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The field trip smelled fishy—like the sea lions had puked up breakfast and blamed the tourists.

Tommy Prescott trailed behind the group, hands stuffed in his pockets, kicking a loose pebble along the pavement. St. Vincent’s had a strict buddy rule: stick with your assigned partner, no exceptions. Which is why Tommy was stuck with Juanita ‘Lopey’ Lopez.

She’d claimed him before anyone else could, mostly because she knew he wouldn’t snitch when she wandered off. Lopey popped a piece of saltwater taffy into her mouth and talked around it. “You got three minutes before I ghost, homes.”

Tommy smirked. “That long?”

Lopey flashed a grin. “Feelin’ generous today.”

Up ahead, their group bottlenecked near a street vendor hawking sourdough bowls. The counselors were too busy arguing over chaperone duties to notice half the kids slipping away. A few feet away, a flock of gulls dive-bombed a tourist’s spilled garlic fries, screeching in victory.

Lopey elbowed Tommy. “Alright, Einstein. Tell me something I don’t see.”

Tommy exhaled. Fine. His eyes drifted over the Wharf, tuning out the chaos. “See that couple near the souvenir stand?” He nodded toward a man and woman studying a rack of overpriced keychains.

Lopey squinted. “They’re fighting.”

Tommy shook his head. “Nah. They just stopped fighting. Look at her fingernails—pressure lines in the polish from clenching her fists. His knuckles—red from rubbing his mouth. They had a tense conversation five minutes ago, but now he’s brushing her elbow, testing if it’s safe to touch her again. She’s letting him. That means she forgave him... barely.”

Lopey’s mouth twitched. “Damn. What else?”

Tommy’s gaze flicked to an old guy leaning against the railing, staring at the bay. “He’s not a tourist.”

Lopey raised a brow. “He’s literally looking at the ocean.”

Tommy smirked. “No phone. No camera. No snack. Just standing there, too still. His boots are worn down at the toes, not the heels—that means he leans forward when he walks. Bad lower back. His nails? Yellowed, rough—probably from years of handling fishing lines. His peacoat’s old, frayed at the cuffs, a few loose threads where the buttons used to be. But look at his left shoulder.”

Lopey squinted. “What about it?”

“He can’t straighten it all the way. See the dip? Probably an old rotator cuff injury. Maybe a bad fall on the deck, maybe just years of strain. Either way, he hasn’t worked in a while. No money for a new coat, no job to go back to.”

Lopey frowned. “So?”

Tommy shrugged. “So, he’s been a fisherman for years, but he can’t do it anymore. He’s just standing there, staring at the water like it still belongs to him—but he doesn’t belong to it.”

Lopey muttered, “Ay cabrón... that’s spooky.”

Tommy’s eyes slid to a scruffy-looking guy loitering near the ice cream stand. Loose jacket. Hands in pockets. Seemingly harmless—except...

“He’s waiting for someone.”

Lopey followed his gaze. “Maybe he’s just killing time?”

Tommy shook his head. “His watch is set five minutes ahead.”

Lopey rolled her eyes. “So?”

“People who set their watches fast do it for a reason—nervous personalities, compulsive planners, people waiting on something specific. Plus, he’s tapping his foot exactly three beats at a time—means he’s checking a rhythm in his head. Either he’s got a meeting, or he’s waiting for a signal.”

Lopey exhaled sharply. “Chingado, Tommy.”

He shrugged. Picking out the things no one else noticed—turning everyday scenes into puzzles—that was easy. It made the world make sense. Staying invisible at St. Vincent’s? That was the real trick—fourteen, pint-sized, and a favorite target for guys like Kenny Voss. The kind who smelled weakness the way sharks smelled blood.

Lopey nudged him. “You’re doing the face.”

“What face?”

“The I’m-thinking-too-hard face.” She smirked. “It’s ugly.”

Tommy rolled his eyes, but some of the tension eased from his shoulders. Lopey was like that—a pressure valve before things got too heavy. He exhaled and glanced back toward the pier. The crowds were shifting, tourists snapping photos, the usual chaos unfolding along the waterfront.

But then, something caught his eye—just enough to pull him out of the moment.

Two men stood near the sea lion docks, separate from the crowd but pretending not to be. Everything about them felt wrong. They carried no cameras or souvenir bags. Their hands were empty. They didn’t speak. They just watched.

Tommy noticed them instantly, and his pulse ticked up.

The tall one had a Bluetooth earpiece, murmuring into it without smiling. The short one kept adjusting his jacket—like something was tucked underneath. Bulges beneath the fabric. Guns? Or something worse?

Lopey followed his gaze. “Que onda?”

Tommy didn’t answer. His stomach curled as the taller man gave a single nod. The shorter guy adjusted his jacket. Then—without a word—both men turned and disappeared into the hotel lobby across the street.

Tommy’s gaze lingered on the door for a moment, a low hum of unease settling in his chest. Something felt off—not just with the two men who had left, but with the scene itself.

As he scanned the plaza, his eye caught on a man sitting alone on a bench, holding a newspaper he hadn’t turned in more than ten minutes. His shoes were cheap sneakers, but his pants told a different story—tailored suit fabric, the kind that didn’t come off a rack. It was a bad disguise, and Tommy knew it.

A woman stood nearby in oversized sunglasses, pretending to admire the view. But she wasn’t watching the harbor—she was tracking reflections. Windows, car mirrors, anything that let her scan the crowd without moving her head.

Another man loitered near the ice cream stand. His hands were deep in his pockets, posture too stiff to be relaxed. He kept shifting his weight from foot to foot, like his adrenaline was spiking. Like he was waiting for a signal.

Lopey’s voice dropped. “Chale, that’s too many eyes, bro.”

None of them had moved or spoken, but Tommy could feel it—they were working together. Whatever was coming, they were waiting for it.

Lopey nudged him. “Tommy. Hello? Earth to Einstein.”

Tommy didn’t answer. A minute passed. Then two.

Then—

A man stepped out of a taxi wearing a designer suit, his dark hair slicked back, a black briefcase in one hand. He didn’t pause. He didn’t check his phone or glance around. He walked directly to a nearby bus bench, placed the briefcase on the seat, and turned away.

Without a word, without a glance back, he left it there. Unattended.

Lopey narrowed her eyes. “No. No, no, no—that’s sombrío como el infierno—shady  as hell.”

Tommy didn’t know exactly what he was seeing, but he knew it wasn’t random. Then came the sound—sharp, mechanical, high-pitched and fast. His head snapped upward.

From a rooftop across the street, a drone launched into the air. It moved like a bird of prey—sleek, fast, and frighteningly precise. In a single motion, it dropped low, locked onto the briefcase, gripped the handle, and vanished between two buildings.

It was gone before most people had even registered what had happened.

But Tommy saw the plainclothes officers react. The man with the newspaper dropped it as he stood abruptly, his cover blown. The woman in sunglasses pulled a radio from her jacket and barked into it. The man by the ice cream stand had already taken off running, his badge now clipped to his belt.

They weren’t watching anymore. They were responding. And they hadn’t expected this—not the drone, not the grab, and definitely not the speed of it.

Lopey sat up straighter. “Did that drone just—”

“Yeah,” Tommy said, his eyes still on the empty bench.

