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Prologue 1
 
Tansey finally shouted, “Roni! You get out here right now! Hide and seek is over.”
The closet door creaked open and a blue eye peeked out.
Tansey stared, “Where have you been?”
“In the closet,” the little girl said uncertainly.
“I looked in that closet! Twice!”
“I was behind the coats,” Roni said in a small voice.
How could that be? I moved the coats! Tansey thought. She sighed, “Well, you’re a good hider. But when we call out that the game’s over, you’ve got to come out right away. You scared us because we thought something might have happened to you.”
Roni nodded, a finger caught between her lips.
 



Prologue 2
 
Hax walked fifty feet behind his older sister. 
He usually wished he could walk with Roni because… he wasn’t sure why he wanted to walk with her most days, but he did. Sometimes, when she’d made him mad, he didn’t even want to walk the same route, though that’d make Hax’s mother angry. She thought her children should walk home together. 
Hax did know why he wanted to walk with Roni today.
He’d feel safer. 
Whatever he wanted though, he couldn’t actually walk with Roni; she didn’t want to be seen with a little kid. He’d asked her one day, when she wasn’t acting like she hated him, and she’d said he embarrassed her in front of her friends. He’d asked what he did that embarrassed her, thinking that he could stop doing whatever that was, but she’d just said boys his age were creepy. Then she’d messed his hair and said, “I love you, you little creep…” She looked away, then continued, “I just don’t want my friends to see us walking together.”
Hax didn’t understand.
But then there was a lot he didn’t understand.
As Hax pondered this, his eyes unseeingly drifted back to the path in front of him. Suddenly someone stood directly in his way. His eyes jerked up. 
Vito!
Vito smirked, “Forget you were supposed to meet me after school, creep?”
Hax jerked back a step, then tried to stop himself from continuing to back away. He knew you shouldn’t let bullies know you were afraid. But, what if you were afraid? Putting up his hands Hax said, “I don’t want to fight Vito.”
“Yeah? Well, you should have thought of that before you started smarting off, shouldn’t you?”
“I… I just answered Ms. Ramos’ question.”
“Yeah, booger. Like a suck up, you just answered her question… a sweet and nice little wise-ass answer.”
Hax knew the real issue was that he’d answered the question when Vito couldn’t. Even though Hax usually didn’t recognize that something he’d said would make someone else angry, this time he’d understood what he’d done as soon as Vito’d turned to glare at him. But, by then it was too late to pretend he didn’t know the answer.
Vito scowled, “And now you’re going to find out what happens to crapheads that try to show me up.” Vito’s hand lashed out. Hax tried to lift a hand to block the blow at the same time as he jerked back to avoid it, but he was far too slow. Vito’s fist connected with Hax’s cheek and nose.
Stumbling clumsily backward, Hax fell with a cry. He put out a hand to catch himself, and his palm came down painfully on a sharp rock. Vito landed on his chest and Hax put up both hands to protect his face. 
A rain of blows started pounding down.
Hax expected the beating to go on forever, but then, suddenly, Vito vanished.
Looking up through tear-blurred eyes, Hax saw Roni bending over him, pale blue eyes filled with concern. Dimly aware that Vito was moaning off to the side, Hax heard Roni say, “You okay?”
Thinking to himself that Roni had to know that he wasn’t okay, Hax nonetheless said, “Uh-huh.”
Roni turned to Vito and said, “Hey, skizz, you leave my brother alone.” She tugged Hax’s hand to pull him up off the ground and started him back along the path with her. Hax gratefully walked beside her. Lowering her voice, she said, “You shouldn’t start fights. Especially with boys that are bigger than you.”
“I didn’t…” Hax said. 
He wanted to explain what’d happened, but Roni strode ahead, saying, “Don’t get so far behind me this time.”
And, with that, Hax found himself alone again. Embarrassed that his big sister had to save him. Grateful that she had. Wondering what was going to happen the next time he saw Vito.
He didn’t think Vito would start their next fight when Roni was around. But he had little doubt there would be another run-in.
 
When Hax got home he opened the door and stepped inside the family store. To his surprise, Roni was standing just inside waiting for him. She bent down and examined his face for a moment, reaching out to rub a finger gently along his cheekbone. “Mom and Dad are going to know you’ve been in a fight. Go wash your face with cold water and try to decide what you’re going to tell them.” She shook her head as she waved him toward the bathroom at the back of the store, “I think you’re going to have a black eye.”
Hax had turned and started walking to the bathroom when Roni whispered after him, “Then try to sneak past Dad. I’ll bring some ice up to your room.”
 
As Hax stepped into the bathroom he heard his dad, Ravinder, yelling at Roni for something, though he couldn’t make out what. Hax washed his face, using cold water like Roni had told him, even though he wasn’t quite sure why cold water would be better. In the mirror he could see the skin on his cheek was scraped. Hax’s eye, cheek, and nose were swollen, though he didn’t think it looked all that bad. He washed off the blood, the water stinging in the scrapes.
His hand also stung as he washed. When Hax looked at it, he found a tear in the skin of his palm from the rock he’d landed on. He wondered if he could put a band-aid on it, but decided that asking for one would bring undue attention to his injuries. Maybe there’s a band-aid in the bathroom drawer upstairs?
Hax made his way down the back aisle of the store, hoping to sneak into the stairwell without bumping into his father. He saw Roni’s eyes flick toward him; then she started toward the front of the store saying, “Poppa?”
Hax didn’t stay to hear what she asked but had no doubt that she’d only asked it to turn their father’s eyes toward her and away from him. He sneaked around the corner and up into the stairwell without being seen, pondering the way that Roni could be mean one minute and sweet the next.
Hax climbed the stairs, carefully stepping over the one that always squeaked but clumsily thumping onto the next one. He heard Ravinder start yelling at Roni again. Hax didn’t really understand why Ravinder almost always seemed to be angry at Roni but thought it had something to do with her blue eyes. Hax thought her startlingly blue eyes looked really cool against her dark skin, but they seemed to make Ravinder angry. While trying to figure out why Hax had googled the combination of dark skin and blue eyes. It was rare, but it did happen. In fact, apparently the early Europeans had had dark skin and blue eyes. Ravinder thought of himself as Indian, but Hax’s mother, Tansey, had said that he was partly European. Tansey was also a little bit European, but had African and Latino ancestors too. She liked to call their family “world-people.”
Ravinder and Tansey, Hax’s mother, both had dark brown eyes even though their skin was lighter than Roni’s. Hax had tried to understand this weird dichotomy where his sister’s skin was darker than their parents, yet her eyes were much lighter. He didn’t understand why no one else in the family had blue eyes though.
Hax found a band-aid in the drawer, but it didn’t stick very well to his palm and soon came off. He left it off, thinking that it would call unwanted attention to his injuries anyway.
At dinner, when his parents asked what’d happened to his face, he claimed to have fallen down. This, after all, had the virtue of being true.
His mother was sympathetic, but his father only shook his head, muttering, “So damned clumsy…” before turning back to the news.
Hax knew he was clumsy. Hax’s poor showings in sports embarrassed his father. His mother always told Hax his awkwardness wasn’t his fault and that he’d grow out of it. After what Ravinder had said about Hax being clumsy, Tansey frowned for a moment, then eyed Hax, saying quietly, “I was clumsy when I was your age.”
Hax had never thought of his mother as someone who might be particularly nimble or adept. She never did anything athletic and, if anyone had asked him, he would have said she never had. In response to her assertion he merely shrugged.
With a grin, she said, “I’m pretty well coordinated now, though I suppose you’d have no reason to believe that.”
Looking uncertainly at her, Hax shrugged again.
There was a twinkle in her eye as she scooped up her flatware with her left hand. With three quick movements she launched her knife, fork, and spoon into the air and, to Hax’s complete disbelief, began to juggle them one-handed. She didn’t even seem to be watching them. Wide-eyed, Hax took a moment to confirm in his own mind that it really was her left hand and that he was certain she was right-handed. When his eyes drifted back to her face, he saw her grinning at his astonishment. She said, “Toss me your bowl.”
“Huh?” Hax said, sounding stupefied even in his own ears. Surely she wouldn’t expect him to throw her a bowl while she was juggling?
“Throw me your bowl,” she said, sounding mildly exasperated.
“Um,” Hax picked up his empty bowl and held it out to her.
She rolled her eyes, “Throw it!”
“Um, I’m not a very good throw.”
“Throw it.”
Hax tossed the bowl, hoping to put it somewhere close to her right hand. As he’d feared, it flew too high and a little wide, but his mother’s hand shot up to grab it, somehow without disturbing the fountain of tableware leaping up from her left hand. With a flick of her wrist, she spun the bowl and caught it on the tip of a finger, still spinning. 
Hax’s eyes shot to his father, expecting to see astonishment on Ravinder’s face. Instead, Ravinder looked irritated. Seeing Hax looking at him, his father said dismissively, “Yes, your mother can perform party tricks.”
Hax thought his father was jealous. His eyes went back to Tansey. She flipped the bowl, caught it, and held it out to him. Once he’d taken it, she caught her flatware and said with a shrug, “This ability runs in our family. Those of us who can do it are always clumsy when we’re young, so hopefully you’ve inherited it.” She lifted an eyebrow, “Now, it’s your turn to do the dishes.” 
As Hax stood to clear the table he thought that if that was going to happen to him, he surely wished it’d happen soon. Then he began wondering how his mother could have had this amazing ability, presumably all of his life, without his knowledge. He tried to recall any instance where she’d displayed some example of amazing dexterity and couldn’t. His mother didn’t play sports; she’d never juggled for a birthday party; she’d never fumbled anything and recovered with amazing grace.
His thoughts came to an abrupt stop. 
She’d never fumbled anything…
Try as he might he couldn’t remember her ever stumbling. She’d never dropped anything. She may not have displayed any amazing feats, but she never did anything awkwardly.
In fact, she always did things… gracefully.
 
That night, as Hax was brushing his teeth, Roni came in the bathroom and started braiding her hair. Thinking that he should thank her for saving him that afternoon, he pulled the toothbrush out of his mouth. Before he could say anything, Roni said, “Hurry up. I need the bathroom.”
Hax put the toothbrush back in his mouth without saying anything, but inside he fumed. In a snit, he brushed his teeth much longer than he usually did. Eventually Roni glared at him and said, “You’re done!” Seeing the look in her eye, he quickly rinsed and danced out of the bathroom just ahead of the blow she’d aimed.
 
As he tried to go to sleep, he thought to himself that he should have thanked her anyway. Then he resumed wondering anxiously what he was going to do the next time Vito came after him.



Prologue 3
 
Roni walked a little faster. She wished Hax was walking behind her like he used to. Now that she was in high school they didn’t walk the same path, but if he still walked home the same way he used to, their paths would converge in another block.
Of course, the chances were small that he’d be walking home at the same time she was. And, even if he was, what would Hax be able to do?
Roni glanced back over her shoulder. Nick was still there, walking along about twenty feet behind her. 
Grinning. 
He’d been twenty feet back when she’d sped up, but her increase in speed hadn’t resulted in any change in the distance between them.
She regretted ever admiring Nick. He was two years ahead of her at the high school and… handsome. One day he’d noticed her looking at him and he’d come over to talk to her. Just talking to an upperclassman had made her chest tight. When he’d told her he thought she was pretty, she’d felt so good. He’d said he liked her combination of blue eyes and dark skin, the first time anyone had told her they looked good together. 
Roni’d hated her eye and skin color combination ever since she realized her father didn’t like them. At first she’d just thought he didn’t like blue eyes. As she’d taken more science recently, Roni’d wondered if her father just couldn’t overcome a deep-seated suspicion that Roni’s blue eyes might mean her mother’d been unfaithful.
Roni glanced back again. Nick was still there. When she’d realized that Nick was Vito’s older brother, dismay had washed over her. Although she’d kept Vito from beating Hax that one time, Roni knew Vito’d thrashed Hax a lot of times after that fateful day. Never when Roni was around; Vito was too much of a weasel for that. 
Hax had never complained. Her little brother might be annoying, but whining about his lot in life had never been an issue. He made light of things instead, though Roni thought it was just his way of deflecting the pain. Roni had often wondered whether her intervention that one time had been the reason that Vito tortured her brother so much afterward.
Now, with a sense of dread, she wondered whether Nick might simply be turning the feud between Vito and Hax into some kind of family vendetta. What if, all along, he’d been cruelly laughing at her infatuation rather than actually interested in her?
At first Nick had been so nice, talking to her between classes and always saying something nice about how she looked. When she’d learned who his brother was, she’d initially felt surprised at how different they were. 
But then Nick had started asking her to go places with him after school.
Even if her parents hadn’t expected her home to help in the store right after school, she still wouldn’t have wanted to go alone somewhere with an older boy. At first she’d thought Nick meant for them to go somewhere with a group of other kids, but when she’d asked he’d said, “No, just you and me.” He’d leaned close to whisper near her ear, “If we’re by ourselves we can get to know each other better.”
Roni’d had a bad feeling about what he meant when he said “get to know.” She’d told him how she had to work in the store, but he hadn’t accepted her explanations. She’d made excuses time after time and eventually Nick had started acting angry. He’d started trying to kiss her in various little corners of the school even though she didn’t want him to, especially in public.
Eventually she’d started dreading the next time she’d see him. She’d started avoiding places he frequented. But today, when she’d left the school, he’d been standing there as she walked by. She’d waved to him as if nothing was wrong, smiling and saying hello, but he’d said nothing in return. Then after she’d been walking for a while, she’d gotten a creepy, foreboding feeling. 
When she’d looked back, he’d been behind her. 
Twenty feet behind her, just like he was now.
Roni felt an itch between her shoulder blades and resisted the impulse to run. She didn’t know why she thought she shouldn’t run. Not showing fear to a bully? Knowing that predators attack the weak?
She thought about the route ahead. At present they were walking on a wide residential street. No one was visible, but you at least had the feeling that citizens’ eyes watched through the windows of the neighboring houses. It felt safer there.
At the next corner she’d merge into the route she and Hax had followed on their way home from school before she’d moved up the high school. She thought, But the chance that Hax will come along at just this moment is slim, and he couldn’t help if he did. I’ve got to figure out how to deal with Nick myself.
After that, the route they’d always followed cut through a small dingy neighborhood where she’d always felt a little concerned. The path went through a narrow, shady alley that always seemed deserted. Roni wondered whether she could go some other way, but she’d never taken another path. She thought to herself that the only thing worse than going down the dingy alley that frightened her would be turning down an even dirtier, shadier, back street and finding that it came to a dead end.
As she turned the corner, she glanced back to her left, hoping to see Hax, but she didn’t. She didn’t really know why she hoped to see Hax. Nick was bigger and stronger than either of them. Or both of them put together. Even if Nick and Hax were the same size it’d be hard to imagine her awkward brother winning a fight against an athletic guy like Nick. Roni’d be better off fighting Nick herself.
Roni glanced back as she turned into the alley. Nick was getting closer!
She stepped up her pace again, just short of breaking into a run. Roni told herself she should stop and stand her ground, but at the thought of it a sick, dead feeling crept over her limbs like she got in nightmares. Instead of stopping, she kept walking, now at a tempo so high she thought it might be sucking more energy than if she actually started running.
She glanced back. 
He was right there, reaching out!
Roni turned to run, but found herself slammed up against one of the little garages that lined the alley. “Roni, where are you going in such a hurry?” Nick said, not even sounding a little short of breath.
“Home!” Roni said with a gasp. “They need me.” She sucked in a deep breath, feeling a need to explain herself. “My dad expects me to work in the store… right after school.” These were all things she’d told Nick in the past. But hopefully he’d be reminded of the possibility that if she didn’t show up her family would come looking for her. 
In her heart, Roni knew that if she were late, the only thing her father would do would be to curse her lack of discipline. He’d start planning a tirade about her failure to do her share. He wouldn’t think to come looking—not for hours.
Nick forced his body against Roni’s, pinning her uncomfortably to the wall of the little garage. “But you’ve been walking so fast. They won’t expect you for a while yet, right?” He didn’t wait for her answer, just said, “So we can get to know each other a little better, right?” His lips approached hers.
She turned her head violently to the side. 
Undeterred, he kissed her neck. She felt something warm and wet. He’s licking me! Roni thought, aghast. “No,” she said twisting and forcing a hand between his chest and hers, “No, my father’s always angry if I’m late.” 
She tried to use her forearm to lever Nick away from her chest, but to her horror Nick responded by forcing his lower body even harder against her. Then he reached up and grabbed her wrist, pulling her arm out from between their bodies. This seemed to require little effort on Nick’s part. He said, “Surely a few minutes won’t make any difference.” He pulled her arm around himself in a grotesque parody of a hug.
Roni had never felt so helpless in her life. She’d had dreams like this. Dreams in which her body seemed practically paralyzed as she fought against some monster, but she’d never felt that way in real life before. She tried to pull up a leg and, twisting, to force the leg between them, but Nick deflected it and forced his knee between her thighs instead. He went back to kissing her neck. She gasped out, “No! He’ll be angry. And,” she said with sudden hope, “I don’t want to have to tell him what kept me.”
She jerked her head aside in disbelieving revulsion when Nick tried to put his tongue in her ear. He chuckled unpleasantly, “I wouldn’t worry about it. Your father and mine, they have a… working relationship, you know?”
Roni didn’t know, and she didn’t want to know. Ravinder might be a tyrant and he might yell and scream at her, but somehow those things didn’t seem nearly as bad as the mere possibility that he might have something to do with Nick’s father. “No!” She said, getting a hand free and trying to push his face away from hers.
She was desperately trying to think of something else she could say to deter Nick when he was suddenly knocked off of her. Wide-eyed, Roni scuttled away while trying to come to grips with the sight of her younger brother on top of Nick, flailing furiously, though ineffectively, at the bigger boy with both fists. 
Hax might be small and clumsy, but he was frenzied. Roni wanted to run but held back out of a sense of duty. Hax’s doing what he can to help me; I should be fighting beside him.
But, maybe if I were gone, there’d be nothing to fight about? Torn with indecision, she backed away a little further. Suddenly her chance to run was gone. Nick threw Hax off, then rose to a knee and punched the younger boy in the stomach.
Sick at herself and embarrassed at her own paralysis, Roni slowly sank to the ground by the fence she was leaning on, trying to make herself small and unnoticed. I should have either helped Hax or run away. Standing there and watching had to be the stupidest of all possibilities. Even now she should be running, but her legs were trembling and she didn’t think they’d hold her up.
Nick was looking around. He muttered, “Where’d the little bitch go?” He swept the area with his eyes but didn’t seem to see her. 
It was as if she wasn’t crouching there in plain sight. She’d tried to make herself small but felt amazed that he could miss her.
Nick stood and brushed himself off, then walked past Roni to peer around the next corner as if he thought she might have gone on. He turned and walked back, again walking right past her as if she wasn’t there. Nick walked up to Hax who heaved and made an odd moan. 
Suddenly Roni realized Hax had had the breath knocked out of him and was gasping like people typically did while trying to suck in some air. She wanted to go to her brother but, if Nick couldn’t see her where she was for some reason, she really didn’t want to bring herself to his attention.
Dispelling the notion that Nick might not know who her brother was, Nick planted a vicious kick in Hax’s side and said, “Hey creep, this is between me and your sister. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay the hell out of it.” With that he stalked down to the end of the alley and, glancing both ways, disappeared.
Roni crawled tremulously over to her brother. Wondering why she felt too weak to stand, she leaned closer and whispered, “Hax, are you okay?”
Hax drew another of his gasping breaths and, as he expelled it, he seemed to say something though Roni couldn’t understand him. She leaned closer yet, “What?”
This time he rasped a little louder, “I’ve felt better.”
Roni stifled a laugh. Trust her brother to make light of having had the crap beaten out of him. Of course, he had a lot of experience with beatings from Nick’s jerky little brother. “I’m so sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
“I should have run.”
“Or done your thing… where you disappear.”
Roni frowned in confusion, “What?”
“You know.” He took another breath, “How you hide so no one can find you.”
Roni said, “What?” but already she remembered a couple of occasions in the past where she’d hidden successfully behind objects she’d thought were too small to conceal her. Also, a time or two when she’d done something really embarrassing, but no one had seemed to notice.
Hax rolled to his hands and knees but didn’t stand. He seemed to be breathing better in that position. “Come on,” he said with a tone of disbelief. “You were always the world’s greatest hide-and-seeker and, just now you did it again. You disappear, then suddenly you’re back.” He frowned, “How do you hide so well?”
“We’d better get home,” Roni said, grabbing Hax by the arm and tugging him to his feet.
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to answer his question.
She didn’t know the answer.
 
As they walked home, Hax started asking Roni about how she hid again. At first she ignored him; then she shook her head and told him to drop it. Finally, in exasperation, she turned on him, “I don’t know! Okay? I don’t know how I do it; I’m just good at hiding… And I’m sorry I hid today. I should have helped you with…”
This time Hax shook his head. “No, you did exactly the right thing. Without you there, there was no reason for him to keep pounding on me.” Hax paused, then said, “But what’re you going to do next time? He’s not going to go away, you know?”
That question dragged Roni’s mind back to the stomach churning problem of the future. Even before Hax had said it, she’d known Nick wasn’t going to go away. She stumbled once, then just kept walking, her head down.
Hax reached out and touched her on the arm, “Roni? What are you going to do?” When she didn’t say anything, he said, “Shouldn’t we call the police?”
Roni shook her head miserably, “No, they wouldn’t do anything. There’s no evidence. Besides, what could they do? Follow me around?”
“We’ve got to do something. He’s just going to keep…”Hax broke off, evidently not wanting to say just exactly what he thought Nick had been doing. When Roni didn’t respond, Hax said, “You know, he’s Vito’s brother. I know what Vito’s like. Being a jerk runs in their family.”
Roni gave a spasmodic nod but just kept walking. When Hax asked her again what she was going to do, she stopped and turned angrily on him, “I don’t know! I don’t know what to do and you asking me over and over again isn’t going to help me figure it out.” She wiped at her eyes, suddenly embarrassed that she was crying in front of her little brother.
To her amazement, Hax stepped forward and gave her an awkward hug. As brother and sister they were rarely even friendly, though they had been when they were little. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d touched each other, except when one of them was trying to be annoying. They didn’t hit each other like some of her friends’ siblings did, but they never displayed affection either. 
As Hax hugged her, she became aware of how small he was. He hadn’t reached his growth spurt and she realized that he was probably at that age where the girls in his class were taller than he was. It struck her just how amazing it was that he’d attacked Nick, despite Nick’s bigger size. Nick was substantially bulkier than Roni, and she was much bigger than Hax.
She remembered kicking Vito off of Hax during the attack several years ago. She’d done it because… she wasn’t sure exactly. She guessed it was because Hax was her brother and she felt like she was supposed to protect him. Besides, she was a lot bigger than Vito then, so there didn’t seem to be any danger for Roni. For Hax to attack Nick though, that took real courage. Hax had to know he couldn’t possibly win. He’d done it, knowing he was going to get hurt. Hax hadn’t just paid Roni back for her meager help with Vito in the past; he’d gone all in despite knowing he was going to lose.
Fresh tears formed in Roni’s eyes at the thought that her brother, who she usually thought of as such an annoying pest, loved her enough to do what he’d done. Hax relaxed his graceless hug and stepped back. Concern blossomed in his eyes when he saw her new tears. After a moment, not recognizing the real source of her dismay, he said, “Don’t worry; just hide from him. He can’t hurt you if he can’t find you.”
Roni said, “What if there’s no place to hide?” Even as she said it, her mind was going back to the sensation she’d just had that she was in plain view when Nick hadn’t been able to find her.
“There wasn’t any place to hide back there!” Hax reminded her, jerking a thumb back toward the site of the attack, astonishment in his voice as if he couldn’t believe she was so dense. “Do whatever you do.” He shook his head, “You’ve got to tell me how you do that.”
“I said I don’t know,” Roni said, so focused on thinking that she needed to figure it out that she didn’t realize she’d inadvertently admitted she could hide. 
Then they were home. Roni derailed any further questions by saying, “Dad’s going to want my help,” and turning toward the front of the store.
 
As usual recently, Ravinder had Roni working on the store’s books. Actually, he had her do any of the work that required using the computer. She liked computers and was facile with them while Ravinder despised them. When he did undertake something on one of the computers it usually ended with a lot of swearing, followed by a demand that Roni figure out what was wrong with the machine.
Much of what she did in solving the problem usually involved undoing whatever her father had done. There wasn’t ever anything wrong with the computer itself.
In Roni’s opinion, the software Ravinder had purchased to handle inventory and accounting for the store was poorly designed. The introductory paragraphs in the manual claimed that their software made everything easy. Roni thought that perhaps it was easier than keeping books and tracking inventory with pencil, paper, and abacus, but many things in the program’s interface were much more difficult than they had to be.
At first she’d spent time going through the documentation for the software trying to figure out how to improve her ability to work with it, certain that the programmers had built it with better methodology and she just hadn’t found it. Eventually she’d decided that they’d assembled the program without ever really understanding what the end-user would be trying to do with it. She thought they should have hired some people who worked in small commercial establishments to give them feedback. Or they should’ve done more beta testing and listened harder to the complaints.
When she’d told Ravinder that she thought the software was badly written he’d accused her of not learning how to use it. This despite the fact that he struggled futilely to use it himself. Roni wanted him to buy a better program, but it quickly became obvious that wasn’t going to happen. Eventually she realized that just buying the software had represented a substantial financial outlay for their small business. 
Even if it had been a bad choice, they were stuck with it.
After that, Roni’s tactic had become one of searching online for workarounds. A lot of other people around the world were unhappy with the software and had posted various workarounds for its clumsy interface. 
Roni fondly remembered the first time she’d found a post that suggested hacking the program rather than working around its inefficiencies. Elated when the program mod had worked and excited to realize that she just seemed to “get” how the program coding functioned, she’d begun spending much of her free time learning about programming.
She’d joined a club at school and begun hanging out with other kids who were interested in computers. Unfortunately, a lot of those kids just wanted to play games, but Roni did find a small group who were actually interested in how computers worked. They’d become her best friends at school and constantly challenged one another. However, Roni’d soon learned that none of them could see at a glance how a program worked like she instinctively could. She often pretended to struggle like they did just to keep them as friends.
However, tonight she was excited to see how a new modification of the program had worked. She frowned. “Dad?” she called out. “What’s this ‘Insurance’ debit from yesterday?” Her new programming had flagged it because it lacked a payee. Their usual quarterly insurance payments went to Regent’s Insurance. Roni said, “Is Regent’s assessing some kind of additional charge?”
Ravinder leaned around the corner into the little room where Roni worked. He looked thunderous. “Just forget about that one!”
“But I’ve got to enter a payee,” she said plaintively, then thought to herself that, the way her father looked, she should have just left the payee blank.
To her surprise, though her father still looked angry, he also appeared uncertain. He chewed his lip as if he didn’t know what to say or do and she realized he wasn’t sure how to respond to her question. Abruptly he said, “Charge it to ‘Castano and Co.’” then went back around the corner. 
Roni started to ask what kind of insurance Castano provided, but seeing the unhappy yet angry look on her father’s face she let the question die.
Then the fact that Nick’s last name was Castano punched her in the gut. 
With a sick sensation she remembered Nick’s words, “Your father and mine, they have a… working relationship, you know?”
 
***
 
That evening, as Hax set the dinner table, he found his mother watching him with narrowed eyes. He’d been bent over and moving a little slowly because his stomach still hurt where Nick had punched him. He considered telling her he wasn’t feeling well, but he was hungry. If he claimed he was sick she wouldn’t expect him to eat dinner.
Just then Ravinder and Roni came in. Tansey glanced at her husband, “Ravinder, your son’s been in a fight.”
Hax glanced at Roni’s wide eyes, then at his father. Ravinder was glaring at him suspiciously. “Is this true?”
Hax wanted to lie, but in his experience he frequently got caught and the punishment was much worse. He jerked an embarrassed nod.
Between gritted teeth Ravinder ground out, “What were you fighting about?”
“He was hurting… a friend of mine. I tried to help.”
This seemed to reduce Ravinder’s anger, but his eyes searched Hax’s face. He turned to Tansey, “How did you know he’d been in a fight? His face isn’t bruised or scraped.”
“The way he’s moving.” She turned to Hax, “You got hit in the stomach, right?”
Hax nodded.
“Was the guy bigger than you and your friend?” Ravinder asked.
Hax nodded again.
“Well, it’s important to help your friends.” Ravinder looked thoughtful, “But you shouldn’t be getting in fights. Just stay away from people like that.”
What if they come after you? Hax thought, but didn’t say.
Tansey said, “Hax’s still clumsy. We should send him to some self-defense classes.”
Dismissively, Ravinder said, “We haven’t got money to waste on that.”
“He’s our son. Helping your child is never a waste. We’ll send Roni too.”
Wide-eyed and angry, Ravinder said, “Girls don’t fight!”
Tansey stared at him until he looked away. She said, “Boys fight because they want to. Girls fight because they need to. You’re always complaining because they don’t play sports.” Disdainfully, she said, “Consider this a sport.”
Hax glanced at Roni. Her expression showed a mixture of relief and surprise. He wondered if his clumsiness would really just go away some day. His mother certainly seemed confident, but he had the discouraging feeling that the fact it’d happened for other people in his family didn’t necessarily mean it was going to happen for him.
 
***
 
Walking toward school, Roni pondered how to fulfill her resolution to learn about her strange ability. When she’d thought about it, she’d reasoned that she just needed to do some experiments. She’d figure out when it worked and when it didn’t. She wanted to know whether it worked on everyone, or just some people. Would it work in bright sunlight, or only in shady alleys like it had yesterday?
But now, as she took time to think about it during her walk, she wondered if such experiments would be as easy as she’d envisioned. If she was in fact actually able to make herself disappear from view and she did it in front of someone, would they even notice? Even if they did see her disappear and wondered about it, they wouldn’t necessarily react visibly. If they didn’t say or do anything that’d tell her she’d in fact disappeared from view, she wouldn’t know it’d happened. 
She’d presumably vanished many times before, but her arms and legs didn’t
fade out of her own sight so she hadn’t noticed her own invisibility. 
And, what if people did react, and reacted with alarm? If they shouted or made some kind of fuss, calling other people to them, and it turned out those other people could see Roni because her disappearing trick only worked on some people, or only on a few people at a time? 
That could be pretty awkward.
Or perhaps much worse than embarrassing if people started asking questions or called the authorities.
She considered and quickly discarded the possibility of testing it on some of her friends. She didn’t really want anyone to know she could do… whatever this was. Besides, in her experience, friends could be fickle.
She decided she’d have to experiment with Hax. That wouldn’t tell her whether it worked on everyone, or on crowds, but at least Hax already knew about it.
She hoped she didn’t have to hide from Nick again before she had time to better understand what the limits of her abilities were.
 
