon and the boat was liable to sink. “Okay, as we pass the Riviera piers, I’ll drop our speed! If we hit the beach at ten — that should be enough!” He hoped that was fast enough to get the boat onto the beach. But hitting with too much speed would be disastrous for sure.


Lunk took a fresh grip on the wheel to brace himself.


“Gordy!” Cooper said. “When we get close, I want you to bail out over the back — Navy Seal style. If I can’t run after the boat hits — find Hiro!”


Gordy nodded and staggered to the back of the boat. He gripped the corner railing and watched the approaching shoreline. 


Cooper flipped open the toolbox and strapped his dad’s dive knife to his right calf. He grabbed the flare gun and tucked it into his waistline and pocketed the two remaining shells.


Lunk glanced at him. “Good idea! When you’re outgunned or outnumbered — hit fast and hard! No hesitation!”


Cooper had no problem with that. Not now. He just hoped he wasn’t too late.







CHAPTER 92



Hiro had to keep stalling. Keep Stein talking. Pray that someone would see them. The rain unleashed a fresh attack, but she dropped her umbrella on the dock. It wouldn’t do her any good against a gun — and she needed to keep her hands free.


Stein kept the gun pointed at her. He held it waist high, like he didn’t want to attract attention if someone happened by.


“What is it with you kids?” Stein said. “You’re always getting in my way. Always messing up my plans. But not tonight.” He held up a phone. “Recognize this?”


“Is that Cooper’s?”


Stein nodded. “Backpack. County fair. I slipped it out while you were riding Typhoon.”


Hiro sucked in her breath.


“Genius, right? And you took my bait.”


His eyes were wild. Hypnotic. Was he on something? Possessed? And why was he wearing a wetsuit?


“I knew my luck was changing when I first saw you at the beach on Sunday night.”


Keep him talking. “That was you — in the black pickup?”


Stein nodded. “I hated my job. Wiping that rich kid’s nose. Actually, I’m glad he got what was coming to him.”


It wasn’t that Stein cared about the girl or getting justice for her. His hatred of Kryptoski governed his sense of right and wrong.


“You tried to run Coop down, didn’t you?”


Stein snickered. “I couldn’t help myself. Just having a little fun while waiting for the right moment to strike.”


Another chill flashed through her. The right moment. What was he going to do to Coop?


“By the way” — Stein glanced over his shoulder — “leaving the condo at this time of night?” He tapped his forehead. “Not too smart, Hiroko. You’ve got to use your brains. It’s a big, bad world out there, and a girl could get hurt if she’s not careful.”


The guy was sick. Deranged. “Just let me go,” Hiro said. “I’ll toss my phone in the water. I won’t be able to call a soul. You can get away clean.”


Stein laughed. “I’m not worried about a clean getaway. I’ll roll the dice on that one.”


“Hasn’t gambling gotten you into enough trouble?”


“This one’s a sure bet,” Stein said. “There’s a nasty fire blazing at the casino right now. The cops won’t be here quick enough, even if you did call. I’ve got plenty of time.”


The sirens. A fire. A diversion. Of course. “You decoyed them.”
 

“I needed to keep the boss busy. After his boy got arrested, he was in a hellish mood.”


No more than Stein seemed to be in now. “Somebody could get hurt.”


Stein shrugged. “Just the boss, if I’m lucky.”


He was a sociopath. No conscience. No remorse. “Coop knows where I am. I sensed it was you. I told the boys — and they’ll be here soon to check on me. You have to leave. Now.”


Stein shrugged. “I already took care of them. Right after I started the fire. Now I’ll be free of all of you.”


Hiro felt her knees go weak. What had he done? She’d just gotten a text from Gordy, hadn’t she? Maybe Stein was bluffing.


He smiled. “A little boating accident. They’re all swimming with Tommy’s girlfriend now.”


Wendy? She was dead. Oh, God. Could he be telling the truth? Tears blurred her vision. He was a creature of the dark now — one who dragged away innocent people and devoured them. “You’re an animal.”


He raised his head and howled.


It didn’t sound human.


“Now you’re coming with me — unless you’ve got your heart set on going out with a bang.” He waggled the gun at her and grinned. 


She had to run. The gun wasn’t as much of a threat as it looked. Not here, anyway. Likely Stein intended to use the gun, but someplace where he wouldn’t be spotted or heard. If she went with him, she’d die for sure. But if she ran and he fired, he might miss.


The tiny bay was to her right. She could jump in, but where could she go from there? It would be like that shooting gallery game at the fair. She’d be a sitting duck. Especially if she tried climbing out of the water on the other side.


The spillway was to her left. If she could jump to that wall and slide down the spillway . . .


Stein checked over his shoulder toward Wrigley Drive. “Let’s go. Come with me.” He took a step backward.


She took a step toward him as though she intended to follow his orders.


“That’s it.” He backed his way off the dock. “Nice and easy.”


Nice would be seeing him behind bars. But that wouldn’t be easy. She took another step. Then two. Did he really expect her to follow him without a fight?


“Get in the water.” He motioned with his gun toward the spillway. “We’re taking a little shortcut.”


No — not down there. “Please,” she said.


“Scared, aren’t you, Hiroko?” Stein’s eyes got wide. “And you should be. Now move.”


She’d never get past him — he was blocking her way off the  narrow dock. All she could hope to do was go where he directed her and get ahead of him somehow. She judged the distance to the spillway — and jumped. But she fell short and landed in the shallow water. She got back on her feet.


Stein laughed. “Seriously?”

She heard a splash behind her.

Hiro grabbed the wall and pulled herself over it, sliding past the edge with the rushing water. Stein’s hand raked her back, but she wriggled free and dropped onto the concrete spillway below. She rolled — over and over. Slipping and sliding on the mossy surface. 

“Stop!” Stein growled.

He was close. She didn’t dare look back but crawled, ran, and clawed her way down the incline. He could have fired his gun. She would have been an easy target.

Stein kept coming. Why didn’t he shoot? She knew the answer. He intended to kill her — but he didn’t want to do it here.

The spillway dropped lower and lower. Concrete walls on either side towered well over her head. There was no escaping. Like the shallow water rushing all around her, she had no choice but to go down the ramp.

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

He was gaining on her.

Stein grunted behind her. Swore. “Actually,” he said, “I am going to hurt you.”

Please, God! The concrete chute led directly to the black hole. The demon tunnel. Like a gaping mouth — greedy, thirsty — it gulped down every gallon of water the spillway shot at it.

Stein laughed behind her. “I’m having fun. But I think Hiroko made another mistake. She got herself trapped.”

Hiro was on her feet again, — but making her way across the moss-covered concrete was like running on ice. Backtracking would be impossible. There’d be no getting past Stein on the slippery spillway slope. There was only one way out. God, help me! She ducked inside the black tunnel.