One of the officers sprinted into the street, weaving between startled tourists. Another scanned the rooftops, talking into her comms. The third circled the plaza, eyes sharp, trying to ID whoever had triggered the drop.

Tommy already had. His eyes darted back to the hotel entrance. The two men in bulky jackets. He hadn’t been sure before. But now? He knew what they’d been carrying. A drone controller.

And now the pieces clicked into place. A ransom drop. No face-to-face meeting. The money paid—but where was the victim?

Tommy’s breath felt tight. The real question wasn’t who took the money. It was where the hostage was. And whether they were still breathing. His gut twisted. His mom—before rehab—used to say he fretted too much. That he overthought everything. He was fretting now.

Scenarios flashed through his head like code—each one branching into worse and worse outcomes. If he did nothing—if he stayed quiet—those two men would slip away. And if they got away, what happened to the hostage?

If he did say something—if he pointed them out—he’d either be brushed off or taken seriously. And if they were arrested? Their partner—the third kidnapper, the one Tommy was sure existed—would realize something was wrong.

And then what?

Panic. A hostage eliminated. No loose ends. Because, obviously, there was a third kidnapper. Someone had to be on the other end of that Bluetooth call. Someone had to be waiting for the drone. Someone had to be with the hostage.

The hotel door swung open. The two men stepped out. Calm. Smooth. Not even a glance at the flashing red-and-blue lights now spilling into the square.

Lopey’s voice dropped. “They’re getting away, cabrón.”

A whistle. The bell captain raised his hand, and a yellow cab pulled up to the curb. The two men climbed in, the driver barely pausing before pulling away.

Tommy’s mind clicked. The cops weren’t looking in the right place. They were still watching the sky—as if the drone was going to drop down and confess. The men were slipping away.

He grabbed Lopey’s hand. Yanked. “Come on. Time to go.”

Lopey stumbled but caught herself. “The hell—”

But Tommy was already moving. Another cab had just pulled up near the sea lion dock. A young couple and two small kids climbed out, a toddler wriggling in his mother’s arms.

Tommy darted forward. Grabbed the door before it shut. Hopped in.

Lopey slid in beside him, still catching up. “We doing this? For real?”

Tommy slammed the door. Tapped on the glass partition. Pointed to the retreating cab up ahead.

“Follow that car.” Then, after a beat— “Please.”

The driver, a grizzled guy in a Giants cap, shot him a look in the rearview mirror. “You got money?”

Tommy patted his pockets, already knowing they were empty.

Lopey let out a snort. “Naturally. The genius forgot cash.”

She rolled her eyes and leaned forward. “I got it. Just drive, jefe.”

The cab lurched forward and slipped into traffic. Lopey gave Tommy a sideways glance, then smirked. “I bet you’ve always wanted to say that.”

Tommy folded his arms, eyes on the cab ahead. His heart was still hammering, but a corner of his mouth tugged upward. Lopey had a way of keeping things from falling apart. She always had.

Sunlight bounced off glass skyscrapers, the air thick with the scent of fresh sourdough and exhaust. Pedestrians spilled onto crosswalks, bicycles zipped between cars, and the distant clang of a cable car bell echoed off the hills.

The driver threw a glance at Tommy in the rearview, his thick brows knitting together. “Alright, kid. You wanna tell me what the hell’s goin’ on?”

Tommy kept his eyes locked on the cab ahead. It crested a hill, disappearing for a split second before dipping into the next block. Their own cab lurched upward, the nose tilting toward the sky before gravity yanked them down the slope, the momentum pressing Tommy into the seat.

“It’s complicated,” he muttered.

“Yeah?” The driver snorted. “So’s my third divorce.”

Lopey smirked. “I like this guy.”

The driver cut his eyes to her. “You got my fare, kid?”

“Just drive, abuelito.”

The driver squinted. “I ain't that old.”

They hit another rise, then dropped. The city sprawled ahead, the Bay Bridge stretching across the water, glinting silver in the sunlight.

“Where are they headed?” Lopey asked.

Tommy’s mind raced. The Financial District loomed ahead—steel towers, banks, corporate shadows—but this wasn’t commuter hour. Not late enough for happy hour, too early for the late-night deals.

The light ahead flicked yellow. The driver made a decision. He gunned it. Tommy’s breath hitched as they shot through the intersection just as the light flared red. Horns blared. A cyclist swerved, flipping them off. The driver grinned.

“Now that’s how you do it.”

Lopey whooped. “¡Órale, chingón! You should teach driver’s ed.”

“Don’t encourage him,” Tommy muttered.

The other cab weaved through traffic, taking a slow, deliberate right toward the pier. Lopey’s smirk faded. “Nah. That ain’t good.”

The cabbie muttered, “Not a lot down there ‘cept warehouses and trouble.”

Tommy frowned. The pier didn’t fit. Not if they were really trying to vanish. The yellow cab kept moving, past the Ferry Building, where vendors shouted over buckets of oysters and fish. A street performer juggled fire and tourists snapped photos.

Then the cab kept going—past the shops, past the crowds, and into quieter streets. The lanes narrowed, and the foot traffic began to thin.

Lopey straightened in her seat, voice low now, humor gone. “This is the part of town where people go missing.”

The cabbie let out a dry chuckle, eyes flicking to the rearview. “Yeah. And they don’t always get found.”

Tommy leaned forward. The other cab had turned down a narrow street flanked by rusted chain-link and graffiti-tagged brick. They pulled up in front of a long, low building. Faded lettering read: Port of San Francisco – Warehouse 16

The cab doors opened, and the two men stepped out without hurrying, like they’d done this before.

“Pull over here,” Tommy said.

The cab eased to the curb a block away, idling in the shadows of an old brick building. From the opposite direction, a black Suburban crept down the street, its tinted windows swallowing the midday glare. It slowed, then rolled to a stop beside the two men.

The doors unlocked. The men climbed in. The Suburban pulled away, turning a corner.

“Go,” Tommy said, rapping the glass.

The driver exhaled, shifting into gear. “Cool your jets, kid. I got this.”

They swung onto the next street just in time to see the Suburban slide past another warehouse.

“Don’t lose them,” Lopey said.

The driver smirked. “I used to work with the FBI. I know how to tail a suspect.”

Lopey narrowed her eyes. “Neta? For real?”

Beat.

“No.”

Tommy barely heard them. His attention was locked on the road ahead as the Suburban rolled deeper into the industrial sprawl. There was no traffic, no sign of pedestrians—just long rows of warehouses and fences topped with razor wire. The vehicle didn’t rush. It moved steadily, with purpose, every turn precise and controlled.

The Suburban edged through a narrow alleyway and then turned back onto a main road. A convenience store flashed past, followed by a bakery. There was more movement now—pedestrians on the sidewalks, cars weaving through the lanes.

It began to slow. Tommy tensed as it eased toward the curb. A door opened, and a girl stepped out.

She looked to be nine or ten years old, with blonde hair and a dazed expression. She blinked hard against the daylight. Her blue skirt and white blouse were rumpled and dirty, and her hair was a tangled mess, as if she’d been twisting it for days. She turned her head slowly, disoriented, scanning the street as if searching for something—or someone.

The door shut behind her, and the Suburban pulled away without hesitation.