***
 
Having hurried, Roni reached their usual path home before Hax. She’d been worried that Nick would follow her home again today, but to her great relief so far she hadn’t seen him. She stopped behind the corner of one of several little garages that protruded out into the alley. Peering out, she waited to see Hax coming and wondered what she would do if Nick appeared instead.
Just when she was about to give up, she recognized Hax’s ungainly stride in the distance. Time to start testing, she thought. Mentally thinking about how she didn’t want anyone to see her, she stepped out of the recess she’d been hiding in.
Hax didn’t react, so Roni gave him a little wave. Still no response, so she gave him a bigger wave, working up to wildly jumping up and down while slashing the air with both arms.
Hax kept coming. If he actually saw her and was pretending not to, he was a better actor than she’d imagined. He was getting pretty close, so she decided to make it impossible for him to ignore her. She stepped directly into his path.
He still didn’t appear to notice. At the last moment, suddenly not wanting him to run into her, Roni stepped to the side but left a foot out to trip him.
When Hax, rather than merely stumbling over her foot, fell full length onto his hands, Roni felt terrible for not considering what would happen when she tripped her clumsy brother. With a squeak, she reached down to help him back up, “Hax, oh, I’m so sorry!”
A stunned look on his face, Hax stared up at her in confusion. He said, “What… what just happened?”
Roni pulled him to his feet, “I was trying to learn about my… whatever it is that lets me hide, you know?” At a puzzled nod from her brother, she continued, “So I was hiding right there on the path in front of you. I thought… I thought that surely when you got really close you’d notice me, but it seemed like you were about to run into me. At the last moment I stepped aside but,” suddenly she didn’t want him to know she’d done it on purpose, “you tripped over my foot.”
Hax saw through her immediately. “You tripped me on purpose?” he asked incredulously.
“Um, sorry. It didn’t seem like it could possibly work,” she shrugged.
Lifting an eyebrow, Hax said, “So yesterday, I saved you from that jerk Nick Castano, and this is how you pay me back?”
“Really I’m sorry! I only meant to make you stumble a little bit. I…” Roni broke off before she said, “… didn’t think you’d fall down,” which might imply she couldn’t believe he was really that clumsy.
Hax didn’t seem to be listening. He’d turned around and gazed at the spot where Roni’d tripped him. “Where were you hiding?” he said, obviously puzzled about the fact that there was absolutely nothing to hide behind there in the middle of the path.
“Um, I don’t seem to have to have something to hide behind. Uh, I just have to… want you to not see me.”
His eyes turned slowly back to stare at her. After a moment he blinked slowly, “You mean that… all those times you’ve hidden… it really wasn’t because you’re just good at finding hiding places, but because you can hide in plain sight?!”
“Um, yeah, I guess.”
“But, but… How can you even do that?”
“I don’t know! I didn’t even realize it was happening until you pointed it out yesterday.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?!”
Roni only shrugged.
Sounding exasperated, Hax said, “Well then, how do you do it? Wiggle your ears and say a magic spell?”
“No,” Roni said, sounding a little sullen, even to herself. She stumbled through an explanation of sorts. “I just… just think about how I… don’t want people to see me… I guess.”
Hax stared at her for a second, then said, “So, if you just started thinking about how you didn’t want me to see you right now, you’d just disappear from sight?”
“I don’t know. I can see myself just fine when I’m… hiding or whatever. That’s why I’ve been waiting for you. I wanted you to help me do some experiments so I would know what happens.”
“Okay then, disappear.”
Somehow Roni hadn’t been expecting such a command. Her instinctive response was to protest and say no, she couldn’t do it, but then she realized that it was, after all, what she’d been planning to do. Instinctively she stepped back, then thought to herself that she didn’t want Hax to be able to see her.
Astonishment blossomed across her brother’s face. He stared agape directly at her. “I c-can’t see you,” he stammered, “b-but I can’t see the stuff behind you either. It’s like… I just don’t see anything there… Like I’m blind in that spot.” He leaned to the side as if looking around her. When he straightened back up, his eyes widened. “Now I can see behind you!” he said in a whispery voice.
Roni turned to look behind her. There was a bit of fence and hedge, nothing particularly remarkable. “So you’re seeing right through me?” she asked.
Hax didn’t say anything in response. He just kept staring where Roni had been, tilting his head slightly from side to side, blinking and looking puzzled. “Hax?” she said, but he didn’t react. Frowning, she stepped to the side and turned to look back in the direction Hax was staring.
Hax said, “Oh! Now I see better. What did you do?”
“Nothing,” Roni said, “I just moved.”
“Roni?” Hax said.
Suddenly Roni realized that Hax not only wasn’t seeing her, he wasn’t hearing her either. A chill rushed over her with a sudden fear that she might somehow become permanently trapped—a ghost destined to forever roam the world undetected by the rest of mankind. A craving to be noticed by her brother welled up and with a jerk Hax turned on her, staring. “Roni! How’d you get over there? Even if I couldn’t see you, I should have heard your feet move.” To prove this he moved his feet on the dirt and dry grass which made a rustling, crunching sound.
Greatly relieved to be back in the land of the living, Roni said, “You couldn’t seem to hear me when I was hiding either. I was talking to you but you didn’t answer.”
“If you really were talking to me, I…” he trailed off, shaking his head in bewilderment.
Roni glanced back to where she’d been standing, “You said it was like you were blind when you looked at me. What was it like? Was there just a black spot there or something?”
“No, not black… just like… nothingness.” He knit his brow, “I don’t know how to explain it.”
“Then you leaned to the side, and looked around me, and said now you could see. Um, what’d you mean by that?”
Hax shook his head, “Once I looked past you, or, at least leaned to the side to look around the spot where I thought you were, then I could see the hedge and the fence again. They didn’t seem quite right, but they weren’t… like the nothing that had been there before.”
“Then I moved,” Roni said, “and you said, ‘Now I see better.’ What did you mean by that?”
“Like I said the fence and hedge had seemed… Not quite right. They still looked, I don’t know, fuzzy? Or something like… maybe, out of focus. Then, I guess when you moved, it suddenly came completely clear and sharp. Like that area had been a little confused, but now it looked normal.”
Roni rubbed her forehead. She didn’t have a headache, but felt like she should. “This is all so confusing. I have no idea what’s really going on.”
“I think,” Hax said slowly, “it’s kind of like you… hypnotized me. Like you’d told me not to see you, but didn’t give my brain anything to put in your place.” He squinted his eyes shut hard, then opened them again. “I think when I looked around you, it’s like my brain saw what was behind you and used that to fill in what should be there… at least until you moved and I could actually see what was there.” He turned to look at Roni, “You should hide again. But this time, as soon as you hide, move to the side so that my eyes don’t notice there’s a place where they don’t see anything.”
With a shrug, Roni thought about not being seen again and immediately stepped to the side.
A big grin spread across to Hax’s face, “This time you’re gone without leaving a blind spot!” He got a look of concentration on his face and slowly turned as if to make a circle. Suddenly he stopped and pointed directly toward her. “You’re there, aren’t you? I can see… I don’t know, a little area that’s not quite right, I guess.”
Roni started moving again, slowly walking around Hax. He said, “Wait,” he frowned, “I guess it looks okay. Maybe that isn’t where you’re standing?
Roni had an idea, rather than completely stopping hiding, she just decided she wanted Hax to be able to hear her. Then she said, “Yeah, it was, you were pointing right at me. When you did, I started moving again, and then you said it looked okay, I guess because then I wasn’t actually blocking you.”
Hax startled, wide-eyed, “Holy crap! That’s so weird! I hear your voice, but I’m not really sure where it’s coming from.”
“Really?” Roni said, letting go of her “hide” as she’d begun to think of it. She glanced toward home, thinking about how Ravinder was probably starting to wonder where they were. “We’d better be going.” She said, starting towards home, “Can you tell where my voice is coming from now?”
“Yes, of course… But when you were gone, it seemed like your voice was coming from… I don’t know… Like from all around, or maybe from the inside of my head… or, or, something like that.”
Uncomfortably, Roni said, “Don’t say I was ‘gone.’ Say ‘hidden’ or something like that.”
“But it really does seem like you’re gone.”
Roni shook her head, “It’s creepy enough as it is. It makes me feel like a ghost or something. You saying ‘gone’ sounds like a euphemism for dead.”
“What’s a ‘euphemism’?”
The question made Roni think of how young her brother was. “It’s a nice word for something ugly.”
“Oh,” Hax said thoughtfully. Then he got a twinkle in his eye, “Like… ‘Roni?’”
Roni gave him a shove. 
This time she was glad when he fell down.
 
***
 
Roni walked beside Hax on their way through the crowded part of the town to the martial arts studio. Bored, in her mind Roni started reviewing what she’d learned about her talent so far. It seemed like what she was able to do was like hypnotism as Hax had suggested. Somehow she could make people ignore her. They didn’t see her or hear her unless she wanted them to.
Well, at least Hax could be induced to ignore her. Also, apparently, so could at least some of her playmates when she was younger. And Nick. She still worried about whether she could actually hide from everybody, or just some people. She also wondered whether she could muddle other senses beyond sight and hearing. And whether she could cause a large crowd to ignore her, or only a few people at a time.
They entered a crowded square and Roni realized that this location might provide a perfect opportunity to do some testing. Thinking that she didn’t want Hax to notice it, she reached out and touched his ear. He didn’t react, but he’d learned to pretend he didn’t notice many of the little things she did to annoy him. It was a kind of self-defense mechanism for him. “Hax?” she said. He didn’t respond to that either, leaving her wondering whether he was purposefully ignoring her or whether she’d unintentionally done one of her hides.
Thinking that she wanted Hax to hear her, she said, “Hax?”
With a start, Hax lifted his eyes from the street in front of him and looked around. Quietly, he said, “You’re doing your hide thing here in the middle of a busy street?!”
“Yeah, I’m wanting to know if I can hide from a crowd. I touched your ear, did you feel it?”
“No,” Hax said reaching up to finger his ear himself. Looking annoyed, he said, “Stop hiding. It’s annoying.”
And you’re jealous because you can’t do it, Roni thought with a mixture of self-satisfaction and regret for her brother. “I need to learn more about it if I’m going to be able to use it to protect myself from Nick.”
Hax rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything. Roni felt a little dismayed by how quickly his concern for her had faded. It’d warmed her soul that he cared enough for her that he’d attack Nick and that he’d been worried about her afterward. Now sibling rivalry seemed to be rearing its ugly head again. 
She wondered if she could answer some of her questions about her talent without his help. She wanted to examine more whether she could hide her touch, but, in the mood he was in, even if she touched him and he felt it, he might not let her know. If she shoved him so hard he fell down, he’d certainly know what’d happened, so that wouldn’t be much of a test. Besides it’d probably destroy the rest of the fragile truce they’d established.
She’d been walking slightly behind him and looking him up and down. Suddenly her eyes focused on the bulge in his back pocket. Reminding herself of how she wanted to be unnoticed, she reached out, tucked a couple of fingers into his back pocket and plucked out the wallet hidden there.
Hax kept walking. Since she was pretty sure he would’ve reacted violently if he knew she’d picked his pocket, she suspected that was pretty good supporting evidence that she could hide her touch as well. Wondering if she was just a skilled pickpocket, something that seemed unlikely, she was a little bit more forceful when she put the wallet back in his pocket. In fact, she shoved it in vigorously enough that she felt certain that he’d have reacted unless he’d known it was coming and had resolved to hide his response from her.
Hax just kept walking.
Roni reflected that she already knew he’d react to something like being tripped. But how much could she make him ignore? She popped the back of his earlobe with a flick of her fingernail. His ear turned a little red. He unconsciously reached up to rub it but kept on walking.
Roni felt certain that if he’d known she’d flicked his ear, he’d have yelled at her. Guiltily feeling like she really shouldn’t have done something painful to her brother, Roni began wondering how she could use this big crowd to see how many people she could hide from at once. All of them at one time? Many of them? If Hax’s idea that she was doing something like hypnotism was correct, she’d read that some people weren’t susceptible to hypnotism. If so, it seemed doubtful that she could hide from everyone.
She began by singing. Somehow doing something audibly embarrassing and having people notice it seemed less humiliating than doing something they would see. She’d been told she had a nice voice, but normally she was too shy to sing in public. She began by singing quietly, her eyes darting around at the passersby to see if anyone was looking at her.
No one even glanced at her, so she began singing louder and louder. She enjoyed singing, though she seldom sang very loud for fear someone would say something rude. She had the same issue here today, worrying that someone would hear and be offended or dislike it. Perhaps they’d even make fun of her. But as she gradually increased her volume and watched the crowd around her, no one evinced any sign that they’d noticed.
Having sung as loudly as she could, she tried a piercing scream.
The crowd went on about its business, completely unmoved.
Emboldened, she reached out and touched a few people as she walked by. She used little taps on the shoulder like you might use to get someone’s attention, feeling like people would normally react to them by turning to look back over a shoulder. 
No one did.
Finally, she steeled her nerve to do something visual. Somehow it seemed like being seen to do something weird was more embarrassing than having people hear her singing badly. She began by hopping along beside her brother, then jumping vigorously up and down. No one seemed to notice, so she did a few cartwheels, still without any reaction.
Stopping the cartwheels, she swept the crowd with her eyes trying to see if anyone might have noticed and been watching her, even if they weren’t responding in a more visible manner.
No one’s eyes were on her.
 
Roni let herself reappear as they turned the corner, feeling like suddenly becoming visible in front of someone without the distraction of the turn might attract unwanted attention. Hax’s head jerked around to glance at her and he said, “There you are. What’ve you been doing?”
Shrugging, Roni said, “Trying out some things. I picked your pocket.”
Slapping his hand over his wallet, Hax said, “You didn’t!”
She thought about telling him how she’d flicked his ear, but since he didn’t seem too happy about her talent today she just said, “I also seem to be able to keep people from noticing my touch.”
Narrowing his eyes, Hax said, “You say that because you picked my pocket and I didn’t notice?”
Roni shrugged again, “I also tapped a bunch of people on their shoulders. They didn’t seem to notice either.”
“I don’t see how that will help you with your dear Niccolo Castano,” Hax said, still sounding disgruntled.
“I don’t think it will. I just think I should… know exactly what it is I can do.”
Hax shrugged and kept on walking. After a bit, he said, “So what’d you learn?”
Pensively, Roni said, “I can sing loud and even scream without anyone noticing.”
“That won’t help you with Castano either.”
“Yeah,” Roni sighed. They walked a little farther, then, as they approached the next corner, she said, “Can you help me try something else?”
“I suppose,” Hax responded reluctantly.
As they turned the next corner, Roni thought about hiding. Hax turned toward her and, apparently not seeing her, said a little sarcastically, “Yeah, you’ve hidden again. Big deal.”
Roni thought to herself that it was a big deal and that Hax would’ve agreed if he wasn’t jealous. Next she thought that she wanted Hax to be able to see her, but to remain hidden from everyone else.
Hax had turned forward, but now he turned to glance at her, then back forward. “You’re back. So what?”
“I’m trying to hide from everyone but you,” Roni said, glancing around and trying to see if anyone seemed to notice her.
“Well, I surely can’t tell whether they can see you or not.”
“Yeah, so I’m going to act like a fool and see if anyone notices. Watch the crowd for me.” Roni sang for a moment. When no one reacted, she shouted a couple of times. Then she jumped up and down and did a cartwheel. “Do you think anyone noticed that?”
Hax’s wide eyes were focused on Roni, not the crowd. Now he glanced around, “I guess not.” His eyes returned to her, “But I don’t think that’s going to help you with Nick either.”
“Maybe I can do the reverse? Hide from one person, but not everyone else?”
Hax frowned, “You’re thinking you could hide from Castano but let everybody else see you? How would that help more than hiding from everyone?” He glanced around, “In fact, I think it’d be even worse. He’d be saying, ‘Where’d she go?’ and people would point at you. If he still couldn’t see you, everyone would know something weird was going on.”
Suddenly tired of having Hax pooh-pooh her ideas, Roni said, “I don’t know.” She made herself visible to everyone at the next corner. Shortly after that they arrived at the martial arts studio.
 
***
 
Master Akita shook his head, though not visibly. These two new students were… he didn’t know what to think.
The half-breed girl he didn’t like. However, over the years he’d learned to hide his revulsion at the odd mixtures of the races one found in this city. It was a given that people from all over the world had mixed together here, though Akita had never seen anyone with nearly black skin yet light blue eyes before. He thought she looked… interesting, but still, she put his hackles up.
Nonetheless, mixed-race though the girl might be, she was athletic. He expected that if she stayed with it, she’d march her way through the belts to achieve a black one someday. 
Her brother though! He was so uncoordinated that, just walking, he looked like some kind of unconstrained mechanism that might fly apart at any moment. Akita could understand why the parents might wish to have him trained in the martial arts. No doubt, with the way the boy looked and moved he must be the target of bullies. However, Akita couldn’t imagine how someone so clumsy could possibly be taught to protect himself.
Still, they were paying customers. Akita needed to do what he could. With a snort he thought, Maybe I could tell the boy to buy some armor?
Akita sighed and stepped forward, “Okay, we’ll start with how to fall.”
 
***
 
“Roni?”
Roni looked up. Hax was in her room. She found that very irritating even though she hadn’t closed her door to keep people out. “What?”
“I was researching that… that thing you do.”
She sighed, annoyed, “Close the door if we’re going to talk about that.”
Hax stepped back and closed her door, then said, “Did you know we all have blind spots? We just don’t notice them.”
Roni stared at him for a moment, then said, “I don’t have any blind spots.”
“You do. If you’ve never seen yours, put your thumb out at arm’s length and line it up with a spot on the wall—a spot you can keep your eye on.” 
Roni started to do it; then she remembered the time Hax had told her that if you salted ketchup it produced an exothermic reaction. He’d squirted some ketchup on a plate, salted it, and told Roni to hold her hand over it to feel the heat. When she’d done so, he’d smacked her hand down into the ketchup, making a mess and crowing triumphantly. Suspiciously, she said, “This isn’t one of your stupid tricks, is it?”
“No, I swear. If it’s a trick I’ll do the dishes next time it’s your turn.”
Roni warily put her thumb out at arm’s length so it obscured a hole in her wall. She picked that spot because it let her put her thumb out while keeping Hax in her peripheral vision.
“Now,” Hax said, “close your left eye and move your thumb slowly out to the right, keeping your eye on the original spot you picked. When your thumb’s about six or eight inches to the side, its tip’ll disappear.”
Roni felt certain this was one of Hax’s stupid tricks, but she felt curious. She slowly moved her thumb out to the side like he’d said. She was still focused on what his trick might be, when she realized that the tip of her thumb really had vanished, “What the hell?” she muttered.
“Cool, huh?” Hax said. “That blind spot is because the optic nerve enters that part of your retina. Because the nerve’s there, there aren’t any photoreceptor cells in that area. You don’t notice the loss of vision in that spot, partly because you’re used to it, but also because the visual field of your right eye shows you what’s in the blind area of the left eye and vice versa.” He shrugged, “Besides, the blind spot’s small and little movements of your eye let your brain fill in the data missing from that spot.”
While Hax had been talking, Roni’d put her thumb back out and tried it again with the same astonishing result. “I don’t see what this has to do with how I hide. I’m certainly not standing in people’s blind spots.”
“No,” Hax said. “But when you disappear, it looks kind of like that blind spot. Like you’re not there, but it just isn’t noticeable? Maybe it applies a little bit because it shows how we normally don’t notice holes in our vision? Did you know that we can’t actually see color at the periphery of our vision? We think we do because our brain fills in the info from the last time we looked that direction.” He shrugged, “We actually see pretty crappy everywhere except at the center of our vision, but we think we see just fine everywhere. I think we’re so used to having bad vision in parts of our eyesight that we don’t even notice when you make a hole in what we see.”
Roni put her thumb back out to look at her own blind spot again. “Maybe,” she said doubtfully.
 
***
 
Nick lunged out from behind the hedge to grab Roni by the wrist. Surging back, he jerked her toward the little recess he’d been standing in, intending to slam her up against the wall like he had a few weeks ago. He’d checked out her spastic little brother’s route and it didn’t pass this way so that little pissant wouldn’t be interfering this time.
Unlike he’d pictured it, she didn’t come passively, but leaned back and dug in. She flailed, pulling away from him as hard as she could. However, she wasn’t strong enough to keep him from dragging her closer. Apparently realizing this, she gave up and plunged toward him instead. For a moment, he thought she’d given in and was coming willingly. But then she rotated around to brutally slam her elbow into his face!
Stunned, Nick reached up to grab at his cheek and nose. 
As he did so, she jerked her hand away.
He lunged forward to grab her, but she’d skipped just beyond his fingertips. As he charged after, she darted around the corner. Knowing she couldn’t outrun him, he sprinted around the corner but tripped over something. He sprawled full-length, face slamming down on his forearm. When he pulled back his arm was red.
A bloody nose! he thought in astonishment, at first grabbing it forcefully, then easing up at the pain.
By the time he’d scrambled back to his feet, she was nowhere to be seen. He sprinted to the next corner and looked both ways, but saw no sign of her. As he walked thoughtfully back to the first corner, wondering what he’d tripped over, an uneasy feeling swept over him.
He didn’t remember seeing her when he’d first rounded the corner.
I probably looked down as soon as I tripped, he decided. Just didn’t have time to register her.
Nick noticed his hand was bleeding too. Reaching up he touched his sore cheek and wiped at the blood coming from his nose. He hoped it wouldn’t be swollen enough for his dad to notice. 
Nick’s dad didn’t care if Nick got in fights, he just wanted to hear his son had kicked the other guy’s ass. Unfortunately, Nick hadn’t won this one. If Dad asks, Nick thought, it won’t be the first time I’ve told him I won when I haven’t.
Nick was most of the way home when he realized he hadn’t found whatever he’d tripped over. He shrugged—it wasn’t important.
 
 
 



Chapter 1 
 
Nick pulled over to the curb. It was a no parking zone, but the cops recognized the Castanos’ cars and the police all knew better than to hassle the Castanos. Mario said, “Hey, remember that funny looking girl from our senior year in school? The one with the dark skin and the blue eyes? You hung out with her for a while?”
Nick grunted. He knew better than to try to get Mario to shut up. The guy had diarrhea of the mouth and constipation of the brain. He couldn’t bear to leave a silence unfilled. Big Mario had his merits, but keeping quiet wasn’t one of them.
As they got out of the car, Mario continued, never bothered by Nick’s minimal contributions to their conversations. “I saw her the other day on the Plaza. She looks… well, not my type, of course, but still, kind of cool. She got over her pimples and those blue eyes really stand out against her dark skin, you know?”
Nick grunted again. He’d thought the Buchry girl looked exotic or he wouldn’t have spent any time with her. He knew his dad would’ve given him hell for hanging around with a girl like that. 
His dad could be exceedingly emphatic about his opinion that Castanos shouldn’t mix with half-breeds.
Mario pulled open the door and Nick stepped inside the store. As they started toward the front of the store, Mario said, “How far’d you get with her anyway?” 
Nick didn’t answer, not because he didn’t want to admit he hadn’t gotten past a couple of kisses, but because he knew Mario’d come up with an answer himself and Mario’s answer would suit Nick’s purposes just fine.
Sure enough, Mario paused for an answer, but so briefly that Nick couldn’t have wedged an answer into the gap if he’d tried. Then Mario answered himself, “All the way, I’m sure. I mean, you’re Nick Castano, right?”
They’d reached the register. Some pimple faced kid was manning it so Nick stepped up and spoke gently, “We need to speak to Mr. Goldman.”
Behind Nick, Mario continued, “A girl like that should consider herself blessed that you’d fool around with her, right?”
The kid behind the register said, “Mr. Goldman’s doing his books, can I help you?”
Mario was still chattering. Nick reached across the counter and grabbed a handful of the front of the kid’s shirt. He jerked the kid off his stool and part way across the counter. With their faces mere inches apart, Nick said in a quietly menacing tone, “Tell Mr. Goldman that Castano is here.” Letting go of the kid’s shirt, Nick shoved him hard enough that the kid banged into the wall, knocking down some cigarettes. “He’ll want to talk to me.”
Wide-eyed, the kid’s prominent Adam’s apple bobbed up and down a couple of times. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Finally, he settled for nodding vigorously and heading for the back room.
Behind him, Mario said, “How was she?” He paused briefly, “Good, I’ll bet.”
Nick wanted to be able to hear what was going on in the back room so he turned to glower at Mario, “As good as any other skank, now shut
up.”
It was Mario’s turn to swallow. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be yapping while they were doing serious business. To Nick’s satisfaction, he nodded without saying another word. Nick turned back toward the back room. It seemed suspiciously silent. Nick narrowed his eyes and waited a beat. When old man Goldman didn’t appear, Nick turned his back to the counter and boosted his haunches up onto it. Lifting his legs, he spun on his butt and dropped his feet off onto the floor behind the counter.
As Nick walked toward the doorway into the back room, Mario said, “Um…”
Nick shot Mario a threatening glance, then leaned down to poke his head around the corner at a level below where Goldman might have been expecting it. Goldman didn’t strike him as the type to have gotten out a gun, but Nick’s dad always said the ones you thought were the most chickenshit often turned out to be the only ones who actually had balls. 
No gun. The fat little man was stuffing cash into a leather folder. The pimply kid was nowhere to be seen. “Hi Mr. Goldman,” Nick said cheerfully. Eyeing the satchel, he said, “I’m pretty sure that’s a lot more than you owe for your insurance.”
Goldman straightened like he’d been shot. He turned his head slowly to look over his shoulder at Nick. His jowls trembled with fear. “Hi Mr. Castano.”
To Nick, being called Mr. still felt weird. He was just three years out of high school, after all. But Nick’s dad said that the Castanos deserved respect and he should demand it. He let the false smile drop-off his face. “Me and Mario, we’re here to collect.”
“Um… You know, the store’s having a hard time making ends meet what with having to pay you guys for your…” 
Goldman broke off when Nick stepped into the little office and grabbed him by the ear. Twisting Goldman’s auricle, Nick pulled him out toward the counter, “Now, now Mr. Goldman,” Nick said in what he thought of as his “reasonable” tone. It was falsely affable with a hint of menace in its undertones. “You’ve got to be thinking about what might happen to your profits if you don’t pay your insurance.” Nick winked at Mario who used an arm to sweep a shelf of bottled drinks. They crashed to the floor, the glass bursting and liquids spraying everywhere. Nick continued. “Vandals,” he said, shaking his head as if dismayed, “they’re everywhere. Now, if you were insured, it’d be up to Castano and Co. to punish the miscreants and make sure it didn’t happen again. However,” Nick twisted Goldman’s ear even harder, “since you just let your insurance lapse, we just have to stand back and observe.”
Mario cleared another shelf.
Goldman blubbered, “I’ll pay! I’ll pay! Please…”
Nick let go of Goldman’s ear, “I thought there was some kind of misunderstanding,” he said cheerfully. As Goldman shakily straightened, Nick frowned, “I hate to tell you this, but there’s a fifty percent surcharge for letting your insurance lapse. I’m sure you understand. It’s just business…”
From the look of impotent rage in Goldman’s eyes, he certainly did understand. “Yes Mr. Castano,” he said in a defeated tone. “Let me go back to my office and I’ll get your money.” 
“I’ll go with you,” Nick said cheerfully. “Then we’ll have to be moving on. More business to be done, you know?”
 
***
 
Hax stared at himself in the mirror with some consternation. “Mom!” he called out. “You shrank my pants!”
A sudden cold snap had made this the first day he needed to wear long pants. These were his favorite pants from last year, but they ended well above his ankles now. Frustrated, he pulled
them off and pulled down another pair.
They were too short too.
When his third pair of pants were too short, Hax began to wonder uneasily if perhaps they hadn’t been ruined in the wash. He stepped out into the hall. “Mom?”
Tansey turned away from the stove to look at him. She frowned unhappily.
Hax said, “My pants are too short.”
Tansey said, “So I see.”
“Do you think you shrank them?”
“No,” she snorted. “You’ve been growing, haven’t you noticed?” She walked toward him, “Find those pants with the cuffs. I’ll let them out.”
As his mother approached, Hax suddenly realized she was shorter than he was. He wondered how that could have happened without his noticing. “Pants with cuffs?” he said.
Tansey rolled her eyes, “Pants with cuffs, yes.” She walked to his closet and pulled down his last pair of pants. The dress pants he didn’t like. Pointing to the little folds at the bottom, she said, “These are cuffs. I can let them out to make the pants a little longer.”
“Oh.”
 
Hax ate breakfast in his pants that were too short, pondering the questionable miracle of pants that could be made longer. However, when Tansey brought them back, minus their cuffs, you could easily see where the cuffs had been because the material wasn’t as faded. He didn’t want to wear them, the kids made enough fun of him without his pants having funny creases and stripes around the bottom. However, when his mother asked if he wanted to wear shorts, he remembered the temperature outside and decided that the de-cuffed pants would be better than that. Unfortunately, they were still too short. “Mom!”
“Son!” Tansey said, imitating his exclamation. She shook her head. “We’re going to have to get you some new pants, but you know money’s tight now. This isn’t just a problem for you, you know?”
Hax’s stomach clenched. Everyone knew that money was tight, his father bitched about it all the time. The store still seemed to be doing good business, but additional expenses had been eating into the profits. 
No, Ravinder would not be happy to learn that Hax needed new pants. 
Tansey stood up on her tiptoes and brought her face close to his. For a panicked moment, Hax thought she was about to kiss him, something that hadn’t happened for years. Then he realized she was focused on his upper lip. “What’re you looking at?” he asked in a puzzled tone.
“Seeing if you’ve got any hair on your face.” She looked him in the eye, “Do you have hair in your armpits yet?”
Hax felt the blood rush to his face. He did, but he didn’t want to talk about it. Embarrassed, he said, “I don’t know!”
Tansey rolled her eyes, “Well, go have a look.”
Hax exhaled but didn’t leave. “Yeah, I have some,” he muttered.
His mother sighed. “You’re growing up,” she said, sounding sad.
 
Roni stepped into the kitchen. Her eyes widened when she saw Hax’s pants. It took a couple of seconds for her to process the fact that the cuffs had been let out and another few moments to realize how embarrassed Hax felt about the way they looked. She opened her mouth to make a rude comment, but then recognized the look her mother was giving her. Tansey gave a sharp shake of her head and Roni reluctantly swallowed what she’d been about to say.
As Roni went to find her cereal she pondered why Hax’s cuffs had suddenly been let out and realized her brother must have started his growth spurt. As she started to put back the cereal box, Hax came into their little pantry and took the box from her to fill another bowl for himself.
Roni’d noticed her brother’d been eating a lot, now she eyed him out of the corner of her eye and realized he was almost as tall as she was. She’d grown a lot a few years ago, getting taller than everyone but her dad. That meant… she turned and glanced at her mother… Yes, he was quite a bit taller than Tansey.
How did I not notice that? she wondered. She knew Hax was the victim of a lot of teasing because he was so clumsy. A failure at sports and completely unable to defend himself from bullies, he was the perfect target. She looked down at his pants again, It’s going to be even worse with those.
She wondered whether there was anything she could do to help him. After a few moments she decided there wasn’t. After all, it wasn’t like she had a lot of status to share with him. The dark skinned kids didn’t like her blue eyes, and the kids with blue eyes didn’t like her dark skin. She had a few friends, after all the school wasn’t completely populated by racists. Most of them were nerdy computer enthusiasts. But, Roni was somewhat of an outcast as well. Her brother, being a boy, was subjected to physical abuse while she, being a girl, bore taunts and snickers.
Just the rest of this year in high school for me, she thought, but Hax has three and a half more years of this misery, she thought sympathetically.
Of course, just because I get out of this school doesn’t mean my life will suddenly be better. The same shitty kinds of people with their ugly attitudes populate the rest of the world. Roni wanted to go to college. She had a vague idea that people who went to college were more tolerant and broad-minded. However, she knew her family didn’t have the money for tuition. She might get a scholarship but it wouldn’t be a full ride, and if it wasn’t full, it wouldn’t be enough. 
In fact, Ravinder was looking forward to the day that Roni could work full-time. He could lay off some of their part-time employees and improve their margin.
Though, with a sick feeling, she wondered whether their “insurance payments” to Castano and Co. would just increase again, somehow sucking the life out of any increased profits Roni brought in. Roni was pretty sure that the payments were just a form of extortion, but she hadn’t been able to work up the courage to talk to her father about getting the police involved.
Roni watched as Hax put his bowl in the sink, picked up his backpack and started for the door.
“Wait a minute Hax,” Roni said, then turned to her mother. “Couldn’t he wear a pair of Dad’s pants?”
Both Tansey and Hax looked at her with some surprise. Tansey said, “They’ll be loose in the waist.” She turned to Hax, “Do you want to try on a pair?”
Hax shrugged. He didn’t look happy about wearing his dad’s pants, but apparently he was willing to see how they looked.
A few minutes later Hax left the house wearing an old pair of his father’s pants. Roni recognized pants that had gotten too tight for Ravinder. They were actually a little bit long for Hax and so Tansey had folded under the cuffs.
Roni suspected her brother still felt embarrassed, but probably less so than he had. She wasn’t surprised that Hax hadn’t thanked her.
 