CHAPTER 93



Get ready, Gordy!” Cooper shouted. The Getaway was on a collision course with the shore. It was insane. He wiped slick hands on his soaked jeans and grabbed the controls again.


Lunk maneuvered the boat directly between the closest swim platform and the Riviera docks. The Lady of the Lake. The Walworth II. All of the excursion boats sat there silently. They pulled at their ropes like they wanted to get out of the way — or get a better view of the guys hitting the beach.


Cooper kept both hands on the throttles. Eased them back. Braced himself. The empty beach loomed thirty yards dead ahead. Every instinct screamed for him to turn the wheel. But they’d never stop in time now.


He turned to his cousin. “Jump!”


Gordy disappeared over the transom. Cooper fought the urge to join him.


Lunk widened his stance. “We’re coming in fast!”


Cooper pulled back on the throttles again. “Here we go!”


The instant Cooper felt the bow touch bottom, he threw the levers back to the neutral position and turned off the key. The bow rose sharply as the keel plowed into the sand and rode up onto the  beach. Cooper slammed into the console so hard that he bounced back and rolled onto the deck.


The Getaway yawned over to the starboard side and stopped. It stopped.

Lunk was lying on the teak floor next to Cooper. “It worked!” He sounded surprised.

Cooper untangled himself and vaulted over the rail onto the soft sand. Lunk dropped down beside him. Huge waves from The Getaway’s run for the beach broke on the shore and rushed to meet them, dragging Gordy in with them.

Gordy coughed and spit. “We’re alive!”

Alive. Cooper broke out in a flat-out sprint for LeatherLips — praying Hiro was alive too.






CHAPTER 94



Stein kept pace with Hiroko inside the tunnel. This couldn’t have worked out any better if Stein had scripted it. She was going exactly where he wanted her to go. And the chase was good too. She was a scared rabbit. No, a mouse. And he was the cat.


He did not want to use the gun. Not unless he had to. It wasn’t just the risk of it drawing unwanted attention. It was everything he’d miss. He didn’t get to see the boys panic as their boat sank to the bottom with them locked inside. But he wasn’t about to miss Hiroko’s moment of terror. A bullet was too easy. Too quick. Too clean. He wanted to get his hands around her neck and feel her fear.


He’d toy with her inside the tunnel. Maybe he’d wait until she was almost to the end, and then the cat would pounce.


“Marco,” he said. He chuckled to himself as he thought about the childhood water game. “Don’t you want to play, Hiroko? You’re supposed to say ‘polo.’ ” 


She was close enough to grab now. But he resisted the urge. He had no idea he’d enjoy the chase this much. He’d give her another fifty feet.







CHAPTER 95



The tunnel was as black as Stein’s heart. And as cold. Hiro crouched low as she ran. She kept one hand touching the wall of the underground passage to give her a sense of direction. Stability. If that were even possible in a place like this. The rough surface of the concrete tunnel rose and fell under her fingertips. Like the sound of Stein’s panting behind her. Water rushed by her feet.


“I like it in here.” Stein’s voice seemed amplified in the tunnel. “You’ve picked a perfect spot, Hiroko.” His voice echoed past her. Sounded distorted. Or maybe his voice had become as twisted as Stein was on the inside.


Her foot hooked on something on the tunnel floor — and she went down. Instantly, she was on her feet again. But now her knee throbbed and felt like it would buckle. Webs stretched across her face. She swatted past them and kept going. It was like the tunnel was aware of her presence — and it didn’t want her to leave.


She was in a place of death. She felt it. This tunnel was a concrete coffin. What if Stein had fished Wendy’s body out of the lake and hidden it in here? An image of a tattoo — a pair of dice — flashed in her mind. Could there be a dead body in this tunnel? If she didn’t keep moving, there definitely would be.


Something in the water at her feet wriggled and thrashed. Hiro screamed.


“I’m catching up to you.” Stein laughed like he was enjoying the chase. “I can smell your fear.”


He really was an animal. He could shoot her now — or lunge and take her down. Why didn’t he? Because he was toying with her. Letting her grasp a thread of hope. He’d wait until she was within inches of freedom.


Hiro tried to go faster, but the tunnel slowed her down. Made her lose her footing.


She should have gone into the tunnel with the boys. Maybe she’d be less terrified now. Gotta go faster. She could hardly breathe. She expected Stein’s hand to grab her shoulder at any second.


She saw a smudge of gray ahead. The end of the tunnel. It was too far away. Too far. And Stein was too close — and gaining on her.







CHAPTER 96



Rain pelted Cooper’s face, but it didn’t slow him down. He vaulted over an iron fence and picked up speed as soon as he got off the beach. He sprinted past the fountain. Lunk and Gordy were right behind him.


No traffic. Cooper bolted across the street. “Hiro!” He reached for the iron gate leading down to LeatherLips rentals and the docks in the bay below. Locked. “Hiro!”


The inlet was still. Lifeless. Covered boats were tied in the slips. They looked like funeral barges. Was she inside one of them? An open umbrella was lying on the dock at the far side of the little bay. Please, God, no.


Gordy and Lunk pulled up beside him. “Anything?”


Cooper pointed at the umbrella. “Hiro!” He looked in the black water for any sign of a disturbance. Nothing.


They crossed the bridge and hustled toward the docks. “Let’s spread out.”


Gordy passed him and headed down the narrow pier along the spillway. Lunk followed.


A shrill scream pierced the air. “Hiro!” Cooper wheeled around. “The tunnel.”


Gordy leaped off the dock into the water, then climbed over the concrete dam. Lunk was right behind him.


“I’ll go around,” Cooper said. “Meet you where it dumps into the river.”


Lunk waved a hand and ran past Gordy, but he never looked back. Together they raced down the concrete ramp.


Cooper darted around the spillway and headed toward the parking lot. Hang on, Hiro. Hang on! Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a figure running in the same direction, but on the other side of the tiny bay. Looked like he had a hand to his ear — was he on the phone? Did Fat Elvis have an accomplice?


Cooper pulled the flare gun from his waistline and loaded a cartridge in the chamber.







CHAPTER 97



Lunk ducked into the tunnel just ahead of Gordy — his head low, fists clenched. He couldn’t see a thing, but he fought against every instinct that screamed for him to slow down.


Hiro needed him. Cooper needed him. And Lunk knew he would need some kind of miracle to get there in time.


“Right behind you,” Gordy panted. “Slow up and I’ll run you down.”


Gordy obviously couldn’t see a thing either. He was counting on Lunk to keep his speed up and stay ahead of him.


Lunk skittered for a second, regained his balance, and pressed on. He heard voices echoing ahead of them, getting louder. He was closing the distance between them.