Tommy’s heart sank. There was the hostage.

Lopey leaned forward. “That’s her.”

Tommy’s mind snapped into motion.

“Take care of the girl. Call the cops. I’ll meet you back at the home.”

“But—”

“Go.” He opened his door. “Just go.”

Lopey hesitated for half a second. Her eyes searched his. A hundred questions left unspoken. Then she nodded and she was gone. Tommy rapped the glass partition. “Follow them. Don’t let them get away.”

The cab shot forward. The city gave way to open road. The Golden Gate rose ahead, its red towers cutting into the sky like sentinels. Midday light glinted off steel cables, the bay churning below.

The Suburban slipped into light traffic, smooth and steady. Tommy sat forward. “They’re leaving the city.”

The driver adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Yeah, I got eyes, kid.”

The bridge fell away behind them, the urban sprawl giving way to rolling hills, winding roads lined with trees, and scattered houses nestled in the distance. The Suburban hugged the curves like it had taken this route before.

A green sign flashed past.

HORIZON EXECUTIVE AIRFIELD
Private
Tommy’s stomach clenched. “They’re flying out.”

A few minutes later, they crested a small hill, and there it was. The airstrip was isolated, tucked between low, dry fields. A squat terminal sat near the entrance, and a handful of small planes dotted the tarmac. But Tommy’s focus locked onto the hangar.

A two-engine Beechcraft King Air 260 was being wheeled onto the strip, its sleek white body gleaming in the sun. The Suburban rolled through the chain-link gate like it had VIP clearance and eased to a stop near the hangar.

Tommy’s gut twisted. Three men climbed out. The first two—no question. The guys from the sea lion dock. But the third man—

Tommy swallowed hard. Built like a linebacker. Thick, muscular arms covered in ink. A square jaw, pug nose, dark hair cropped close to his skull. His eyes were small, mean. The kind of guy who cracked heads just to hear the sound.

The back of the Suburban lifted. The linebacker reached in—and pulled out a drone. Compact. Sleek. Deadly. Tommy recognized it instantly. The same one that had snatched the briefcase. The taller man leaned in, and this time—there it was. The briefcase. A getaway. Tommy’s throat went dry.

The cabbie exhaled, shifting in his seat. “Who the hell are those guys?”

Tommy barely looked away. “Nobody you’d want to meet in a dark alley.”

“Should I call the cops?”

Tommy shook his head. “They’d never get here in time.”

He thought hard. Images spun through his mind. How could he stop the men from taking off? Then—a flash of thought. He leaned forward, sticking his face through the hole in the partition. “Pull up next to the Suburban,” he said. “Then follow my lead.”

The driver blinked at him in the rearview. Then shrugged. “Okay, kid. Hope you know what you’re doing.”

“You’re not the only one,” Tommy muttered.

The cab eased in, sliding up beside the Suburban. The moment it stopped, Tommy threw the door open and jumped out. He spun on the driver, pointing a finger. “I DID pay you! You’re a crook! I’m calling the cops!”

The driver’s bushy eyebrows shot up, but he caught Tommy’s wink. His mouth twitched. Then, with a dramatic huff, he shoved open his own door. “Hey! Get back here, kid!” he bellowed, stomping after him. “You owe me twenty bucks, you little con artist!”

Tommy’s voice shot up an octave. “Con artist? You’re the grifter! I paid the fare, and now you’re trying to shake me down just ‘cause I’m a kid! You’re a scammer!”

The driver threw his arms in the air. “Why you little—”

“What’s the problem here?” The tall man from the Suburban reached them first, his sharp gaze flicking between them.

Tommy and the cabbie both talked at once—shouting, jabbing fingers, hurling accusations. Tommy could feel the heat creeping up his neck, forcing himself to stay red-faced and flustered. The cabbie’s eyes bulged, spittle flying from his lips as he ranted.

“Alright, whoa, whoa—” the tall man held up both hands, like a traffic cop stopping a wreck. His two partners flanked him, watching the scene unfold, brows creased in curiosity.

Tommy balled his fists. “Wait till my grandfather gets here! He’ll have you arrested!”

“Hold on, hold on,” the shorter man interjected quickly, waving his hands. “No need to call the cops. Let’s just figure this out.”

“The kid didn’t pay the fare!” the cabbie insisted, voice high with indignation. “Pint-sized crook!”

Tommy gasped, outraged. “I did pay! You just didn’t like your tip! Figured you’d squeeze a kid for more!” He crossed his arms dramatically. “I’m calling my grandfather—and the cops.”

Then, without another glance at the men, Tommy turned on his heel and stalked toward the airport office. He didn’t slow down and he didn’t look back. The Suburban blocked their view as he angled away from the office and toward the Beechcraft.

The King Air sat gleaming under the midday sun, its twin turboprop engines sleek and silent, its silver-and-blue fuselage reflecting the tarmac heat in hazy ripples. It was a fast, reliable aircraft—perfect for a getaway.

Tommy moved fast. No time to second-guess. He crouched beside the left engine, pressing his fingers against the latch of the cowling. The metal was warm from the sunlight, but the latch gave with a satisfying click. The engine panel lifted just enough for him to see inside.

The Pratt & Whitney turbine engine was compact, a jungle of wires, hoses, and connections. Tommy scanned it fast—what could he pull? What would stall the plane without causing an explosion?

His fingers darted to the ignition control harness—a thick bundle of wires running from the firewall to the spark igniters. He yanked a handful free, tearing them out in a violent snap. The tips sparked briefly before going dead.

Next—the fuel control unit. A small cap, no bigger than a soda bottle lid, was fastened near the fuel manifold. Tommy twisted it free and let it fall into the grass beside the tarmac. That should do it. The engines wouldn’t turn over. The fuel wouldn’t flow properly. They’d be stuck here for hours—long enough for real cops to arrive.

Tommy snapped the cowling shut, pressed it firm until he heard the latch click back into place. He took a quick step back, shoving his hands into his pockets, trying to look casual.

Then a shadow fell over him, followed by a voice—deep, sharp, and edged with suspicion. “Hey, kid. Whattcha doing?”

Tommy turned slowly, schooling his face into mild, innocent curiosity. The big guy stood inches away. Up close, he was even more intimidating—thick tattooed arms, dark eyes narrowed with suspicion, a pug nose like it had been broken more than once. His massive shoulders stretched the seams of his leather jacket.

Tommy didn’t blink.

“Just looking,” he said smoothly. Casual and unbothered. His heart was hammering, but his voice? Steady.

“Nice plane. Is it yours?”

The big guy squinted at him, his jaw tightening just slightly, like he was trying to decide if this kid was trouble or just annoying. Tommy kept his posture loose, his expression curious but not too interested. Just a kid who liked airplanes—nothing more.

The big guy grunted. “Nah, kid. Not mine.”

Then his eyes flicked toward the engine. Tommy held his breath. Would he lift the cowling? Would he notice the missing fuel cap? The tampered wires?

One second. Two. Then—the tall man’s voice called from behind the Suburban. “Yo, let’s go!”

The big guy hesitated. Then stepped away. He let out a slow breath. The men walked toward the plane, oblivious. And Tommy knew—in about sixty seconds, their entire escape plan was about to go up in smoke.

