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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.
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