Water poured in from overhead. Some kind of drainage pipe from the street? There hadn’t been anything like that the other day — but it hadn’t been raining then, either. He splashed through and kept running.


Whimpering. He was sure he heard whimpering, but he couldn’t stop to listen and be sure. It was Hiro. Had to be. What was Stein doing to her?







CHAPTER 98



Hiro tripped again and her injured knee struck the tunnel floor. She struggled to get up, limping hard this time. Terror behind her. Terror ahead. But if she stopped — if she slowed down — he’d get her. This wasn’t the boogeyman. It wasn’t an overactive imagination. It was Stein. He was real. And he was going to hurt her. Holding one hand out in front of her, she ran.


“You run like hell, Hiroko,” Stein said, laughing.


Not like hell. She was running from hell. And she could feel the heat.


The air felt heavy. Stagnant. Dead. Even the tunnel felt evil. Like it was alive. Grabbing at her. Wanting to pull her down. Hold her back for Stein.


The tunnel opening grew bigger. Almost there. Almost there. And then what? At least she’d be out of this demon tunnel.


But the demon would still be chasing her. Her phone was in her pocket. If she could get some distance on him, she could call — someone.


“You’re mine!”


Stein grabbed her braid — slowed her — and slammed into her. She went down, and her head plunged underwater for an instant. She squirmed and twisted to face him — then kicked with all her strength.


He grunted. Swore.

She kicked again. Connected.

Stein snickered. And took a swing at her.

The blow glanced off her cheek. She raised her arms to protect her face. “Please!”

He forced her head underwater — then jerked her out again. She gasped for breath.

“I am so sick of you and your friends!” His fists exploded against her jaw. Shoulders.

Hiro ducked. Screamed. It was impossible to fight back. “God, help me!”

Stein drove his knee into her stomach. She couldn’t breathe. “Time to say good night, Hiroko.” He leaned into her, ground his knee in harder — forcing her head under the black water.

She reached for his face. Felt his beard. Clawed at his eyes.

Stein roared and recoiled — and Hiro wriggled free. She crawled through the rushing water for a few seconds before getting back on her feet. But Stein’s iron grip locked onto her ankle.

“Daddy!” Hiro screamed. “Help me!” Her dad couldn’t come to her rescue, though, could he? Yet she was running to him — and in moments she would be safe in his arms.






CHAPTER 99


Cooper heard a police siren in the distance. He pounded across Center Street and headed for the other end of the tunnel. Hiro’s scream was different this time. Not just terror. Pain.


She screamed again. She was close. Was she out of the tunnel? 


He swung past the trees, down the embankment, and toward the river. Hiro was there at the mouth of the tunnel. Thrashing, trying to kick free from someone. She fell backward into the shallow river and slammed against a rock.


Cooper splashed into the river. Raised the flare gun.


A figure stood over her. “It’s time to say good-bye, Hiroko.”


Stein. Wearing a wetsuit? Cooper clambered over the rocks. Had to get to her. Now.


Stein raised his arm like he was pointing at her. Something glinted.


Strike first. Strike hard. Cooper aimed the flare gun at Stein’s chest and pulled the trigger.


The flare hit Stein in the gut. Bright red sparks and flames shot in all directions, but the flare deflected off the wetsuit. Stein, momentarily blinded, dropped to his knees in the river. The cartridge lodged itself between the rocks on the shoreline — still alive and lighting the area with an eerie glow.


Hiro struggled to her feet. Cooper ran to her, loading the second cartridge on the fly. He grabbed Hiro’s hand. “C’mon!”


Hiro clutched his hand with both of hers.


“Run!” He tore right down the middle of the stream — pulling Hiro along as his own feet stumbled on the rocky bottom. He had to put distance between them and Stein. Too slow. Too slow. He chanced a shoulder-check.


Stein was on his feet again. He looked at Cooper and smiled. His face glowed red from the nearby flare. With dark shadows shrouding his eyes, he only needed a pair of horns for the effect to be complete.


“Stop!” Stein raised his gun. “This is a Saturday Night Special. Untraceable 22-caliber. Six shots. Should be plenty to finish the job.”


Cooper squeezed off his last cartridge. Stein ducked — and the flare whizzed past his head.


Lunk appeared in the tunnel opening and did a flying leap for Stein, tackling him hard.


Cooper tried to pull his hand free from Hiro’s grip so she could get away and he could go back to help Lunk. “Run, Hiro!”


She didn’t let go.


And everything went into slow motion. Stein was on his feet again somehow. Lunk was sitting in the river — dazed — blood trickled from a gash in his forehead. Gordy flew from the mouth of the tunnel, rushing toward Lunk.


Stein glared at Cooper. Raised the gun. Cooper turned, pushed Hiro behind him to shield her — heard the shot — felt himself falling.







CHAPTER 100


Cooper felt the water rush around him. Felt Hiro squirming. He was alive. She was alive. Had Stein missed?


He tensed, expecting a second shot to do the job where the first one had failed. Cooper looked behind him. Stein was lying on his back — half in the river, half on the bank. He was clutching his shoulder and moaning. Gordy was helping Lunk to his feet.


A figure climbed down the embankment on the other side of the narrow stream. He was holding a gun.


Cooper pointed. “Lunk — Gordy — look out!”


“Easy, Cooper,” the man said as he stepped out of the shadows. 


Detective Hammer? “How in the world . . . ?”


Hammer waded into the river and picked his way closer to them. “Ask Hiro.”


Hiro let go of Cooper’s hand and splashed over to the detective. She threw her arms around him. “I didn’t think you’d come.”


“I’ve been hanging around for nearly eighteen hours.”


“I never saw you.”


Hammer laughed. “You’ll never see me. Didn’t I mention that?” 


Stein groaned louder and rocked from side to side. His pistol lay on the bank, a dozen feet away.


Hammer waded over to Stein and held up his gun. A red  laser dot danced in a tight circle on Stein’s forehead. “This is a 9mm Beretta 92-FS semi-automatic. Luminescent and laser sights. Seventeen shots — plenty to finish the job.”


A police car screeched to a halt on the roadway above them. Officer Tarpy bolted out of the car. “Everyone okay?”

“Everyone that matters,” Hammer said.

Tarpy ran down the embankment and splashed into the river. He stopped next to Hammer and put a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks for the call. Got here as fast as I could.”

“I need — ” Stein gasped and gritted his teeth against the pain — “an ambulance.”

“It could take a while,” Tarpy said. “Some idiot set fire to the casino. Every ambulance within a twenty-mile radius is busy at the scene. We’re calling in help from Kenosha.”

Stein held up a bloody hand. “But I need help!” He clamped his hand around his shoulder again. “Can’t you see that?”