The airport had exactly one security guard. He looked like he’d been hired more for his ability to nap in a chair than to handle emergencies. The cabbie had already called the cops, and sirens were on their way, but the security guard didn’t look convinced.

“Kidnappers, you say?” He lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “They don’t look like kidnappers. Who’d they kidnap?”

Tommy ground his teeth. This guy was useless. “A little girl,” Tommy said. “They collected the ransom, then dumped her. Look, can you just close the gate and lock it until the cops get here?”

The guard shook his head. “What if someone wants to come in? What if someone wants to leave? Can’t just lock people in or out, kid.”

Tommy clenched his fists. Why did every adult in this city have the IQ of an insect? Then—the Beechcraft’s engines sputtered to life. The propellers coughed, then roared. For half a second, Tommy’s stomach plummeted..

Then—one roar turned to a whimper. The left engine hiccupped, stuttered, and died.

Through the office window, Tommy could see the big man in the pilot’s seat, frantically flipping switches, shoving the throttle forward. The propellers gave one last gasp before the engine gave up completely.

Tommy watched as the man shoved open the cockpit door and jumped to the ground, fuming. He stormed to the side of the plane and ripped open the engine cowling. His head disappeared inside. Tommy could hear the sharp, angry cursing even from across the tarmac.

Then the big man jerked back, straightened, and turned toward the office. Tommy barely had time to react before the man stalked toward him, his strides long and furious. The security guard took a step back. The cabbie froze.

The man burst through the doors, stopping inches from Tommy’s face. “What did you do, kid?”

His voice was a growl, his breath hot, his fists tight, ready. Tommy’s breath caught in his throat. This guy could snap him like a toothpick. But he forced himself to stand still.

“Do?” Tommy blinked up at him, forcing his voice to sound confused. “Is there a problem, sir?”

The man’s jaw flexed. His muscles twitched. Tommy saw the curl of his fingers, the way his knuckles whitened. “You sabotaged the engine,” the man growled.

Tommy swallowed hard. The sirens were getting louder, flashing lights bouncing off the walls. He just had to stall. He spread his arms, tilting his head. “I’m a kid,” he said, layering his voice with mock indignation. “What do I know about engines?”

The man’s eyes burned into his. Then—the first police cruiser tore through the gate. The man didn’t even flinch. He just stabbed a thick finger into Tommy’s chest, leaning down so only he could hear. “I’m gonna remember this, kid.”

Then he turned away.

The arrests happened fast—officers swarming the plane, weapons drawn, slamming the three men against the Suburban. The cops recovered the drone, the briefcase, and the ransom money from the plane’s hold.

It was over.

Tommy let out a long breath and slipped away from the crowd, heading toward the cab. The driver followed.

“Sure you don’t wanna stay?” the cabbie asked. “Maybe there’s a reward or something.”

Tommy shook his head. Lopey was probably climbing the walls by now. “Nah,” he said.

The cabbie studied him, then shrugged. “Okay, kid. Just give me an address.”

Tommy hesitated. The guy had just helped him tail kidnappers, pulled off an Oscar-worthy fake fight, and gotten him out of a death stare with a criminal. He met the driver’s eyes. “St. Vincent’s Home for Children.”

The cabbie’s smirk faltered. Then—he just nodded. “No charge.” He slid into the driver’s seat, threw the cab in gear, and pulled away from the airstrip, leaving the flashing lights and chaos behind.
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Chapter Two
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The whole damn city was buzzing. The papers ran front-page spreads. The kidnapping, the ransom drop, the dramatic rescue—it was the kind of juicy headline that sold copies and kept TV anchors grinning into the camera.

But the biggest mystery was the kid who cracked the case. A shadowy figure with no name, no photo, and no details.

“Hero Kid! Who Is He?” screamed one tabloid.

Speculation ran wild. Some thought he was a cop’s son, trained in tactics. Others said he was an undercover prodigy, maybe even a teen spy. The wildest theory suggested he was a genius con artist, working both sides of the ransom deal.

Tommy rolled his eyes at that one. Meanwhile, Lopey was losing her mind. She stabbed violently into her mac and cheese.

“You know what I got?” she fumed. “Nada. Nothing. Jack-shit.”

Tommy smirked. Here it comes.

She waved her fork like a sword. “I got to stand on a sidewalk like a pendeja. The cops ignored me, the mom gave me a pat on the back, and that was it.”

She pointed at him. “You? You got to chase kidnappers, sabotage a plane, and get a death threat from a crime boss.”

Tommy shrugged. “You say that like it’s a good thing.”

Lopey leaned in, eyes sharp. “So, when are you coming forward?”

The smirk faded. “Never.”

Lopey blinked. “Never?”

Tommy speared a carrot. “You ever see those meerkats on Netflix?”

She squinted. “What the hell are meerkats?”

Tommy shrugged. “Stick their heads up too high, something swoops down and eats them.”

Lopey threw up her hands. “Ay, Dios mío. You took down three kidnappers, cabrón! You should be—”

“Hiding,” Tommy cut in, his voice flat. “And that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

The argument followed them upstairs. The game room TV was on. Broadcasters droned in the background.

Giants vs. Cardinals. Tommy barely glanced at the screen. “7–3.”

Lopey caught the words. “What?”

Tommy shrugged. “Giants will win. 7–3.”

She squinted at the scoreboard. “Uh... they’re losing 3–1, genius.”

Another shrug. “They’ll win.”

Lopey stared at him. Really stared. Something cold crept up her spine. They kept walking. Tommy disappeared into his room.

She flopped onto the couch with her algebra book, but couldn’t focus. His words kept playing in her head. A chill worked its way down her neck.

The house was quiet. Long after everyone else had crashed, she crept back to the game room. Brian, one of the counselors, sat in his usual chair, flipping through a paperback.

Lopey leaned on the doorway. Real casual. “Yo, Brian.”

He grunted. “Hey, Lopey.”

She stretched and played it cool. “Did you catch the Giants game?”

Brian nodded without looking up. “Yeah, good win. Giants took it 7–3. Yastrzemski hit a homer.”

Lopey froze. Her stomach did a weird little flip. The score. Exactly what Tommy said. She turned toward the hallway, pulse picking up. What the hell was that?

The first rays of sunlight slanted through the blinds when Lopey pounded on Tommy’s door—a morning ritual that never failed to make him bolt upright like he’d been hit with a stun gun.

“¡Ándale, cabrón!” she hollered, kicking the door for good measure. “Get your ass up. The weekend ain’t gonna last forever.”

Tommy groaned, flopping back onto his pillow. “Why? Why are you like this?”

Lopey cracked the door. “You’re coming with me to see my abuelita.”

Tommy cracked one eye open. “That sounds like a you problem.”

Lopey grinned. “Nah. It’s an us problem. Abuelita’s buying lunch. She’s got a friend—”

“No thanks. Last time you ate beans, your gas could’ve powered the entire Mission District.”

Lopey beamed. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Tommy lifted his head, glaring. “Only you would take that as a compliment.”

She leaned against the frame, arms crossed. “Look, you owe me. I got a footnote in that whole ‘Hero Kid’ story, and now I gotta listen to my abuelita bring it up for weeks. If I suffer, you suffer.”