***
 
Carl Fox stared at his office. Or, what had been his office. Someone had broken in through the window and completely trashed it. All the books were off the shelves. File drawers were dumped out onto the floor and his computer was missing. He heard heels clicking down the hall toward him. Angela arrived behind him and peered over his shoulder. She let out a little shriek. “Mr. Fox! What happened?!”
Carl shook his head, “Maybe someone thought I was keeping some valuables here. More likely someone thought I had some important information.”
“They stole your computer,” Angela noticed indignantly. She glanced at him and frowned, “Do you think that’s what they were after?”
Carl shook his head again, “No… it’s not worth enough for them to take the risk.”
Quietly she said, “Were you keeping some… money, or something else valuable here?”
“No,” he sighed, “but I suppose they might have thought I had some valuables.”
“What do you think they were after?”
“I think they were after some records. Probably something that, if it disappeared, would solve a problem for them.”
A knock at the door at the end of the hall signaled the arrival of the police. The grizzled old investigator who arrived surveyed Carl’s office for a moment, then said wearily, “You won’t be surprised to hear that all the documentation against the Castanos disappeared out of the evidence room last night. I’d imagine you’re going to find out that any copies you had of that evidence are gone from here. I bet your computer had the CCTV videos documenting the Castanos’ thugs extorting old man Black, didn’t it?”
Carl cursed.
The investigator patted Carl on the shoulder in a fatherly fashion, “Somebody burned down old man Black’s store last night. Black was still in it. You should be grateful they didn’t burn your place down too.”
A spike of fear shot through Carl. Black had come to him because the police weren’t doing anything about the Castanos. He’d brought evidence in the form of audio-video recordings and asked Carl to bring a civil lawsuit against the Castanos. Black had hoped that if the police wouldn’t shut down the Castanos’ syndicate, the Castanos might be sued into submission.
Against his better judgment Carl had taken the case. He needed work, and it had seemed a noble cause. Bringing justice to a crime family through the civil courts had somehow felt virtuous. Now, he had no plaintiff, no witness, and no evidence. What he did have was a lot of hassle and expense to clean up his office and buy a new computer. He was also going to have a lot of angry clients when they found out he’d lost their records when he’d lost his computer.
His first reaction was to complain to the detective about the fact that the police obviously weren’t planning to do anything. He looked into the older man’s sad eyes and got a minute head shake.
He took a deep breath. It could’ve been worse.
He was still alive.
Turning to Angela, Carl said, “We need to get started on cleaning this up.”
She turned to the investigator, “Aren’t you going to take photographs and look for fingerprints and DNA?”
The detective sighed, “There won’t be any. If we did find some, it’d disappear.” He looked Carl and Angela in the eye for a few seconds each. “I’d like to help but…” He gave a helpless shrug, “Just be glad you didn’t get hurt.” He pulled out his wallet and handed Carl a card, “I’d like to help you but… I love my family just like you love yours. This is in case someday you have a problem I can help you with. Maddox,” the card said. 
Maddox turned and walked away.
Carl turned to Angela. She looked pale as a ghost. “We gonna drop the Castano case?” she asked hopefully.
Carl looked after Maddox a moment, then nodded dejectedly, “No plaintiff, no witness, no evidence… No point to pursuing it.” 
 
***
 
Ravinder stared at his son’s ankles. “And those are his longest pants?” he said, looking at the pants which, even though they’d been ironed, still seemed to show the old creases of their cuffs, in addition to the strips of cloth that were faded differently.
“Yes,” Tansey said, “and as you can see they’re still too short. He wore a pair of your old pants to school today, but they’re too big in the waist. We’ve got to buy him some new ones.”
Ravinder shook his head involuntarily. “Take in my old pants.”
“Pants are hard to take in. It messes up the waist.”
“We… We don’t have enough money to buy him a bunch of pants that are also going to be too short in a little while.”
Tansey chewed her lip, “We’ll buy him some jeans that’re too long. He can roll up cuffs, or I can roll them under and tack them up.”
Hax looked horrified. “The other kids’ll… They’ll…”
Ravinder looked at his son. He loved Hax, no matter how embarrassingly clumsy and geeky the boy was. However, he had distant memories of his own growth spurt. Ravinder’s parents hadn’t had the financial problems that Ravinder was facing at present, but even they’d complained bitterly of how he’d gone through clothing back then. Hax was probably going to grow the same way. Ravinder shook his head again, “One pair of long black pants, folded under and tacked up. One pair of long jeans, rolled up at the cuffs. Buy them too big in the waist, he’s going to grow that way too.” Ravinder looked into his son’s eyes. “I’m sorry Hax, but things… things aren’t going well in the store right now.”
Plaintively, Hax said, “You have lots of customers…”
Ravinder cut him off, “Customers aren’t all there is to it. We have expenses too.” He glanced up into Hax’s distraught eyes. Sympathetically, he said, “Black pants. They’ll assume you have several pairs.”
 
***
 
As Nick opened the door to the Buchry’s store, he wondered whether he might run into Roni. He hadn’t seen her a single time in the three years since he’d graduated, even though it seemed like they must have crossed paths. He’d thought he’d seen her a few times in the distance, but when he’d gotten closer she’d always disappeared. 
He thought that she’d probably seen him too and ducked off in another direction or just hidden in a store until he’d gone by.
Behind Nick, Mario was nattering on about something. Nick was tuning the guy out but didn’t like the noise when they were doing business. He put his hand up behind him, thumb and fingers apart like an open mouth. He snapped them shut.
Mario stopped talking.
Nick rounded the end cap of the store aisle and looked at the register.
There she was, startlingly blue eyes in all their glory. She’d lost some baby fat since he’d last seen her and he thought she looked even prettier in her strange way. Still not someone I’d better bring home to Dad, he thought. “Hi Roni,” he said cheerfully. “We’re here about your insurance?”
As he said it, he wondered whether her father kept the insurance payments a secret from the rest of the family.
Roni flashed him a loathing look. For a moment she said nothing. Then, looking like she had a bad taste in her mouth, she said, “Insurance?”
He has been keeping it a secret, Nick thought. “Yeah, our company keeps the streets safe around here at night. Keeps vandals from breaking windows and doing graffiti. You know, the kind of stuff the police don’t have the time for.” Giving her a big smile, he leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Your dad knows all about it.”
“You mean,” she said with a disgusted tone, “he knows you’re an extortionist.”
Nick pulled back and grinned, “That’s such an unpleasant term.” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes in a way that seemed to frighten most people, “Sounds like you’d better get your daddy.”
Roni stood from her stool. Nick realized she was shaking. He assumed with fear, though she looked pretty pissed. Without saying anything more, she turned and headed through the door at the back.
“Nice ass,” Mario said. “Can’t blame you for jumpin’ that.”
“Shut up Mario,” Nick said. Not because he really cared, or because he expected Mario to stop talking, but because that’s what he always said to Mario. He wouldn’t want Mario to think there was something different about this girl. Nick leaned against the counter and looked around, kind of hoping it’d take Roni a while to get back with her dad. He had a five minute rule for these visits. If it took longer than five minutes for the boss man to show up and make his payments, they started breaking things. He thought he’d enjoy seeing the look in Roni’s eyes if she came back and saw the place busted up.
In fact, it’d probably only been three or four minutes when Nick’s eagerness got the better of him. He shoved the cash register off the counter, enjoying the crash. The drawer sprang open and coins spilled everywhere, adding to his delight.
Moments later old man Buchry burst in through the door, his eyes shooting to the broken cash register. “What?!” he said, eyes flashing with anger and dismay. “What have you done?”
Nick had just finished unwrapping a lollipop from the counter display. He stuck it in his mouth, cocked the stem up at what he thought was a jaunty angle, and said, “Someone came in here and vandalized the place.” He shrugged eloquently, “We would’ve stopped them, you know, but your insurance payment had just come delinquent.”
Buchry pointed a trembling finger at the cash register, “That machine’s worth more than your entire payment!”
Nick pulled out the lollipop and pointed it at Buchry. With a broad grin, he said, “So, you should be Johnny on the spot with those payments then, shouldn’t you? Shouldn’t make us stand out here waiting for our money, should you?”
Buchry looked like he was about to pop a vein in his forehead. “She’d just told me you were here! I came as fast as I could.” He waved at the register, “Now, I won’t be able to afford to pay you next month.”
Nick narrowed his eyes. “I’d watch how you were talking to me,” he said, pulling his jacket open just enough to expose the hilt of the gun in his shoulder holster. “And, if I were you, I’d find a way to make those payments.” He put the lollipop back in his mouth and spoke around it, “On time.”
Buchry squatted and scooped up some cash where it’d spilled out of the drawer. With trembling hands he found a bundle, evidently the pre-counted monthly payment. Buchry quickly found an envelope and stuffed the bills inside. Holding it out, he stood staring at Nick, somehow looking both furious and frightened.
Nick took the money and smiled, “Thanks!” he said cheerfully. He lifted the sheaf of bills in an offhand salute. “I don’t think you’re aware of this, but normally when your payments lapse, like they just did, there’s a fifty percent surcharge to restart ‘em.” He looked up toward the back hallway, “But, this is your first time to be slow, and besides,” he winked, “I like that hot daughter of yours.” He turned his eyes back to Buchry’s and lifted an eyebrow freighted with meaning, “So, this time I’m gonna let it slide, understand?”
Buchry gave him a spastic nod.
Nick pointed his lollipop meaningfully at the back hall again, “But, you might wanna tell Roni to hustle next time, huh?”
 
Ravinder’s stomach churned as he lifted the cash register with trembling hands. He didn’t want his family to know about the Castanos. He didn’t want them to worry.
However, they couldn’t afford a repeat of what’d just happened. Anyone who might be minding the store had to know that when the Castanos’ strong-arm men showed up for their payments it had to be treated as an urgent matter. Ravinder had successfully been trying to mind the store himself on the days the Castanos collected, but of course, occasionally he had to go to the bathroom.
Ravinder had told Roni he was expecting someone and to come get him, but he hadn’t wanted to express how urgent it might be. It was embarrassing, after all. He suspected that the two men had said something rude to her and she’d purposefully dragged her feet getting him. She certainly hadn’t seemed to be in any hurry when she’d found him.
Settling the register into place, he adjusted it minutely, reluctant to test it. It had an ugly dent in the corner and he felt sure it wasn’t going to work. He righted the drawer and; still reluctant to find out that the expensive machine was broken, he put all the money back in the tray.
Finally, with trepidation, he lifted the drawer and tried to fit it back into its opening. The dented corner blocked it, but it looked like it might go if he straightened the metal. He stepped around the corner into the office where he kept a pair of pliers. Roni sat, staring at him wide-eyed. He couldn’t tell whether her look was one of trepidation or dismay.
From the look on her face she’d heard the encounter with Castano plenty well enough.
Without saying anything to his daughter, Ravinder took the pliers and stepped back to the cash register. He twisted the metal at the dented corner until he thought it wouldn’t block the opening. Setting down the pliers, he picked up the cash drawer and carefully introduced it.
The drawer fit, so Ravinder tried sliding it home.
It clicked into place and Ravinder let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.
Plugging the cord back into the side of the machine, he waited a moment for the little computer inside to boot up. As if a miracle, the welcome screen appeared. Ravinder picked up the wrapper from the lollipop that Castanos’ hoodlum had stolen and passed it in front of the sensor.
The machine chirped and displayed correctly. As relief washed over him, Ravinder closed his eyes and leaned heavily on the counter.
Roni’s voice came over his shoulder, “What they’re doing… it’s extortion, not insurance. Have you called the police?”
Ravinder’s shoulders sagged, his relief that the cash register still worked fading away like wisps of fog. He turned to his daughter and measured her expression, apparently a combination of fear and anger. Quietly, he said, “Yes.”
“And?”
He shook his head. “The cops aren’t going to do anything.”
“What?!” Anger blazed over Roni’s face. “Those bastards are breaking the law! What do you mean the police aren’t going to do anything?!” When Ravinder didn’t say anything for a moment, Roni developed a look of horror, “Are the cops being paid-off?”
Ravinder shrugged, “Or threatened.”
“Threatened?” Roni said as if she couldn’t understand what he’d said. “They’re the police. They’re supposed to stand up to threats.”
Sadly, Ravinder said, “What if their families…” he swallowed, “if their families are the ones that are being threatened? Being brave for yourself is much easier than being brave for your children…”
Roni opened her mouth to respond, but a chime signaled that the door at the front of the store had opened. She glanced that way, then pressed her mouth shut and vanished back around the corner into the office.
 
***
 
Master Akita narrowed his eyes as he watched Hax. The boy—at first so clumsy that Akita had had a hard time teaching him to fall without getting hurt—was moving… better. Oh, he didn’t look like the kind of kid Akita would expect to achieve a black belt, but when he’d first come in Akita wouldn’t have expected him to earn a yellow belt.
The boy had been growing rapidly and had diffidently asked if he could trade in his gi for a larger one some months back. Since then, he’d traded up another time. In Akita’s experience, the growth spurt was associated with a decrease in coordination, rather than an improvement.
For a moment, Akita wondered whether the physical discipline of the martial arts studio had reduced the boy’s awkwardness. He pursed his lips, No, it’s something more than that. He frowned, Maybe the boy had a vitamin deficiency and it’s been corrected?
He stepped forward, “No, not like that. Here, you’ve got to rotate your body.” He demonstrated, “Like this…”
 
***
 
Roni walked into the AllNews offices and looked around. This was her second trip down here. On her first trip Charlie Sims, the crime news reporter, hadn’t been there and people of the neighboring desks had seemed surprised that she’d expected to find him. Apparently, crime reporters spent most of their time out following their stories. This time, she’d come down just a few minutes before a staff meeting was supposed to let out. She found Sims’ desk and sat down on the chair next to it to wait.
About ten minutes later people started filtering into the big newsroom from the meeting room down the hall. She watched them and soon saw a young man coming her way and eyeing her speculatively. “Mr. Sims?” she asked.
He nodded, “What can I do for you?”
“I’m Roni Buchry. I’ve been trying to contact you about…”
Sims face closed up and he quickly sat down at his desk. He glanced around, then said in a low tone, “Have you talked to anyone here yet?”
“No,” Roni said, uncomfortable about his behavior.
Sims leaned closer, “You’re the one who’s been emailing me about the Castanos, right?”
Roni nodded.
He shook his head, “Well, for God’s sake, stop it!”
Roni blinked, “What? Why?!”
Sims looked at her as if he didn’t know what to say. His jaw worked and he developed a little tic in his right cheek. Finally, he leaned closer again and said quietly, “Do you know how long I’ve been working this desk?”
Surprised, Roni said, “Um, no.”
“Just a little over a year.” He glanced around again, then said, “My predecessor had been working up a story about the Castanos.”
Relieved, Roni realized that Sims must be working the same story, but wanting to keep it on the hush-hush until he was ready to publish. She leaned closer herself, “I can give you a lot of good information…”
Sims shook his head vehemently and put up his hand. “Do you know what happened to my predecessor?” he said, fiercely.
Roni drew back, startled by his intensity. A sick feeling gripped her, “No, what?”
“Hit and run, no witnesses,” Sims said, then he leaned back in his chair. “So, don’t tell me anything about the Castanos, okay?”
“But…” Roni said, embarrassed by the plaintive note in her voice, “the police won’t do anything.”
“Exactly.”
“But… somebody’s got to do something. If you got it in the news, there’d be such a clamor the police would have to do something.”
Sims leaned forward angrily, “Joe, that’s my predecessor, he’d submitted his story to be put up on our website and run out in print the next day. He’s dead. His family’s destitute.” Sims shook his head, “And… the story never ran…” Sims looked away; then said in a tired voice, “I write up murders, and rapes, and robberies. I don’t write about the damned Castanos, and I need you to stop pestering me.” Abruptly he stood and walked away.
Disheartened, Roni stood up, trying to think of another avenue she could use to attack the Castanos. Suddenly, she saw Sims coming back.
He strode up and stopped about six inches from her though his eyes looked off into the distance over her shoulder. “Here’s something else you could try. You could try hiring a lawyer to sue the Castanos in civil court for…” Sims glanced away, “whatever.”
Roni’s spirits lifted at the possibility, though she didn’t know how she could possibly hire a lawyer, it was certainly a tactic she hadn’t considered and sounded viable. She’d heard about lawyers working on contingency. Maybe she could find one who would? She opened her mouth to ask Sims advice on this strategy, but he rode over her question, “Robert Black tried that idea.” Sims eyes turned to bore into Roni’s, “Old Bob Black’s dead now. His store burned down, with him in it. All the records he’d accumulated about what the Castanos had been doing disappeared out of the police evidence room. Mr. Black’s lawyer’s office was burgled and all the evidence disappeared from there too.” Sims’ eyes turned to look out the window again, “Black had supposedly saved up quite a bit of money his kids and grandkids were supposed to inherit. That didn’t happen either. His accounts had all been zeroed the night his store burned down.” Sims looked back at Roni, “No one knows where the money went. The police say it was an inside job… that one of the family members made off with the money. But,” Sims shook his head, looking away once again. “I don’t think so.”
“But, what can we do?” Roni asked with a feeling of despair.
“Keep your head down. Don’t make any waves that rock the Castanos’ boat… not if you want to stay alive.”
 
As Roni walked home she fell into the depths of depression. At first, when she’d understood what the Castanos were doing, she’d felt appalled that they were getting away with it. However, it’d seemed that solving the problem would simply be a matter of making the police understand what was going on.
When her father had said that the police wouldn’t do anything, that they’d been intimidated, she at first thought it hopeless. But then, after a little research, she’d read about investigative reporters bringing various criminals to justice by spreading the word about what they’d done. Public outcry could stiffen a police department’s spine. Now, she’d realized that the criminals the reporters had brought to justice had all been white-collar criminals. They hadn’t been the kind of crime syndicate people that the Castanos represented. Not the kind of people who’d kill you if you tried to publish their crimes.
Bleak hopelessness swept over her. It didn’t seem like anything could be done.
Even though she knew she needed to get home or Ravinder would be angry, she sat down on a bench for a moment, burying her head in her hands and trying to think of any other solutions. Maybe not a solution that works for everyone, but just for us? she wondered. Something that’d get us out from under the Castanos’ thumb?
Maybe we could move? she thought with a small surge of hope. We’d have to sell our store to raise the money we’d need to be able to buy a store at the new location. Before we did it, we’d need to make sure there wasn’t a different crime syndicate causing the same kinds of problems wherever the new store was going to be. Don’t want to jump out of the frying pan into the fire, after all. We’d have to ask… Suddenly, she realized they’d have to hide the problem they had with the Castanos from anyone they were going to sell their store to or they wouldn’t be able to get a decent price. 
Not only was hiding that information reprehensible, but there would be no way to be certain that the people they bought a new store from weren’t doing the same thing to them.
Feeling weary, Roni got to her feet and continued her way toward home. In the distance, she saw Nick Castano’s car. She glanced around. There wasn’t anyone close, certainly not anyone looking at her, so she disappeared.
A minute later Castano’s car rumbled past. Neither Nick nor the gorilla that rode around with him even glanced her way. Since she’d developed, she’d gotten used to men glancing at her even though they tried to hide it. The fact that those particular slime-balls hadn’t looked at her was confirmation enough that they couldn’t see her. She’d hidden from Nick before when she’d encountered him on the street, but she hadn’t had the courage to look at him and see where his eyes were tracking.
Hiding from Nick Castano. 
When she’d realized she could essentially make herself invisible to other people she’d thought she’d figure out something better to do with such a talent than just hiding from assholes. 
She’d thought of some other things she could do, but they all seemed to be immoral. For instance,
I could make a living picking pockets if I had to. If it wasn’t completely unconscionable. She glanced after Nick’s car and thought uncomfortably, If a slimeball like Nick Castano could make himself invisible he’d probably be a peeping Tom… Or, I guess, he’d actually be a peeping Nick.
Nick’s car went around the corner. She realized he was probably going to pay a visit to another merchant. For a moment she considered following him invisibly. She could see what he did to other people.
She shook her head, maybe there’d be something worth learning, but Ravinder was waiting and he was probably already angry.
Roni kept walking.
 



Chapter 2
 
Hax sat on the broad steps outside the school like he usually did during lunch. For a while he’d hoped that he’d make some friends now that he was in high school. Several middle schools all merged into the high school so he’d thought that perhaps he’d make friends with some of the kids that were merging in. They wouldn’t know that he’d been in the lower caste of his school’s pecking order practically since kindergarten. However, though he’d picked up Frankie Wong, another geek, as a friend, for the most part he remained an outcast.
Even in his long pants and a light jacket it was too cool out, and with the weather getting even colder he suspected he wouldn’t be sitting outside for lunch much longer. Since this was his first year in high school, he wasn’t sure where he might sit for lunch once it got really cold. Someone walked down the stairs and came to a halt on Hax’s left. Assuming it was Frankie, he didn’t look up, just said, “Sit down, you’re blocking the view.”
“Sorry,” said a girl’s voice. She sat down next to Hax and said, “You’re Hax Buchry, right?”
Startled, Hax restrained himself from jerking back and away. Hallie Rogers! Hallie wasn’t a member of the in-crowd. She wasn’t beautiful like those girls, more of a tomboy. She had short hair and wore pants that didn’t seem as feminine as what a lot of the other girls wore. Still, she was cute. Much cuter than any girl Hax’d ever thought he might be talking to. She lifted an eyebrow and Hax realized he still hadn’t answered her question. “Um, yeah.”
She gave a little snort, “Well, that was eloquent.” She paused and Hax wondered whether he was supposed to respond to this jibe. After a few seconds, she continued, “I heard you’re really smart.”
Hax didn’t know what to say to this. He tried not to let anyone know how well he did on tests or what his grades were. Since Vito had pounded him years ago for showing him up in class, he’d tried hard not to act like a smart kid. He figured that being the clumsy, geeky kid was bad enough without being known as some kind of brain as well. Hax had gone so far as to intentionally put down some wrong answers in a class where a teacher had been posting their grades. The teacher had asked him why he’d missed questions she felt sure he knew, and he’d told her. She’d subsequently stopped posting their grades, though he thought it had as much to do with the embarrassment of the kids who did poorly as it did with him. Nonetheless, he didn’t really want to answer Hallie’s question. He wondered if she was going to ask him for help. Was he so desperate that he’d help her just to win points with a cute girl? Would it be better to try to keep his secret? Finally, he said, “I do okay.”
“A man of many words,” she said with a crooked little smile. She turned to look out over the school grounds.
Hallie didn’t say anything more, leaving Hax’s thoughts to run wild. Hallie hadn’t been in his middle school. He wondered if she didn’t realize where he stood socially. Maybe this was his chance to connect with a girl? Finally, wondering if he was shooting himself in the foot, Hax said, “Did you need help with a class?” He immediately wished he hadn’t said it. He’d never helped anyone with their schoolwork before and had no idea how to do it. Even worse, he wondered if he’d left himself open to be asked to actually do her homework.
She turned to him with a frown. Then she grinned and thumped him on the shoulder, “No you retard.” She gave out a little snicker, “I do okay too,” she said, holding up her fingers and making little air quotes at the word, “okay.”
“Oh,” Hax said, as if he understood, though he definitely didn’t. He thought about asking her what she wanted, but decided that that question would definitely drive her away. Rather than put his foot in his mouth, he sat and waited, despite desperately wanting to know what was going on.
“I hear you’re a hacker,” she said. She clarified, “A computer hacker.”
Hax shook his head, “I like to program. I don’t hack into people’s computers if that’s what you’re asking.”
She shrugged, “They’re kind of similar.” She didn’t say anything for a minute, then said, “Well, maybe not. I’m pretty good at hacking into other people’s computers, but I really don’t know how to write a new program.”
When she didn’t say anything more, Hax said, “Oh.”
She grinned and nudged him with an elbow. “Man of many words,” she said again. 
Hax tried to think of something to say in response to this. Some conversational ploy that’d show how witty he was, but everything he came up with seemed lame.
After a bit, she continued, “I want to write a program to put on an asshole’s computer.”
Thinking that it sounded like she wanted to design some malicious software, something Hax definitely didn’t want to get involved in, he said slowly, “To do what?”
“Erase all his images.”
Hax blinked. “Why?” he asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer.
“Bastard’s got some pictures of a friend of mine.” In a low, ugly tone, she said, “Pictures he shouldn’t have.”
“Um, don’t you just want to erase the pictures of your friend?”
She shrugged, “I don’t know their filenames. I don’t think even you’re smart enough to write a program that’ll find pictures that look like my friend and only delete those, so we need to erase all his pictures.” She wagged her head back and forth, “Besides, he probably has a whole bunch of other pictures he shouldn’t have. I’d like to help those people too.”
Hax frowned, “You don’t think he’ll have them backed up?”
“I don’t think he’s that smart. But just in case, the program we write should also erase his back-up whenever he hooks it up and tries to restore them.”
Hax’s mind was already racing through possible structures for a program that might do what she wanted, but then he suddenly sobered. Quietly, he said, “Writing software that’ll erase his hard drive’s probably illegal.”
“Yeah,” Hallie shrugged again, “so nobody but you and I can know about this, right?”
Curious, Hax asked, “How are you going to get the program onto his computer?”
“I think I can hack into it.”
Hax shrugged, “If you can hack in, why not just find his image folder and delete it?”
She frowned and bit her lip, “That could take a while. Besides, I might not find everything. And, I wouldn’t be able to erase any external drive backups if his computer’s not hooked up to them.” She got a worried look, “And… what if he hires somebody that’s good with computers to try to trace me. I’m not sure I’m good enough to cover my tracks.”
“Okaay,” Hax said, stretching the word. “It sounds like you shouldn’t try to hack it onto his computer if that’s the case.”
Hallie shrugged, “I could hack in from one of the school’s computers… Or I could go with Plan B.”
Hax frowned, “What’s Plan B?”
“I’ll leave a memory stick with some girl’s name on it where he’ll find it.” She looked off into the distance, “The son of a bitch’ll jack that right into his computer,” she said, sounding completely confident.
Hax sat thinking for a minute, his mind running down little programming alleys like they were some kind of maze. He thought he could do it, and if he couldn’t, he thought Roni might be able to help him do the things he couldn’t figure out. Suddenly he wondered just exactly who this program was going to attack. He turned to Hallie, “Who are we talking about here?”
In a flat ugly tone, she responded, “Vito Castano.”
Hax barely had time to get a cold sinking feeling in his stomach over the thought of taking on his old enemy, someone who’d left him alone for almost a year now, when he heard Vito’s voice behind him. “That’s right Spaz, me. And you’d better stay away from Hallie, she’s mine.”
Hax felt a sudden clinch of fear. Then a moment’s disappointment that Hallie might be Vito’s girlfriend. From the angry yet fearful expression on Hallie’s face as she whipped around to look at Vito he immediately realized that, if she was his girlfriend, she didn’t want to be. Finally, he understood that Hallie herself was the “friend” whose pictures Vito had.
Hallie stood up. So, reluctantly, Hax did as well. He didn’t want to face Vito, but couldn’t stay sitting if Hallie had the courage to stand and deal with him. 
Hallie’s face displayed a mix of emotions, none of them happy, as she turned to say, “I’m not your girlfriend Vito!”
Vito grinned and gave her a wink, “Didn’t say you were my girlfriend, but you are mine, right?”
Hax sickly realized that Vito was claiming possession if not friendship. He’s blackmailing her with those pictures! He wondered what she’d say.
Hallie stared at Vito belligerently for a moment; then her face crumbled. “Yeah,” she said, so quietly she could barely be heard.
Vito said, “Speak up girl, Hax couldn’t hear you.”
“I heard her,” Hax heard himself say.
Vito’s eyes jumped to Hax, “Are you gettin’ wise with me Spaz?” Then, while Hax was still trying to decide whether to respond or not, Vito stepped into Hax’s personal space. That had been a favorite strategy of Vito’s, to step within inches of Hax, forcing Hax to back up or stay uncomfortably close. However, this time when he did it, he stepped down from the broad stair he was on to the one Hax stood on. 
Hax thought Vito’s expression suggested that he was just as surprised as Hax was to realize that, due to differences in their growth rates, Hax was now taller than Vito. Hax had been smaller their whole lives. Hax wasn’t a lot taller now, only an inch or so, but it was a huge change in relative size.
Hax thought Vito was probably still bulkier and he badly wanted to step back like he always had. He wanted to restore some distance and decrease his discomfort. However, with Hallie looking on, he forced himself to stay where he was.
The surprise in Vito’s eyes turned to fury. His hands rose. Hax knew what Vito was about to do even before the guy’s hands struck his chest, shoving him back. Hax had no chance of resisting the thrust, but as he fell back, his hands involuntarily rose to grasp the front of Vito’s jacket—just like he’d been taught in his martial arts classes.
Though Hax knew his coordination had been improving, he still felt surprised when both hands latched securely onto Vito’s lapels. In class he’d frequently missed his grapples. As Hax fell backward, he jerked Vito with him, rolling into Vito and slowing his own fall by forcing Vito’s body past his own. As they both dropped to the ground, Hax finished pulling Vito underneath him. Hax landed on top, Vito cushioning Hax’s fall. Hax’s weight forced the air out of Vito’s lungs with a whoosh.
Hax thought he felt more surprised than Vito did. Later he thought to himself that he should have followed up. Delivered a few blows to the body, or head, or something. Instead he panicked, jerking back and scrambling to his feet.
Vito got up more slowly, staying a little bent over and looking like he was struggling to get a full breath.
Hax fully expected Vito to wait a minute, get his wind, then attack again. However, one of the teachers stepped in, saying, “Break it up you two.”
Hax didn’t know how to feel. He did feel relieved that the fight was over and he hadn’t been hurt. However, he knew that having the fight broken up just meant he was going to have to live in dread of Vito’s very certain retaliation.
He felt a touch on his arm. Hallie said, “That was amazing.”
Despite the thrill he felt at Hallie’s words, Hax’s eyes were fixed on Vito’s furious expression. Though the teacher still stood between them, Vito continued glaring. The bell rang for class and Hax turned and started toward the building. Vito crooked a finger at Hallie and she robotically moved his direction.
As Hax continued on to his class, he wondered what he could have done to save Hallie from having to go with his worst enemy.
Against her will.
Like a slave.
 
