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Monday

karl Logan held the gun as though it were sacred. He
ran his finger along the barrel, holding it so that the

chrome caught the sunlight and flashed in his eyes. Then
he pulled back the slide and began to take the gun apart.

The day was warm. Karl sat on a large redwood deck at
the rear of his Caribbean home, a glass of flavored min-
eral water on the table next to him. The deck faced an
expanse of private beach where, only a few steps away,
the ocean splashed against an acre of gray rocks and
white sand. Karl watched the waves a moment, savoring
the way they foamed just before dying out, then went
back to work. He laid a lint-free cloth along his tabletop
and reached for his bore brush.

The gun was a chrome-plated, 1911 Colt .45 military
pistol, and it was quite valuable. Many years ago Karl
had purchased it from a collector. Now it was Karl’s
favorite—and only—weapon. He wore it in a leather
shoulder holster on those late nights when he was work-
ing. Other than a tool belt, it was the only addition to his
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work uniform: black pants, black turtleneck, black ski
mask.

It was a point of pride for Karl that he had never fired
the gun except in practice. To fire it would be to admit
that a security guard or a policeman had gotten close
enough to him to be dangerous, and Karl would never
allow himself such a failure. Indeed, he had made a pact
with himself. If Karl ever found himself in a situation
that had gone so far out of his control that firing the gun
was necessary, he would retire. Until that inevitable
moment, the gun’s clean glossiness would remain a sym-
bol of Logan’s perfection as a thief.

Seagulls squawked in the distance as Karl laid out the
pieces of the gun and began cleaning them. He sprayed
cleaner and lubricant where needed, and he used a bore
brush to reach inside the gun’s barrel. He held the empty
barrel up toward the sun so he could see how clean it
was. Even a grain or two of sand might alter the flight of
a bullet.

When he was satisfied that he had cleaned the gun
thoroughly, Karl reassembled the pieces and placed the
weapon back in its holster, then laid the holster carefully
on the table.

A chirping tone came from Karl’s phone. Any bright
sixth grader with a working knowledge of electronics
could listen in to an analog cell phone conversation,
so Karl’s phone was a state-of-the-art digital model,
to which Karl had added a built-in encryption 
program. In his line of work, he had to have secure
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communications. He reached for the phone and, with
a quick motion of his wrist, flipped down the mouth-
piece. “Yeah?”

“Um—hello? Is this—?” The voice on the phone hesi-
tated, fumbling for words, then suddenly began speak-
ing as if reading from a script. Most potential clients
sensed they had to speak carefully, or they would never
find Logan again. “I…I got your name from Mr.
Sarducci. I have a job for you.”

Karl leaned back in his chair and rested his bare feet on
the tabletop. “I’m listening.”

“Next Sunday, there will be a private auction held in
Bugle Point—involving mostly innocuous household
items, nothing of obvious interest. However, three of the
items have…a history…and they might prove to be
embarrassing to me. I want you to obtain them.”

Karl grunted. “An auction?” He rarely turned down
work, but a request to bid at an auction was almost
insulting. Perhaps the caller did not understand what
Karl did—or what Karl earned for what he did. Logan
toyed with the offer a moment.

“So first I’ll need you to—”
“I don’t like the smell of it,” Logan interrupted. “Why

all the cloak-and-dagger stuff over an auction? Why not
just bid on the items yourself?”

“That’s none of your business.”
Okay, Logan thought, so the caller didn’t want to play

out the whole story. Well, it wasn’t the first time a poten-
tial client had a secret or two, but Logan had long ago
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learned that such secrets could only lead to problems for
him. “Not good enough,” he said.

And if the story doesn’t get better in about thirty seconds,
he added silently, I’m hanging up.

The voice spit out its answer. “I’m trying to hire you.
I have the money, and my connections allowed me to
find you. That alone should prove to you that I’m seri-
ous. I want the job done, and that’s all you need to
know. My motives are my own and are, as I said, none of
your concern.”

Logan chuckled and pressed the “end” button on his
cell phone, canceling the call. He tossed the phone back
onto the table.

Twenty seconds later it chirped again. Logan waited,
allowing it to ring several times before he picked it up.

“Please don’t hang up on me again,” the voice whis-
pered, chastened.