“Oh yeah,” Hammer said. “You need a lot of help. Life in prison isn’t going to be much fun.”






EPILOGUE


Cooper sat on the bow of The Getaway, taking it all in. Mom. Dad. Mattie. Gordy’s folks. Lunk’s mom. And Hiro’s mom. Everyone was present and accounted for. Even Detective Hammer and Officer Tarpy were there. The adults stood on the teak deck on the other end of the boat and laughed. Hugged. Downed more pizza from Olympic Restaurant.


“We’re like celebrities now,” Hiro said. She sat cross-legged next to him. “Katie says they’ve renamed The Getaway.”


Cooper exchanged glances with Lunk and Gordy. “Really?”


Hiro nodded. “The S. S. Minnow. She said it’s a reference to an old TV show back in the sixties.”


“Gilligan’s Island,” Gordy said.


She shook her head and smiled. “What? You know all the old TV shows?”


He looked at her like she was joking. “Only the important ones.”


“Anyway, “Hiro said, “that would explain why they’re calling you Gilligan.”


Gordy grinned. “Gilligan. I like that. I should get a white sailor hat and a red shirt or something. Walk around town.”


Lunk snickered. “Wasn’t he, you know, like a bozo or something?”


Gordy shook his head. “He was the star of the show. Without Gilligan — no Gilligan’s Island.”


“Katie calls Lunk ‘Skipper,’ ” Hiro said.


Lunk smiled at Cooper. “Your dad called me that too.” 


“The way you handled that boat — it sounds like you earned the title,” Hiro said. “And Katie called Coop ‘Professor.’ She posted a bunch of pictures of the boat from when it was still on the beach.” 


Cooper pictured the scene the way he and his dad had seen it late on Friday night after it was all over. The Getaway did look like the S. S. Minnow, beached and tilted to one side on the sand. But they were hardly shipwrecked.


“And she posted lots of pictures of some guy named Matt Ripkey from Gage Marine when they came to tow it.”


Cooper replayed the scene in his mind. Even though Dad had told him not to worry about The Getaway, Cooper was on the beach with him when Matt arrived in the Alert early Saturday morning. Cooper felt like a weight had been lifted when they found the source of the leak wasn’t a hole in the hull. Stein had unscrewed the threaded brass drain plug on the transom below the waterline.


Matt screwed in a new plug, pumped out the water, and towed it off the beach. Besides a little scraped paint — and the smashed cabin door — no serious damage had been done.


And now, not even forty-eight hours after Lunk had beached The Getaway, the cabin cruiser was tied to the pier at the Riviera for their celebration.


“Think Kryptoski and Stein will end up in the same prison?” Gordy said.


Cooper thought for a second. “Wouldn’t that be something?”


“It’d be perfect,” Gordy said. “Stein could keep his babysitting job.”


“Babysitting? I don’t think so,” Hiro said. “Stein didn’t do such a great job the first time.”


Cooper nodded. “I don’t know why he started gambling. He’s not very lucky — and he makes really bad choices.”


“And sooner or later, poor decisions land you in some sort of prison,” Lunk said.


Hiro smiled and shook her head. “Uh oh. Listen to Lunk. He’s really getting to be the philosopher of the group.” She stood up and waggled her phone at them. “You guys sit tight. I have a carryout order to pick up.” She climbed over the rail and jumped onto the dock.


Minutes later she was back with a bag from Scoops. She handed each of the guys a spoon. “Just a little something for the men in my life.”


She pulled a pint container from the bag. “For Gordy. Because you never change.”


Gordy pulled off the lid. “Yippee Skippee! My favorite.”


Hiro shrugged. “That’s what I’m saying. You don’t change.”


She pulled out another pint. “This is for you, Lunk.”


“Vanilla,” Gordy said. “Am I right?”


Hiro shook her head. “Dead wrong.”


Cooper moved in closer to see what she’d ordered.


Lunk pried off the cover, tilted his head, and gave her a questioning look. “Chocolate?”


“Zanzibar Chocolate.” She said. “The deepest, darkest kind.”


“That’s a total switch,” Gordy said.


Hiro nodded. “I chose that flavor for Lunk because nobody has changed more than he has in the last year.”


Lunk laughed. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”


“It’s all good,” Hiro said. “I even like the new haircut.”


Gordy reached over and rubbed Lunk’s head.


“There was a time when you wanted to be rid of me.” Lunk glanced at her like he was joking. But there was something deeper there. Like he really wanted to be sure of their friendship.


“That’s ancient history,” Hiro said.


Lunk stared at the water.


She studied him for a moment. “You don’t seem to realize how much you belong with us. How much we need you.”


Lunk’s face turned red.


“Let’s put it this way. I’m like a tattoo,” Hiro said, making a fist. “And if you try to get rid of a tattoo, it can get pretty painful.” 


Lunk laughed and shook his head.


“Welcome to the club, Lunk. Once Hiro gets in here” — Cooper tapped Lunk’s head — “it’s all over.”


She tilted her head and smiled. “Consider yourself warned.” Hiro reached inside the bag again. “And for Cooper.” She handed him a pint packed with red, yellow, and blue swirled ice cream.


“Looks like Froot Loops cereal,” Gordy said.


Cooper stared at it. He wasn’t sure what flavor it was — or what it meant.


“It’s called Superman,” Hiro said. “And after all that the four of us have gone through this last year, it totally reminded me of you.” 


“Super Cooper,” Gordy said. “I like that.”


Lunk laughed and clapped.


Hiro just watched Cooper with the slightest smile on her lips.


“If Scoops had a flavor called Millionaire,” Cooper said, “that’s the one I’d pick for myself. ’Cause that’s how rich I feel with three friends like you.”


Lunk looked down and cleared his throat. Was he getting choked up? Hiro was right. None of them had changed more than Lunk had.


“So what did you pick for yourself, Hiro?” Lunk said.


Hiro raised her chin in the air. “Chocolate Raspberry Truffle, of course.”


Coop smiled. “And is there a hidden meaning behind it?”


“Definitely,” Hiro said. “It’s sweet, addicting, and has deliciously zingy streaks running through it.”


Gordy pointed at the scab below his eye. “I think I get the zingy part. Or is it zany?”


They all laughed.


The sun hovered above the horizon, like it wanted to hang there just a little longer and take in the beautiful sight before moving on to less picturesque views of the globe.


“And now,” Hiro said, “I’m going to take a little siesta. You boys enjoy your ice cream.”


Hiro stood, brushed off her jean shorts, and walked to the back of the boat. A minute later, she was paddling out in the inflatable. She laid on her back while the raft drifted just off the bow of The Getaway.


“We should prank her,” Gordy said. “Where’s a dead fish when you need one? I could just lob it right onto her lap.”


Hiro was right. Gordy didn’t change.