***
 
“Roni, have you got a minute?”
His sister looked up at him. She didn’t look like she wanted to waste time on her little brother.
Before she could say no, Hax said, “I’m trying to help a girl at school.”
Roni’s eyes narrowed, “It’s not my job to help my little brother make time with girls.”
“No, no, it’s not like that. Someone’s… like, blackmailing her. I want to…” He shrugged, “I want to help her get her pictures back.”
Roni frowned, “Pictures? What kind of pictures?”
Hax lifted his palms, “I don’t know. Embarrassing? Incriminating? But… Vito Castano is making her do stuff because of them.” Roni got a disgusted look when she heard the Castano name but didn’t say anything immediately. He continued, “And you know I hate him, but whether I hate him or not, he shouldn’t be doing that to anyone.”
 “Doing what?”
“I don’t know. But I think he makes her do stuff…” Hax shrugged again, “It’s like he’s made her his… plaything.” Hax glanced out the window, “His… his slave.”
Roni closed her eyes. Hax thought she might be thinking about Vito’s big brother Nick. A little shiver ran over her, then she opened her eyes and said, “What do you want me to do?”
“I’ve been trying to write a program to erase the images off of Vito’s computer,” Hax said, “but I’ve got a couple of things I just can’t quite figure out.” He unfolded his ancient
laptop and set it on the desk next to Roni.
Before Hax could direct her attention to his problem spots, she said, “How are you going to get this program onto Vito’s computer?”
“Hallie says…” Hax paused, flustered because he hadn’t meant to let her name slip.
“Hallie Rogers? Her dad’s a locksmith?”
Hax gave a slow nod.
“I saw her walking with Vito. I couldn’t believe she’d fall for…” Roni paused and Hax thought it might have been because she was remembering how she’d once been enamored of Vito’s brother. She shook herself, “Doesn’t matter if she fell for him and wants out, or whether he forced himself on her in the first place. If she needs help getting out of a relationship with a Castano, I’m all
about helping her.” Roni turned her attention back to Hax’s laptop, but then stopped and looked back at Hax. “How’s she going to get it on his computer?”
Hax went over Hallie’s memory stick idea.
Roni got a pensive look for a moment, then shrugged and said, “That should work. Show me your problems.”
Hax showed her the first one. Rather than studying it and talking it through, she deleted two lines of code and added five more. She did it so quickly he had a hard time following, but he thought he’d be able to figure it out when he got back to his room. He was about to show her the next problem when she jumped back to the start of the program. She scrolled through it, jumping back and forth through several functions. She stopped at his next problem without his prompting. “This one too?” she asked, not looking up. When he affirmed, she added a couple of lines there and continued scrolling forward. 
A few minutes later, she’d gone through the entire program, fixing the five problems he’d been struggling with. 
And two he hadn’t recognized. 
She turned to him, “Hey little brother, I didn’t know you were this good at programming.”
Wide-eyed, Hax stared at his sister. In an awed tone he said, “Holy shit! You’re… wow!” His eyes went back to the screen, “That was… amazing.”
Roni gave him a gentle punch on the shoulder, “Of course. I’m your big sister, aren’t I?”
 
***
 
Lunch in hand, Hax stepped out the front door of the school and glanced around. Seeing Hallie, he walked down the broad stairs in her direction. He surveyed the stairs without seeing Vito. He walked past where Hallie was sitting, tossing the memory stick onto her book bag, then took a seat two stairs down in front of her.
“Is this it?” she asked quietly.
Hax nodded. “The file looks like a tasteful nude of a girl’s back. The program’s embedded within the picture file.” 
“Can I make a copy of it? Without it… erasing my pictures?”
“You can. It won’t do anything until two in the morning on the thirteenth of November. Then it’ll search for the second file on that stick, the pornographic looking picture of a naked girl. If it finds that picture, it’ll wipe every picture and video file off every hard drive on the computer it resides in. So, all you have to do is delete the pictures of the two girls before November 13.” 
“Wait… so if it’s on my computer, it’s going to wipe my hard drive on the 13th?”
“No, only if it finds that second picture, with that particular filename. Besides, it wouldn’t wipe your entire hard drive, just the pictures and videos.”
“So,” Hallie said, sounding like she was thinking hard, “if I copy those two pictures onto a memory stick with some racy pictures of a girl he’s interested in… and he copies the whole thing to his computer… Then on the thirteenth… poof?” she mimed a little explosion.
Hax nodded. “And if he copies those pictures to an external back up drive, the program’ll wipe the back up anytime the backup’s plugged in after the thirteenth of November. If he restores the backup to his main computer, it’ll wipe his computer again.”
In an unhappily curious tone, Hallie said, “Why wait till the thirteenth of November? Why not right away?”
“That way, it won’t happen right after he puts in that memory stick. Hopefully he won’t realize it has anything to do with the memory stick and won’t try to figure out where he got the jump drive.” After a beat, Hax continued, “Besides, what if he’s been copying his pictures to some of his lowlife friends? People he could get the original pictures back from. With a bit of luck, he’ll give his buddies these pictures too and their drives will get wiped on the thirteenth just like his will.” 
“Oh,” Hallie said thoughtfully.
Hax turned back slightly, but then resolutely faced forward, “Just don’t keep those two pictures on your computer. Not even in the recycle bin.” He thought for a moment, then, worried she might not understand, he said, “So, if I were you, I’d be very careful to know exactly where I put them on my computer. Then when you’re ready to get rid of them, I’d rename the files; then permanently delete them; then empty your recycle bin for good measure.”
Hax was turning to look at Hallie and see if he thought she understood when agony exploded in his back and his body flew off the stair. He heard Vito’s voice behind him, “Hey Spaz, I thought I told you to stay away from my girl?”
Even as Hax rolled, coming back to his feet like he’d been taught in his self-defense class, he wondered whether Vito had heard his and Hallie’s entire conversation. Hax stood only to a crouch, turning to face Vito with his arms hanging loose and ready to meet an attack. Hallie was on her feet, pulling Vito’s wrist and saying, “Come on! He was sitting two stairs away!”
Vito jerked his wrist free. He growled, “That’s too close,” then jumped a stair down closer to Hax, playing his invasion of personal space game again, though this time he stayed a stair above Hax.
Hax had just seen the school’s security officer come out the front door and look their way. Though Hax didn’t want to act intimidated in front of Hallie, he didn’t want to get in trouble with the security officer either. That’d get back to Hax’s father. Slowly and grudgingly, he stepped back and down a step. Apparently this mollified Vito because the bully turned back to Hallie. In a low voice Vito said, “You stay away from the spaz unless you want to see his face beaten to a bloody pulp.”
Hax glanced at the security officer who he’d thought would be coming down the stairs to find out what was going on. Instead, the man’s eyes were nervously fixed on Vito. Surely he’s not intimidated by a teenage boy, is he?
The security guy turned and went back in the building, not just back to where it was warm, where he could turn and keep an eye on what was happening on the steps. Instead, he moved off down the hallway and out of sight. Hax had a feeling the man was scared. Looking all around, Hax wondered what might have frightened the officer, if in fact he’d actually been worried. Hax’s eyes returned to Vito without seeing anything else that made him nervous. What’s going on? he wondered.
With another angry glance at Hax, Vito towed Hallie up the stairs and toward the building.
Glad that Vito hadn’t said anything to suggest he’d heard Hax and Hallie’s conversation, Hax wondered whether Hallie’s plan—and his program—would work.
 
***
 
Roni was walking down the street on her way home from her martial arts class when she saw Nick Castano go by on the street that crossed in front of her. She’d disappeared before she realized he wasn’t looking her way and probably wouldn’t. Guiltily, she looked around to see if anyone looked freaked out because she’d vanished in front of them. No one seemed to have noticed. She frowned, Since this weird ability seems to consist of being able to keep people from noticing me, maybe it also keeps them from perceiving the moment of my disappearance?
After another couple of moments thought, she decided that was probably true. However, it might not be true of such a blatant event as appearing right in front of people, so she kept herself invisible. She walked the rest of the way to the corner, intending to reappear as she went around it like she’d done on other occasions. About to go around the corner, she looked to make sure Nick wasn’t looking back her way. Instead, she saw him stepping into the Med Delhi, a small restaurant that specialized in Mediterranean and Indian food. Back when money wasn’t so tight, her parents had taken Roni and Hax there a couple of times because they liked the food. Mario, Nick’s oversized companion, entered the restaurant behind him.
A sick feeling in her stomach, Roni stayed hidden and walked back down to the Med Delhi. It being late afternoon the restaurant didn’t appear to have any customers. She walked in. Though it felt like an invasion of privacy, she wanted to know how the Castano goons treated other businesses. She’d been worrying that Nick singled out her father’s store because of her. Toward the back, Nick and his pet gorilla were talking to a small man, apparently the owner.
Roni looked around the restaurant, wondering whether any employees were there to help. Nearing the three men, her eyes tracked back to the owner. The little man trembled with fear. “Please!” he said in a begging tone. “A little more time! I can sell… I don’t know what I can sell, but I’ll find something.”
Nick said something about having given the man three chances already, then nodded at his beefy sidekick.
A club appeared in the big man’s hand, apparently pulled from the interior of his heavy coat. It smashed into the owner’s head and the old man toppled to the floor jerking and thrashing.
So startled by this sudden development that she felt lightheaded, Roni dropped to her knees, then to her buttocks. She panicked, If I pass out, they might be able to see me!
Nick and the big man turned, walking toward her. Roni pulled in her feet so they wouldn’t trip over her. As they walked by the two men were laughing. The big guy said something about needing more of a challenge.
Then they were gone.
Roni got to her hands and knees and scrambled over to the old man, hoping he’d just been knocked out. As she approached, she saw that his crotch was soaked. A stench told her he’d voided his bowels as well. She reached out to him but he threw up, almost spraying her with his vomitus. She jerked back. Looking at his head, she saw his skull had a large area that’d been caved inward when Mario hit him.
She looked around for the house phone, wishing for a moment her family could afford for her to have a cell phone. Then as she used the phone at the hostess stand to call 911, she thought to be grateful that she didn’t have a cell phone. If she’d called on one, the call could’ve been traced back to her. When the operator answered, she pitched her voice as low and hoarse as she could, saying only, “The Castanos just murdered a man at the Med Delhi.”
She hung up the phone and left the restaurant, trembling with reaction.
Somebody has to do something about them, she thought, meaning the Castanos. But just like the other times she’d thought that, she came back to the fact that, if the police, the crime reporters, and the various lawyers couldn’t do anything, she didn’t know who could.
Roni had only gotten about a block from the restaurant when an ambulance and a police car went by on their way toward it. Sordidly curious, she turned and followed them back.
Making sure she was still invisible, Roni stepped into the restaurant. A paramedic was checking the old man for a pulse. After a moment he shook his head. He and his partner covered him with a sheet and moved their stretcher next to the body in preparation to loading him on it.
It’s a crime scene! Roni thought. Aren’t the police supposed to take pictures and dust for fingerprints before those guys move the body?!
The police weren’t even looking at the body or the area around it. Instead they were over looking at a computer behind the bar. At first Roni couldn’t imagine why they were interested in the computer. As she walked that way, a sick feeling rose up inside of her. Sure enough, when she got around to where she could watch the screen, she saw that it was displaying some kind of surveillance video. It had three pictures, presumably from three different cameras. It looked like one each covered the front and back door while the third one covered almost the entire interior of the restaurant with a fish eye view. She’d arrived just as they reached the part where Nick and his man were confronting the owner. The two policemen looked unhappy, but they looked even unhappier, glancing guiltily at one another when the old man was clubbed. 
The older cop turned back to the screen, muttering, “Poor bastard.”
The younger man said, “Demopoulos, his name was Demopoulos.” But then he turned his eyes back to the screen.
Nick and his sidekick left the viewing area of the camera, but the policemen kept watching. For a moment Roni wondered why, then queasy certainty washed over her. A moment later she crawled into the scene. I can’t hide from video cameras, she thought in horror, though she realized that it was important substantiation of the concept that she was somehow making people ignore her rather than actually vanishing.
She watched herself in the video just as carefully as the policemen did, moving closer to peer over their shoulders and get a better view. Fortunately, her back was to the camera in the video. She was momentarily grateful for the fact that her family could only afford to buy her the one big, bulky, sexless winter coat that she needed for the coldest days later in the year. With her heavy coat and stocking cap, she thought it was hard to tell she was a girl.
Evidently, so did the two cops. One of them said, “Why’s the guy crawling?”
In an irritated tone, the older one said, “I don’t know. Keep an eye on the screen—see if you recognize him.”
Fortunately, Roni had remained facing away from the camera when she used the phone. There was a small glimpse of her face as she turned to leave the restaurant, but it was brief. She hoped that in that glimpse it remained hard to tell she was a girl much less who she was.
The older policeman grunted. “I didn’t recognize him, did you?”
The younger guy shook his head.
“Okay, copy that part of the video, then erase the disc.”
The young cop sighed. “Are we ever gonna be able to do something about this?”
“Sure,” the older man said in a brittle tone, “on the day you and your family are ready to die.” He turned toward the door, saying back over his shoulder, “I’ll start the report.”
In shock, Roni stood, unmoving. 
She realized that fear had paralyzed these two cops too.
Somehow, even though the crime reporter had intimated it, it suddenly struck home that everyone in her city dreaded the Castanos. How could I not have known that? I would never have stared at Nick. If I hadn’t done that, he wouldn’t have ever noticed me and, and…
Panic flooded through her. If the policeman copied the video and it got back to Nick, maybe he’d recognize her.
What’ve I done?!

Thinking that she’d sealed her own death warrant, and perhaps that of her whole family, she got light headed again. She sank to the floor again trying not to pass out and suddenly become visible to everyone. My god! I can’t keep getting dizzy like this! Not when it could kill me!
She looked up at the young cop. He started searching for video files on the computer. A few minutes later he’d found the relevant files. He went out to their car and came back with a portable hard drive. He jacked the drive in and copied the files onto the hard drive. That done, he searched a menu on the hard drive and copied a program onto the restaurant’s computer. That program opened and said, “Reformatting hard disk.”
He’s deleting the evidence! Except, she thought, for the copy he’d made.
The man watched the program for a minute, then, apparently satisfied, he unjacked his external hard drive, slipped it in the pocket of his overcoat and started toward the front door.
For a moment, Roni sat, paralyzed. Maybe they actually can do something to enhance the video that shows me leaving?! Even if they never show it to Nick, what if the cops can tell who I am?
The policeman stopped at the door to wait as the paramedics negotiated the stretcher through it. 
Roni stared into the yawning hole of the overcoat pocket where the hard drive resided. Then suddenly she rose to her toes and quickly ran across the room. Reinforcing in her mind that she didn’t want him to notice her, not even her touch, she slipped her hand into the pocket, grabbed the hard drive and pulled it out.
A moment later, the stretcher was out the door. The young cop followed, pulling the door shut behind him and leaving Roni inside. She watched through the glass door as he went over and got into the cop car beside his partner. 
A crowd had gathered around the restaurant, staring in at the crime scene. Roni suddenly worried that someone would notice the degradation of their vision when they looked through the spot where she was standing. She’d been standing still, which she knew made the blind spot where she’d been standing more noticeable. She stepped to the side, wondering if she’d have to wait in the restaurant until the crowd dispersed, walking back and forth in order to be sure she remained invisible.
Then she remembered that the restaurant had a back door. She turned and headed that way. As she walked out, she glanced over at the computer that had recorded the video. The hard disk was still reformatting. She considered stopping it, then realized it was also deleting any record of her presence in the restaurant.
She kept walking.
 
***
 
Roni’s mind raced the entire walk home. She felt like the entire city was bound up in the Castanos’ reign of terror. From the way the two cops at the Med Delhi had talked and behaved, she had to believe that they didn’t like being under the Castanos’ thumb. But, whether they liked it or not seemed to have a little relevance since the police appeared to be just as terrorized by the Castanos as anyone else in the city. Roni could imagine that defying the Castanos had to be really difficult when you knew they’d come after your family.
At first, she’d thought it had to be impossible for the Castanos to control the entire Police Department, but then she realized they’d probably paid off a few people near the top and threatened the rest. Ordinary cops who tried to buck the corrupt system wound up dead as an object lesson to their compatriots. That wouldn’t have to happen too often before it completely strangled resistance.
The best ones were dead, or maybe they’d left town.
 
Roni entered their building and walked out to the front where Ravinder was manning the counter. “Dad?”
“You’re late!” he said. Then, as he turned, he saw her face. His expression softened, “What’s wrong?”
“I… I was on Hickory Street on my way home and…” she paused, not sure how to continue her story. After a moment she went on in a rush, “I saw Nick Castano and his goon go into the Med Delhi.”
Ravinder’s face got a sad expression, “That’s not our business Roni. You need to stay away from those men.”
“I… I know. But, I stayed and watched. I wondered if Nick Castano was harder on us because…” She stopped, then finished in a rush, “Because I knew him in high school and he and I didn’t get along.” She looked up at her dad, “So, I wanted to see how he treated other merchants.”
“Oh, Roni…” Ravinder said apprehensively, sounding like he didn’t want to hear what she had to say.
“Dad, they killed Mr. Demopoulos!”
Ravinder looked shaken. He put a hand on the counter to steady himself, then sat unsteadily on the stool they kept there. “I’m sorry…” he said, though he didn’t clarify whether he was sorry Mr. Demopoulos had been killed, or sorry they lived in the same city as the Castanos, or maybe only sorry Roni had seen the killing.
“Dad! We have to do something.”
Ravinder gave a hopeless shrug, “What can we do?” He looked up into Roni’s eyes, “I quietly tried to organize the merchants in our area once.” He grimaced, “That was before the Castanos became so violent. But somehow they heard about…” He shook his head ruefully, “They burst in and beat up several of the people who’d come to the meeting.” He shook his head, “I couldn’t get anybody to meet again after that.”
“But… There has to be something we could do!”
Ravinder’s expression hardened, “No, there doesn’t. Just because we wish there was, doesn’t mean there will be. What you can do, is stay the hell away from the Castanos. If you see them coming, turn and go the other way.” His eyes softened and focused on his daughter, “And, if they come in the store again when you’re working the counter, come and get me immediately. You shouldn’t have to deal with those bastards.”
“But Dad…”
“No!” Ravinder interrupted angrily, “There’s no ‘but Dad’ to this. Stay
away from those people.”
Stiffening her resolve, Roni kept after him, “Can’t we move somewhere else?”
Ravinder closed his eyes for a moment. Roni thought he might be on the verge of one of his explosions. Instead, he shook his head, opened eyes that stared into the distance and said, “My brother, you know he has a store too?”
Roni nodded.
“They have organized crime where he lives too. Not as bad maybe, but it didn’t use to be this bad here either. Let’s say we move… What if it’s just as bad, or maybe even worse in our new location? Even if it’s not, it might get that way. And, that’d be after we spent a huge amount of money making the move.”
Roni remembered that she’d thought about the problems they might have moving and it sounded like her dad believed they’d have exactly the problems she’d already considered.
Ravinder gave her a sad look, then, as someone came in the store, he said, “I know seeing that had to have been… a shock. I’ll cover the counter for a while, and you go see your mother. You two can make some tea and talk about what you saw.”
“It’s okay to tell her about the Castanos?”
“Yeah,” he sighed, “she knows.” He turned to greet the customer.
 
When Roni stepped into the back hallway, she found Hax standing there wide-eyed. Very quietly, she said, “You heard?”
He swallowed, then nodded jerkily. She had the impression that he hadn’t known much if anything about the Castano family business.
For some reason, she didn’t want her dad to know that Hax had heard. She took him by the elbow and led him away from the entrance to the store. “What did you hear?”
“That the Castanos killed the owner of the Med Delhi.”
Roni nodded, “Mr. Demopoulos.” Somehow, after the young policeman had made a point of it, Roni felt like it was important to say the man’s name.
“Why?!”
“You’ve heard of organized crime?”
With a look of horror, Hax said, “They’re Mafia?”
Roni shrugged, “I don’t know if they’re Mafia, per se, but they seem to be the head of the local organized crime ring.”
“Still, why’d they kill Mr. Dem…?”
“Demopoulos. They shake merchants down for protection money.” She grimaced, “It’s called extortion. If you don’t pay they vandalize your place, or… apparently, they kill some people.”
“He didn’t pay?”
“I guess not. They said they’d given him three chances already.”
Puzzled, Hax said, “How’d you know that?”
“I heard them.”
Astonished, Hax said, “What?! You were in the restaurant?”
“I followed them in to see what they were doing. I knew it wasn’t anything good, but, I… was trying to learn more about them.”
Hax’s eyebrows had ascended as high as Roni had ever seen them. “You followed them in! Are you crazy?”
Roni tilted her head and just stared at her brother, waiting for him to figure it out on his own.
She could see the light dawn. “You were invisible?” he whispered.
Roni rolled her eyes, then nodded. “Of course, I’m not crazy.”
“Holy shit!” Hax breathed. He looked back up the hall toward the store. An inquisitive look appeared on his face. “Why aren’t they… shaking us down?”
Roni lifted an eyebrow.
After a couple of minutes, Hax said, “Oh my God, they are, aren’t they?”
Roni gave a sharp nod, “They’re the reason we’re having such a hard time making a profit nowadays.”
“Oh,” Hax said. He seemed to think for a minute, then he looked back at Roni, “Those bastards! And I thought I hated them because of Sev...” He stopped speaking as his eyes widened, “What about that program we wrote? Should we,” he stopped and looked down, evidently thinking furiously. He lifted his eyes, “Should we be writing programs that’ll piss a Castano off? What if Vito finds out who did it?!”
Roni felt her own expression hardening, “Somebody needs to take a stand somewhere. I don’t think he’s smart enough to work out that something other than a random virus hit him.” She shook her head slowly, “I’m trying to figure out what we could do to take the whole family down.”
Hax looked puzzled, “Don’t we just tell the police?”
“Yeah… Except that’s been tried. The police are scared shitless of the Castanos. The ones in the Med Delhi looked like they hated what’d been done there, but the older one told the younger one they couldn’t do anything unless they wanted everyone in their own families dead.”
Hax looked horrified.
Roni said, “Come on. Dad said to go talk to Mom. He said we could make some tea and talk.” She glanced aside, “Though I don’t know how that’s gonna help.”
They went to the end of the hall where Tansey had her little office. She had a little side business designing advertisements for other people. She also did the advertising for their store as well as ordering their goods. When they appeared in her doorway, she looked up at their faces and immediately said, “What’s happened?”
Roni explained. Before she got very far into it Tansey took them upstairs and started brewing some tea. She listened patiently and, between that and the tea, Roni found she really did feel better. Maybe this is the source of the saying that a shared burden is easier to bear?
After listening to the story and their anxieties, drinking tea and making a few comments, Tansey finally said, “I’d better get back to work. And I expect you guys have your chores too, right?” 
Roni got up, thinking she needed to find ways to help the store make more profit. Even if they were losing a big chunk of it to the Castanos, if they could be more profitable they might still come out ahead. As she was about to head down the hall to man the counter at the store, she turned back to her mother, “Isn’t there anything we can do about the Castanos?”
Her mother shrugged. “A lot of people have tried… and unfortunately, a lot of those people have died.”
Hax suddenly said, “I thought the FBI was supposed to deal with people like them?”
Tansey looked sad. “There was a nice young man from the FBI investigating last year. He’s dead now. It looked like an accident but… people around here don’t think so. I sometimes fantasize that the agency’s still after the Castanos, just keeping their cards close to their vest until they get enough evidence to put them away. But… I also worry that they’re not. That the Castanos not only killed the nice young man but bought off somebody above him.” She shrugged, “Whatever the truth of it is, please don’t try to call the FBI yourself. What if the Castanos have a mole in the FBI organization…” Tansey shook her head, blinked back a tear, then turned and went into her office, apparently thinking that she’d given them sufficient warning
 
That night, after Roni’d turned off her light, she began to wonder if she could get to sleep after the day she’d had. Thoughts were pouring through her mind like someone had started a stampede. She heard a knock on her door. “What?”
Since she hadn’t told anyone to come in, she was pissed when the door cracked open a little. Hax leaned his mouth into the crack and whispered, “Can I come in?”
Roni wanted to say no, but then she thought that her brother might be having as much trouble dealing with this whole problem as she was. “Yeah,” she said quietly.
Hax pushed the door open and slipped inside, closing it all but a crack. In the dim light he stepped across and sat on the chair at her little desk. For a minute, he didn’t move. His knee bounced up and down, giving away his nervousness. Just as Roni was about to ask him what he wanted, he said, “I’ve been thinking…”
When he didn’t continue, Roni waited until her patience was up. “Thinking what?”
“Maybe we… could do something.”
“About the Castanos?!” Roni said, horrified that her little brother was even thinking it.
“Um, yeah.”
“The FBI can’t stop these guys, but you think you can?”
“The FBI has to play by the rules…”
Roni had already opened her mouth to start telling Hax all the reasons why he was absolutely crazy to think of doing anything. But her thoughts tripped over Hax’s simple statement. It seemed profound, but her mind spun in circles for a moment thinking that of course there had to be some things she could do that the police and the FBI weren’t allowed to do. She didn’t come up with anything reasonable, but wondered what Hax was thinking. “So?” she said, a single word, filled with doubt.
“Like the program we did for Hallie,” Hax said, warming to his subject. “Instead of just wiping pictures, it could wipe the entire hard drive.”
Roni blinked, “And you think if we wiped Vito’s entire hard drive it’d put the Castano organization on the run?”
“Not Vito’s hard drive,” Hax said, as if he thought Roni was dense. “The Castanos’ hard drives.”
“First of all,” Roni said, cynically, “I’m not at all sure that an organized crime ring depends on computers. It’s not like they probably keep track of inventory or pay taxes or anything.”
“Sure they do. Everybody uses computers. They need to keep track of who’s paid them and who hasn’t, don’t they?”
“Maybe they keep track,” Roni said, granting that, “but I’ll bet that if they lose track, it doesn’t put much of a cramp in their system. They’ll still go around the next month to make their collections, and the month after that. It might piss them off, but it’s not going to help the little people they’ve been screwing…” She paused as she had another thought, “Besides, how are you thinking we’d get the program on their computer? They aren’t going to plug a memory stick into their system just because it has a girl’s name on it, you know?”
“I thought… you know… you could go invisible and…”
“And I could just walk into the lion’s den?!” Roni said, cutting him off. “Oh my God! I’m invisible, not invulnerable, you know?” In her mind’s eye, she pictured some goon bumping into her in a narrow hallway.
Roni turned to stare at Hax in the dim light. She couldn’t really see his face, but he’d stopped bouncing his knee and sat completely motionless. After a moment, he said hoarsely, his voice breaking, “I’m sorry… I don’t know what I was thinking.” He stood suddenly and walked to the door.
Roni said, “It’s okay… keep thinking. I don’t like that plan because I don’t think it’ll hurt them very badly and it seems really dangerous, but it’s better than any plan I’ve come up with. We should be thinking of things that only I can do because of my…” She didn’t know what to call it. Talent?
Hax said, “I’m so sorry. That was a really stupid idea.” He pulled open the door and was gone.
 



Chapter 3
 
Roni thought to herself that it was a good thing it didn’t take her much time to do her homework. Partly because working in the store didn’t give her as much time as her classmates. Partly because her ability to get it done so quickly left her time to keep sharpening her programming skills. And tonight, it gave her time to go through the police hard drive.
She’d forgotten about it the night before, but found it in the pocket of her heavy coat this morning. Frightened at the possibility of having it discovered at school, she’d run upstairs and put it under her pillow so she wouldn’t forget to look at it tonight.
On the whole, the drive was pretty disappointing. She’d reviewed the video from the security camera at the Med Delhi. She recognized herself in the video, but wasn’t sure anybody else would have. Still, she was glad she’d stolen the hard drive so she didn’t have to test that theory.
And, she felt guilty about it.
Not guilty enough to keep her from looking through some of the other files to see if there was anything interesting. She didn’t find anything else on the drive that applied to the Castanos. There were a couple of folders of what looked like accounting files, perhaps related to some kind of white-collar crime. She found security cam footage of various episodes of vandalism and a couple of break-ins. 
She felt even guiltier now. She worried that she’d impaired the cops’ ability to prosecute their cases against the vandals and burglars. She looked down at the hard drive and saw that it was plainly labeled as belonging to the police department. With some trepidation she decided to return it. First, she determined exactly where the video file from the Med Delhi was located on the drive. Then she overwrote that area with a copy of the video file from one of the vandalism cases.
I’ll drop the drive off just outside the restaurant tomorrow morning. Hopefully someone will find it and turn it back in to the police. And, maybe the officer’ll think it just fell out of his pocket.
 
***
 
Sitting on the stairs in front of the school and eating his lunch, Hax heard Hallie’s voice behind him. “It’s November 14th,” she said.
With a spike of hope tempered with some fear, Hax realized that Vito’s hard drive should have lost its pictures last night. In a low voice, he said, “Do you know if it worked?”
“Not for sure,” she said excitedly, “but I heard one of his asshole buddies complaining that some virus had erased a lot of his hard drive.” There was a pause, then she said hopefully, “Maybe I’ll be free?” again sounding like she felt enslaved at present. Presumably by blackmail. 
In view of what he’d recently learned, Hax wondered if she’d really win free when Vito couldn’t blackmail her anymore. He didn’t say anything though, because he didn’t know what he could say. She continued, “I’ll move a little further away now. Don’t want him to come out and hassle you again.”
Hax shrugged, “I don’t care if he hassles me.” But he didn’t say it very loud, and when he looked around, he could see that she’d already moved further away. He reflected to himself that he wasn’t really physically afraid of Vito anymore. He’d gained a lot of confidence from his martial arts classes and increased size. However, after what he’d recently learned about the Castanos in general, he didn’t actually want to piss Vito off.
 