“Listen,” Logan said. His tone remained quiet and
even, sending the message that he and he alone would
dictate the terms of any bargain. “To do a job effectively,
I need to know everything—including the reason why
I’m doing it. If you don’t want to tell me what’s behind
this, fine—but find yourself another thief.”

The voice waited a very long time before answering.
Logan heard a deep drawing in of breath, then a low,
sighing hiss as the breath was released. “All right, then.
I can’t bid on the items myself,” said the voice. “The auc-
tion house will take names and addresses from the suc-
cessful bidders. If I were to bid, or if someone connected
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to me were to bid, these items might be traced to me.”
The voice continued, a hint of panic slipping into its
tone. “You can’t bid on them, either. You’ll have to get
them some other way, and quickly. Please…I will fax
you the details later today, and at that time we can nego-
tiate your price.”

“Sunday is too soon,” Karl said. “To steal the items
before the auction, I would have to scout the location,
learn what security measures are in place. You’ve given
me no time.”

“That’s up to you,” said the voice. “Do whatever you
think is necessary, but get the items.”

So, the client wasn’t just expecting Karl to bid on the
items and deliver them to a pre-arranged place. Now
the job began to make sense. Tracking the items
through the auction to their new owners and stealing
them without leaving a hint of his presence—perhaps
this job was indeed worthy of him. Karl began to think
he might even find the challenge entertaining. In his
own mind he decided to accept the contract, but he had
one more concern to address. Clients, Karl knew,
understood little about the art of theft, about the time
and effort Karl required for preparation. A thug would
hold a knife to his victim’s throat and demand what he
wanted, but thugs, almost without fail, wound up in
prison.

“Who knows?” the voice went on. “If you’re a jazz afi-
cionado, you might even find something you’d like for
yourself.”
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Karl bristled. He never stole for himself. During his
career as a thief, he had developed a very precise and
strict code of behavior. Living by his word, and by the
rules he had set for himself, was a point of honor for
Karl Logan—honor this client could not begin to under-
stand. Karl received payment for his work, and he
bought what he wanted—like this beachfront house—
with the money he earned.

But as a professional, Karl would forgive the slight.
“Very well,” he said. “My basic operational fee is a quar-
ter million. Half up front, half when the job is over. Then
we add on to that the price we negotiate on the stolen
items themselves. Understood?”

“Understood,” said the voice.
Karl nodded and closed the phone. Jazz aficionado? he

thought. Bugle Point? He wondered what he was getting
into. It sounded too simple. He cautioned himself that
simple jobs had a way of making one careless.

The time factor concerned him. If nothing else, he
would have to allow the objects to be auctioned off and
only then take the proper time to plan. That would
mean three thefts instead of one, unless he got extremely
lucky and the same buyer bought all three items.

Karl shook his head. Worrying was a fool’s hobby.
Everything, especially the worries, could wait until he
had the full picture. After the fax arrived on his secure
fax line, he would evaluate the information and negoti-
ate his price. Then Karl would make his concerns clear
to his client.
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He took another sip of mineral water and put away his
gun. Later, he decided, he would do some yoga stretches,
throw on his running shoes, and have a jog down his
private beach.
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Friday

eugenia “Byte” Salzmann had been thinking about
the stupid flower all morning.

She sat in the lunchroom at Bugle Point High School.
The nylon bag containing her laptop computer hung
from her shoulder, and her elbow pressed against it,
clutching it to her body. Her backpack lay on the seat
next to her. Her lunchbag, made of quilted fabric, sat
open on the Formica tabletop. Inside the lunchbag was a
bottle of fruit juice, a chunk of some kind of twelve-
grain bread her mother had bought in a health food
store, and a Tupperware container filled with spinach
salad—a good, healthy lunch. Byte had no complaints,
other than the fact that, as was often the case when she
was alone in the crowded lunchroom, her stomach was
in knots and she wasn’t very hungry.

Mostly she was thinking about her friends.
And that stupid flower.
The flower captivated her—like a song you hear once in

the morning and can’t keep out of your mind the rest of
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the day. Earlier this morning, her history class had
watched a film on the Vietnam War. One bit of footage
showed a college student walking up and down a line of
National Guardsmen, all of whom carried rifles and stood
at attention. The young man, to Byte’s delight, stuck a
flower in the barrel of each rifle. A crowd of anti-war pro-
testers stood nearby, and one of them, a girl hardly older
than Byte herself, had painted a daisy on her cheek.