Tommy exhaled through his nose. “So you’re blackmailing me with guilt?”

“And free food,” she added. “Don’t forget the free food.”

He sighed. “Fine.”

Lopey snapped her fingers. “Good. You got twenty minutes. If you’re not downstairs, I’m dragging you out in your chones.”

She disappeared.

Tommy dragged himself out of bed, stretched, pulled on a hoodie. If nothing else, at least there’d be tamales.

The assisted living residence was quieter than he expected. Not silent—just hushed. A radio murmured down the hall. Slippers shuffled on tile. The air smelled like clean linen, lemon polish, and something warm and spicy—like last night’s dinner hadn’t quite left.

Lopey walked ahead like she owned the place, tossing greetings to nurses and waving at residents posted up in the sunroom like old-school OGs.

Tommy trailed her, hands in his pockets, eyeing the pastel walls. Something about the place felt... paused. Like time moved on a 36-hour clock.

Apartment 217. Lopey knocked twice, then shoved the door open. “¡Abuelita! Soy yo.”

A voice answered, dry but warm.

“I’m not deaf, Juanita. You act like I’m a hundred and two.”

Tommy stepped in and got his first look at Doña Estela. She sat by the window in a cushioned chair, cane resting lightly against her knee. Small but upright, with sharp cheekbones and silver hair braided thick over one shoulder.

But it was her eyes that caught him. Bright. Measuring. She looked him over without smiling. Just looked. Tommy shifted, but the gaze lingered. Then finally—

“Bueno,” she said, tapping her cane against the floor. “At least you’re not a fool.”

Tommy blinked. “Uh. Thanks?”

“Told you he was a genius,” Lopey said, flopping onto the couch.

“Bah.” Estela waved a hand. “Genius is just someone who overthinks himself into trouble.”

Lopey cackled. Tommy wasn’t sure how to take that.

Estela leaned forward. “And what do you call yourself, niño?”

He hesitated. Her gaze was too sharp. Like she wasn’t looking at him—but through him. He shrugged. “Just Tommy.”

A flicker passed across her face. Then Estela smiled. “Just Tommy. Hmm.” She tapped her cane twice, then pushed herself up with a grunt. “Vámonos. I made tamales, but we’re taking them to Irma’s.”

“Irma’s?” Tommy asked.

Lopey rolled her shoulders. “Her friend owns a restaurant. Best food in the city. No offense, abuelita.”

Estela snorted. “If I got offended every time someone cooked better than me, I’d have died of shame sixty years ago.”

The taxi ride was short. The city flickered past—bright murals, laundry flapping over balconies, the warm pulse of Spanish from shop doorways. Then came the smell. Before he saw the restaurant, he smelled it. Carnitas sizzling on a griddle. Toasted corn. A hint of lime and cilantro. Mole simmering low and rich.

The cab stopped in front of a small, worn building with a hand-painted sign that read: Irma’s Cocina.

Inside, it was packed. Not with tourists—with locals. Families at tables, old men sipping café de olla, mothers bouncing babies while shouting across booths. The walls were a riot of hand-painted tile. Woven baskets hung from the ceiling. The counter glowed with rows of pan dulce, sugared tops catching the light.

A round-faced woman in her sixties grinned the moment they walked in. “¡Estela! Bruja vieja, todavía sigues viva?”

Estela smirked. “Barely, Irma.”

Irma kissed her cheeks, then turned to the kids. “And these?”

Estela nodded toward Lopey. “Mi nieta.” Then to Tommy: “And Just Tommy.”

Irma chuckled. Her eyes twinkled. “Well, Just Tommy. Hope you’re hungry.”

They slid into a corner booth. A sweating pitcher of agua fresca waited. Tommy poured himself a glass, taking in the hum of conversation, the scrape of forks, the rhythm of the kitchen.

Then—Estela said: “You ever heard of La Niña de las Visiones?”

Tommy looked up.

Lopey groaned. “Ay, here we go. Folklore hour.”

Estela ignored her. She tore a piece of tortilla, dipped it in salsa. “In the village where I was born, there was a girl. Not much older than you, Just Tommy. And she had a gift.”

Tommy leaned in. “What kind of gift?”

Estela’s voice lowered. “She saw things before they happened. Small things, at first. A cup breaking before it hit the floor. Rain coming before clouds. But then—”

She let the moment hang. “One day, she told her mother: ‘Don’t let Papá go to the fields today.’”

Tommy swallowed. “And?”

Estela’s eyes met his. “Her mother did not listen.”

The sounds of the restaurant faded in Tommy’s ears.

“Her father went to work, like always. The sun was shining. No reason to be afraid.” She took another bite. “But by midday, a storm came. Not just any storm—a flash flood, out of nowhere. The kind that takes everything in its path.”

Tommy didn’t realize he was gripping his glass until he felt condensation running down his fingers.

Estela watched him. “Some called it coincidence. Some called it a miracle. But the old women—they knew.” She took a slow sip of her drink.

“Second sight,” Tommy murmured.

Estela smiled. “Ah,” she said lightly, “so you do know what it means.”

Tommy shifted. “I notice things. That’s not second sight. That’s just... paying attention.”

Estela tilted her head. “Is it?”

Tommy frowned.

Lopey nudged him. “Dude, just roll with it.”

Estela swirled her glass. “Tell me, niño... how often do you feel something before it happens?”

Tommy hesitated. “Never.”

Estela raised a single brow.

Tommy sighed. “Okay, sometimes. But it’s just instincts. Patterns. Nothing special.”

Estela nodded like that confirmed something. “And when you were small?”

He stiffened. “What about when I was small?”

Her voice stayed light. But her eyes didn’t. “Children don’t yet know how to ignore what’s right in front of them.”

Tommy’s stomach clenched. A flicker of memory—vague, but sharp. His mom, staring at him. Brow creased. Lip caught between her teeth. “Tommy, you give me chills sometimes.” Not teasing or laughing. Just... quiet and uneasy.

He shoved the memory back. Hard. Estela didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Whatever she’d seen, she kept to herself.

Lopey cleared her throat, breaking the moment. “Okay. Tamales to go, weird vibes optional?”

They walked in lazy strides, the late afternoon sun stretching their shadows long across the sidewalk. Tommy shoved his hands into his hoodie, brain still buzzing. He wasn’t shaken—but Estela’s words clung like burrs under the skin.

Lopey kicked a rock down the pavement.

“Your abuela is—” Tommy began.

Lopey shot him a look. “An interesting woman. That’s what you were gonna say, right?”

Tommy snorted. “I was gonna say creepy as hell, but sure, interesting works.”

Lopey grinned. “She’s a trip, for sure.”

Tommy wasn’t smiling. “Second sight?” he muttered. “I don’t have it. I notice stuff, that’s all. I’m not some psychic. I can’t talk to the dead or predict the future.”

Lopey raised an eyebrow. “What about—”

“Coincidence,” he snapped. “That’s all it was. I picked two random numbers. They just happened to be the score. Nothing magical about it.”

Lopey hummed under her breath.

Tommy shot her a glance. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just... sounds like a totally rational explanation.”

“It is a rational explanation.”

“Mmm-hmm. Sure, Tommy.”