***
 
Roni saw Nick and Mario coming up the steps into the Buchry’s store. Her heart started thumping at the sight of the men who’d killed Mr. Demopoulos so offhandedly. She felt a kind of paralysis come over her. She wanted to get up and go get her dad, but couldn’t seem to generate the strength to rise. Nick saw her behind the counter and smiled his ugly smile. Mario had been talking, but when his eyes saw Roni, he paused. Then he grinned and said, “Looky here bossman, it’s your little black and blue bitch.”
“Shut up Mario,” Nick said, though without the emphasis you might expect if he’d really wanted the man to stop talking.
It took Roni a moment to process the “black and blue” comment. At first she thought maybe he was referring to the fight she’d had with Nick several years ago, but then she realized angrily that he was referring to her dark skin and blue eyes. Racist asshole, she thought. She opened her mouth to say something, but then a mental image of Mario casually pulling out his club and killing Mr. Demopoulos came to mind. She closed her mouth and stared at them, hoping that the resentment seething out her pores wasn’t detectable enough to piss them off.
Nick lifted an eyebrow, “Got your insurance money?”
Roni stood, her paralysis suddenly gone. “I’ll get my dad.” She turned and stepped into the back hall. Her dad wasn’t in his office. Mindful of what’d happened last time, she trotted the short distance down the hall and found Ravinder in talking to Tansey. “Castano’s here.”
Ravinder jerked like he’d been shot, then spun out of Tansey’s office and set off down the hall at a rapid pace.
Reaction came over Roni and she bent over, bracing her hands on her knees. Tansey reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “Take a couple of deep breaths. Your dad’ll handle them. Relax, I got some good checks this month so we can afford to pay.”
After a moment, Roni stood back up, embarrassed to be so cowardly. It was good to know that Tansey’s side business had done well, but she knew that wasn’t always so. Her heart skipped a beat, What if the Castanos figure out we have another source of income? Might they tax us on that too?
Roni moved back down the short hall to listen at the door to the store. She didn’t want Nick to see her, but she wanted to know what was going on. She still couldn’t hear very well and was trying to lean a little closer when she suddenly realized she could just go invisible. She glanced back down the hall to see if her mother was watching. Tansey was back in her office, so Roni disappeared and stepped into the doorway. As expected, the three men didn’t react. However, it seemed like their business had been concluded. Nick saluted her father with an envelope, presumably containing the insurance payment, then turned and headed for the door. As he went, he stuffed the envelope in the pocket of his jacket.
Roni watched Nick going out the door with their money. She glanced at her dad and saw him looking longingly after the money as well. Suddenly she started after Nick. Just about to open the little door in the countertop, she paused and reinforced in her mind that her dad shouldn’t notice the little door opening. She turned to watch her father as she opened the door and was relieved to see that his attention hadn’t wavered from the two mobsters. She trotted after them, reinforcing the thought that they shouldn’t notice the sound of her feet. The door had nearly closed behind them, but she caught it and squeezed through.
Roni ran down the three stairs from the stoop in front of their store and hustled down the sidewalk behind Nick and Mario. Once again, she thought about how she didn’t want them to notice her. She slipped her hand into Nick’s pocket and found, not one envelope, but many.
Roni let go and paused, letting the men get farther from her. How will I know which one is ours? she wondered. Maybe it’s labeled? She imagined reaching in, pulling out all of the envelopes, then sorting through them to find the one from her own family’s store.
Then would I really put all the rest of the money back?! That seemed crazy. Keeping it seemed like stealing, but how could she possibly be stealing from the Castanos when they’d stolen the money in the first place. 
For a moment, she tried to imagine going back along Nick’s route, trying to give the money back to the people it’d been taken from. She certainly couldn’t go back into the store, hand them their envelope, and tell them she’d stolen it back from the Castanos for them! She supposed she could enter invisibly and just leave the envelope on their cash register, but even that’d probably cause panic—finding their payment back at their store and wondering what the Castanos would do if they found out about it.
No, she thought, I’ll take it all and keep it for us. After all, the Castanos have certainly taken a lot more money than that from us over… however long they’ve been extorting us.
She trotted after Nick and Mario, but just before she caught up to them they turned into another store. Suddenly she realized that if she took everything out of his pocket, that at the next store, when he went to put whatever he collected in his pocket, he’d recognize that the other envelopes were missing.
She decided that she’d have to wait until he was getting back in his car. Then he wouldn’t be going back in his pocket for a while.
Unless he counted the money while Mario drove. But by then, he’d be away from the neighborhood.
And, when he realized his money was gone, what if he went around and demanded to see the security videos from places along his route. What if he saw her following him in those videos?
A sudden chill came over her.
She turned for home.
I need a disguise, she thought. One that’ll work on video cameras.
 
That evening, after she’d finished her homework, she dug through her closet. It wasn’t hard to find her balaclava, but she needed something to cover her coat. It was big, bulky, green, and easily recognizable. Hardly anyone wore anything like it. Because it’s so freakin’ ugly, she thought bitterly.
She went back downstairs and got the big ugly monstrosity of a coat. Back in her room she put the coat on and tried draping other items of clothing over it. She tried to ignore the fact that whatever she put on it looked ridiculous. The big problem was that nothing she had really covered the coat. She could still recognize the ugly coat even with a couple of blouses draped over it.
Finally, she went to the cabinet and got out her spare sheets. She put the fitted sheet back and draped the flat sheet around her shoulders. She could get it to cover the coat, but if she needed to use her arms… Lifting her arms she saw the green of the coat appear under them. She sighed.
She pictured cutting holes in the sheet for her arms to protrude out of, but, even if she ignored how pissed that would make her mother, the big green sleeves would be sticking out the holes. Then she had an idea. She put the sheet over her shoulders and pinned the corners around her neck into a huge poncho. With a few safety pins, she tacked it together under the arms so that it left voluminous sleeves she could put her arms out through while the pins held the sides closed to cover the body of her coat.
Looking in the mirror, she stifled a laugh. Honestly, I look ridiculous, she thought. But, after all, nobody was going to see her in it. She took it off, carefully folded it, then rolled it up and put it in her backpack. She had to take out a couple of things to make room, but the sheet was what really mattered.
 
Later, as she waited to fall asleep, she thought, I can’t rush this. I’ve got to wait until I run into Nick leaning on stores that aren’t near ours. I certainly shouldn’t do it on a day when he’s collecting at our store.
 
***
 
Sitting on the steps and looking through his lunch bag, Hax felt someone sit down next to him. He turned and his eyes widened when he saw Hallie sitting there. She grinned, “I’m a free woman!”
“Really?! The program worked?”
“Yeah! Vito was bitching to John that the virus had wiped his computer too. I just turned and walked away.” She gave a little fist pump, “Came right out here to tell you the good news.”
“Um,” Hax said unhappily. “It might not be that simple. His family… they’re in the mob, you know?”
“Yeah,” Hallie said uncomfortably. “But I figure his dad doesn’t care what goes on with us kids, right?”
Hax glanced around, “No, I don’t think his dad would help him either. But Vito might be more… comfortable with violent solutions as a way to solve problems.”
Hallie turned and glanced out over the school’s athletic fields. Hax turned with her. Her eyes focused in the distance, she said, “So you think… if he can’t blackmail me, he might do something else? Hurt me or something?”
Hax was turning to give Hallie a nod when a sudden shove sent him rolling down several steps. At least he didn’t sprawl like he would have in the past. Turning in a defensive crouch, he saw Vito with Hallie’s upper arm in a tight grip. Vito growled in her ear, “I told you to stay away from the spaz!”
Hallie looked shocked, but now she turned a firm expression up to Vito, “I don’t have to do what you tell me to anymore.”
“You’d better or…”
“Hah!” Hallie interrupted resolutely, though Hax found it hard to believe she felt as confident as she looked. She leaned close to Vito and continued, “I heard you tell John your hard drive got wiped by some virus. You don’t have any pictures to blackmail me with anymore.”
Vito sneered, “Don’t worry bitch, they’re backed up.”
Hallie gave him a knowing grin, “I’m betting your backup’s gone too.”
Vito pulled her close. From the alarmed expression on her face, he’d painfully tightened the grip on her arm. “Did you have something to do with that?” he said menacingly.
A frightened look in her eyes, Hallie mutely shook her head. Hax ascended the two broad stairs between them, saying, “Let her go!”
Vito gave Hallie a violent shove, sideways and up a step. She stumbled over a stair, falling. Hax started to go to her, but then realized Vito was recoiling from shoving Hallie to swing a big roundhouse punch at Hax’s face.
As he’d been taught, Hax turned, pulling his head down and to the side. As Vito’s fist shot by his ear, Hax reached up to grab Vito’s wrist, spinning under Vito’s body and planting his shoulder under Vito’s armpit. He heaved down on Vito’s forearm and Vito’s body flew up over Hax’s. Hax kept an eye on his opponent just long enough to watch him land full-length, upside down on the stairs below. If he hadn’t hated him so much, Hax would’ve winced at the way Vito’s head banged down onto a stair.
Hax turned and strode to Hallie. She was sitting up. He asked, “Are you okay?”
Hallie grimaced and rubbed at her arm where Vito’d gripped it. “Yeah,” she said grimly, “though you were right. The pictures weren’t the only thing I had to worry about.” Suddenly her eyes tracked to the side, and she said quietly but urgently, “Watch out, he’s coming back.”
Hax turned to find Vito charging up the stairs, low, with his arms spread wide. He’s trying to tackle me, Hax thought, surprising himself with the dispassion of his analysis. Hax, being higher on the stairs, found it relatively easy to reach out, plant his hand on the back of Vito’s head and vault over Vito’s straight-on charge, incidentally forcing Vito’s head down to smash into another of the steps.
Hax suddenly worried that he’d thrown Vito into Hallie, but by the time he’d fully turned around, he saw Hallie skittering back up the steps away from the fight.
The other kids were reacting, some moving toward and some backing away from the fight. Hax looked around but didn’t see the school’s security officer this time. He wondered if the man had seen the fight coming and fled.
Vito got back up, more slowly this time. He scrubbed at his eyebrow and his hand came away bloody. His eyes, filled with loathing and rage, rose to take in Hax. Hax lowered himself in preparation for another charge, but then Vito slowly stood up straight. He stared at Hax for a good fifteen seconds, then growled, “You’re gonna regret that…” He stalked up the stairs toward the building, violently shoving a kid who didn’t get out of his way.
Hax hadn’t felt worried during the fight. He’d simply responded as he’d learned to react in his martial arts class. By now he’d been the recipient of thousands of attacks in the class and had learned to control his emotions and counter assailants by rote. 
Now that it was over, and especially because of the threat Vito had uttered while leaving, Hax felt a visceral reaction shudder through him. He stood up, taking a slow deep breath and shaking out his hands to still their trembling. He looked for Hallie and saw her staring at him wide-eyed. Hax stepped toward her and she surged the rest of the way in under his outstretched arms. She threw her arms around his chest and hugged hard. With a wobbly voice she spoke into his shirt, “Oh, God! What’re we going to do?”
As Hax watched Vito jerk open the door and step into the building, disappearing down the hall, he realized he had no idea.
He looked around at the other kids, all of them staring at him. Some looked like they were filled with admiration, some with respect, and some with disbelief. Some looked sad, like they’d look at a kid just diagnosed with cancer. Way off to the side he saw his sister. She was frowning at him. After a moment, she shook her head disbelievingly and started up the stairs toward the doors.
 
***
 
After school, walking to his martial arts class, Hax felt elated. The things he’d been learning in the self-defense class had worked. For the first time in his life, he felt like he’d successfully defended himself from Vito, the bully who’d humiliated him so many times.
So what if Vito had told him he was going to regret it. The more Hax thought about it, the more one-sided the fight seemed. Hax had never really been in danger. If Vito attacks me again, I’ll just deal him more of the same. 
Practically bouncing as he entered the studio, Hax was dying to tell someone how he’d defended himself. He knew Master Akita wouldn’t want to hear about it. The master said a fight was never anything to brag about. If you wanted to brag, he said, you should brag about the fights you’d avoided. For a moment, Hax looked around for one of his classmates to tell, but then resolved to follow Master Akita’s wishes.
 
The class went well, Hax feeling more confident than usual now that he’d used what he’d learned in real life. At the end of the class, Akita had them spar. Hax won a bout against an older, larger boy who usually defeated him. 
In the second sparring match, Master Akita pitted him against Aaron, a bigger boy with a more advanced belt. Aaron had started training with Master Akita after Hax but quickly passed him. Because of his clumsiness, Hax hadn’t moved up through the belts like other kids. Despite Hax’s recent improvements, when he stepped into the ring with Aaron and bowed, he expected to be quickly defeated. Certainly, given some of the advanced techniques Aaron had presumably learned that Hax hadn’t even been exposed to yet Hax didn’t think he’d be able to hold his own. 
Aaron evidently expected the same, moving quickly toward Hax and beginning from a stance Hax hadn’t seen. Hax did manage to evade Aaron’s grasp. He replied with one of the simple beginners’ moves he’d been so endlessly drilled in.
To Hax’s complete astonishment, he found himself spinning in quickly. Positioned more perfectly than he’d ever achieved before, Hax surged, and Aaron went flying. 
When Aaron stood back up, embarrassed disbelief writ large on his face and determination for revenge evident, Master Akita clapped his hands for attention. “Aaron, you were overconfident and trying to show off.” Akita turned to the class, “Now you see that it’s not the technique you use… no matter how sophisticated… but the implementation that matters.
This is why I constantly criticize sloppy execution. Aaron clumsily initiated an advanced technique he’d just learned, while Hax perfectly executed a simple technique he learned months and months ago. You can see for yourself which was the most effective.” Akita turned to Hax and made a little bow, “Hax, you’ve been improving rapidly. I would like to invite you to represent the studio at the winter martial arts challenge. You’d be sparring against other third-year students.”
Hax felt euphoric, nonetheless he tamped down his jubilance. He made a small bow in return and said, “It would be my honor.”
 
Akita was watching the students put away their gear and pondering the changes he’d witnessed in Hax Buchry. It seemed hard to believe that the boy had been so clumsy when he arrived. Akita had feared he’d never be able to defend himself from a toddler. However, in recent months he’d gained coordination. He’d begun to roll with attacks and occasionally throw his opponent. Over the past few weeks though, Akita shook his head. Suddenly Buchry was moving more gracefully than any student Akita had ever had. 
Akita was good, and there was no doubt he had much yet to teach Buchry, but Akita could see that this student, if he kept at it, would pass the master.
Akita briefly pictured himself coaching Buchry at the world championships. 
As if he’d called him with his mind, Akita looked up and found Buchry in front of him, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. “Yes?”
“Master Akita…” Buchry said, stopping uncertainly.
Akita nodded to encourage the boy, “Go on.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, sounding brokenhearted, “but I can’t represent the studio this winter at the challenge. My family… we’re having financial trouble. I’ll… I’ll have to stop taking classes at the end of the semester. Um… I’m paid up that far, but I can’t continue after that.” 
For a moment a great sadness came over Akita, to see such promise, then see it mislaid. He opened his mouth to wish Buchry well as he had many other young students who’d left without completing their training for any of a number of reasons. But then he heard himself saying, “I’ll continue to train you.”
Buchry shook his head, “But we can’t afford…”
Akita interrupted, “I will teach, you will learn. You will enter tournaments. My reward will be the pride I feel in what you’re able to do. If you don’t have the potential that I believe you do, we can part ways later.”
Buchry looked stunned, “I can…” He looked around the room, “I can… clean up, or something. Whatever you need me to do.”
“We’ll see,” Akita said, thinking he would rather the boy spent his time training, not wasting effort sweeping.
 
***
 
Walking home, Hax daydreamed about Hallie. He worried that she’d only been interested in him for his ability to program. But he kept coming back to the fact that she’d come to tell him as soon as she’d learned his program had worked. She’d sat down next to him. She’d hugged him after his fight with Vito.
Especially, Hax kept thinking about that hug.
Then someone stepped out in front of him. Hax looked up from his daydream and found Vito standing there. He immediately thought of that time, years ago now, when Vito had caught him walking home after school. Roni’d rescued him back then, but back then she’d been bigger than Vito. 
Though his heart had skipped a beat, Hax focused on the fact that he was bigger than Vito this time. At least, he was taller.
Hax had stopped as soon as Vito appeared. Hax didn’t say anything, just widened his stance and bent his knees a little, shaking his hands out to the side for balance. 
Cheerfully, Vito said, “Well, if it isn’t the wise-ass spaz.” To Hax’s surprise, Vito pulled out a pair of heavy leather gloves and started pulling them on. It was cold, but if Vito wanted to wear gloves instead of keeping his hands in his pockets, Hax had no idea why he didn’t already have them on.
“What do you want, Vito?” Hax asked warily.
“I want you,” Vito said, stepping towards Hax, “to stay away, from my girl.”
“She’s not your girl,” Hax said hotly, “she despises you.”
Hax expected Vito to attack or to say something else. Hax would’ve bet on Vito continuing to talk. Vito liked to hear himself and Hax expected him to brag a little about what he was about to do to Hax.
What Hax didn’t expect was the pair of big arms that suddenly encircled him. Stunned, he realized Vito had only been talking to distract him from whoever’d been coming up behind him.
Vito stepped toward Hax, but Hax bent his knees and flexed forward, intending to throw the guy behind him forward over his body. The man didn’t budge, instead, when he tried to bend forward Hax’s feet came off the ground. Shocked, Hax realized the man was huge. Man being the operative word, he certainly wasn’t a teenager like Hax or Vito.
Hax only had a moment to be appalled at the fact that a grown-up had inserted himself into this dispute between a couple of kids.
Then Vito’s right fist pounded into Hax’s cheek. In the moment between the arrival of Vito’s fist and the onset of the pain, Hax realized that the gloves were to protect Vito’s hands. Agony lanced through his face. then Vito’s left fist arrived.
Somewhat distantly, Hax heard the man behind him bellow, “Hold his damned feet!”
Hax realized that, out of instinctive habit rather than conscious thought, he’d stamped down on the guy’s instep like he’d been taught. The big man had Hax around the elbows. Hax’s fists flailed, mostly ineffectually, into the big guy’s sides. Hax started trying to pull his arms up out of the bear hug, but Vito’s continuing blows to Hax’s face were starting to make it difficult to focus.
Someone else grabbed Hax’s ankles, pulling them back and to the sides so he couldn’t stamp the big man’s feet. Suddenly, Vito stopped punching Hax in the face and stepped up, hurtling his knee up into Hax’s crotch. Hax wanted to curl around his injuries, but Vito sent another punch into his face.
Then, behind him, he heard another voice, “That’s enough.”
Vito said, “No! I’m just getting started!”
Whether Vito was done or not, the big man let go of Hax. 
Hax fell to the ground, curling into a ball, one hand on his face the other on the misery radiating from his crotch. A couple of hard blows thumped into his back. Hax thought they were probably frustrated kicks from Vito. They ordinarily would have hurt a lot, but given how bad his face and crotch hurt, he barely noticed being kicked.
Distantly, Hax heard Vito and the two men moving away. He lay unmoving, waiting for his agony to dissipate. 
 
Hax thought it might have taken an hour to get home. When he pulled open the door and staggered inside, he heard his dad, “Hax, is that you? Where the hell have you been?”
Hax tried to say something, but his foot caught on the entry rug and he fell. His father said angrily, “What’re you playing at?!” 
Then Hax heard his father’s footsteps rapidly approaching, “Oh… Shit! Tansey! Hax’s hurt!”
Finally, feeling safe, Hax felt consciousness slipping away.
 
When Hax woke back up, he cracked open his right eye—the left one wouldn’t open—and found his family around his bed. Tansey was gently washing the left side of his face, her eyes red and her expression sad. Ravinder looked angry though horrified. Seeing that Hax was awake, he demanded, “Who did this?” 
Before he answered, Hax turned his eye to look at his sister. Roni had her arms folded across her chest and looked as if she was positively seething with fury. Hax figured she already knew what’d happened.
Hax looked at his father, “Vito Castano,” he croaked.
Looking appalled, Ravinder said, “I told you to stay away from the Castanos!” 
Tansey held up a glass with a straw and gave Hax a sip of water. Hax thought back. He didn’t actually remember his father telling him to stay away from the Castanos, but he figured it’d been implied in other conversations the family’d had about the organized crime family. Hax thought about trying to explain what’d happened, but didn’t think he felt up to moving his mouth that much. 
Tansey said, “Roni told us you got in a fight with him yesterday and won. What happened today?”
“I…”
Ravinder interrupted. “Yeah, all those martial arts classes didn’t count for much, did they?” he said disdainfully.
Anger flashed over Hax, “Two guys held me,” he forced out. His words were muffled, but he thought they could be understood. He wanted to explain more, but his mouth didn’t feel up to it.
Roni exploded, “I told you! I knew Vito couldn’t do this by himself, Hax is…” Roni paused as if uncertain how to say it, then continued, “Hax’s been amazing Master Akita. Actually, I’m surprised three guys were enough.”
“One guy… really big,” Hax said around a tongue that felt too big for his mouth.
Roni’s eyes widened and she clapped a hand to her mouth, “Mario…” she breathed.
Tansey said, “We need to take him to the hospital.”
Hax mumbled, “No, I’m okay,” though he wasn’t sure anyone understood him this time.
“We can’t afford it,” Ravinder said. “He’ll get better whether he sees a doctor or not. If something seems to be going wrong, then we’ll take him… But then we might not be able to make the payments.”
Ravinder didn’t specify which payments he was talking about, but everyone understood he was talking about whether they’d be able to pay the Castanos. 
There were worse things than getting the crap beat out of you.
They brought Hax some Aleve, more bags of ice, and Tansey said she’d wake him up several times during the night to make sure he was okay. He didn’t like it, but it made him feel loved.
In the morning, he couldn’t open either eye. It was Friday, so it did get him out of one day of school—but it also ruined his weekend.
 
***
 
Roni’d felt exhausted that day at school. After what’d happened to Hax, she’d lain awake much of the night, alternately fearful, then enraged. Then, after school, Master Akita had worked them really hard in their self-defense class. Now, walking home, she was hoping that business would be slow in the store. If so, she might be able to put her head down and sleep at the counter.
But I’ll bet Dad wants me to work data entry on the computer, she thought. It wouldn’t be anything hard, but he hadn’t had her do data entry for a few days, so it’d probably stacked up.
Of course, she could easily doze off in her dad’s office, but if she slept at the counter, no one would notice and no work would be left undone. If she slept in the office, her dad might step in and find her sleeping and the work’d still be there when she awoke. 
Thinking wistfully about a nap, she almost didn’t see Nick and Mario coming down the street toward her. When she did notice them, they’d gotten close enough that Nick had already seen her. Panicked, she almost tested the theory that people wouldn’t notice it if she disappeared in front of them. Instead, she turned and walked across the street to the opposite side, something she didn’t think they’d find remarkable in view of the way she and Nick got along.
When a glance showed her Nick crossing the street after her, she entered a small department store that she knew had an exit onto the next street. She walked in a little ways then she disappeared. She waited to see what Nick would do.
Sure enough, he walked into the store. Looking all around, he walked through it almost to the other door. Apparently deciding that she’d gone out the other side and that it wasn’t worth his time to try to keep chasing her, he turned around and came back looking frustrated. He went back out onto the street through the door he’d come in. Mario was waiting for him and they crossed the street to enter a leather goods store. 
Roni looked around, wondering if they extorted the department store she was in like they did smaller places. It was part of a regional chain and presumably it’d be hard to hide payoffs from their accountants. It seemed unfair though, if the Castanos taxed the small individual stores, but not the bigger chains. That might be even one more reason why the little mom-and-pop operations were going broke.
If I’m ever going to pick Nick’s pocket, this seems like as good a day as any. Even though no one could see her, she felt oddly embarrassed about wrapping herself up in her sheet poncho out in the middle of the store. She stepped over to one of their little dressing rooms and put the poncho on. That made it worse because she could see just how ridiculous she looked in the mirrors.
She glanced around, On the other hand, at least there aren’t any security cameras back here to record me putting this ridiculous get up on. She’d been thinking she’d wait until she got out to the street to put on her balaclava, but she didn’t want there to be any possibility of a camera recording her face while she was in her bizarre disguise. She put the mask on in the dressing room.
Roni waited until she heard a couple of other women getting ready to leave the dressing room. Then, tugging on the balaclava, she walked out just behind them. As she left the store, she looked around for security cameras. Damn! There’s quite a few of them.
Presumably, they were there to catch shoplifters. If somebody actually reviewed the video record and saw her walking around in this sheet and balaclava… Or, she thought, if some security guard somewhere is actually watching the video feeds live! Just as she was thinking that, a door opened and a man in a security guard’s blazer stepped out, his head swiveling around.

He’s looking for me!
Roni frowned, the man looked frightened. He lifted a radio to his mouth and said something. Suddenly she realized that someone in a sheet and balaclava looked more like they might be about to carry out an armed robbery than a shoplifting. That should frighten a store guard who probably didn’t even have a weapon. Roni turned to run out the front of the store, then spun and headed for the back. To her horror, before she got far, she realized that they could walk the videos back from when she’d entered, through her visit to the changing room and back out in this get-up. 
They’d be able to figure out who she was!
After a moment’s dithering, she turned resolutely toward the security guard’s office. She peered in and saw that the little office only had a chair for one person. With him out in the store, the room was empty. Willing that no one should notice the movement of the door, she pulled it open and stepped inside. Sure enough, she could see a couple of big screens chopped up into multiple smaller segments, each watching different parts of the store. None of the screens were focused on places where there weren’t any people. Presumably each camera had a motion detector to turn it on.
She shook her head, she didn’t need to figure out the whole set up, just where they were recording their video. Sitting down, she started searching through the computer that looked like it was running the video system. Though it was only a few minutes, she felt like it took an agonizingly long time to find the folders where the video files were stored. It had subfolders labeled by date. Each of those had subfolders by the hour. She started copying the file from the same hour on a day the week before into the folder for the current hour that was being recorded. She checked to be sure it was going onto the same location on the hard drive so that the video from today got overwritten.
The wait for the video to get over-recorded was the hardest part. At any moment, she expected the guard to pull open the door and step into the little office. There wasn’t really room enough in there for her to avoid bumping into him. She didn’t know whether she’d be able to force him to ignore that kind of firm contact or not. 
Finally, the file was copied over. She shut down the computer. Praying that the video wasn’t also being recorded onto another disk somewhere else, she stepped back out of the security office. Three guards were approaching. For a moment she thought they were coming for her. But they entered the office, and from their conversation she could tell they were planning to watch the recording to figure out what’d happened.
Letting out a shaky breath, Roni headed for the back door. Realizing that, until they rebooted the computer, the store was probably the one place where she could be fairly certain she wouldn’t be recorded, she pulled off the sheet and balaclava as she exited. Wadding it up, she stuffed it in her backpack and walked around the block to the street that Nick was currently working.
While she waited for Nick to come back out of whatever store he was currently extorting, she sat on a bench, trying to figure out how to modify her plan. This is crazy, she thought. No one’s going to go back through all this video to figure out who I am! No matter how much she tried to convince herself that was true, she kept coming back to the fact that if she was wrong, if Nick really did track back through video after video, there was a good chance it’d be a fatal mistake. 
Perhaps a deadly mistake for her entire family.
And Nick was just the kind of obsessive son of a bitch who would go around terrorizing storeowners and watching their videos until he’d tracked back far enough to catch her changing. I’ve got to come up with a program that’ll let me easily erase people’s computers when they record me somehow, she thought.
Nick came out of one store and went into the next one.
Roni let her eyes wander the street, picking out the various security cameras and looking for a gap in their coverage. She wondered if Ravinder was mad that she wasn’t home.
She’d just decided to give up and go home when the bus pulled up. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, the bench she was sitting on had been put there for people who were waiting for the bus. Doors at the front and the back opened, disgorging passengers. By the time people started getting on, she’d gotten up and joined them.
Once on the bus, she reinforced her thoughts that people should ignore her, then sat down in an empty pair of seats. For a moment she worried that someone else would try to sit there also, but they didn’t, almost as if they were ignoring the seats because she was in them. She pulled out her sheet poncho and struggled into it.
She stopped, let out a sigh of frustration and looked around the bus for any security cameras that might be monitoring. She couldn’t see any and, taking in the graffiti sprayed on the back of the driver’s station, she decided there either weren’t any cameras or the people monitoring them had to be ignoring local hoodlums. She pulled on her balaclava and got off at the next stop. Turning she walked back to where Nick had been. By the time she got back there, Nick and Mario were working the next block.
She stood for a moment, wondering whether this was far enough from where Nick had seen her. She told herself to stop hesitating. After all Roni Buchry was probably the last person that Nick would suspect of robbing him. If I don’t get on with this, it’s never going to get done!
She waited till Nick came back out of the store, then followed him down the street toward the next one. And the next. Around a corner and on to the next store. And on to another one. Finally, she saw his car. There weren’t any stores between their present location and his vehicle so she ran a few steps to catch up to him, once again reinforcing her thought that no one—especially Nick or Mario—should notice her. 
Slipping her hand into his pocket, she pulled out a sheaf of envelopes. Shaking with reaction, she turned and walked back to the street with the bus line. She’d virtually never ridden a bus because she didn’t like wasting money on fares. Now she just got on. Feeling a little guilty about not paying, she pulled off the balaclava and sheet, folding them neatly and stuffing them back in her pack.
She was pretty late getting home, though not as late as she would’ve been if she hadn’t taken the bus. Ravinder was mad, but since he had been planning to have her do data entry, he didn’t care that she was late as long as she got it done that evening.
 
She waited until she’d finished her homework before she pulled out the envelopes to see what was in them…
 
Sitting back, Roni took a deep, shaky breath as she stared at the stacks of fives, tens, twenties, and fifties. Then at the really thick stack of hundreds. Nick had been carrying $22,350 in his pocket! There’d been nineteen envelopes so, on average each business was kicking in nearly $1,200. The Buchry’s monthly payment was $1,250 so she shouldn’t have been surprised.
But, she was.
I should be euphoric, she thought. This is a windfall and could significantly help solve our money problems. Instead, she was anxious. Worried she’d get caught by the Castanos.
Where are they spending all that money?! she wondered. She assumed it was going for bribes and payroll, but it just seemed like so much. She felt pretty sure she’d only taken part of Nick’s daily take. Even if it were the take for the whole day, if Nick collected similar amounts twenty days out of each month, he and Mario alone would be bringing in almost a half million dollars a month!
Over six million dollars a year!
The Castanos probably had other collection teams out there leaning on other merchants around the city.
No wonder they can pay off all kinds of people to ignore what they’re doing, she thought disgustedly.
She wondered whether she and her family could spend the money—safely.
 