Cooper watched her floating out there in her dry clothes, totally unaware. “I think she looks lonely,” he said. “All by herself out there.”


“Yeah,” Lunk said. “And she’s expecting us to stick together.”


Cooper moved closer to the rail. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


“All three of us at once,” Lunk whispered. He crouched by the rail.


“Oh yeah,” Gordy said. “See, this is what I’m talking about. This is how to have a great vacation.” He moved into position.


Cooper motioned to Gordy and Lunk and began a countdown. “Three . . . two . . . one!”


Hiro looked up — her eyes wide.


The boys jumped toward the inflatable as one unit. Hiro squealed and covered her head with her arms. They splashed down in a half-circle around the raft, and Cooper frog-kicked to the surface alongside Lunk and Gordy.


“Are you crazy? Now I’m soaked!” she wailed. “You boys will pay for this.”


Gordy and Lunk laughed even louder than Cooper did. Gordy started scooping water into the inflatable.


“I see I’m going to have my hands full with you three.” She reached over and tried to dunk Cooper, but he was holding on to the inflatable, and she couldn’t get his head under. “I hate you, Cooper MacKinnon.”


But her smile — and her eyes — said something very different. She tried pushing him under again.


Cooper smiled back. “I hate you more.”


She stopped pushing on his head and tilted her own to one side like she was trying to read his expression.


He didn’t look away. Her smile grew wider.


“You really do, don’t you,” she whispered.


It was a statement, not a question.


Cooper didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Apparently she really could read his mind.


She looked at Cooper, Lunk, and Gordy. “With friends like you — I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”


“We know,” Gordy said. “Glad you finally noticed.”


“And now,” Lunk said, “the luckiest girl in the world is about to get tossed out of the boat.” He ducked underwater and the inflatable flipped over.


Hiro surfaced instantly. She wiped the water from her eyes and beamed.


They treaded water for a long time while holding on to the inflatable. Talking. Laughing. Dreaming. Apparently, none of them were in any great rush to get out of the water. The sun finally disappeared. The water grew dark. But that didn’t matter. All the light Cooper needed was inside of him — and he knew that was never going to change.


“Hey, Gordy,” Lunk said. “It looks like you finally got your night swim.”


Gordy looked across the inflatable at Cooper and smiled. “This is perfect. Now who wants to hear a scary story?”


Lunk reached over and dunked Gordy. Gordy resurfaced with a laugh.


“This one’s mine,” Hiro said. “Once there were four really good friends who went on a vacation together. To a lake. Just before they started high school. There were three guys and one girl. And  the girl was way smarter than the boys realized. In fact, they were about to realize just how wrong they’d been about her.”


“Oh, so this is fiction,” Lunk said.

“Mr. Lunquist,” Hiro said. “Are you going to let me finish my story?”

“Save your breath, Hiro,” Gordy said. “I think we all know this story a little too well. The real question is what happens next.”

That was a good question. They’d be starting Fremd High School in a matter of days. If any of them were scared, none would admit it. Besides, Cooper had learned a lot about fear in the last few days — or at least how to handle it. Fear had lost its teeth.

“So, Hiro,” Lunk said. “This story. Does it end when the vacation is over — or does it just keep going?”

“Oh, it keeps going,” she said. “They have more adventures in high school. And none of them ever feel alone again. The four friends stick together. Forever.”

Cooper looked at her. She was right. Even when he was all by himself, he would never feel alone. He got that now. And one day Lunk would too.

“I think I’m going to like this story,” Lunk said.

“Definitely,” Hiro said. “But do you know how it ends?”

“Like all great stories should,” Cooper said. “Happily ever after.” 

Hiro raised her eyebrows and smiled. “I guess you do know the story.”
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A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR


The heebie-jeebies. The willies. Creeped-out. Spooked. Jitters. Cold feet. There are lots of names for fear and different degrees of intensity. Fear can be something deep and shadowlike — something you can’t quite put your finger on, but you sense its presence. Fear can be something you try to bury, something you dread. Or fear can be obvious, a pulse-pounding terror you can’t avoid.


Sometimes people like getting scared. Sometimes. They love a scary story or movie. Some deliberately do risky things just to get their pulse pounding. Some people never feel more alive than when they’re scared to death.


But usually fear makes us uncomfortable. People don’t like to be scared — so they fight fear in one of four ways: run from it, bury it, face it, or get help.


I’d like to talk a little bit about handling our fears. But first let’s talk about two basic kinds of fear: good fear and bad fear.



Good Fear 


We were created with the gift of fear. Yes, sometimes fear is a gift. It’s an internal warning when we’re in some sort of danger — or headed that way. Near the end of the book, Hiro felt that sense of fear when she went out in the storm to meet Coop. But she pushed it down and tried to ignore her fear. As a result, she walked into a trap and almost got killed. Some fear is good — if you listen to it and react quickly. It could save your life too.


And sometimes good fear drives us to improve ourselves in some way. Fear of a bad grade pushes us to study. Fear of failure makes us practice some skill or sport or job. Fear of punishment or nasty consequences often keeps us in line. Fear of being rejected by others pushes us to act and talk in decent ways — and to watch our hygiene. 


Good fear can be our friend and it can work for us.



Bad Fear 


Sometimes fear works against us, and it can weaken us. Petrify us. This happens when there is something we dread — but we don’t do anything about it or we try to ignore it. Fear can chip away at us and even make us feel physically sick if we don’t deal with it properly. This kind of fear of something or someone can be our enemy. Sometimes we call this type of fear worry.



Fighting Fear 


Let’s look at the four ways that people tend to deal with their fear.
 

Run from it. When you feel fear — that internal warning of sorts — and sense you are in danger, often the smartest and bravest thing to do is run. Get out of that place or that situation — fast. Survivors of violent crimes tell how they saw a red flag — they sensed danger just before the attack. But they pushed the feeling down. They should have run away — and later on, they wished they had.


Sometimes we’re afraid of looking weak or foolish, or looking like a coward or a baby — so we stay in a bad place or situation. In many ways fear is an internal mechanism designed to protect us from making huge mistakes.


Imagine walking out of some store. You’re alone — it’s nighttime — and you sense that someone is following you. You glance back and see a guy — but only for a moment. Sometimes that’s all the information your brain needs. We tend to forget that the brain subconsciously functions so incredibly fast. It factors in what the person looks like, his body language, any similar experiences you’ve had and that you’ve heard about — and it processes all of that info instantly. If your brain concludes that this person could be dangerous or that the situation could turn out that way, fear taps out a warning.


Now you have a choice. You can push down your fear and keep walking alone — or you can hurry back to the store where there are more people, find a security guard, or whip out your phone and call a parent or the police for help.