The tone was teasing. But something in it made his chest tighten. They walked a few more steps in silence. Then Lopey said, without looking at him, “Okay. Let’s call it coincidence.”

Tommy exhaled. “It was coincidence.”

She shrugged. “Sure. Solid explanation. For most things.”

Tommy frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She held up her hands. “Hey, I get it. You’re a brainiac. You see things other people miss. That’s your thing.”

Tommy relaxed slightly. “Exactly.”

Lopey nodded. “So explain the Giants game.”

He hesitated.

“That wasn’t observation,” she said. “That wasn’t reading body language or scuff marks on someone’s shoes. You just said it—out of nowhere. And you were right.”

Tommy’s jaw tightened. “Lucky guess.”

“Seven to three, Tommy. Not just ‘they’ll win.’ Not ‘I’ve got a feeling.’ The exact score.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Lopey waited. He looked down, fingers curling inside his hoodie. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

Lopey gave a slow nod, like she’d just won a quiet argument. “Huh. Funny. Five minutes ago, you were sure you did know.”

He rolled his eyes. “Just ‘cause I got a baseball score right doesn’t mean I have second sight. I pulled two numbers out of a hat.”

“Cool, cool,” Lopey said, grinning. “So let’s test it.”

Tommy stared. “Test it?”

“Yup. Brian’s always handing out tickets. Bet he’s still got a couple left. Let’s go to the game tonight.”

“I don’t like baseball. It’s boring.”

Lopey’s smirk widened. “Let’s see if you can ‘coincidentally’ guess the score again.”

“That’s crazy. I’m not going.”

She folded her arms. “You sure?”

Tommy placed both hands on her shoulders, looked her dead in the eye. “I promise you—I don’t have second sight.”

Lopey didn’t blink. “Prove it.”

*****
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THE BUS DOORS HISSED open, and Tommy and Lopey stepped into the swarm.

The sidewalk outside Oracle Park was a sea of chaos. Fans in orange and black surged toward the gates, vendors hollered about hot dogs and overpriced beer, and somewhere, a dude was already slurring through Take Me Out to the Ballgame like it was last call at a karaoke bar.

Tommy exhaled through his nose. He felt regret. Immediate regret.

The stadium loomed over them—brick and steel glowing under the floodlights. The crack of a bat echoed from inside, sharp and clean. The air smelled like garlic fries and grilled sausage.

Tommy shoved his hands in his hoodie pockets. “This is stupid.”

Lopey bounced ahead, weaving through the crowd. “Nah, this is science, homes. We’re running an experiment.”

Tommy eyed a guy selling bootleg Giants caps off a folding table. “Yeah? Well, your experiment costs twenty bucks for a hot dog.”

Lopey shot him a grin. “Price of discovery, Einstein.”

They passed through the turnstiles and stepped into the open-air bowl of the stadium. The place vibrated. Fifty thousand people, a wave of noise and movement. Stadium lights carved through the night like blades. The scoreboard flashed lineups. A vendor pushed past, yelling about peanuts. The scent of fresh-cut grass mingled with fryer grease.

Tommy barely looked at the field.

Giants vs. Cardinals.

He did not want to be here. Their seats—just behind the first base dugout. Tommy slumped into his chair, arms crossed. “This is a waste of time.”

Lopey dropped into her seat beside him, grinning like she was about to win a bet. “Any vibes yet?”

Tommy turned his head slowly and glared. “No vibes. Not even a heavenly whisper. The gods of second sight are apparently off-duty tonight.”

Lopey nodded sagely. “Maybe you’re not dialed into the right frequency.”

Tommy scowled. “Do you even hear yourself? What frequency? Should I twist my ear like a radio dial? Welcome to 96.7 FM—The Second Sight Network! Where every hour is psychic hour?”

Lopey wheezed. “Damn, that was good. You should do stand-up.”

“Yeah, maybe I’ll open for the guy butchering Take Me Out to the Ballgame outside.”

Lopey just smirked.

Then—

The world tilted. Just for a second. For the briefest pause, Tommy saw the stadium hours from now—the scoreboard glowing, the numbers wispy and undulating, yet clear as smoke on a cloudless day.

GIANTS – 2
CARDINALS – 1
The crowd was thinning, the field bathed in the soft gold of the stadium lights. Paper cups and peanut shells littered the aisles, a few lingering fans drifting toward the exits.

He blinked. The vision flickered—

Reality snapped back like a rubber band. The roar of the crowd surged into his ears.

Lopey was still watching him. She knew. Her eyes narrowed. “Jaja... You saw something, didn’t you, Einstein?”

Tommy shifted. “What? No.”

Lopey gave him a look. “Chale, don’t even try it. I know your weird-ass thinking face. What was the score?—Wait, wait, don’t tell me if the Giants lose. I need to emotionally prepare.”

Tommy exhaled sharply. “Two to one, the Giants win—supposedly.” He cast a quick glance around. “Or maybe I just picked two random numbers to mess with you.”

Lopey squinted. “Mm-hmm.” She leaned in. “This is a scientific experiment, cabrón. You better not be fudging the results.”

Tommy sighed. “I don’t know what that was—but I hope like hell the Cardinals win 10-0.”

Lopey snickered. “Damn, you shook, huh?”

She popped a piece of chicle in her mouth and smirked.

“Wanna bet on it?”

The first pitch sailed over home plate. And the waiting began. For the first few innings, Tommy kept trying to prove himself wrong. When the Cardinals scored first—a solo home run in the second inning—he exhaled like he’d just dodged a bullet.

“See?” he wanted to say. Not two-to-one. Something else. I was wrong.

But then—

Bottom of the fifth. A sacrifice fly. One run for the Giants.

1-1.

Tommy’s fingers curled around the armrest. Lopey didn’t look at him—she was watching the field— but he could feel her grin from three seats away.  By the eighth inning, it was still tied.

Tommy wasn’t watching the game anymore. He was watching the scoreboard. The numbers. The lights. Waiting. Hoping.

Bottom of the ninth. Two outs. Runner on third. The stadium was electric, fans on their feet. Tommy’s heart pounded. The pitch. A crack of the bat. A line drive just past second base. The runner scored, arms raised.

2-1, Giants.

The crowd exploded.

Tommy sank back into his seat, the noise crashing over him. Lopey let out a sharp breath. She didn’t gloat. Didn’t tease. Didn’t even look at him. She didn’t have to. They stayed in their seats long after the final out.

The stadium emptied around them. Fans cheered down the aisles, spilling into the night, but Tommy and Lopey didn’t move.

The scoreboard loomed above the field, bright gold against the darkening sky.

GIANTS – 2
CARDINALS – 1
Tommy’s breath felt shallow. His chest tight. Lopey finally turned to him. No jokes. No smirk. Just—understanding. He swallowed.

“I hate this,” he muttered.

Lopey nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”
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Chapter Three
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The black SUV idled half a block from St. Vincent’s, tucked in the shadows of a flickering streetlamp. Inside, two men sat in silence, watching. Behind the wheel, Tony Ricci rolled a toothpick between his teeth, his heavy-lidded eyes fixed on the building’s worn brick face. “You figure the kid’s in there?”

Beside him, Frank DeLuca didn’t answer right away. He was watching the door, drumming his thick fingers against his knee. Slow, steady, calculating. After a beat, he nodded. “Maybe.”