***
 
Nick and Mario stood rigid. It was cold in the warehouse, but Nick’s scalp prickled with sweat. His father had just been walking around them, not saying anything. Nick kept remembering how his dad said you shouldn’t talk to somebody you were going to kill. “Gloating is for the movies,” he said. “They’re gonna be dead so there ain’t no point in tellin’ ‘em stuff. Just kill ‘em and get it over with.”
His dad’s silent treatment put Nick on edge, but he kept reminding himself that every time he’d seen his dad kill someone it’d happened instantly. There hadn’t been any silent period of walking around like this. Besides, he wouldn’t kill his own son, would he?
His dad stopped in front of them. “So, you’re getting into your car when you notice that your jacket pocket seems… light. You check, and it’s empty.” The old man’s eyes searched both of theirs. “Twenty-two grand… vanished.”
Nick nodded, too scared to actually say anything.
“And this happened between Dino’s pizza place—where you put the last envelope in your pocket and felt the rest of them in there—and your car, about forty feet. Is that right?”
Nick nodded again.
“And nobody came near you in that last forty feet. That’s what you’re saying?”
Nick nodded, “Not that we saw, right Mario?”
Mario nodded jerkily. The guy was so big it was hard to imagine him being afraid, but everybody was afraid of Joe Castano. 
Everybody.
Joe stepped up close to Mario. Really close, then he said, “What’s this I hear about you holdin’ some kid so Vito could beat the crap out of him?”
Nick turned enough to see Mario giving him a wide-eyed glance. It being obvious that Mario didn’t know how to respond, Nick interjected, “Just trying to take care of the family dad.”
“I didn’t ask you, son, I asked Mario here.”
Mario, normally so talkative, didn’t say anything for a moment, then he blurted, “Vito asked. Nick said it’d be okay.” Mario didn’t sound frightened, but Nick knew him well enough to tell he was scared shitless that any answer he gave would be wrong.
Joe reached out and patted Mario reassuringly on the shoulder, “If Nick told you to do it, then you done right Mario.”
Mario sagged microscopically. Nick had begun to relax too, but then Joe stepped over to him. “Mario’s an employee, Nick,” he said in a disgusted tone. “What’re you doing, getting him mixed up in some schoolyard fight?! That’s not his job!”
Nick leaned back away from his father’s furious face, thinking of all the other shit jobs his dad had their employees do, but smart enough not to say anything about them. Instead, he ventured, “That kid beat Vito’s ass in a fight at school. I thought…”
“You thought! You
thought! I’m not sure what you thought with. Your ass? The fact that your little brother’s such a pussy that little boys are kicking his ass in school is my problem, not yours.”
“Yes sir,” Nick said, leaning even a little farther back away from his dad and worrying that he was about to overbalance. “I won’t get involved again.”
“And you won’t use our employees either, right?”
“No sir,” Nick said. The way his dad was acting, Nick was starting to feel for his little brother.
His dad leaned away and stared at him, “Now, about that twenty-two grand.”
Nick was back to worrying about himself. “Yes sir?”
“Has your dim little brain figured out what to do yet?”
“No sir,” Nick said, even though he knew it wasn’t the answer his dad wanted.
Joe stepped forward and slapped him openhanded up the side of his head. Hard. “How about now?” Joe asked, sounding like he was curious whether the blow had made Nick think better.
Nick felt dazed and certainly not any wiser. He gave a minute shake of his head, “No sir.”
Joe slapped him with the other hand, he leaned in close and said quietly but menacingly, “I’ll bet that one didn’t help either, did it?”
Nick shook his head again, a sense of dread rising up in him.
“Well, I’m just gonna have to deduct that twenty-two grand from your pay. So, you can see that you don’t want that to happen again, right?”
Nick’s stomach cramped, he had some expenses that counted on his monthly pay. But he knew far better than to complain, so he said, “No sir.”
“So, you’d better be figuring out what happened, right?” After Nick had nodded, his dad reached up and patted his cheek in a parody of affection, “‘Cause you’re a dumb shit like your mama, I’m gonna give you a clue. Supposing you thought your pocket got picked in Dino’s pizza place. What would you do?”
“I’d check the security video, but I remember havin’ my hand in my pocket when we left Dino’s. The money was still there.”
Joe cupped a hand behind his ear, “What was that first thing you said?”
A light went on, “Yes sir.” Nick said, “I’ll check the security videos at Dino’s… and any other cameras that can see the street. We’ll see if we can spot the bastard that picked my pocket.”
“That’s my boy,” Joe said insincerely. “And when you figure out who the son of a bitch is, you’re going to find him and bring him to me, right?”
“Yes sir.”
“Because, if he’s that talented, maybe we can make some use of him. And if we can’t use him for his skills, at the very least, he can serve as an example to other people about how they don’t steal from the Castanos, right?”
“Yes sir.”
“Okay,” Joe said, suddenly putting on his kindly uncle voice, “you boys mosey on home now.”
Nick and Mario started to move away. Nick feeling pretty good about the possibility that some security cam might have caught video of the person that stole his money. 
But then his dad said, “Oh, and Nick, Mario?”
They stopped and turned around, dread rising again.
“I’m really hoping you find out who stole my money… ‘cause I’m still a little concerned that it might have been one of you two.” He shook his head, “And if that’s the case… I’d hate to be one of you two sons of bitches.” 
Joe turned and walked off into the darkness as Nick’s stomach heaved.
He managed to choke it back down without spewing.
 



Chapter 4
 
Dean, the owner of Dino’s Pizza, turned and looked over his shoulder when he heard the door chime. They opened the pizzeria when they got there in the morning at 10:30, but they rarely had any customers before 11:30. The first hour to hour and a half was devoted to setting things up and getting ready, so he was surprised to have a customer coming in. Though he certainly didn’t turn early customers away.
Then he saw Mario and Nick and his heart skipped a beat. What’re those bastards doing back here? He’d just paid them off yesterday, so he should have had a month without their snide comments and degrading insinuations.
To say nothing of the financially challenging insurance payments.
Dean turned slowly to face them, then addressed to Nick, “Hello Mr. Castano, what can I do for you today? Would you like a slice?”
Nick pasted on one of his insincere grins and said, “Naw,” he jerked a thumb at the far upper corner of Dean’s little restaurant, “we just need to look through the video from your security cams.”
Dean tried to keep his face calm even though his heart started racing. He’d been keeping a separate file that recorded the Castanos’ visits. Even though he knew there was absolutely no chance the current police force would do anything, he wanted to be ready if anyone ever did try to bring the Castanos to justice. Especially, he wanted to have a record if they broke up the Castanos’ empire and tried to reimburse the little people who’d been ripped off all these years. 
He’d often thought to himself that he should save that separate file of the Castanos’ visits on a jump drive that he kept hidden at home. But right now, it was just in a separate folder on the same hard drive that the current security videos were on.
If someone had told the Castanos what he’d been doing, and they were here to search for those files, he didn’t think it was going to be hard to find them. Dean wondered if he could pretend he’d forgotten the password for that computer. He could say he was going to the back to get the password, then bolt out the back door. He’d lose the restaurant, but, after the Castanos had taken their share, he was barely surviving on what he earned from it. “What’re you looking for?” he asked in an excessively bright tone. 
Really, he thought, I’d rather start over, working up to a new restaurant somewhere else.
Dean’s thoughts about fleeing were interrupted by Mario leaning across the counter and grabbing him by the front of the shirt, “What Mr. Castano’s looking for is none of your business!”
Realizing his question had only served to make them suspicious, Dean stammered, “I, I’m, just w-wanting to help you find w-what you need.” He pointed back over his shoulder toward his office, “Th-the videos are stored on a computer in the back room. I, I can take you there.”
Back in his office, Dean scrolled quickly past the incriminating folder and clicked on the folder that stored the weekly security videos. He felt grateful that he only kept the security videos for a week, then wrote over them. If the Castanos were looking for something from more than a week ago, it’d be gone. Though, he couldn’t think of anything he didn’t want them to know about, other than the fact he was also storing copies of the videos from their visits. 
Nick said, “Where are the vids from yesterday?”
Dean moused to that folder and clicked on it.
“Bring up the one that’ll cover 4 to 5 o’clock.”
Dean clicked on the video that ran from 4 to 6. The video opened and started running.
“Fast-forward it until you see us. Then we’re going to go to normal speed.”
Dean clicked fast-forward until he had the video running at 16X. As he watched for Mario and Nick to appear in the video, his mind scrambled, trying to figure out what they were looking for. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what he might have done yesterday. Maybe it’s something they did? Something they want me to erase?
Suddenly Mario and Nick raced across the screen. Dean punched play and the two men in the video slowed to their normal saunter. “Do you want me to run it back to where you entered?”
“No,” Nick said, leaning closer to the screen. “Just let it run from here.”
Dean almost asked them what they were looking for again, then remembered how they’d reacted before. He tried to watch the screen without appearing to be too interested. As near as he could tell, nothing unusual happened. The two men collected their payoff and headed for the exit just like he’d remembered. Once they’d left the screen, he looked up at Nick. Though he didn’t say anything, his expression said, “What next?”
Nick leaned back away from the screen and rubbed at his forehead.
Dean suddenly realized that Nick and Mario looked worried. Knowing that a troubled Castano was like a powder keg, Dean wanted to be helpful. After a moment he turned and said, “Can I show you anything else?”
Nick was still rubbing his head. He looked like he had a headache. Dean glanced over at Mario to see if he had a request, but Mario was focused on Nick. Nick said, “Have you got any exterior cams?”
“Um, yeah. You want me to run them up to when you arrive?”
“Run them up until we leave.”
Dean clicked on the files and slid the button ahead to just short of the right place now that he knew approximately when in the video they’d arrived. He ran the vid at 8X until he saw them run into the store, then he slowed the vid down to 4X. When he saw them leave, he punched play. Since that camera had been watching the side of the store where they entered, they quickly exited the picture. “Need me to run it back any?”
“No, that’s the wrong camera. But, I’ll watch a little bit more of it anyway.” His eyes were tightly focused on the screen as were Mario’s, though Mario looked a little confused. Suddenly Nick said, “What the hell!
Dean’s eyes jumped back to the screen. A guy was walking across to it wearing a white poncho. He had on a balaclava and had pulled it down so it covered his entire head. The guy looked so bizarre it was hard to believe that the people on the street weren’t reacting, but they were continuing on with their business as normally as if they saw someone in a balaclava and poncho every day. The weird guy exited the screen on the same side that Nick and Mario had, so he’d been going the same direction.
Nick didn’t look away from the screen, but he snorted and spoke to Mario. “How did we not notice a crazy asshole like that?!” They watched the video for another couple of minutes, then Nick said, “Let’s see the one from the other cam.”
Dean queued it up and ran through it to the point where Nick and Mario had appeared. Slowing it, they watched as Nick and Mario left the store and walked off down the street to the left. The bizarre guy in the poncho and balaclava appeared and walked off down the street behind them. To Dean it almost looked like the weird guy was following them, though he couldn’t imagine why anyone would be insane enough to dress up like a Halloween character and follow the Castanos around.
Seemed like a good way to get yourself killed.
Once they’d all disappeared from the field of view, Nick said, “Make me a copy of all three videos.”
Nick didn’t offer a jump drive to put them on, so Dean dug through his drawer and found an old one to erase. He copied the three videos onto it and handed it over, noticing that Nick still looked worried. Nick said, “Do you know if anyone else has cameras covering the street further on down?”
Dean shrugged. He couldn’t help wondering why he had security vids running. He got robbed by the Castanos once a month and recorded it faithfully on video, but no one was going to do anything about it.
Nick and Mario left.
Dean puzzled over the whole thing for a while. When Chico came in, he asked him, “You notice a guy yesterday, walking the street in a white poncho and a black balaclava?”
Chico shook his head, looking at Dean like he was crazy.
 
***
 
Nick and Mario stopped in at three more businesses between Dino’s and their car. One was a new business where they hadn’t started charging insurance yet. They almost always waited 6 months for a business to get established before they started leaning on it. The other two were businesses that Nick didn’t visit until the next week. All three reacted unhappily to seeing Nick and Mario coming in their door.
With the new one, his displeasure suggested that maybe they should start charging insurance, since the owner obviously knew what was up. However, he didn’t have any security cameras. Nick took the opportunity to suggest that he set some up, “So’s you have a record of any vandalism. There’s people that can help you out with that, you know?”
The other two were just upset because they thought Nick was coming by to collect early. The expressions of relief on their faces when they realized he only wanted to watch security videos was palpable. However, one of the stores didn’t have any cameras.
The one that did have cameras caught Nick and Mario walking by, followed shortly by the bizarre guy in the poncho and balaclava. Nothing else looked weird. 
Nick’s eyes narrowed. It really looked like the guy in the balaclava was starting to catch up to them just before they left the camera’s field of view. The guy’d never gotten close enough to actually pick Nick’s pocket, but no one else was following them. Even though Nick didn’t have proof, and he couldn’t imagine someone wearing a get up like that coming close enough to pick his pocket, he still wanted to have a talk with the dude.
A serious talk.
They ran back and forth through the video, trying to pick up anything recognizable about the weirdo, but the guy’s face was covered. The black and white security videos didn’t give great detail. The guy wore ordinary looking loose pants and shoes that didn’t look special. Nick couldn’t pick out brands or anything. The poncho, of course, would make him stand out in a crowd if Nick ever saw him again.
Unfortunately, unless the guy put the poncho back on, it seemed unlikely that Nick would ever figure out who he was.
Nick resolved to put the word out on the street to let him know if anyone saw some asshole wearing a white poncho. Or any kind of poncho. 
Nervously, he wondered whether those tactics would satisfy his dad.
Nick had gotten a couple of aspirin from the owner of the last store. Now he took a couple of Rolaids for his stomach. He was standing there feeling like his world was spinning out of control when a guy coming out of the store bumped into him with the end of a long package he was carrying.
Before he’d given it any thought, Nick laid the man out with a punch to the back of the head. Nick realized then it’d been a complete accident on the man’s part, but hitting the son of a bitch had released a lot of tension.
Asshole should’ve been more careful, he thought, heading for his car.
 
***
 
When Hax arrived at school on Monday the teacher in his first class immediately sent him to see the school nurse. He couldn’t imagine what the nurse could do that his mother hadn’t already done for his abraded, bruised and swollen face. To his surprise, the nurse didn’t actually intend to undertake any treatment. She had him sit down, then sat across from him, “Who did this to you?”
Hax just shook his head. He didn’t want to tell her about Vito. She wouldn’t be able to do anything about the Castanos.
She reached out sympathetically and patted him on the hand. “Are things rough at home?”
Hax blinked. To him, this seemed like a non sequitur. “Yeah, money’s tight…” He stopped because he’d decided that how money was tight in their family didn’t seem like any business of hers.
She tilted her head then continued in a concerned tone, “Are money problems putting your parents on edge?”
Suddenly Hax understood what she was thinking. Horrified, he said, “My dad didn’t do this!”
“Who then?”
“Vito Castano…” Hax blurted, then stopped, feeling like he shouldn’t have spoken. What if the nurse didn’t know about the Castanos and got herself in trouble by saying something about it to someone?
However, it immediately became apparent that she did know about the Castanos. Her face paled and she got a sickly expression. Hax could tell she wished she hadn’t asked. Her mouth worked and over the next couple of minutes she made several abortive attempts to say something, apparently thinking better of each one. Eventually her eyes welled up and, with a tear trickling down her cheek, she said, “I’d like to help. But all I can do is tell you to stay away from him… Stay away from his whole family. They’re… bad news.”
Although he didn’t feel like it was true, Hax said, “It’s okay.”
“No,” she said, “it’s not. But I can’t fix it. Everyone who tries to do something about them… dies.” 
She offered him some antibiotic ointment and an icepack, but Hax just shook his head.
 
At lunch Hax sat in his usual location on the stairs. Several other kids nervously got up and moved farther away from him. He’d always felt isolated as the clumsy kid. He’d been hoping that his newfound coordination and martial arts skills were going to improve his social standing, but it looked like pissing off the Castanos was going to make it even worse.
When he heard footsteps clattering down the steps toward him, his first reaction was that Vito was coming to attack him again. He tensed and leaned forward and away from the direction of their approach, but it was Hallie. She’d run down the steps, directly to him, something that left him astonished by her bravery. Now she gently put a hand on his arm, knelt on the step just below his and stared up wide-eyed up at his face. “Oh my God! I heard, but I couldn’t believe it.” Her eyes glistened, “I’m so sorry!”
Hax shrugged, “It’s not your fault.”
“Yes, it is. I should never…” She trailed off without making it clear what she shouldn’t have done. 
Hax wondered whether she felt most guilty for getting him involved with her programming request or for getting close to him which she had known would piss off Vito. He snorted, “Vito’s been beating me up for years.” He waved at his face, “This is nothing new.” He turned and looked out over the fields. “And it’s certainly not your fault.”
“But…” she mused, “you beat him when he attacked you here on the stairs. I mean, he looks scary, but he didn’t look like he had a chance once you guys started fighting. You move… I don’t know, like a cat or something.” She paused, searching for words, “It’s like you’re dancing…?
Having Hallie talk that way about Hax felt good, though he doubted she was much of a judge of fighting methods. He didn’t want to sound prideful though, so he tried to make a joke of it, “Can’t dance very well when a big guy’s got you in a bear hug from behind.” He tried to grin even though grinning made his face hurt.
Hallie’s eyes widened, “He had another guy hold you! Who’d even do that?”
Hax shrugged, “One of the Castanos’ goons.”
Hallie drew back in horror, hand over her mouth. “Oh no!” Her eyes brimmed again, and she said, “It doesn’t matter how well you can fight, you can’t fight all of them.” She looked around, “I’d better get away from you before he sees us together again.” She got up and walked up the stairs.
Feeling like he’d been deserted by his only friend, Hax sat on the stairs and stared out at nothing until the bell rang.
 
***
 
Just walking into the store made Roni feel uncomfortable. Since money had gotten tight, years ago now, she’d hardly shopped for clothes. When Tansey did take her to look for new outfits, they went to thrift shops. Roni vaguely remembered that new clothes felt different from old ones. The cloth felt stiffer or something, but it’d been so long since she’d had anything new that she wasn’t sure of the difference.
She’d have gone to the thrift shop today, but it was pretty far out of her way and this place was right on the way home. Besides, she had money now.
She wandered the aisles, occasionally touching a blouse or skirt. The new cloth did feel… crisper, she decided. Sternly, she reminded herself that she wasn’t there to get something cute. She wouldn’t be able to hide something like that from her parents.
Finding the outerwear section, she started looking around seriously. She wanted something with a hood. Ideally it’d be reversible so she could change it for a different look if she needed to.
She’d just begun to despair when she came on a rack of brightly colored reversible hooded windbreakers. In the past, she’d have ignored them because they were light weight, but as soon as she picked one up she realized that it’d roll into a small bundle that’d fit nicely in her backpack. Even better, each jacket had a small nylon bag dangling from it—just made for the jacket to be rolled up and stuffed into.
And they weren’t expensive.
A few minutes later she stood at the cash register, handing the cashier a couple of Nick’s hundreds. Somehow, she felt like the cashier would know the money was dirty, but of course he didn’t notice anything unusual about it. Roni left the store with three of the hoodies stuffed into her backpack. One was red reversing to black, one was dark blue reversing to white, and the other was dark yellow, reversing to light blue. Best of all, none of them were green like the old coat she hated.
She didn’t know why she cared, she hoped no one would ever see her wearing one of the new jackets. Well, except on video.
The shopping trip hadn’t taken long, but when a bus stopped nearby she decided to practice anyway. Hopping on the bus, she paid with the change from the hundreds. Tossing, her backpack in the seat at the very back of the bus she vanished, then pulled out one of her new hoodies. She’d bought them large, so once she pulled it out of its little bag it wasn’t difficult to pull it on right over her big green coat. She got off the bus much closer to home and wandered through another clothing store.
The store was aimed at women much older than Roni, so she had no interest in the clothing, she just wanted to see how she looked in the full-length mirrors. She posed a couple of different ways, thinking that a light jacket over her heavy coat made her bulky. In view of her old jeans, which weren’t cut very stylishly, she felt a little embarrassed to realize she looked like a boy. I guess that’s actually better, she thought, if they look at the videos and think I’m a boy, they’ll be less likely to be looking for me.
As she was walking out, she was caught by a display of diaphanous silk scarves. She picked one up and tried looking through it. She could see pretty well. Glancing in the mirror, she saw that it hid her face quite well from the outside. This is better than the balaclava! she thought.
The one she’d been looking at was a pale yellow and, even though her features weren’t discernible through it, she thought that it was still possible to tell that she had dark skin. She turned back to the stack of scarves. There weren’t any black scarves, but she picked up one that was a dark navy blue. Holding it up in front of her face, she thought it not only hid her features, but also her skin color.
A woman walked by and Roni suddenly felt self-conscious. She knew by now that the woman shouldn’t notice her, but she suddenly worried that her manipulations of the scarves might have been visible. To her relief, the woman walked by less than a foot away and obviously didn’t see her, nor did she notice the yellow scarf Roni had been folding back up. Roni took the Navy scarf and a dark brown one. On the way to the register, she pulled back her hood and let herself become visible between two racks of clothing.
Once again, paying for the scarves with Nick’s money… felt deliciously wrong.
 
***
 
Hax entered the kitchen in a sour mood. It was Saturday and he knew his dad had a lot of work for him to do in the store. He stepped over to the big cupboard that served as their pantry and grabbed a box of Cheerios while wishing they could afford eggs. “Mom, we’re out of Wheaties.” He liked Wheaties better, but his mother thought Cheerios were better for him. He thought fondly of the days when they’d had bananas to put on their cereal.
“Put ‘em on the list,” his mother said. When he turned from the cabinet, she said, “Here’s your bowl.”
When Hax turned to look at his mother, he saw she’d actually thrown the bowl to him! “Mom!” he said, snatching it out of the air. It was a plastic bowl so it wouldn’t have broken, but it still could’ve hit something. Hax felt lucky he hadn’t dropped the Cheerios.
His mother grinned at him, “I thought so.”
Hax frowned, “You thought what?”
“You aren’t clumsy anymore. In fact, I’ll bet you’re pretty well coordinated.”
Hax knew his coordination had been improving or he wouldn’t have been doing so well in martial arts. For that matter, he wouldn’t have won his fights with Vito. Somehow, he hadn’t connected that to the possibility that he might be able to catch things now. In his entire life he’d only caught a few things, those mostly by accident. He shrugged, “Yeah.”
She tossed him a spoon, “Throw that back and forth from hand to hand.”
Unthinkingly, Hax caught the spoon with a couple of fingers while still holding the bowl in one hand and the cereal box in the other. Stunned that he’d been able to do that, he set down the bowl and the cereal and tossed the spoon back and forth. This is dumb, he thought.
Though he knew he would’ve fumbled the spoon after a couple of tosses just a few months ago.
His mother pulled two more spoons out of the drawer and started tossing them back and forth from hand to hand, one spoon arcing over the other. Then she tossed him a second spoon, “Try that.”
Hax felt pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to do it, even though he recognized it as a very simple juggle. However, he tried it and found it wasn’t hard at all. His mother pulled two more spoons out and did a three spoon juggle. She tossed him a spoon so he had three. She lifted her chin, “Try that.”
To Hax’s astonishment, the three spoon juggle wasn’t difficult either. Until he tried it, he’d have believed that his coordination had gotten good enough that he could learn juggling, but he’d have expected to have to put in a lot of practice.
His mother watched critically for a moment, then said with a big smile, “Yep, you must have the gene. You’re already good, and I’ll bet you’re going to get a lot better. Practicing juggling should help stimulate your dexterity. I’ve got some old juggling balls upstairs. You eat your cereal and I’ll go get ‘em.”
Pleasantly surprised, Hax sat down near the milk and the Cheerios, pulling the bowl closer. Before he started eating, he juggled the three spoons again for a few seconds.
Cool! he thought.
 
Hax carried yet another case of drinks to the cooler near the front of the store. His dad was dealing with a couple of customers at the counter. As Hax put the drinks in the cooler, he thought once again how unfair it was that he got stuck with all the stocking. Roni always talked about how women got the short end of the stick in life, but she didn’t complain about how Ravinder always let her sit around doing data entry while Hax got stuck with all the grunt jobs like stocking. When Roni did have to do some stocking, it was always lightweight crap.
Hax picked up the empty case and started for the back to get another one. The customers were gone. His dad said, “Hax, how’s your face doing?”
“Fine,” Hax said, even though he felt like his face was still swollen and lumpy.
“Let me see,” Ravinder said, stepping to the end of the counter.
Hax rolled his eyes. He and his dad had been at the same table for dinner last night. His dad should know what his face looked like. But then his dad stepped close and peered up at his face. The astonishing thing was not that his dad was concerned but the realization that his father was looking up at him. Only a tiny bit, but still, up.
Hax realized he should have expected this, he no longer had to cuff either of his two pairs of pants and the black ones were starting to look a little short. Obviously he was still growing. From the widening of his father’s eyes, Hax saw that Ravinder had also just recognized how much Hax’s height had increased. Generally, they didn’t get much closer than the two ends of the table they ate dinner at, and then they were sitting down. It just hadn’t been obvious until now.
Ravinder said, “Your face is looking a lot better.” He leaned back and stated the obvious, “You’re still growing.”
Hax nodded.
“Are you getting to be taller than the other boys in your class yet?”
Hax nodded again. There were still a couple of guys who were taller than he was, but only a few.
“Now that you’re getting bigger, you should go out for a sport. It’ll gain you some respect.”
Hax certainly wanted respect, but it hurt to think that his father believed he needed it. Besides, his initial reaction was that he wouldn’t be able to compete. After all, he’d consciously avoided sports since learning he wasn’t any good at them when he was little. The other kids had years of practice and skill development. If he went out for a sport, he knew the other guys would laugh at him.
But, he did wonder whether his newfound coordination might let him compete. Maybe he’d even be better than some of them.
Not knowing what was going through Hax’s mind, Ravinder said, “It’s too late for football or basketball, but you could go out for baseball.”
Hax shrugged. He didn’t know much about baseball, but what he did know didn’t strike him as very exciting.
Ravinder clapped him on the shoulder, “Think about it.”
Which, Hax knew, in Ravinder’s mind meant, “Go out for it.” Ravinder was a real sports fan. He watched a lot of sports on TV and, Hax thought, lived vicariously through the athletes’ exploits.
Irritated, Hax decided he wasn’t going to go out for anything. It’d probably just be embarrassing. He said, “I’d rather stick with martial arts.” Ravinder looked irritated. Hax knew it was because he didn’t think of martial arts as a sport. Hax followed up, “Master Akita entered me in the winter martial arts challenge in January.”
Ravinder grimaced, shaking his head, “You know we can’t afford for you to continue classes after this semester.”
Hax said, “Master Akita says he’ll teach me even if I can’t pay.”
Ravinder shook his head, “We don’t accept charity. Not until we’re a lot worse off than we are now.”
“But…”
“No!” Ravinder said, “No charity. Find another sport. A school sport that our taxes already pay for.”
 
***
 
As the meeting broke up, Joe said, “Nick, what’s going on with the missing money?”
Everyone else was filing out, but a couple of them looked curiously at Nick. Nick himself looked… Joe wasn’t sure, maybe furtive? Worried at least. Joe felt his irritable nature creeping to the surface. He knew Nick’s answer wasn’t going to make him happy. Nick said, “We followed up on the video like you said. There weren’t any cameras where we actually got ripped off but…” he paused as if he didn’t know what to say.
“But what?!” Joe hated having to drag things out of people.
“There was this dude behind us… dressed really funny, Nick said in a puzzled and uncertain tone. Brightening, “Can I show you the video?”
“I don’t want to see video of some guy that’s dressed funny! I see plenty of weirdos without going out of my way to see any more.” He leaned closer to his son, “What I want to see, is video of the son of a bitch who took my money. Or, I want to see the bastard’s face over in the grilling chamber.”
Nick had leaned back nervously, “I think the weirdo’s probably the one who took the money…”
Joe interrupted, “Well then, drag his ass in here so we can ask him some serious questions!”
“Um, he was wearing a disguise. We couldn’t see his face, so we… don’t know who he is.” Nick finished in a rush.
Joe opened his mouth to yell, but then paused. He narrowed his eyes, “Wearing a disguise?” For a second he felt intrigued, then realized just how ridiculous it was. “What the hell do you mean ‘wearing a disguise’? This guy’s just walking down the street in the middle of the day with some kind of mask on and nobody says nothin’?”
Nick shrugged, “Yeah. The videos show him just walking along behind us in a freakin’ ski mask. Nobody said shit to him.”
My son’s an idiot, Joe thought. “Show me the video,” he said disgustedly.
 
Joe sat back, musing. He’d watched the video twice and had gone through a couple parts of it four or five times. He found it hard to believe that some idiot could walk down the street wearing a balaclava and a poncho that looked like it’d been pinned together out of a bed sheet and not a soul had said anything or even pointed at him. All the people on the street couldn’t have been Castano hating accomplices, could they? The cameras didn’t have audio, so it’s possible someone had been saying something out of their field of view, but the people he could see hadn’t even seemed to notice the dude.
Of course, the fact that some creepy guy’d been walking along behind Nick and Mario, didn’t necessarily mean he’d stolen the money. The most likely explanation was always an inside job. 
Joe didn’t think Nick would steal the take. As Joe’s heir he had too much to lose. If Nick were going to cheat, he’d probably overcharge some of the marks and skim that off the top. 
Mario… Mario might want some extra cash, but Joe didn’t think he was bright enough to try to steal it from the Castanos. 
Or dumb enough.
Joe looked at his son, “So, what have you done so far?”
“We’ve put the word out on the street, looking for a dude wearing a poncho, with or without a balaclava. I’ve blown up the video trying to figure out what kind of pants or shoes the guy was wearing, but there isn’t enough detail.” He frowned, “I’ve watched the video over and over again hoping I’ll be able to recognize the way he walks if I see him again, but there doesn’t seem to be anything very distinctive about it.” He shrugged, “I’m still hoping I’ll know the bastard’s walk if I see it, maybe through some kind of instinct or something.”
Joe was impressed despite himself. He thought about saying something like, “You’re not as dumb as you look,” but followed his usual policy of trying to keep everyone off-balance. He leaned in again and growled, “You’d better figure it out. Don’t forget that I’m gonna get my piece of it back out of your pay if you don’t.”
Nick had involuntarily leaned back. Now he swallowed, “Yes sir.”
As Nick walked away, Joe reflected that he’d expected to make some suggestions on how to catch the guy who’d taken the money, but he hadn’t had any good ideas. Joe didn’t really think it was Nick or Mario.
It really galled him to think someone out there might be laughing about how he’d stuck it to the Castanos.
 
***
 
Walking down the hall, Hax suddenly realized Hallie was just in front of him. She looked like she’d lost weight. “Hallie?” She turned. It was her. She had lost weight and it didn’t look good. Her cheekbones looked sharp, her eyes hollow and her hair frazzled, “Are you okay?” Hax asked, even though it was obvious she wasn’t.
She gave him a wan smile, “Your face looks better.”
Hax waved that off, “Screw my face, what’s happening to you?! Is Vito doing something…?” Hax trailed off, not really knowing what to ask, but suddenly caring very much.
Hallie shrugged, “He hasn’t been doing anything too terrible. He just won’t let me talk to anyone else.” She hadn’t said who “he” was, but there wasn’t any doubt. She sighed, “He’s almost always around. It’s like I’m in my own little mobile prison. Kinda puts me off my feed.” She looked like she was trying to grin about it like it wasn’t a big deal, but she didn’t really pull it off.
Wide-eyed with horror, Hax said, “We’ve got to do something!”
Hallie barked a tiny laugh, “There’s nothing anyone can do.” She winked at Hax, “Eventually he’ll get tired of me and move on.” She got a distant and regretful look in her eye, “That’ll be good for me… but really bad for the next girl.” For a moment she stared into the distance over Hax’s shoulder, “He’s getting worse with time.”
“But, but…”
Hallie shook her head, “It’s been nice talking to you, but I’ve got to get a move on. He expects me to meet him for lunch.” She turned and walked rapidly away.
Hax said, “Hallie!” but he didn’t say it very loud. As if he was afraid she’d hear him. Because, if she turned around, he didn’t know what else he’d say.
 