Those who ignore fear’s warnings end up in the hospital — or worse. Sometimes their pictures end up on milk cartons or the evening news. Listen to that internal alarm in your head. If you are afraid because you feel you’re in danger, sometimes the most courageous thing you can do is run.


Bury it. This is almost always a bad move. Burying fear is not a brave thing to do. It’s the opposite of brave. It is being too scared to do anything about whatever is making us feel afraid. People bury fear by refusing to think about the person or situation that scares them. They’ll keep their minds distracted with music, entertainment, friends, homework, or maybe by working hard so they don’t have to think about it. Bad move. Like Cooper learned, our fears can be buried, but that doesn’t mean they’re dead. And if the fear isn’t truly dead, then like a zombie, it will rise up and attack you. Not good.


Face it. Rather than bury our fears, what we really need to do is face them. This is about looking at whatever or whoever is scaring you — and dealing with your fear. Sometimes that means fighting. Attacking it. Conquering it. Coop’s dad helped him to start facing his fear of the water. Some fears will put you inside a type of prison, and the only way you’ll ever truly be free is to face them.


Get help. Talk to somebody about your fears — a parent or maybe a teacher or youth worker. Many times just talking about it will be enough to keep the fear from haunting you. An adult may be able to help you in a way that provides some real relief.


Sometimes guys think that being brave or courageous or fearless is all part of being a real man. That’s only partially true. Real men have fears — but they still do the right thing even though they’re afraid. That is courage.


The biggest thing that has helped me when it comes to fighting  my fear is remembering that I am not alone. I am a man of faith. I believe in God — that he is real and in control. And I put myself in his hands. I trust him. When I am afraid, I always turn to God. That’s a pretty good place to be.


I always thought “the heebie-jeebies” was a funny name for fear. But fear isn’t funny. It can paralyze you — but it can also protect you. Coop wrestled with his fear in Below the Surface. But we all have fears. So let’s deal with them in the most effective way.

One last thing. I’ve loved this series — and I hate to say goodbye to Coop, Hiro, Gordy, and Lunk. I hope you’ve enjoyed them as much as I have, and I hope you’ll continue to grow in character and integrity just like they’ve been doing. Maybe we’ll come back at some point and see how they’re doing in high school. In the meantime, I’m starting to work on another series!


— Tim

P.S. Contact me on my Facebook author page. I’d love to hear how you liked the series — or hear any questions or comments you may have. www.facebook.com/AuthorTimShoemaker 



QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION




from Code of Silence

1. Cooper’s plan not to tell anybody about the robbery they witnessed sounded okay at first, but how was it really like lying?

2. Cooper thought the only way to stay truly safe was to stay quiet. Was that really the only way to stay safe? What could he or should he have done different?

3. Cooper pressured Hiro and Gordy to be dishonest, too. Hiro felt really uncomfortable with agreeing to the Code. What could she have done instead?

4. Even when Cooper didn’t come right out and lie to his parents, he deceived them by allowing them to believe something he knew wasn’t true. How is deceiving someone just another form of lying?

5. When friends or someone else pressures you to lie, or to deceive someone else, how can you handle that in a way where you won’t be dishonest?

6. Cooper was afraid of what would happen to him if the truth came out. How does fear tempt us to lie—and what can we do when we’re afraid to tell the truth?

7. Detective Hammer claimed he could tell when someone was lying with his built-in “baloney detector”. Cooper figured Hammer would see right through Gordy, for sure. Even if we could fool our parents, or teachers, or whoever, ultimately who never gets fooled? What difference should that make as far as how honest we choose to be?

8. As Cooper continues with the Code, the lies begin to unravel his friendship with Hiro, and even with Gordy. How does dishonesty destroy even the closest relationships?

9. Cooper’s lies bought him some temporary safety, but he found the price tag of honesty was a lot higher than he figured. How did it affect him when he saw he’d lost the respect and trust of Hiro and Gordy? How would it affect you if you lost respect or trust in the eyes of parents, friends, or others?

10. If Coop, Hiro, and Gordy didn’t tell the truth, Frank Mustacci might have been killed. How do innocent people get hurt when others lie? Can you think of some examples?

 




from Back Before Dark

 1. An innocent-looking backpack on the roof of the minivan was really a trap to lure Gordy. What are some seemingly innocent things that can lure us, or our friends, into danger?

 2. Cooper, Hiro, and Lunk all warned Gordy to back away from the van, but Gordy ignored their warnings because he didn’t see the danger. What warnings from friends or family have you been discounting or ignoring?

 3. By the time Gordy realized the backpack was a trap, it was too late to escape. How does that happen to people in real life?

 4. Gordy got tasered and experienced a world of pain. How might we experience pain when we ignore warnings from friends or family?

 5. Gordy found himself taken prisoner by the very man he chased down to help. How can the things we pursue or go after end up imprisoning us?

 6. Friends get trapped and imprisoned by bad habits, secret sins, compromise, lack of self-discipline and more. Name some specific things that can take your friends to a dark place—things that can mess them up.

 7. Cooper never gave up hope and never stopped trying to rescue Gordy—even after many others thought he was never coming back. How can we do that for our friends and family—those who have been trapped or taken captive somehow?

 8. Cooper learned that love is a strong motivator. Love seeks the good of others without expecting anything in return. How can you be more deliberate in loving your friends and family?

 9. Coop tried to stop Gordy from approaching the van. Hiro tried to convince Coop not to check the homes of registered sex offenders. In what ways do you need to speak up or try to stop your friends now from taking potentially dangerous, wrong, or destructive paths?

10. Whether you have a friend who is going through a time of trouble or one who is choosing a wrong path, how can you be the type of friend who never gives up on them?

Protect Yourself from Being Abducted

Back Before Dark tells of Gordy’s abduction and his friend’s efforts to find him. Abductions are very real, and I’d like to give you some reminders about how to stay safe—and how to keep others safe.

There are some really twisted people living in this world. They’re monsters, and they feed on kids. I’ve read lots of statistics on abductions. One report stated that 800,000 kids are reported missing every year in the United States. Not exactly a comforting thought. Here are some other numbers that will really make you think.

72 percent of attempted abductions involved the suspect driving a vehicle.

35 percent of attempted abductions happened when the person was going to or from school or a school related activity.

35 percent occurred between 2:00 and 7:00 p.m.

41 percent of all kids abducted are between ten and fourteen years old.

69 percent of attempted abductions involve a girl.

For incidents in which a suspect was actually identified or arrested, 38 percent were known repeat offenders, and 16 percent were registered sex offenders at the time of the incident.

I want to help keep you safe. So here are some things you may want to think about and talk to your parents about.

Practice “what if” scenarios with your parents.

“What if somebody points a gun at me and tells me to get in their car?”

“What if someone grabs me in a parking lot and tries to force me into their car?”