Tony exhaled through his nose. “Some dump.”

Frank adjusted his cuffs. His suit was expensive, his watch gleaming under the dull glow of the dashboard. But his face—sharp, hollow-cheeked, eyes dark and unreadable, a pale scar tracing down his left cheek—was pure predator.

Tony’s eyes flicked to the rearview. “So what now?”

Frank leaned back, stretching out his legs. “Now, we wait.”

Tony shifted, clearly itching for something more. “We been watchin’ this place all damn night. What’s the play?”

Frank’s fingers drummed once more before going still. Then, voice calm: “We confirm.”

Tony frowned. “Confirm what?”

Frank’s head turned, just slightly. “That he’s the right kid. That he’s still here. That he ain’t got someone lookin’ out for him.” A beat. “Then we tell the boss.”

Tony grunted, clearly unimpressed with the slow approach. “We already know he’s the right kid.”

Frank’s lips twitched. Not quite a smile. “Yeah?” His voice was soft. “So, you know the kid’s name? Then you go knock on the door. Ask for him real nice.”

Tony rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a smartass.”

Frank finally looked at him—and just like that, Tony shut up.

He turned his gaze back to the building, voice smooth as glass. “Boss wants to be sure.”

Tony exhaled, slouching against the wheel. “Fine. We watch.”

Frank said nothing. But the way his eyes stayed locked on that front door—the way his fingers tapped against his knee, still slow, still steady—made it clear: Watching was only the beginning.

The front door opened, and the cabbie stepped out. He pulled his Giants cap lower, stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets, and walked briskly down the steps.

Frank’s eyes tracked him, cold and unreadable.

“Could stop him,” Tony said, rolling his neck. “Get it straight from him.”

Frank finally spoke. “And if he gets spooked? Warns the kid?”

Tony exhaled through his nose. “Then we’re back to square one.”

Frank didn’t answer. Didn’t need to.

Tony sighed. “Fine. Plan B.”

Frank nodded once. They got out of the SUV. The front steps creaked under their weight. Frank knocked—three precise taps, evenly spaced, like a metronome. Seconds later, the door opened. A middle-aged woman stood in the doorway. Her dark, graying hair was pulled into a bun, a flour-dusted apron tied around her waist. The scent of something warm—maybe cinnamon or chocolate—drifted from inside.

She gave them a once-over.

Frank smiled.

“Evening, ma’am,” he said smoothly. “Sorry to bother you, but we’re looking for a kid.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change, but her spine stiffened.

Frank pulled a friendly, apologetic shrug. “You know how it is—nephew’s been missing since last night. Mama’s worried sick.”

The woman’s eyes sharpened. “What’s his name?”

Frank’s smile didn’t falter. “Michael.”

Her face remained blank. “Michael who?”

Frank exhaled like this was all just a big, unfortunate inconvenience. “Michael Russo. Thirteen. Skinny kid, dark hair. You seen him?”

The woman folded her arms. “No Michaels here.”

Frank made a tsk sound, shaking his head. “That’s too bad. Thought for sure this was where his friend said he might be.”

“His friend?”

Tony—who had been quiet until now—shifted his weight, smiling like they were just two guys on a casual search. “Yeah, some cabbie. Picked up a kid the other day, dropped him here. Thought maybe he knew Michael.”

The woman’s posture turned to iron. “Lots of kids live here.”

Frank kept the easy smile, but his gaze sharpened, just slightly. “Yeah?” A beat. “Any of ‘em help catch some kidnappers last week?”

The woman didn’t blink. Didn’t move. She gave them a tight-lipped smile. “Like I said, lots of kids live here.”

Frank held her gaze a second longer. Then—just like that—he nodded. “Right. Guess we’ll keep looking.”

He took a slow step back. Tony lingered half a second longer, then followed. “If you hear anything...” He slipped a card from his pocket, setting it on the doorframe. “Mama’s real worried.”

The woman didn’t take it. She just nodded and shut the door. Frank didn’t move right away. He stood there, staring at the wood, his head tilting slightly, considering something. Then, without a word, he turned.

As they descended the steps, Tony muttered, “She’s full of shit.”

Frank’s fingers resumed their slow, methodical drumming. “Yeah.” His voice was soft.

They reached the SUV. Frank slid into the passenger seat, adjusting his cuffs.

“So now what?” Tony asked.

Frank glanced once more at the darkened windows of St. Vincent’s, then let out a quiet exhale. “Now?” He fastened his seatbelt, voice calm. “Now, we wait to see who comes out.”

*****
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TOMMY AND LOPEY CROUCHED just beyond the stairwell, out of sight but close enough to hear every word. From below, Mrs. Gutierrez’s voice was firm, clipped. “No Michaels here.”

Tommy’s stomach tightened. He recognized that tone. That was the you’re lying, and I know you’re lying voice. He felt Lopey stiffen beside him. She recognized it too. Mrs. Gutierrez’s voice was the no-nonsense tone of a Marine drill sergeant. 

“Lots of kids live here,” she said.

The low, easy drawl of the first guy rolled up the stairs. “Yeah?” A beat. “Any of ‘em help catch some kidnappers last week?”

Lopey exhaled slowly. “Shit.”

Footsteps. A slight shuffle. Tommy leaned forward—just enough to peek through the gaps in the stair railing. Two men. One taller, lean but built like rebar under his cheap suit. Sharp cheekbones, hollow face, a pale scar down his left cheek. Dark eyes that didn’t blink much. The way he stood—feet planted just so, weight evenly balanced—told Tommy he was either ex-military or someone who’d spent years being very aware of his surroundings.

The second guy? Stockier. Jacket tight across his shoulders. A hint of ink crawling up his neck from under his collar. His movements were looser, but his eyes weren’t.  And there—on his right hand—was something that made Tommy’s stomach twist. A gold pinky ring.

He had seen one like it before. A documentary about the old Mafia families. Pinky rings weren’t just jewelry. They were status symbols. And this guy? He wasn’t some small-time thug.

Mrs. Gutierrez’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Like I said, lots of kids live here.”

The tall guy nodded once. “Right. Guess we’ll keep looking.”

Then the second guy spoke, voice smoother, almost friendly. “If you hear anything...” A pause. “Mama’s real worried.”

A second later, the door clicked shut.

Lopey exhaled. “Okay. Who the hell are those guys?”

Tommy swallowed hard. “Not the Welcome Wagon.”

They slipped into the game room, the soft flicker of a muted TV casting shadows on the wall. Lopey locked the door behind them, then spun.

“Tell me you got all that, Einstein.”

Tommy’s mind was already working, threading details together like puzzle pieces. “Not just some random search,” he murmured. “They knew something. Not a name. Not a face. But something.”

Lopey folded her arms. “Who the hell were they?”

Tommy exhaled. “Mafia.”

Lopey blinked. “¿Qué chingados? Rocky and Bullwinkle are mob guys?”

Tommy started pacing. “Think about it. Those guys weren’t looking for some lost nephew. They were testing the waters. Seeing if anyone here got nervous. And that second guy? He had a gold pinky ring.”

Lopey squinted. “A lotta guys wear pinky rings.”