***
 
When he got home, Hax looked for Roni. He had to talk to someone about what was going on with Hallie, but he didn’t have any really good friends at school other than Frankie Wong and Hallie. Frank was timid and would stress over the problem but have no solution. And, Hallie wasn’t really a friend; he just wanted her to be. Besides, she was the problem. He chided himself, If she wasn’t so desperate to get away from Vito, she probably wouldn’t give me the time of day.
He knew he couldn’t talk to his dad, Ravinder was frightened enough of the Castanos without Hax adding to the burden. He could talk to his mother, but there wasn’t anything she could do. There wasn’t really anything Roni could do either, but Hax had to talk to someone. At least she wouldn’t tell him to do things he couldn’t do—like forget about it.
Roni wasn’t in the store or in the office, so Hax headed up to her room. As he climbed the stairs, he wondered whether there was something she could do about Vito because she could make herself invisible. 
He pictured her sneaking up on Vito and invisibly kicking him in the balls. Vito wouldn’t know who’d done it, so he couldn’t come after Roni or Hax. Hax realized that though it’d be satisfying, it wouldn’t really solve Hallie’s problem in the long run. Maybe she could kick him in the balls every time he got near Hallie? Condition him to stay away from her like you train a dog not to do something with a shock collar.
Opening Roni’s door, Hax said, “You’re not gonna believe what that son of a bitch is doing now…” He stopped because Roni had turned suddenly away from him. 
She’d done it as if she felt guilty. 
Feeling bad, Hax realized he should have knocked. She could’ve been changing her clothes. But she wasn’t, and she’d turned away, not because she wasn’t dressed, but because she was hiding a huge wad of money. Stunned, Hax asked, “Where the hell did all that come from?!”
Over his shoulder, he heard his father’s voice ask curiously, “All what?”
Wondering how the hell his dad had come up behind him without Hax noticing, Hax said, “Um…”
Roni stood and turned toward them, but only enough to stand sideways to them. Hax noticed that she kept her left arm down at her side. “What?” she said too brightly, as if she hadn’t understood the question.
Not wanting to get his sister in trouble, Hax said, “Never mind. I was just wanting to talk to you about a problem at school.”
Ravinder wasn’t put off. The way Roni was holding her arm, Hax thought it wasn’t at all surprising that their dad knew something was up. He said, “What’ve you got in your hand there?” 
Roni said, “Uh,” obviously playing for time as she desperately tried to figure out what to do.
Hax couldn’t think of anything he could do to help his sister. He wanted to back the hell out of there before he got sucked into whatever awful thing was going on with Roni. But when Ravinder stepped into the room and said suspiciously, “Let me see what you’ve got in your left hand,” Hax couldn’t tear himself away. He could tell that Ravinder was worried it might be drugs and wondered if their father would be relieved to see what Roni actually held.
Roni slowly lifted her hand and Hax stared once again at a wad of bills well over an inch thick. Could they be some kind of fake money? he wondered. Suddenly he was struck by the fact that Roni did a lot of the bookkeeping. 
And she worked the till.
And… they were having a hard time making ends meet. Hax knew that was attributed to the Castanos sucking all the cream off their profits, but what if Roni…
Ravinder stepped into the room, staring at the stack of money. He said in a sick, angry tone, “Where did that come from?!”
Hax suspected that his father was concerned about the same things that’d just been going through his mind. He felt sick to even think that Roni could have done something like that.
But then, in a small voice, she said, “I stole it from Nick Castano…”
“You what?!” Ravinder said, aghast.
“I… I picked his pocket,” Roni said, as if she was embarrassed.
“Roni!” Their father said, looking frightened, then stopped as if he had no idea how to continue. Hax wondered whether he was more fearful of who she’d stolen from, or actually just appalled that she’d steal at all. Knowing how she could vanish, Hax assumed she’d made herself invisible then snuck up behind Castano. Until then he’d thought of her invisibility as a defensive strategy, not something she could use to strike at their enemies. He thought picking that pocket was a great idea and it didn’t seem all that dangerous if Nick couldn’t see her.
“Um…” Ravinder said, his eyes drawn back to the wad of cash. Then he looked his daughter in the face, “Are you crazy? The Castanos are homicidal maniacs!”
Roni shrugged, “He just walks around with a stack of envelopes in the pocket of his coat. It was easy to slip them out.”
Ravinder’s eyes widened, “Of course he’s not worried someone will pick his pocket. Anyone who did would have to be inconceivably reckless, or perhaps just suicidal.”
Roni gave an embarrassed little snort, “I guess you don’t think we should give it back?”
“To the Castanos? Tell them we took their money, but changed our minds? That’d be even crazier!” Ravinder’s eyes went back to the money, “How much is that?”
“About $22,000,” Roni said, her eyes going back down to the money which she now held out to her father. Looking embarrassed, she said, “I spent a little bit for…” She broke off as if she’d suddenly realized she didn’t want to say what she’d spent it on.
“Holy crap!” Ravinder said, glancing around the room as if wondering what she’d bought. His eyes went back to the money though he didn’t reach out to take it, “Holy crap…” he whispered.
Hax was torn between thinking Roni was amazingly fearless and wondering whether she, and therefore the rest of the family, could get caught somehow. He too looked back at the money. Having it could make a huge difference for the family. Hax could have new pants, and maybe they could all have more meat and fruit. 
Hax started to worry that his father would try to give it back.
Roni shook the money at her father and he took it, thumbing through the bills. Hax saw a lot of hundreds. Ravinder frowned, “You said you spent some of it?”
“Yeah, I needed…” she stopped again.
“Needed what?” Ravinder prompted irritatedly when she didn’t continue.
In a tiny voice, Roni said, “A disguise.”
“A what?” Ravinder asked, either not understanding, or not believing what he’d heard.
“A disguise,” Roni said, more firmly this time, as if she’d decided to be forthcoming. “Picking his pocket isn’t as dangerous as it might seem because I can make myself invisible.”
“What?!” Ravinder said. The look on his face said he thought his daughter had lost her mind. 
There’d been a kid in their school who’d decided one day that he was the Messiah reborn, so Hax was familiar with the idea that people could sometimes lose touch with reality. He moved to his sister’s defense, “She really can, Dad. I’ve seen her do it.”
Ravinder turned to stare at Hax, looking dismayed to learn that both of his children had lost their wits at the same time. 
While Ravinder’s eyes were on him, Hax realized that Roni’d disappeared. He pondered how she hadn’t vanished by graying out or suddenly narrowing to a point like in movies Hax’d seen. It felt more like the changes in camera angle that happened so often in the movies and on TV—except that in the new angle one of the actors had left the set. Hax thought how weird it was that her disappearance didn’t attract the eye like you’d expect it to. He had a feeling that if he hadn’t thought she might do it, and hadn’t just been involved in an intense conversation about her ability, he wouldn’t have even noticed she was gone. Ravinder had opened his mouth to say something, probably cynically suspicious, but Hax interrupted him by simply pointing to where Roni’d been standing.
As Ravinder spun, looking wildly around the room to see where Roni’d gone, Hax looked around trying to find the distorted area in his vision that’d tell him where she actually was.
Saying, “Where the hell did she go?!” Ravinder bent and looked under the bed. Then he walked to the closet and pulled open the door, though he slowed on the way. Hax could tell his dad realized in transit that there was no way Roni could have walked over to the closet and gotten inside without his noticing, especially since the door squeaked.
When Ravinder turned back away from the closet, Roni was standing in the middle of the room again. Ravinder’s eyes widened, “How did you do that?”
Roni said, “I think it’s… kind of like telepathy. Except all I seem to be able to do is to make people ignore me.”
“Ignore you?”
“Yeah, it isn’t like I’m just invisible. I can make it so people don’t hear me or notice my touch either. It’s as if I can obscure all their senses.” She tilted her head and made a little face, “Though I haven’t actually tested to see if I can keep people from tasting or smelling me.”
“Wait a minute,” their dad said, obviously having a hard time processing the whole idea. Hax started to say something but, shaking his hand, Ravinder put up his hand and said, “Wait…” Turning toward Roni, he said, “Can you do that again?” but she was already gone. A stunned expression on his face, Ravinder glanced at Hax, then looked around the room for his daughter. Evidently forgetting, or not believing, that his daughter was actually still in the room with them, Ravinder gave Hax a dubious look, “Do you believe she can actually do this?”
Hax gave his father an incredulous look and waved a hand to slowly encompass the room, “Dad, she just disappeared right in front of you. And don’t forget, she’s still here in the room listening to whatever you say!”
“Yeah Dad,” Roni said from just behind Ravinder. Despite knowing she could do it, Hax still found it disconcerting that she hadn’t been there, but now she was, without his noticing her coming or going.
He obviously didn’t find it as disconcerting as his dad who’d spun to face Roni when she spoke, looking extremely disquieted. He stood staring at his daughter for well over a minute, then grudgingly said, “Okay, I guess I have to accept that you can do this invisibility thing. But still, picking pockets? If Nick was to notice you doing it and lash out…” Ravinder stopped and gaped as Roni lifted her hands to display their contents.
Ravinder’s wallet, keys, comb, cell phone, and watch.
Roni tossed them on the bed. “I assure you, I haven’t had some gypsy teach me how to lift things unnoticed off of people. I just think to myself how I don’t want you to be aware of what I’m doing, then I do it. I actually twisted your wrist all around trying to get that watch off, its buckle’s hard to work.”
Hax found himself staring as well. Somehow, he felt like he should have noticed Ravinder’s wrist moving, even if Ravinder didn’t. Though that feeling didn’t make any sense. After all, he hadn’t noticed Roni standing there moving it.
Ravinder reached out and pulled the chair away from Roni’s desk. Dropping heavily into it, he said, “I don’t… I don’t understand…”
“Neither do I,” Roni said, sitting down on her bed and studying her father.
They just sat there for a while. Hax had no idea what they were thinking, but obviously Ravinder was just trying to process the whole thing. He wondered if Roni was just letting him contemplate what he’d learned, or if she was trying to figure out something as well.
Eventually, Ravinder slowly shook his head, then suddenly looked around like he’d just woken up. “I’ve got to get back to the store.” He turned to Roni, “I don’t think you should…” he shook his head disbelievingly, “be doing this. It’s too dangerous. But we need to tell your mother about it and see what she thinks.”
He got up, walked out the door of Roni’s room and down the stairs. This left Hax and Roni sitting there staring at one another. Hax grinned at his sister, “I don’t suppose you’d give me a couple thousand?”
Roni grinned ruefully, “You obviously don’t know your own father. He’s got the money.”
Hax turned to look after his father. “I guess he does his own disappearing acts.”
Roni snorted. She said, “What did you want?”
“Huh?”
“When you came in here and broke open my little secret. You looked like there was something you wanted to tell me.”
“Oh, yeah. I wanted to tell you about Vito and Hallie.” He did, and Roni also looked dismayed about what was happening to Hallie. 
But she didn’t have any ideas for solving the problem.
As Hax was leaving her room, she said, “You know, if the law worked like it was supposed to, Vito’d be in prison and Hallie wouldn’t have a problem.”
Hax nodded. It was true, that was what was supposed to happen. But he was learning that “supposed to happen,” and “did happen,” could be unrelated.
 
That night, as soon as Ravinder sat down at the dinner table, he turned to Hax, “Have you or your sister talked to your mother yet?”
Hax lifted an eyebrow, “About?”
Ravinder looked irritated, “About what she can do!”
Tansey set their dishes on the table. Sounding interested, she said, “What can Roni do?”
“Become…” Ravinder paused, as if he didn’t really want to say it, but then finished, “invisible.”
As Ravinder said that, Tansey had turned and shouted frustratedly up the stairs, “Roni! Dinner!” She turned back to her husband, “She can do what?”
“Become invisible.”
Tansey gave Ravinder a curious look, then looked at Hax as if she was wondering what the joke was. “Invisible?”
“Invisible,” Roni said, from her chair at the table. The chair she hadn’t been sitting in a moment before.
Tansey reacted by jerking back away from Roni, “Oh! I didn’t see you.”
Roni smirked at her, “Exactly.”
Tansey turned to look questioningly at her husband, then looked back at Roni—who was gone. She stared at the empty chair for a moment, then breathed, “My God…” She looked back at Ravinder, “What does this mean?” She glanced back at Roni’s chair, where Roni was once again visible, “When did this happen?”
Roni said, “I guess I’ve been able to do it for a long time. You know how I was always so good at hide and seek when I was little? I just thought I was good at hiding behind stuff and that people weren’t very good at seeing me, even when they should have. But it turns out… that I can hide right in the middle of the room. I don’t have to be behind anything at all.”
Tansey blinked, “When did you figure this out?”
Roni shrugged, “A few months ago.”
Tansey looked suspiciously at her husband, “And I’m just learning about this now, because?”
“Because I just learned about it today,” he sighed, looking frustrated. He’d dug in his pocket, “When I asked her where she’d gotten this.” He laid the big wad of bills on the table.
Their mother stared goggle-eyed at the money. After a moment, she said, “Where did that come from?”
When no one else answered, Roni said, “I picked Nick Castano’s pocket while he was making his rounds to extort people.”
“But…” Tansey stared disbelievingly at her daughter. “But that’s crazy!” She looked to her husband for backup.”
Ravinder said, “Yeah, I agree. Those guys are psychopaths.” He looked at each member of his family in turn, then said, “But, somebody needs to do something about them. The police are petrified, and probably some of the cop’s upper-level people have been bribed. They aren’t going to do it. You guys probably know that someone from the FBI was looking into it last year or so but wound up dead.” He shook his head sadly, “Essentially anyone who investigates, or protests, or tries to publicize what the Castanos are doing turns up dead, and that pretty effectively suppresses such activities.” He studied his wife. “I’ve had a little bit longer to think about this than you have and I’ve started to wonder if Roni isn’t the only person who might be able to stop them.”
Tansey looked at her husband with a horrified expression. “You want our teenage daughter to take on the mob?!”
“She’s already in danger!” He looked at Roni, “I don’t know the details, but I know you’ve had some run-ins with Nick Castano, right?”
Roni nodded, but Hax could tell she could hardly believe her father thought she could take on the Castanos. Hax also didn’t think Roni wanted to explain how she’d been all doe-eyed about Nick Castano before she figured out what a jerk he was. Or what his family did. Then Roni’s expression firmed, “Yeah, and I hate them. I’d do anything to bring them to justice.”
Ravinder turned back to Tansey and continued, “And, those guys are ruining her life. Remember when we were hoping to send her to college? She’s got the grades. She could probably get some scholarships. But now we need her to work the store just so we can make ends meet.”
“So, she can hide from them,” Tansey said slowly. “And pick their pockets. That’s hardly going to run them out of town.”
Ravinder thumped the stack of bills, “She picked their pockets for nearly $22,000! A crime ring like theirs runs on cash. Lots of it. If they run out of cash… they aren’t going to be able to bribe people in the government and police. They won’t be able to pay the guys who do the dirty work.”
“You think that if Roni picks their pockets a few more times their whole organization’s going to implode?” Tansey said incredulously.
“I think it’s more like loosening the lug nuts on one of their wheels. If that wheel comes off the truck might wreck.”
“Or, in their case, the Castanos might tighten the nuts back up and kill whoever loosened them! I’ll bet they’re already being more careful about where they put their money.” Tansey turned to Roni, “When you say ‘you picked his pocket,’ what pocket was it?”
Roni spoke slowly, as if she was recognizing the problem also. “He had all the envelopes stuffed in his outer jacket pocket. It was really easy to pull them out.” She shrugged, “If he puts them in some kind of inside pocket, it could be a lot harder.”
As they were all digesting that, Ravinder said, “Earlier you said you’d spent some of the money on a disguise. What do you need a disguise for? I mean, if no one can see you?”
“Yeah, well that’s another problem,” Roni said, looking around at her family. “You know how I told you that I’m not really invisible, I’m just somehow able to make you not notice me?”
Hax shrugged while their parents both nodded.
Roni lifted an eyebrow, “I can’t tell video cameras not to notice me.”
Everyone looked puzzled. Ravinder said slowly, “So… If someone’s, like filming in the area where you pick a pocket, they’d be able to see you in the viewfinder or something?”
“I’m not sure. I think they still wouldn’t notice me, since I’m there telling people not to see me. But when they go back and watch the video, then they’ll be able to see me.”
“I don’t understand, surely the Castanos don’t film themselves going around taking people’s money.”
“No, but a lot of places have security cameras.” She waved down the stairs. “We’ve got a couple in our store. I’ve been keeping an eye out lately and I’ve realized there are a lot more of those kinds of cameras around than you might expect. The police routinely go through the video record after a crime to try to find out who did it, and as you’ve already mentioned, they’re in the Castanos’ pocket.”
Tansey said, “You think the Castanos will go to the police about being pickpocketed of their extortion money?!”
“No, but they know the security cameras are there. If they get their pockets picked, they don’t have to be too bright to go look at the vids from the area where it happened so they can see who did it.” Roni shrugged, “The storeowners aren’t going to refuse to let the Castanos look at their security videos. So, even though people can’t see me when I do it, I still want to wear a disguise to pick the Castanos’ pockets. Then they won’t be able to figure out who I was when they look at the videos.”
“What kind of disguise?”
“I bought a hoodie and a scarf, but I haven’t used them yet.” She shrugged, “The first time I picked his pocket I wore my balaclava and a sheet.” She turned to her mother, “I’ve been wondering if I might do better with some kind of heavy, light-colored makeup?”
Tansey shook her head almost violently, “No! No, you’re not going to do this!”
Ravinder waved his hands calmly, “Whatever we do, this isn’t something to be rushed into. If—and I’m not saying we will, I’m saying if—if we do this, it’ll be after a lot more thought. For now, we should eat our dinner before it gets completely cold. I think we shouldn’t even talk about it until Saturday. We can all think about it and maybe ask Roni a few questions about how it works, but don’t talk about what we might do.”
Hax felt surprised that his dad was talking like the family would take a vote. Usually, he just decided, and they all did things his way.
Tansey was looking at her husband like he’d grown another head. “What d’you mean ‘we’? Your daughter’s the one who’s going to be at risk if she does anything like this.”
“We’ll all be at risk. If the Castanos find out, they’ll…” He left the rest of that thought unsaid. “And if Roni does do it, I’m hoping we can figure out some ways that the rest of us can make it safer for her.”
 
 



Chapter 5
 
After her dad’s suggestion that they all think about how they might use Roni’s strange ability to do something about the Castanos, Roni’d decided she should research just how criminal organizations made their money. It seemed like it had to be important to understand how the Castanos’ business worked if the Buchry’s were going to mess with it. One of the first things she learned was that people like the Castanos needed a way to launder their money. As she understood it, they needed a way to make their illegally gained cash or “dirty money” appear to be clean and legally acquired. 
Because of that, most organized crime people made it a practice to own various cash businesses like nightclubs, strip joints, casinos, parking garages and laundromats. Places where they could fold their dirty money into the legitimate income stream and claim that all the money had actually come from honest cash sales. She hadn’t considered the possibility that the Castanos might do other things besides steal money from merchants. Gambling was illegal in their state, so there weren’t any casinos in the city, but when she asked around, she heard rumors that the Castanos owned several nightclubs.
It being Friday night, she’d decided to go explore one of the nightclubs to see what went on there. It’d be good to understand how the Castanos laundered their money so she’d be able to tell the FBI about it.
If the FBI ever seemed like it might intervene. 
It’d also be nice to know how money was laundered because she actually had some illegally gained money of her own to clean up.
Suspecting that her parents wouldn’t approve, she took a nap and set her alarm so she could go after everyone was asleep.
 
Nick walked past the people standing in line outside Petroglyph, one of the Castanos’ three nightclubs. Of course, he could easily have gone in the back door, but he liked walking past the losers who had to stand in line to get in. Feeling their jealous eyes on him as he stepped up to the bouncer and was waved on into the club gave him a rush.
Besides, he had a distinctive new blue jacket that the girls ought to recognize. Some of them would remember him going by and realize he was a big dog. They’d try to attract his attention later.
That gave him a rush too.
The bouncers should’ve checked his ID, but they knew he was only twenty. Since they’d have to let him in anyway, they didn’t bother checking it. He walked into the club, feeling on top of the world with a swagger in his step. His eyes roamed the girls to see what kind of talent the club had on tap tonight.
 
Linda and Janet finally got in the club. As they dropped off their stuff at the coat check, Janet looked around the club and said, “What’s with all the crude drawings on the walls? My little brother could do better.”
Linda looked around, and feeling a little superior, said, “They’re supposed to be cave drawings, scratched in the stone. You know, ‘petroglyphs’?”
Recognizing the name of the club, Janet said, “Oh, cool.”
They made their way to the bar, unconsciously moving in rhythm with the heavy beat pounding from the dance floor.
As they waited for their drinks, Linda turned to Janet and gave her a slight nudge, “There’s that guy who walked past the line on the way in. Do you know who he is?”
Janet took her drink and sipped it as she turned the direction Linda was looking. She recognized the jacket. “No, but I like the way he looks. And,” she winked at Linda, “he must be rolling in cash.”
“Let’s go stand in that section.”
 
An hour or so had passed. Janet and Linda had found a standing table, nursed their drinks and danced together a couple of times. They’d gotten rid of one creepy guy who’d come by and tried to talk to them, but were starting to worry that nobody interesting would replace him.
Linda was watching the dance floor and feeling a little disappointed when she heard someone talking behind her. It was a little hard to understand because of the music, but she turned and saw it was the handsome guy in the blue jacket. Evidently he’d spoken to Janet because she was smiling up at him. He waved at their half-empty drinks and raised an eyebrow. Linda smiled and nodded. With a little irritation, she noticed Janet already had her hand on his arm. Linda moved closer herself.
Janet had evidently asked him his name because he was saying, “I’m Nick.”
Janet was totally focused on the guy. She put her hand to her chest and said, “I’m Janet…” A moment later, like it was an afterthought, she waved, “And this’s my friend Linda.”
Linda put on her best smile, touched his arm, and said, “It’s so nice to meet you.” She studied his face, wondering if she’d recognize it. She was thinking that it was usually famous people that got to bypass the line going into popular clubs like Petroglyph. She didn’t recognize him, but thought he looked pretty young. Oh well, he has to be at least twenty-one or the bouncers wouldn’t have let him in. She and Janet were both twenty-two and Linda would rather have someone a little older and a little taller than herself. But she’d forgo those usual requirements for somebody with the kind of juice Nick must have.
To Linda’s dismay, Nick took Janet out on the dance floor. Linda was prettier than Janet so she usually got first pick of the guys. Another guy separated himself from the pack of guys who’d been standing with Nick earlier. He made his way to Linda’s table. When she glanced at him, he lifted his glass in a little salute but didn’t say anything. Linda turned to look back out at the dance floor, thinking that this new guy was a little taller and older than Nick. He was more her style, though not quite as handsome. Uncomfortably she wondered why he didn’t try to talk to her.
The waitress brought them more drinks. Actually, two drinks for Janet and two for Linda. Freed of monetary constraints, Linda took a big gulp of hers and wondered whether she should try to initiate a conversation with the guy who’d come over.
Nick brought Janet back. A moment later, he touched Linda on the arm and leaned closer, “Wanna dance?”
Linda felt torn. She wanted to dance, but felt like it’d be unfaithful to her friend to accept. Besides, it seemed pretty rude of Nick to dance one dance with Janet and then and ask her. After a moment’s hesitation though, she shrugged and said, “Sure.” As Nick guided her out to the dance floor, she leaned back and said over the beat, “You didn’t want to keep dancing with Janet?”
He gave Linda a smile as if he was giving up a secret. “No, you’re the pretty one. I just danced with her first so she’d feel good.” He looked back over his shoulder, “My wingman, Marco, he’ll dance with her.”
Linda felt warm at being called the pretty one. She glanced back and saw the other man was coming out to the dance floor with Janet and that assuaged her guilt. A third guy had moved out from Nick’s little group of men and was standing next to their little table. Linda had the disquieting feeling that the guy was just holding the table for them.
Nick wasn’t a very good dancer. Linda thought he was a little drunk, but didn’t think he’d dance very well even if he were sober. Of course, a lot of guys can’t dance at all if they aren’t drunk enough to overcome their inhibitions, she thought.
 
Roni waited until the bouncers let a party of four into the Petroglyph. Invisible, she walked in right on their heels. The bouncer was stretching his velvet rope back across the opening behind them and almost bumped her, but he hesitated at the last moment so that he’d miss. Roni wondered whether this happened because her presumed instructions to not notice her had caused him to avoid the contact. A contact which, after all, would have made her hard not to notice. She puzzled over this as she made her way into the pulsing nightclub, wondering about the fact that she could touch someone without them noticing, but at least in this situation the guy seemed to have actively avoided touching her. Why couldn’t he have bumped her but just not noticed it?
The nightclub was dimly lit and she had a hard time seeing with the black scarf over her face. It was translucent, but not translucent enough for this lighting. Thinking she wasn’t going to learn anything about the club if she couldn’t see, she wondered whether anybody’d be able to recognize her in a poorly lighted security video. Deciding she should try to be as safe as possible, she pulled the scarf down to just below her eyes, then tightened the string to snug her hoodie down over some of her forehead. Her eyes were exposed, but she doubted anyone could recognize her from them without a really good image. It was warm, so she unzipped her jacket most of the way.
Suddenly, she realized that at least some people would know who she was if the security video was in color. Her dark skin was visible around the eyes and if they could tell her eyes were blue, it’d be an immediate giveaway to people who’d heard of her. It wasn’t as if no
one else in the world had dark skin and blue eyes, but such people were very rare. She didn’t think anyone else in the city had her combination. She realized, I can’t do anything that’d get anyone excited enough to look at the security videos. I’ll just wander around a little bit to get a feel for how things work here, then get out of this place.
She walked back behind one of the bars, looking around at how they handled their money. There was a lot of cash back there, but not the kind of money that’d hurt the Castanos if she stole it. Looking around at their cash registers didn’t really help her understand how the Castanos might be laundering money at the nightclub.
Roni kept moving so she’d be harder to notice. She made her way upstairs where she looked over a balcony. She didn’t glean any brilliant insights there either. She was starting to think she’d just as well leave when a couple of men in suits burst out of the door near the back of the upstairs balcony. Security guys, she thought. They ran up to the balcony rail and leaned over, looking like they were searching the crowd. 
“Do you see him?” the one shouted to the other over the music. The second one shook his head and spoke to his wrist. The two men started running down the stairs. Roni saw a couple of men get up from tables and start looking around down in the main part of the club.
A cold, clammy feeling came over Roni as she turned to look back toward the door the men had come out of. 
If they had people actively monitoring the video, she’d look pretty suspicious wandering around the club in a hoodie with a scarf over her face.
Looking back at the men she saw they’d stopped running down the stairs. One had a finger to his ear as if he was trying to hear something from an earbud. He turned and looked up the stairs toward the balcony, staring almost right at her.
Roni backed away from the edge, even though she felt sure the man couldn’t see her. She stood dithering for a moment. Then, gaining resolve, she turned and ran toward the door the men had come out of. Thinking hard about how no one should notice the door opening, she pulled it open and stepped inside. She was in an office with monitors all over the wall. One security guy remained in there and had his eyes jumping from screen to screen.
Roni looked around. There weren’t any cameras in the security office itself. Looking at the screens, she couldn’t see any that were pointing toward the door she’d entered through, so the guy probably hadn’t seen her come into his office on the videos. There were two computers in the room. She suspected that only the one next to the security guy was actively recording the video streams, but to be sure she stopped at the other one first. 
Pulling out a memory stick she’d marked with some red nail polish, she jacked it into the second computer. A few seconds later her special program had loaded itself and a little window popped up in the lower right-hand corner saying, “Drive-Wipe running.” The window disappeared almost immediately, even though the program was still overwriting the entire disk with binary nonsense to be sure no one would be able to rescue files off of it. 
She pulled out the USB stick and stepped over next to the security guy. His knee was in front of the USB ports on the CPU’s tower. She thought about how she didn’t want him to notice her putting in the USB stick and he obligingly moved his knee out of the way. That’s pretty amazing, she thought as she jacked in her memory stick, almost as if I can make people do certain things. As it had on the other computer, her little window popped up momentarily to say Drive-Wipe was under way, then disappeared. The computer’s screen froze. She glanced up and saw with relief that all the video feeds from the club had also frozen as the computer’s CPU started working to overwrite its hard drives rather than processing the video. She’d tried to write a program that would continue whatever process the computer had been working on while it rewrote everything but the operating system in the background, but she hadn’t been successful. The best she’d been able to manage was to set up the program so it’d freeze the screen, making the user think his computer had locked up, rather than going blank or actually displaying the wiping process. 
The security guy started cursing and entered some ineffective commands on his keyboard. He tried to restart the computer, but of course her little program prevented that from happening as well. Roni pulled out her USB stick and backed away, wanting to leave, but worrying that he might try unplugging the computer before her program finished overwriting the drive and thereby permanently wiping any video they still had of her.

Now that she had a breather, she berated herself, I should have known they’d have people actively monitoring the security cameras in a place like this.
The doors at the back of the security office slammed open and the two guys who’d gone down the stairs came back in. One of them shouted, “We can’t see the bastard anywhere! Do you still have him on video?” Then, noticing that all the video screens were frozen, he cursed. “What the hell’s going on?!”
The guy at the desk shrugged, “I sure as shit don’t know. I can’t even get the system to restart.”
The door opened and an older guy came in. Evidently he’d heard that last statement. He said, “Do a hard restart.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Hold the power switch down! If that doesn’t work, unplug the damn thing. You’d better get it fixed, the big boss’s son’s in here tonight! Believe me, you don’t want news of this to get back to the bossman.”
The guy at the desk reached down and put his finger on the power switch, depressing it. Roni watched curiously. On some computers the button just activated a software switch. On those kinds of computers, her program was supposed to make the computer look like it’d turned off while it was actually still running the Drive-Wipe program. It didn’t work on this one though; she could see the case lights go out.
She waited with them for the computer to reboot. With relief, when Windows loaded, she saw the systray pop a momentary DW icon to tell her that her Drive-Wipe program had started itself again. The security guys clustered around the computer offering one another suggestions until the older guy told the other three to get their butts back out to the floor and keep an eye on things visually. Frustrated because the boot process seemed to be taking such a long time, the guy cursed and started trying some things, none of which worked. It didn’t look like he had enough computer savvy to figure out what was going on. Or even enough to unplug the computer and wait till someone who did know about computers could get there.
Roni took a deep breath. It looked like the guy was going to leave the computer plugged in and powered up, so eventually her program would finish wiping the disc and then erase itself.
Even though he’d been yelling at the other three guys, Roni thought the older guy looked pretty frightened. I don’t think I’d like working for the Castanos, she thought.
Roni went back out into the club. She fought a strong urge to leave the place after all the tension she’d been feeling. She told herself she really didn’t have anything to worry about anymore. After all, they weren’t recording anymore and her program would soon erase everything they already had. 
She stopped at the balcony rail and looked out over the club again.

Nick! she thought, seeing him in a recessed area off to the side of the dance floor. He was pawing some girl. The girl didn’t look happy. A moment later, the girl started trying to get up.
 
As the night wore on, Nick danced less and got more and more touchy-feely. Linda was pretty drunk herself, or she’d have objected more. She also would have objected more if Nick hadn’t spoken to one of his buddies who’d magically cleared people out of a premium table for them.
Getting them any table in the crowded club had really impressed Linda. The one they had was up a couple of low-rise stairs and back in the shadows. Surrounded by big soft chairs it had a good view of the dance floor, but the speakers faced the other way leaving it a little quieter. They could talk without screaming though it was still difficult. 
When they’d first gotten back to the table, Linda had looked forward to talking more. But Nick answered her questions with short answers and didn’t initiate any conversation himself. Mostly he seemed to take advantage of any opportunity to touch her. He’d been sitting closer and closer and now he started trying to kiss her. She accepted the first kiss, but his breath was pretty bad.  When she tried to pull back, he resisted her withdrawal with the arm he had around her. Now she was reduced to trying to keep him from kissing her on the mouth.
Unhappy about how things were going, she struggled to her feet and looked at Janet, hoping Janet would be willing to go home. Linda staggered a bit. Then when Janet looked up at her and Linda tried to lean closer, she nearly lost her balance and had to lean hard on the table. Realizing she’d had far too much to drink, she said, “I’m going to the bathroom.” She steadied herself on one of the guy’s shoulders, then looked back to Janet, “You want to go with?”
Janet nodded and started struggling to her own feet. She didn’t look very steady either. Linda turned to Nick, “I think I’ve had a little too much to drink. Can you order me a coffee?”
He nodded, but gave her a funny grin.
 