When you actually think about different possibilities in advance—and how to react to them—you’ll be more prepared if somebody does try to grab you. And that little extra bit of preparation may save your life.

Stay in a group. Please, don’t wander off by yourself—especially at night. Even walking or biking home from school is a lot safer if you’re in a group. Predators look for loners.

Stay in the light. If the long way home is on well-lit streets—take the long way home. Shortcuts through dark or shadowy areas may be more dangerous. But remember, predators still grab kids in total daylight—so you must always be on alert.

Ear buds are not your “buds.” A person wearing ear buds while jogging or walking makes an easy target. With music blasting in your ears, you won’t hear someone coming. You need to be on guard while walking home from school or from your bus. The same rule applies when you’re riding your bike. If you must have your music, use only one ear bud. Leave the other ear clear to hear.

Be aware of your surroundings. Abductors watch for kids who aren’t paying attention to others or to what is going on around them. If your head is down while you’re messing with your phone or a game, you’re unaware of your surroundings and you’re an easy grab. It’s as simple as that. Look around. Is a car following you? Is someone just hanging around—right in the path you’re taking? Avoid them.

Oh, and did you know that most abductions take place within a quarter of a mile from a kid’s home? It makes sense. In areas really familiar to them, kids lower their guard. That makes them an easy target. Stay on guard.

Lock your doors and windows. Maybe you get home from school before your parents are home from work. Lock your door as soon you go inside. Predators watch for predictable patterns and habits. If you go to the mailbox and walk into the house sifting through mail every day, and you put the mail on the kitchen table before locking the door—a predator may have picked up on the pattern and just followed you into the house.

If you’re home alone, and someone rings your doorbell, don’t open the door. Even if you know the person. Some would suggest you stay quiet if the doorbell rings. But if it is someone who wants to burglarize your home, your silence tells them the house is empty. That’s what they’re looking for.

Others suggest you go to the door, keep it closed, and tell the person your parent can’t come to the door quite yet. If it is an abductor, they’ll likely leave because they don’t want to take a chance that a parent is home. If it is a burglar, they’ll move on to an empty home.

Be extra careful at the mall or theme parks. Not everyone who goes to the mall is there to shop. Not everyone at the theme park loves rollercoasters. Predators like to hang out at these places too. Don’t go to these places alone. Take out your phone and snap a picture of the friend you’re with—and have them do the same for you on their phone. It sounds like overkill, I know. But if someone grabbed one of you, the picture would show police exactly what the missing person looked like and what they were wearing. That will speed up the search efforts and could save a life. And please, take a friend with you if you go to the restroom.

Trust your gut. When you have a funny feeling about somebody or they make you feel uncomfortable—even if you don’t understand why you’re feeling that way, be on your guard. Listen to that voice inside you. Stay away from that person. Get out of that situation—fast. In our society of acceptance, people often repress these feelings—and learn to regret it. Sometimes fear is a gift. It will keep you safe.

Never accept a ride from someone other than your parents—even if you know them. Your parents should work out a code word or phrase with you. If somebody says that your mom or dad told them to pick you up—and that person doesn’t give you the code, you know they’re not telling the truth. Get away from them. If the person picking you up says that your mom or dad is delayed, or hurt, or sick and didn’t give them the code, don’t believe them, no matter how convincing they are.

As a kid, you were told to be careful of strangers. As you get older, you need to watch out for “nice” guys too. Even if the person is someone you know and they really seem to be nice, don’t get in a car with them or let them in your house without your parents being aware of it. Some predators appear to be really friendly, some volunteer as sports coaches, and some seem like generous people who like to give you things. Stay away!

Don’t let friends pressure you into going someplace that you feel uneasy about or that you feel your parents wouldn’t approve of. Use your head. Don’t go somewhere just because your friends are going and want you to come along. If you don’t feel safe—don’t go. Be sure your parents know where you are and who you are with. And if you do go and then feel really uncomfortable, call your parents, pronto.

Be careful of anyone approaching you. Especially if they offer you something. I know you’re not stupid enough to fall for the “hey kid, would you like some candy” approach. But watch out for the person who walks up with an empty leash and asks if you’ve seen their lost puppy—or an empty stroller and asks you to help them find their child. Sure, you’d like to help them—but unless you’re with your parents, don’t. They may just be trying to lure you away. They can get all the help they need from the police or other adults.

Be just as careful of someone asking for directions. With all the smart devices people carry, why do they need to ask you for help?

And I know your parents taught you to be polite. But when somebody you don’t know comes up to you and starts talking to you—forget about being polite. Get away from them—even if it looks rude. Shout at them. “Hey, I don’t know you. Get away.” They need to get the message right away that you aren’t one they want to mess with.

Remember—bad guys don’t usually look like “bad guys.”

They look nice. Attractive. Friendly. Harmless. They work at it so that you are more likely to trust them and fall into their trap. I read an article that stated that psychopaths tend to look more attractive than your average person. There are reasons for it, but one of them is pretty simple: they try harder—because they are all about trying to bait you.

Never go with someone because they threaten you with a weapon. Any person who threatens you with a weapon absolutely intends to hurt you. But they need to get you someplace private so they don’t get caught. They’re hoping to scare you into going along with their plan. They’re hoping you’ll believe that if you obey them, they won’t hurt you.

Let’s say someone tries to abduct you by gunpoint, or they have a knife. It may be in a mall parking lot.

Do not do what they say to avoid getting hurt.

Do not go with them.

Don’t stick around to try to fight them.

Instead, run. As long as you’re out of reach of a person with a knife, you’re safe. And if the guy has a gun—the chances that he’ll actually shoot at you in a public place are really remote. So take off. Sprint out of there. Most likely the person won’t shoot. They won’t want to draw that kind of attention to themselves.

And even if they do shoot, there’s a really good chance they’ll miss because you’re moving—and getting farther away by the second. If they did hit you, people would call 9-1-1 and get help for you right away. Your chances of survival are always much higher if you run away from an abductor rather than going with them—even if they have a gun.

And when you run, shout “fire” as you do. Ever notice how people don’t even pay attention when a car alarm goes off? Sometimes they’re the same way when someone screams or calls for help. They may even go the opposite way. But yell “fire” and you’ll have people running to you—often just out of curiosity. When people are running toward you, the kidnapper will run the other way.

Other people suggest you yell, “Stranger,” or “This person is not my dad/mom!” That way, if the kidnapper is chasing you, people nearby know it isn’t your parent. And more than likely you’ll get some helpful high school linebacker who will send your attacker to the pavement. Hard.

Have alternate routes mapped out. Map out safe routes to your home—and alternate routes in case your normal route is blocked or unsafe in some way. Know safe places you can run to along your routes—maybe a store or a neighbor who is usually home.