Tommy shot her a look. “Not that kind. Mob guys wear them as a status thing.” He sat on the edge of the couch, tapping his fingers against his knee. “They followed Benny here. They know a kid was dropped off, but they don’t know who the kid is. So, they fake a story, see if they get a reaction.”

Lopey muttered a curse. “And Mrs. Gutierrez did react.”

Tommy nodded. “Yeah. Not enough to confirm anything—but enough that they’re not walking away.”

Lopey ran a hand down her face. “Okay, so let’s just process this real quick. Some freakin’, cement-shoes, fuggedaboutit Mafia guys are sniffing around for you? What’s next, the damn cartels?”

Tommy didn’t answer right away.

Lopey’s stomach dropped. “Einstein.”

Tommy exhaled. “The guy on the docks. The one you called a crime boss? Maybe you weren’t wrong.”

Silence.

Lopey crossed her arms. “So what’s the move?”

Tommy took a breath, forcing his brain to slow down. Think, think. “We wait,” he said finally.

Lopey scowled. “That’s it?”

“For now.” Tommy met her gaze. “If they’re watching, we don’t give them a reason to look twice. No running, no sneaking out, nothing weird. We’ve got an advantage—there’s plenty of kids who look like me in here. And let’s be real—to an adult, kids all look the same.”

He hesitated. “And... maybe we keep this between us.”

Lopey stiffened. “Nah. No way. We tell Benny.”

Tommy rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe. But if Benny does something—”

Lopey shot him a glare. “No. You don’t get to big-brain this one, genius. You’re smart, yeah, but you’re not invincible. We tell Benny.”

Tommy exhaled. “Fine.”

Lopey gave a sharp nod. “Good. ‘Cause next time they knock, I wanna know who the hell’s sending them.”

Tommy frowned. So do I. And something told him—whoever it was? They weren’t done knocking.
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Chapter Four

[image: ]


The classroom smelled like old textbooks and dry-erase markers.

The hum of calculators and the occasional scratch of pencil filled the space as Mrs. Kwan—thin, sharp, with a no-nonsense air—scribbled a formula on the board. Tommy should’ve been focused on the equation. Instead, his brain was doing what it always did—picking up pieces, connecting dots.

The faint smudge of lipstick on the inside of her wrist—wiped off in a hurry. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear, just a little too often, like she was nervous. Her blouse, normally ironed to perfection, had a single missed button near the collar. Wedding ring still on, but she kept spinning it with her thumb.

None of these things meant anything on their own. Together? They meant something. Then there was the man outside. Mr. Harvin, the physics teacher, was standing just beyond the door, pretending to check his phone. Only, he wasn’t looking at the screen. He was watching her. Jaw tight. Shoulders tense.

Tommy tapped his pencil once against the desk. Huh. He wasn’t sure why he noticed these things—why the little details always jumped out at him. It was like his brain was wired to pick apart the world, to catch the things no one else did.

A shift beside him. The girl at the next desk—Ava? Asia? Something with an A—tilted her head, watching him watch Mrs. Kwan.

“Hey,” she whispered. “She’s pretty and all, but I think she’s too old for you.”

Tommy blinked. “What?”

“You were staring,” she said, smirking. “Like, full-on thinking too hard staring.”

Tommy straightened in his chair, forcing his attention back to the board. “I was just—” He hesitated. Then, lame: “Zoning out.”

She gave him a look like she didn’t quite buy it but let it slide, twirling her pencil between her fingers. Mrs. Kwan turned from the board, clapping chalk dust from her hands. “Alright. Who can solve for x?”

Tommy exhaled and lifted his pencil. Back to work.

*****
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THE NOISE OF A THOUSAND conversations bounced off the scuffed linoleum, mixing with the clang of lockers and the distant echo of a teacher calling for order. Tommy and Lopey weaved through the crowded hallway like they had a sixth sense for avoiding shoulder checks and stray elbows. The air smelled like cafeteria pizza and teenage sweat, and Lopey, never one to let a moment go to waste, was in the middle of a rant about something—her math teacher, something about unjust suffering.

Tommy wasn’t listening. Because up ahead, the teacher’s lounge door was propped open, and inside—

A television. He could already hear the game. A live afternoon matchup—Giants vs. Dodgers. His stomach clenched. The scoreboard.

No, no, no.

Before Lopey could even react, Tommy slapped both hands over his ears and squeezed his eyes shut. Then, as if that wasn’t weird enough, he started humming. Loud.

Lopey stopped mid-step, staring. “Uh... qué carajo are you doing?”

Tommy kept humming. Louder. Lopey’s eyes flicked between him and the TV.

Oh.

Oh.

She exhaled through her nose, tilting her head. “Really?”

Tommy hummed louder. It didn’t help. Because it never helped. The numbers still came—sudden, sharp, inescapable.

Dodgers – 5
Giants – 1
The final score. Tommy’s shoulders sagged, and he slowly lowered his hands, rubbing his temples.

Lopey smirked, arms crossed. “Lemme guess. You saw it.”

Tommy exhaled. “Yeah.”

She sighed dramatically. “Dímelo, homes. How bad?”

Tommy hesitated.

Lopey narrowed her eyes. “Einstein.”

He braced himself. “Dodgers win. Five to one.”

Lopey clutched her chest like she’d been stabbed. “You lie!”

“Wish I was.”

She groaned, throwing her head back. “Ay, no!”

From inside the lounge, the commentator’s voice floated out over the noise of the hallway.

“—a huge game today for Mookie Betts, who’s already gone yard twice—”

Tommy winced.

Lopey just stared at him. “Dios mío, you really gotta start seeing stuff I actually like.”

Tommy rolled his eyes. “Oh, sure. Let me just put in a request.”

Lopey smirked, nudging his shoulder as they started walking again. “Ride the wave, homes.”

Tommy muttered, “This wave sucks.”

Lopey laughed, slinging an arm around his shoulders as they disappeared into the sea of students.

Behind them, Hector Valdivia stepped out of the lounge, a coffee cup in one hand, a half-eaten empanada in the other. The scent of machine oil still clung to his flannel from third-period shop class. He wasn’t the type to eat in the lounge—not usually—but today, he’d made an exception.

The Dodgers were playing. And if there was one thing Hector never missed, it was a chance to see the Giants lose.

The TV was mounted in the corner, its volume low but clear enough to hear the rhythm of the game. A few teachers lingered, making half-hearted conversation while sneaking glances at the screen.

Then—that moment.

Out in the hallway, just past the open door. Prescott. Kid had stopped dead in his tracks. Hector barely noticed at first—he’d been more focused on analyzing the bullpen, trying to convince himself the Dodgers wouldn’t blow it in the ninth. But something about the way the boy moved—or didn’t move—made his attention shift.

Hands over his ears. Not like a kid blocking out a bad joke. Not playful. Not normal. Like he was fighting something off. And then—something else. Muffled—but clear enough—Prescott muttered, “Dodgers win. Five to one.”

The girl reeled back, clutching her chest like she’d been shot. “You lie!”

Hector didn’t process it. Not at the time. It was just a scrap of noise, lost in the shuffle of students and the low murmur of the TV. He had a game to watch, classes to get through, bills to ignore. By the time the final bell rang, he’d all but forgotten it.

Until later
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