The daisy had wrapped itself around Byte’s thoughts
the remainder of the morning. Somehow all the images
she had seen of that period—the young man plugging
the rifles with flowers, Neil Armstrong’s footprint in the
lunar dust, Robert Kennedy smiling and flashing a peace
sign, a thousand college students simultaneously hold-
ing matches to their draft cards—all of these pictures
seemed to swirl and coalesce into the single daisy that
girl had painted on her cheek. Byte’s eyes followed the
daisy until the young woman slipped off the edge of the
screen.

Now, as she waited for her friends, she thought again of
that daisy, and her hand began digging into the outer
pouch of her computer bag. There it is. Her fingers closed
on a fat, plastic pen with four different colors of ink.

Then she reached into her backpack and fished out a
compact mirror, popping it open to reveal the reflection
of a girl with straggly, dark-blond hair and wire-framed
granny glasses perched on the end of a sharp nose. Byte
crinkled her nose, and the glasses crept up a bit, allow-
ing her to see more clearly. Then she took the pen,
clicked on the red ink, and watched herself in the mirror
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as she drew a rose on her left cheek. The young woman
in the film liked daisies; Byte liked roses.

She used green ink to fill in the stem and the leaves.
Working quietly, she tuned out the rumble of the lunch-
room, until a titter of laughter finally interrupted her.
Byte looked up from the mirror and saw three girls sit-
ting at a nearby table. The girls stared at her, at the pen
hovering in her fingers, and at the bright red rose on her
cheek. Then they looked at one another and burst out
laughing again.

One of the girls gave an exaggerated nod of apprecia-
tion. “Ooohhh, very stylish,” she said. Another girl whis-
pered, “She’s so weird,” loud enough that Byte could
hear her.

Upon hearing the words, a brief pang of loss struck
Byte. She missed her friend Robin Sutter, who had trans-
ferred to a science and math magnet school. It would be
nice to have Robin here now, to have someone to talk to
about the history film and the rows of guns with the
flowers in their barrels and the girl with the daisy on her
cheek.

Byte clicked the pen again and jammed it back into her
bag. Ignoring the girls, she eyed herself in the mirror
and nodded, satisfied.

Then, from a distance, she heard a familiar voice over
the chattering in the lunchroom.“It’s not mind reading,”
the voice insisted. “It’s observation and deduction.”

Byte looked up and waved. Peter Braddock, brushing a
dark lock of hair from his eyes and grinning from behind
a pair of owlish glasses, waved back. He was the leader of
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their group of friends, who called themselves Misfits, Inc.
At the moment he was talking to another Misfit, Mattie
Ramiro.

“Umm hmm,” Mattie was saying. He was looking up at
Peter, but his fingers toyed absently with a playing card.
Byte watched as the card vanished from Mattie’s fingers,
reappeared, then vanished again.

“Yeah, but when you do it, it seems like mind reading,”
Mattie said as they made their way closer.“That’s what’s so
cool about it. It’s like magic, see? Show me again. Hi, Byte!”

Peter smiled. “Yeah, hi!”
The two boys sat across from Byte, setting their

brown-bagged lunches in front of them. Mattie put his
arm on the table, and Byte saw the corner of the playing
card poking out from the sleeve of his jacket. She smiled
and pretended not to notice.

“Hey, guys,” she said.
Peter turned to Mattie, who was still gazing at him

hopefully, and sighed. “All right,” Peter said, “I’ll explain
it one more time. You observe and deduce. Look closely
at what’s around you and figure out what it means. Like
this—” Peter looked across the lunchroom, and his eyes
settled on the group of students waiting in the food line.
“Okay, see the girl in the denim skirt?”

“Yeahhh.…” Mattie said.
“I’ve never seen her before,” Peter went on,“but right off

the bat I can tell you that she’s a freshman, she’s recently
moved here from Texas, and she’s a very bright student.”

Mattie stared at the girl, then threw up his hands.
“How do you do that?”

chapter one

11



“I observe,” said Peter. “Look at the stack of books she’s
carrying. See the paperback on top? To Kill a Mockingbird.
Required reading for ninth graders. Now look at her 
science textbook. It’s the one they use in the honors-level
classes. So I know she’s a freshman, and I know she’s
bright.”