Don’t let someone you don’t know onto your social media. Predators prowl the Internet using fake names and pictures to try to get you to think they’re just another kid. Or sometimes they masquerade as a really helpful adult. Maybe they’ll give you some tips for one of your favorite games. Eventually they bring up more and more personal things. They ask about boyfriends or girlfriends. Cops call this process “grooming.” The predators are setting you up. Making you feel safe with them. They want to gain your trust—so they can hurt you.

If you don’t know the person, stay away from them. And please, please, please, don’t give any personal information to anyone online or agree to meet them. You’re not that stupid—but predators hope you are. Don’t tell them where you live or where you go to school. Don’t give them your phone number. The more they know about you and your habits, the easier a target you become to them—and the more they’ll want to try to grab you.

Call 9-1-1. If someone attempts to abduct you or tries to get you into their car, or you get a really bad feeling about them—call 9-1-1. Or maybe you see someone whose behavior or actions seem suspicious, even if they didn’t try to grab you. Call 9-1-1. You want the police involved right away. Tell them everything you can remember about the person. Size. Race. What they were wearing. What they were driving. License plate number. Any details will be helpful.

Tell your parents, pronto. Your parents are wired to protect you, but you need to tell them everything about what happens with a stranger. And your school principal would like to know about it too. Tell them so they can help keep other kids safe.

A Few Things to Remember If You ARE Abducted

I’m hoping nothing like this ever happens to you, but if it does, here are some things that might help.

Try to escape. If someone grabs you, fight back. Kick, bite, scream, punch. Fight with everything in you. Fight dirty. Claw at their eyes. Go for their groin. Have a pen? Try to shish-kabob their eyeball. I know this sounds horrible, but the only truly horrible thing is that they are a predator—and you must fight them off just like you would fight off a wolf that attacks you.

Try to sabotage their efforts. If you’re pulled into a car, try to grab the keys out of the ignition and throw them out the window. Turn the steering wheel, step on the gas, or hit the brake—anything to try to make the driver get into an accident. Open a door and roll out onto the pavement—yes, even if the car is moving. Sure, you’ll feel a little pain—but people will get you to a hospital and you’ll likely be fine. That’s still a lot better than whatever the kidnapper plans to do to you.

If you’re in the trunk and it is at night, kick out a taillight. A policeman may see it and pull you over. Feel around for a safety latch. Some trunks have them as an emergency feature so a child can escape if they’re accidently locked inside. Have your phone with you? Use is as a flashlight. And obviously, if you have it with you, call 9-1-1 immediately. It will really help if you’ve been observant. Tell them the kind of car you’re in. Anything you noticed about the abductor’s size, weight, clothes. And if you don’t know where you are, any little details may help. Did you feel the car cross railroad tracks? Did you smell anything that might help the police figure out where you are—or where the person is taking you?

Now, back to the trunk. Open the trunk and jump out—even if the car is moving. Ball up the best you can and protect your head. If you can’t jump, signal a driver in another car for help. If you can’t get the trunk open, feel around for something you can use to punch a hole through the trunk. Another driver may see it and call the police. A tire iron would work nicely for that. Or look for anything you can use as a weapon on the kidnapper when he opens the trunk. Again, use your phone as a flashlight.

All of these are risky—and may result in some injuries, but that will still be far better than letting the predator get you to wherever he is taking you.

Try to keep your phone on you and charged. Your phone can help lead the police right to you. Keep it charged up and on you—not just in your backpack or purse. There are tons of GPS apps out there; get one of those activated on your phone. It could be a lifesaver.

Try to remember what the kidnapper looks like. When you do escape, you can describe him so the police get him off the street and into jail—where he belongs.

Never believe what the kidnapper says. Often kidnappers will try to get you to believe that your parents have stopped looking for you—or that they wouldn’t want you back. Don’t believe them.

Never give up. Your parents and friends and the police will never stop looking for you. They will do everything they can to locate you. And remember, God knows where you are.. Keep trusting him. Ask him to help you escape.

Never stop trying to escape. Figure out something you can use as a weapon, and use it. Get away from this person any way you can.

Okay. I’ve probably hit you with a lot more information than you wanted to hear. But being aware of danger is often the best way to protect yourself from it. Use your head. Be safe. I wish you all the best!–Tim

For more information about avoiding abductions or what to do if you are abducted, check out the website for the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children.

 





from Below the Surface

1. Cooper talked about fighting fear with a shovel — or a sword. What does that mean?


2. How do some people try to bury their fears?


3. How is fear that is “buried but not dead” kind of like a zombie? How is it like a prison guard?


4. What fear was Lunk dealing with, deep down inside?


5. What fear have you buried? Whom would you trust enough to talk to about your fear?


6. Besides talking to someone, what might be a first step toward dealing with or facing buried fear?


7. Sometimes fear can be a lifesaver because it keeps people safe from danger. Can you think of some examples of how that might happen?


8. When Stein cornered Hiro and held her at gunpoint, how did she fight back? How do people hurt themselves when they let fear paralyze them into doing nothing?


9. How can you fight back when somebody pressures you to go someplace or do something that you feel is wrong or may hurt you?


10. List some specific situations where the best way to face your fear would be to run.


11. When she was afraid, Hiro screamed for her dad. She knew he would help her if he could. Is there some fear that you need to talk about with your mom or dad to get their help in some way?


12. Throughout the story, Lunk, Gordy, and even Coop discounted Hiro’s fears. How was that a bad thing for them to do?


13. What are some of the signs that someone might be afraid (not just the obvious ones, but the more subtle ones too)?


14. Are you discounting the fears of a friend, a brother, a sister, or even a parent? How can you help them get over their fears?


15. Hiro was afraid they were all in danger, but the guys thought she was overreacting. Have your friends ever warned you about some danger? Are you taking them seriously or discounting them?


16. Lunk took off his lifejacket and got in the water to help Coop. How might you need to lay aside your fears to help someone else face theirs?


17. There were times when Lunk feared he might lose his friends. How can a fear of losing friends cause someone to make bad choices?


18. How do people make big mistakes when they make decisions that are based not on what’s the right thing to do, but out of a fear of what others will say about them?


19. Coop thought about what made his dad a man, and part of it was that his dad did the right thing — even when he was afraid. Coop wanted to be like that. Is that what you want too? How can you do that?


20. When Coop’s dad was about to take Coop underwater with the tank, he assured Coop that he wouldn’t leave him. How would knowing you weren’t alone help you face your fears? Who could fill that role in your life?


21. Coop realized that his dad was able to face his fears because “Dad was never alone — even when no one else was there.” What do you think that’s all about?


22. Cooper finally began to conquer his deepest fears when he realized he wasn’t alone. How can you do that?
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