Byte found herself suddenly interested in the conver-
sation. “Okay,” she said, “we’ll give you that, but what
about the Texas part?”

Peter pointed to the girl. “Look at the front of her
jacket.”

Byte looked closely and for the first time noticed the
gold pin on the jacket’s breast. The girl stood near
enough that Byte, once she made the effort, could read
the pin clearly. It was a large Texas star surrounded by the
words I Love Texas.

Peter grinned. “Texans are known for being proud of
their state.”

“Okay,” said Byte. “I’m suitably impressed.”
Peter shrugged, doing a very poor job of hiding his

pride.
Just then another girl walked up to the girl in the denim

skirt. “Hey, Cassie,” she said, her voice ringing out in a
clear Texas accent, “thanks for holding my stuff.” The girl
in the denim skirt cheerily handed the stack of books to
her friend, then peeled off the jacket and gave it to her.

Byte and Mattie looked at each other and burst out
laughing.

“Hey, knock it off,” said Peter, unable to hold back a
smile himself. “I never said I was perfect.”
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Now that her friends had arrived—and were tugging
eagerly at the wrappers around their sandwiches—Byte
pulled the spinach salad from her lunchbag, popped
open the lid, and stabbed her plastic fork into a chunk of
tomato. “Okay,” she said, “we have to figure out what
we’re going to do for Jake.”

“Jake” was Jake Armstrong, the fourth member of
Misfits, Inc. Two weeks ago Jake, as a clarinet player in the
Bugle Point High School jazz band, competed in the first
of several competitions that, by the end of the school year,
would determine which high school band stars would win
state-level prizes. Jake had twice before represented
B.P.H.S. as a soloist. Today Mr. Janson, the band teacher,
would announce the names of the students who would
have featured solos at the competition’s next level.

“Well, we know he’ll make it,” Mattie said. The playing
card reappeared in his hand, snapping as it popped into
view.

Byte sighed. “I hope so,” she said. Neither Peter nor
Mattie had mentioned the flower on her cheek. She
hoped Jake, at least, would notice it.

Just then a pair of hands slipped over Byte’s shoulders
and clamped down over her eyes. The hands, the size of
small baseball gloves, covered more than half her face.
She knew it was Jake. Jake was tall, well over six feet, and
weighed about two hundred pounds. Even when he
stood behind you—even when his hands came down
over your eyes—you knew it was Jake.

“Hi there, soloist,” she said, tugging the hands away
and turning around.
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“Hey, Jake,” said Mattie, “watch this.…” Mattie fum-
bled with the card again, trying to make it vanish, but it
popped from his fingers and hit him in the forehead.
“Wait, wait,” he said.

Byte grabbed Jake by the arm and pulled him down
onto the bench next to her. “Okay,” she said, “no holding
back. Tell us all about it. What did Mr. Janson say?”

Jake was quiet for a moment.
Byte had envisioned this scene all morning: Jake saun-

tering up to the lunch table, his mouth drawn up in that
shy sort of half-smile he had. He would be holding that
little Superball in his fingers, the one he always carried
with him, and he would bounce it against the floor, swal-
lowing it in his huge hand when it ricocheted back up.
Then he would smile at the Misfits, give a humble shrug,
and say, “Made it.”

If Byte had not already lived this moment in her mind,
she might have noticed sooner that Jake’s expression was
flat, his eyes vacant. He looked stunned.

“Jake?” she asked.
He did take out his Superball then, but instead of

bouncing it triumphantly against the floor, he twirled it
in his fingers, as though examining the scuff marks on
its surface.

“I didn’t make it,” he said quietly.
“What?” Mattie cried.
Byte felt her stomach churn. In her mind, the honor

was already Jake’s.
“What happened?” asked Peter.
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“I got an honorable mention,” Jake went on, “but I
won’t be the featured soloist.” He cleared his throat and
swallowed before continuing. “Mr. Janson pulled me
aside after the announcement. He told me that my
instrument limited me, that my playing really deserved
better than the clarinet I’ve been using. We’ve been
talking about it for a month now. The school can’t
afford to buy me a new clarinet, and my mom and dad
sure can’t afford one. I have to find a way to buy one
myself.”

“I don’t get it,” said Mattie. “What’s the problem? I
thought your old clarinet sounded just fine.”

“Oh, please,” said Jake. “It’s a composition clarinet.” He
folded his arms like a giant sulking child. Byte stared at
him, gathering only that a composition clarinet must
somehow be inferior to some other kind.

Jake must have noticed the confusion on her face. “A
composition clarinet,” he said, “is made of—well, I guess
you could almost call it pressed sawdust. Like particle-
board. It works fine, and it doesn’t sound bad, but its
tone will never improve. I could be the best clarinet
player in the world, and its tone will always be the same.”

Peter nodded. “So you want a—?”
“—I want a solid wood clarinet.” Jake saw the blank

look on Peter’s face and drew in a deep breath. “Okay.
Wood has a mellower tone. And the tone only improves
with age. Right now I’m stuck. I can’t get any better
until I get a better instrument. Mr. Janson is right. Do
you know how frustrating it is to pick up my clarinet to
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play a difficult passage, and know I can do it, but the
stupid instrument can’t? Everything is riding on this—
the state band awards, maybe even my chances for a
scholarship.”

With that, Byte’s head snapped up. She had not
thought that far ahead. More than anyone she had ever
known, Jake Armstrong had framed a plan for his life.
Byte knew Jake’s goal was to win the state band compe-
tition—at least once—to cement his chances of getting a
scholarship to Berklee College of Music.

She turned toward him. Jake was staring at the wall.
“Well, then,” she said, “I guess we’ll just have to get you
a solid wood clarinet. Will you have a chance to solo in
the later competitions?”

Jake shrugged. “Maybe. Probably.” Then his head low-
ered. “I dunno.”

“All right, then,” said Peter. “So we’ll get you one.”
“Yeah, no problema,” said Mattie.
Jake looked up and let out a short laugh. “Hey,

thanks—really—but they’re pretty expensive,” he said.
“I’ve been nosing around here and there, and I haven’t
found one I can afford.”

Byte stood up then, leaving her lunchbag and back-
pack on the table, but reaching for the bag containing
her computer.

“Going someplace?” Peter asked.
“The library,” Byte said. “Be back in ten minutes.” She

left without a word of explanation.
When she returned exactly ten minutes later she held
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a computer printout in her hand. She laid it on the table
in front of Jake.

“What’s that?” Mattie asked. He reached for the paper,
but Jake slapped his hand away and frowned, scanning
the sheet.

“The local newspaper is online, and I found this press
release,” Byte boasted. “Am I good, or what?”

“Doesn’t the library subscribe to the paper?” asked
Mattie.

Byte poked her tongue out at him. “Don’t be snarky.
Besides, a real newspaper doesn’t let you do a keyword
search, so there.”

Jake scanned the page in front of him.
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Estate Sale
On Sunday, at 1:00 p.m., an auction will be
held at the estate of Mrs. Helen Morton.

Included in the auction will be an assort-
ment of antique furnishings, Depression glass
items, and vintage jazz music equipment.

Mrs. Morton is the widow of Jerome
“Growler” Morton, the jazz clarinetist whose
meteoric climb was interrupted by his mysteri-
ous disappearance in 1957.
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directions, or

other information, 
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Auctioneers, 555-1212
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“Well,” said Jake, “I don’t know.”
Byte tapped her finger on the sheet. “It says right here,

‘vintage…jazz…music…equipment.’” Her finger hit the
sheet four times, punctuating each word. “And the guy
was a clarinet player. Can’t hurt to call the number and
ask if they’re selling one.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah,” he said, warming to the idea,
“yeah, okay.”

The bell rang a few minutes later, calling students to
their afternoon classes. Byte gathered her belongings,
ready to drag herself to fifth period biology.

As she and the others headed toward the lunchroom
doors, she felt Jake’s hand on her shoulder.

“Hey…hey, Byte?”
She turned to face him, stepping aside so other stu-

dents could pass. “Yeah?”
“Well,” said Jake, “I just wanted to say thanks.” He

waved the paper containing the auction information. “I
mean for this.”

Byte shrugged. “Hey, Misfits stick together.” She
pointed at the sheet. “Don’t lose that.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “Right. Right.” He quickly folded
the sheet and tucked it into his math book, on top of a
pile of papers that looked to Byte like chatty notes from
other students, sheets full of Jake’s aimless doodlings,
and his math homework assignment.

“Oh, and Byte?” he said as they began walking again.
“Yeah?”
He tapped his finger against his cheek. “Nice flower.”
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