In the bathroom, Linda turned to Janet, “Nick’s got his hands all over me. It’s getting to be a little too much. How’s your guy?”
Janet gave a disappointed moue, “My guy’s a little bit too much of a gentleman. He’s been ordering vodkas?”
Linda nodded.
“But he seemed really sober, so I took a sip of one of his drinks. It’s just water!”
Linda snorted and nudged her, “Maybe I could get Nick to drink a few of those?”
Janet rolled her eyes, “Fat chance of that. You ready to go home?”
“Yeah, but I’m not walkin’ so good. I asked Nick to order me a coffee. Once I choke that down, I’ll be good to go.”
“I’ll get a coffee too.”
 
Back out at their table, Nick was even more aggressive about groping Linda. When he tried to kiss her again, she picked up her coffee, using that as an excuse. She took a sip and alarm shot through her. The coffee had to be half and half with brandy!
Linda stood back up, “Janet, I’m not feeling so good. I think I’d better get home.”
Unsteadily, Nick got to his feet beside her, “Sorry to hear that. Let me get you a taxi.”
Though Linda just wanted to be away from him, she did think it was nice of him to get her a taxi. She thought to herself that it’d be even better if he paid for it. She let him take her arm and steer her through the club, though she wasn’t sure he was much steadier on his feet than she was. She blinked a little blearily, “Wait, the entrance is over there,” she said pointing.
“We can go out the back way,” Nick said. “I know the owner. One of my guys is calling a taxi and it’ll pull around back there. Less hassle with the riffraff out front.”
Linda had a fleeting thought that she’d been the “riffraff out front,” just a few hours ago. But then she thought about how it was pretty cool that Nick had someone to call taxis for him and knew the owner so well that they could go out the back door. She let him steer her onward.
 
The back door let out onto an alley. Not a very clean alley.
No taxi in sight.
Nick looked both ways, “Damned taxi should already be here. It’ll probably be a couple more minutes.” He turned to Linda, “You’re cold. Lemme keep you warm.” He turned in front of her and pushed her up against the wall. 
He was warm, but the wall behind her was cold and a moment later he was grinding into her. Linda pushed at him, “I’m okay. It’s not that cold.”
“Oh, come on,” Nick said, forcing his face close to hers.
His boozy breath made her feel sick. She pushed, but he didn’t budge. His knee slipped between hers and a hand moved to her chest. Desperately, she looked around for the taxi.
Or Janet.
Janet’s guy was holding her up against the opposite wall of the alley, about forty feet away. Linda didn’t think the guy was groping Janet, but she looked like she was struggling anyway. There was another guy standing by the door to the club. “Help,” Linda said weakly. 
The guy just turned and looked the other way. Oh God, she thought despairingly.
 
Roni’d followed the two girls into the bathroom and stood listening to them. From their conversation, she decided that they certainly didn’t sound like long-term girlfriends. The one who’d been with Nick sounded pretty unhappy. Big surprise.
Against her better judgment, she followed them back to their table with Nick and his cronies. To her surprise, Mario wasn’t at the table. She’d kind of thought that when you saw Nick, you saw Mario as a matter of course. The other guys sitting at the table were older than Nick and didn’t seem like the type who’d be his buddies. They also looked pretty sober. Realizing that they might be employees, she looked at them carefully. Some of them had earpieces in. She wondered whether they might have been some of the same guys who’d jumped up and looked around the club when the security team was searching for her. She’d only gotten a glimpse of them earlier so she couldn’t really tell.
Nick was really pawing the one girl. The girl took a sip of what looked like a coffee, but spluttered once she got it in her mouth. She looked as if she thought it tasted pretty bad. Roni didn’t drink coffee but she wondered if it could be brewed so badly that someone would actually spit it out. 
The two girls started getting up and making excuses about how they didn’t feel well and needed to get home.
Roni felt relieved. She’d been worrying that the two girls were in over their head. It seemed crazy that she, at age seventeen, was worrying about a couple of young women who looked to be in their early twenties, but she was. She realized that she would worry about any woman or girl who was involved with a Castano. But if they were leaving, they should be safe enough. She turned to go, then realized that Nick had gotten up with the girls and was leading them somewhere.
Not to the front of the club where the exit was.
Resignedly, Roni turned to follow.
Out in the alley, she zipped her jacket back up against the cold. She heard Nick saying something to the girl about a taxi and felt relieved, thinking he was more of a gentleman than she’d expected. She started to move away, but glancing back Roni saw Nick had the girl pinned up against the wall. 
The girl was struggling. 
Roni looked at the other girl. The guy with her wasn’t trying to grope her like Nick was doing his girl. He just seemed to be holding the girl so she couldn’t go help the girl with Nick.
A third guy just stood by the door.
Nick’s girl weakly called out for help. Roni looked at the third guy, but he just turned to look the other way, evidently planning to ignore whatever was going on.
A sick feeling coming over her, Roni started walking toward Nick.
When she arrived, the girl was looking panicked. She fought to free herself from Nick’s hands. Roni realized he had a hand under the girl’s skirt! Roni glanced back over her shoulder. The two men were looking the other direction, the one actually walking the second girl down the alleyway away from the struggle between Nick and the girl.
Roni closed her eyes, thinking she shouldn’t get involved, but at the same time that she couldn’t not get involved. After a moment, she shrugged, threw her left arm around Nick’s neck and applied a Hadaka Jime choke. The blade of her left forearm dug into Nick’s neck. Her left hand caught in the crook of her right elbow. Her right hand went on the back of Nick’s head. Left leg around his waist, she heaved, the bones of her forearm squashing Nick’s carotids and cutting off the blood flow to his brain
She’d done the choke hundreds of times in her martial arts class, but never this hard or on someone as big as Nick. Roni was pretty tall, so Nick wasn’t much taller than she was, but he was bigger around. He staggered back from the wall, carrying Roni with him.
Wide-eyed, the girl stared at Nick for a second, evidently wondering what was wrong with him, then she turned and wobbled off down the alley as fast as she could. Fortunately, she didn’t say anything. In the chokehold, Nick wasn’t able to say anything either. 
Roni worried that Nick would drop onto his back, smashing her under him on the hard street, so she kept her right leg extended back behind her, toes skidding on the pavement. Nick scrabbled at her arm, but couldn’t seem to get a grip, partly because his chin was forced down onto her forearm and covering the easy grip points, and partly because his fingers kept slipping on the nylon of her jacket. He reached up behind his head and grabbed at hers, but she kept her head buried against the back of his. His fingers slipped off the nylon of her hood as well.
Nick slowly sat down on the pavement. At first surprised that he hadn’t tried to throw her or slam down on top of her, she realized he was passing out from the lack of blood flow to his brain. Pretty good evidence that she was doing the choke correctly. She’d never completely choked anyone out in practice, but according to Master Akita it should only take 10 to 30 seconds to render Nick unconscious. She followed Nick down and stayed behind him keeping the choke on because she knew he’d wake up pretty quickly once she let go. She glanced down the alley and saw the girl had gotten pretty far away. She’d joined up with the other girl and they were both making good, if unsteady, time. 
Roni looked for the other two guys and saw that they were trotting her direction. One said nervously, “What the hell’s happening?”
The other said, “I don’t know!” He called out, “Mr. Castano?”
Employees, not friends, Roni thought. She kept the choke on Nick until the two men were almost on top of her, then let off, slowly lowering Nick so he wouldn’t fall suddenly and reveal that someone invisible had been holding him up.
In the weak glow of the light by the club’s door, Nick looked pretty bad. A shiver ran over his body and his limbs flailed for a moment. Roni thought she saw a dark stain of urine at his crotch. She walked off down the alley after the two girls, wondering whether she might have done significant damage to Nick’s brain by keeping the choke on for so long. She decided it wouldn’t bother her if she had.
She looked back over her shoulder to see what the guys with Nick were doing. They bent over him for a minute or so, glancing occasionally after the girls. After a bit, they helped Nick to his feet and started toward the back door of the club.
I guess I didn’t kill him, Roni thought, not sure whether to be happy or sad. After a minute, she decided she’d definitely be sad except for her concern that having Nick die tonight might somehow foul up her family’s plan to do something about the entire Castano family
Roni stayed there until the two girls staggered into a taxi, then she headed off to catch a bus.
As she waited for one of the few buses that ran that late at night, she wondered what the Castanos were going to make of what’d happened…
 
Nick felt confused when he first resumed consciousness in the alley. Two of the security guys from Petroglyph were crouching over him. 
He’d been trying to kiss Linda… suddenly he remembered some guy jumping on his back. Looking up at Mick, the guy whose name he remembered. He said, “Did you get the guy?”
“Who, Mr. Castano?”
“The guy who choked me!” Nick said impatiently.
“Um,” Mick turned to look up and down the alley, “there wasn’t any guy, Mr. Castano. Just that girl you were hitting on.”
“What are you, blind?! Some dude jumped on my back and choked me!”
“There was only you and the girl, Mr. Castano. Maybe she punched you in the neck or something?”
“Punched me in the neck?”
“Yeah, there’s a karate chop to the neck that makes people pass out. Shall we help you up?”
Nick reached up to feel his neck. It was sore. He let the two guys help him up then noticed that his crotch was wet. Though he felt like he could have stood fully, he stayed bent over to hide the fact that he’d pissed his pants. Once they’d got him inside the door of the club, he sank onto the bench and said, “Have somebody get my car. I’m goin’ home.”
 
In the morning, Nick’s head hurt from a hangover and his neck had visible bruises. Could that skinny little bitch really have punched me in the neck? he wondered. 
She didn’t seem strong enough. Besides, Nick couldn’t shake the feeling that there’d been someone on his back.
But I guess I shouldn’t tell those guys I think they’re full of shit, he thought. I can’t afford to piss them off since I’ve got to go get them to promise not to tell my dad what went down last night.
 
***
 
On Saturday night, Tansey wouldn’t let anyone talk about the Castanos until dinner was over. Hax felt excited to see that she’d made Ravinder’s favorite, beef vindaloo, something that Hax liked a lot as well. Because of the cost of beef, they hadn’t had it for a long time. Apparently, Roni’s windfall had loosened the purse strings a little.
Everybody seemed to be in a good mood, though Hax thought there was a general sense of apprehension too. 
Tansey set down her fork, “Are we ready to talk?” The other three nodded and Tansey spoke first, “I’ve thought about this a lot, and I feel strongly that we can’t risk Roni’s life trying to fight this battle. Yes, someone needs to do something about the Castanos, they’re a menace and they’re hurting everyone in the city, not just the merchants. But this isn’t our war, it’s everyone’s, and the government, not our family, should be fighting it.”
Roni said, “But I can attack without being seen! It’s much safer for…”
Ravinder interrupted, “No, no, I’ve changed my mind. I agree with your mother. The government could go after them in a tank if they had the courage. They can do it far more safely than you can. This is not our responsibility!”
Hotly, Roni said, “The government can’t do anything until it has proof! Their hands are tied by all the legalities. We all know what the Castanos are doing.”
“Then we should send proof to the government,” Tansey said. She took Roni’s hand, “Let’s keep it calm. We don’t need to fight with each other.” She looked around the table, “If the government needs proof to move in with tanks or SWAT teams or something, let’s give them the proof. Surely we can send copies of our own security videos to the FBI in Washington. That way, even if our local Bureau has been bribed or intimidated, the central office would have to respond.”
“I’m not sure I like that,” Ravinder said slowly. If there’s someone corrupt in Washington and they get a video that only shows our store being extorted… What if they send it to the Castanos? They’d know where it came from.”
The other three were glancing uncomfortably at one another, so Hax spoke up. “Roni could follow Nick around, videotaping him extorting a hundred stores. We could mail copies of the vids to a lot of people at the FBI. They can’t all be compromised.”
His family turned to look at him speculatively.
He lifted his palms, “That shouldn’t be too dangerous.”
Roni said, “I’ve been reading up on organized crime. They’re probably doing a lot of other illegal stuff too. I could probably get that on video.”
“Like what?”
“Running drugs, laundering money, illegal gambling, prostitution…”
Tansey’d started by shaking her head, now she interrupted, “No! I don’t want you around those kinds of things.”
“I already know all about ‘those kinds of things,’” Roni said, making little air quotes.
Tansey shook her head and looked down at the table, “Knowing about those kinds of things… and seeing them are… different.”
 
The family talked for almost an hour. Ravinder and Tansey had already decided to invest the money Roni’d taken from Nick. They wanted to put it in a college fund for Roni and Hax. By the end of the meeting, the parents had agreed that it’d be reasonable for Roni to follow Nick and any other Castano collectors around, filming what they were doing to the merchants, but not interfering. Since Nick and Mario did most of their merchant visits during the day it’d be easiest if she did it over the school’s Christmas holiday. The idea was for her to try to film while holding the camera braced in a location that’d look as if the camera had been hidden there. That way the people who watched the videos wouldn’t have any reason to think that someone invisible had carried it in and held it.
Hax could tell from the set look in Roni’s eyes that she didn’t think videotaping them was enough. She’d argued for taking more of the Castanos money. It’d help out the family, and the loss of cash would put a serious crimp in the Castanos’ business model. Their parents felt that’d be too dangerous and in some sense unethical, though Hax couldn’t see how it could be wrong to steal from thieves. 
Personally, Hax thought that at least of some of Castanos’ people deserved to die for what they’d done. That guy Mario, for instance, who’d killed the nice old guy that ran the Med Delhi, then laughed about it afterward. The Castanos themselves needed to die for having their minion murder people. Hax knew better than to voice such thoughts.
Next Roni proposed scoping out the Castanos’ facilities. She believed she could figure out where the Castanos kept their records. Roni wanted to give the records to the FBI, and she thought she might be able to burn or otherwise destroy some of their drugs if she could find them. Those two suggestions practically put Tansey and Ravinder into a frenzy, so she let them drop.
At least she stopped talking about those ideas at the family meeting. Hax thought she still had them in the back of her mind. 
“Next,” Roni said, “we all need cell phones.”
“Cell phones are an extravagance…” Ravinder began as he had many times in the past.
Roni interrupted, “That may be, but if I’m out following these kinds of horrible people around and I get in trouble, I need to be able to call you. Or the police. Keeping that money in our college fund won’t do me much good if I die before I go. Besides, a smart-phone has a video camera in it.”
Reluctantly, Ravinder nodded.
Hax didn’t say anything about how he thought Roni was going to go beyond what their parents had agreed to. He did, however, help her out by saying, “If Roni’s going to be going around videotaping those guys for hours on end, the rest of us should pitch in and do her chores.”
You’d have thought he’d jumped on a grenade the way everyone praised him for the idea. He got assigned to run the cash register in addition to stocking. Ravinder said he’d do the data entry and Tansey said she’d take on Roni’s household chores.
Hax suspected that, since no one else knew how, Roni was still going to have to do some of the computer stuff, but he promised himself that he’d learn what he could about what she’d been doing.
 
***
 
Coach Rasmussen shook his head. He taught PE, and come spring he coached the school’s baseball team. During the last season, their pitching had been awful and their two best pitchers—who hadn’t actually been very good—had been seniors. Now they’d graduated.
Then last night, he’d had this bright idea that maybe he could find some pitchers in his PE classes. This morning, he’d dragged one of the pitching nets over into a corner of the gym. The class was supposed to be learning the fundamentals of basketball, but he was rotating kids over to the pitching net. He sold it to them as an education in the fundamentals of pitching. Rasmussen figured if he found a kid who looked like he might have some potential, he’d recruit him for the baseball team.
So far, it’d been a complete bust.
Kids who were any good at sports, he’d decided, already went out for sports. We all like to do things we’re good at, after all. He realized now that checking all the dweebs and nerds to see if one of them might have a hidden talent for pitching had been a stupid idea. Rasmussen had almost put the net away after the morning sessions, but worried that word would get out about how he’d had people learning the fundamentals of pitching in the morning but not in the afternoon classes.
He’d finished explaining what they were going to do on the basketball court, and waved over at the pitching net where it stood in the corner of the gym. “While most of you are practicing dribbling and shooting, I’m going to have you rotating one at a time over to try pitching. Not that I expect you to throw any curveballs, this is just to give you some idea what’s involved in getting a ball into the strike zone.”
He took Adams over to pitch while the rest of the kids were dribbling basketballs up and down the court. Adams threw his ten balls. One hit the strike zone and one missed the net completely. Bad, but not the worst he’d seen that day.
He sent Adams down to retrieve the balls and checked his clipboard. He called, “Buchry.”
Buchry came trotting over. A tall, fairly light-skinned kid with some African features but straight hair. Rasmussen thought he must be of African and/or Indian descent. At the beginning of the semester, a lot of the other kids had teased him about being clumsy, but to be honest, Rasmussen thought the Buchry kid was better coordinated than most of the rest of them. Maybe the year before he’d just been in a clumsy phase like some kids went through. Still, as far as Rasmussen knew, the kid didn’t play any sports. He pointed out the rectangle on the net that represented the strike zone and said, “You’ve got ten balls here. See how many of them you can put in the zone.”
The kid looked surprised. “You want me to throw from here?” he said, sounding like he thought it was too far.
“Yep,” Rasmussen said, turning to see what the kids were doing on the basketball court. Without surprise, he heard the ball hit the wall, not the net. He yelled at the kids on the basketball court, “Okay, those who’ve been shooting, start dribbling. Those who’ve been dribbling, start shooting.” He felt a little surprise when he heard the next baseball hit the canvas flap behind the strike zone in the net. One complete miss, one in the strike zone, he thought disgustedly to himself. It’s like, random.

Then he heard the distinctive sound of the ball hitting the canvas flap again.
Rasmussen turned. The kid threw slowly with terrible technique, but the fourth ball hit the strike zone too. Right in the middle.
So did balls five through ten!
“Um,” Rasmussen said, “that was pretty good, but your throwing technique could use a little work.”
The kid shrugged uninterestedly.
“Here, let me show you.” Rasmussen pantomimed the mechanics of a good pitch.
“Okay,” the kid said, sounding like he hadn’t really paid any attention. “I’m supposed to go get the balls, right?”
Rasmussen nodded, “Yeah, then why don’t you try throwing them again, trying to do it like I showed you.”
The kid cocked his head, “I thought we were only supposed to throw ten balls?”
Rasmussen felt irritated, but he kept it to himself. Instead, he said, “Sorry, I was watching the kids playing basketball and didn’t keep an eye on you while you were pitching. I didn’t get around to giving you any coaching until you’d already thrown all your balls. Just give it one more go, okay?”
The kid shrugged, picked up the bucket, and trotted off down toward the net to gather the balls.
Rasmussen considered trying to have the basketball players start a new drill, but he didn’t want to miss anything the Buchry kid did, so he decided there was no rush. When the kid got back with his bucket of balls, Rasmussen said, “Let me show you the throwing motion again.”
The kid watched expressionlessly.
Rasmussen said, “Now you try it.”
Rasmussen had intended for the kid to make a practice throw without a ball, but hadn’t realized the kid already had a ball in his hand. The kid turned and threw.
The clumsy throwing motion he’d had was gone. He moved exactly like Rasmussen had, right down to the lack of a full windup because Rasmussen’s shoulder was stiff. This ball also hit right in the center of the strike zone!
Rasmussen said, “Um, that was pretty damn good. When you wind up, cock your arm back further. You imitated me nicely, but I can’t cock all the way back because I’ve got a stiff shoulder.”
“Cock?” the kid said, looking like he was about to smirk about the innuendo inherent to the word.
Rasmussen managed not to roll his eyes. Instead, he stepped over, had the kid slowly go through the throwing motion, and when Buchry got to the cocked position Rasmussen moved his arm and hand back where they should be. “Okay, try it like that.
This time the throwing motion looked elegant. The ball hit right in the center of the strike zone again!
Rasmussen blinked, “Can you throw it harder?”
Buchry shrugged. He threw again and the ball hit with an authoritative snap. Exactly in the center of the strike zone!
Holy crap! Rasmussen thought. “Try throwing full on.”
“Full on?”
“As hard as you can.”
The kid shrugged again. When he threw, his mechanics looked gorgeous. The ball was hard to see. The “whap!” when it hit the center of the strike zone’s canvas flap drew the attention of all the kids in the gym. 
Rasmussen turned to the other kids and called out, “Switch dribbling and shooting again.”
He heard one of them say, “Aw coach,” evidencing their boredom.
He called out, “I’ll be over in a minute and we’ll start some half-court games.” He turned to Buchry, “Can you hit the inside corner of that strike zone?”
The kid frowned, “Inside corner?”
Rasmussen studied the kid for a moment, thinking he had to be bullshitting. The kid obviously knew how to pitch. He’d just been pretending he’d never done it earlier. No one could pitch that well without endless hours of practice. Rasmussen wanted to bark at him, but he also wanted the kid to pitch for his baseball team. I’ll just go along with this crap, he thought, then explained where the inside corner would be if you were facing a right-handed batter.
“So, the inside corner is actually the inside edge?”
Rasmussen nodded.
“Should I throw it near the top or the bottom so it’d actually be at a corner?”
Rasmussen forbore explaining the three-dimensional shape of the strike zone and why the inside corner wasn’t really at the corner of the zone as you look at it from the front. Instead, he just said, “Sure, throw it near the bottom.”
Buchry turned and looked at the target, “Is it okay for it to touch the corner, or does it need to go through clean?”
Rasmussen snorted, “It’s okay for it to touch.”
The kid wound up and threw. The ball touched both the bottom and the side as it went through, right in the corner. Fast.
Oh my God! Rasmussen thought. Aloud, he said, “You’re pretty damned good, kid. You should go out for baseball.”
“I prefer martial arts,” the kid said. “Should I get the balls now?”
Stunned, Rasmussen said, “Sure, then go sub out…” Rasmussen looked at his clipboard, “Davidson on the basketball court.”
After that, Rasmussen had more enthusiasm for his pitching experiment, but the rest of the kids were just as awful as the ones in the morning.
He waited until the end of the class to talk to Buchry again, “I was completely serious back there. You really should go out for baseball. You could probably get a scholarship.” Then he thought to himself that the kid had to be playing league baseball and must already know he could get a scholarship.
Sure that the kid had been pulling his leg, he felt surprised when Buchry said “Really?” as if he couldn’t believe it.
“Yeah, I’ll send you the stuff.”
 
***
 
Hax was sitting at the corner of one of the tables in the lunchroom, eating what he’d brought from home. Hallie sat down at the neighboring corner of the next table. Without looking at him, she said quietly, “Hey, I hear you’re quite the pitcher.”
Hax resisted the impulse to turn and stare at her. “Where’d you hear that?”
“It’s all over school. Formerly clumsy kid is now an amazing athlete. Kicks ass in martial arts and is a pitching God.”
Hax snorted, “I only threw a few pitches in Coach Rasmussen’s pitching demo.”
“Rumors are, you’re blowing out the back of the pitching net and placing every pitch exactly where you want it. From what I hear, the major leagues are calling.”
Enormously proud to have Hallie talking him up, Hax nonetheless said in a disbelieving tone, “That’s ridiculous.”
“Well, I think it’s pretty cool,” Hallie said. Then she started getting up. In a flat and depressed tone, she said, “Here comes my boyfriend. I’d better go meet him like a good doggie.”
Hax looked at her as she walked away. She was practically skin and bones. Vito glared at Hax. Hax restrained himself from glaring back. As they walked away, Hax thought about the fact that Vito liked baseball and would be going out for the team. That alone was a good enough reason for Hax not to go out.
Then he pictured himself “accidentally” beaning Vito in practice.
 
 



Chapter 6
 
It was Roni’s third day following Nick and Mario around and filming them as they extorted various merchants. At first she’d thought that it was interesting, exciting, and worth wasting her holiday break on, but now Roni was bored. At first, she’d been appalled at the way Nick and his enforcer treated people. She didn’t know why, after all, they’d behaved the same way towards her and her father and she’d had no reason to think they’d treat other people differently.
She’d heard that after you’d been exposed to the horrors of war for a while, it stopped affecting you as much. She decided that the same thing was happening to her.
She saw herself when she glanced at the Christmas decorations in the window of the store they were passing. It was hard getting used to the way she looked in her hoodie with the scarf covering her face. Since she could see pretty well through the sheer scarf looking out, it always surprised her to see her hood with the faceless, featureless blackness of the scarf inside of it. It reminded her of the way Death was depicted in comics and movies.
Sometimes she pictured Nick reviewing the security videos from some of the stores. She didn’t know why he would. Unless something happened they almost all got written over in a week or two. But, if he did, she imagined him seeing a faceless, hooded individual near him in video after video. Someone he hadn’t seen as he made his rounds on the days in question.
She liked to picture Nick trembling in fear in the belief that Death was following him from one store to the next. 
Nick and Mario turned into Thompson’s Sporting Goods. Roni slipped through the door right behind them, then passed them so she could trot up to the cash register and prop her phone on a shelf where it could record whatever happened.
When she looked back, Roni saw Nick and Mario had stopped behind some shelving near the front of the store. Are they planning to buy some exercise equipment? she wondered. She walked that direction.
Suddenly, Roni found herself involuntarily crouching in terrified horror. Hidden by shelves loaded with weights, Nick and Mario were each screwing a silencer onto a handgun!
Reminding herself that they couldn’t see her, she slowly stood up. Since she’d heard that silencers were ineffective Roni wondered why they were using them.
Finished assembling their weapons, the two men stepped out from behind the shelves and started walking toward the cash register, each holding his gun so it dangled slightly behind his leg, presumably trying to make them harder to see.
Roni walked behind them. Why guns? she wondered. Mario killed Mr. Demopoulos with a club! Why would they need anything more?
Normally she stood on the other side of her cell phone while Nick did his thing so she could watch the screen to be sure Nick and Mario were in the picture, and also to be sure she wasn’t. However, she didn’t want to be in front of Nick and Mario in case they actually started shooting. Neither does anybody else! she thought, wondering how she could keep the store’s employees safe. She wished her cell phone was in her pocket instead of sitting on the shelf recording the proceedings. She could call 911. Staying back, she moved off to the side in the hopes that she wouldn’t be in the video picture. Unfortunately, that far back she couldn’t tell what was going on as well as she’d like.
Frustrated, Roni walked up closer behind the two men. Mario had his gun pointing at a terrified young cashier. Nick said, “We’d like to talk to Mr. Thompson.”
White as a sheet and looking terrified as her eyes focused on the gun barrel, the girl stuttered, “I, I d-don’t know if h-he’s here.”
From the tone of his voice, Roni thought Nick had one of his ugly smiles on his face. He tapped on the countertop phone with the silencer of his gun. “Well, why don’t you use the intercom on this here phone to call back to his office?”
The girl was shaking so hard it took her two tries to successfully work the intercom function on the phone. “Mr. Thompson? T-there’s some m-men out here. T-they want to talk to you.”
The voice that responded, presumably Thompson’s, sounded irritated rather than fearful. “I’ll be right out.”
He sounds pissed?! Roni thought disbelievingly. She couldn’t believe that Thompson wouldn’t recognize that the Castanos were responsible for the terror in the girl’s voice. He should’ve sounded worried.
A moment later, when the man came around the corner, she thought she understood why he hadn’t been frightened. He was hugely muscular—like you might expect of someone who owned a sporting goods store that seemed to run heavily toward weight training.
Mario was big, but not as tall. Besides, Mario was running to fat.
Thompson was solid muscle and carrying a baseball bat.
When Thompson saw the guns, he looked startled. He stopped. Roni thought he’d have tried to step back around the corner except both Mario and Nick’s guns had zeroed in on him. Nick said, “Well, my friend, we’re back like I promised. This time you’d better drop that bat. It ain’t scarin’ nobody.” Nick waggled the gun to signal why.
Thompson had paled, though he still looked more pissed off than frightened. After a moment, he dropped the bat at his feet.
Nick said, “Kick it away from you.”
Thompson did. Roni wondered if she could get him another one. She looked around her and saw a barrel of loose bats halfway down an aisle. She ran down and got a couple of wooden bats, a big one that she hoped she could get to Mr. Thompson, and one more her size in case she needed a weapon. With all the stress in the atmosphere, she found herself running on her tiptoes.
When she got back behind Nick and Mario she stopped, not wanting to go around in front of the guns to try to give Thompson the bat. She wondered what she’d do if it looked like the men might shoot.
Nick was saying, “So, the way I see it, you bein’ in business for eight months and us coverin’ you gratis for the first six, you owe us for two month’s protection… You havin’ failed to pay last month and all.”
“I don’t want protection,” the man grated.
“Oh, I think you do,” Nick said in his smarmiest voice. “Otherwise… people might get hurt.” He snapped his fingers and Mario turned his gun on the young girl behind the counter. 
The girl cringed backward.
Mario shot her.
Roni’d thought he was only going to threaten her. When the weapon fired, she thought he’d just fired a shot near the girl to scare her. That silencer worked better than I thought it would, she thought. In fact, there was still quite a bit of noise, and certainly more than in the movies. But it was a lot quieter than un-silenced guns she’d heard.
As those thoughts were racing through Roni’s brain, the girl stumbled back against a cabinet, let out a tiny shriek, grabbed her abdomen, and collapsed to the floor leaving a bloody streak on the wood.
He did shoot her! Rage exploded through Roni’s thoughts. 
The big bat she’d been holding tumbled to the floor.
Roni felt like an interested third party as her arms swung the other baseball bat as hard as they could toward the back of Mario’s head.
To her surprise, the bat didn’t smack Mario’s head and bounce off. 
Sending a crunching sensation back up the shaft to her hand, the bat actually sank into Mario’s skull.
By the time she’d picked up on that sensation, she’d already jerked the bat loose and whirled around to swing it at Nick. 
Obviously frightened by what he’d seen happen to Mario out of the corner of his eye, Nick had started crouching, pulling his head down and hunching up his shoulders. The bat bumped off the hump of his shoulders and grazed the back of his head with a meaty “thwock.”
Nick slumped to the ground beside Mario. Mario’d started jerking bizarrely.
Roni looked at Thompson. He stood frozen, staring at Nick and Mario. Call 911 you idiot, she thought. She looked over at the cashier and saw the girl take a shuddering breath suggesting that she was still alive. 
Roni stepped between Nick and Mario, picked up the handset of the phone on the counter and tossed it at Thompson. Reflexively, Thompson grabbed it. Roni stabbed the buttons for 911, then ran around the end of the counter to get her cell phone. Dropping it in her pocket, she looked wildly around for security cameras but didn’t see any.
She did see a sign for restrooms at the back of the store. She ran that way.
She remembered to send out a thought that no one should notice her slamming into the bathroom—right before she started puking.
When Roni had gotten down to dry heaves, she stood up, shaking with reaction. She stared down at her right hand, suddenly realizing she still had the bat. To her surprise, it wasn’t bloody. Guess neither of them had enough time to bleed during the time the bat was in contact, she thought. Still, it’s probably got their DNA on it… And mine! She thought with horror. She stepped to the sink and rinsed her mouth. She wet a paper towel and started washing the end of the bat to try to get Nick and Mario’s DNA off of it. I also touched the big bat that’s still out there by the register! She felt pretty certain they couldn’t get fingerprints off the rough tacky surface of the bat handles, but she had no idea whether the police could pull DNA.
Remembering to think about how she didn’t want anyone to notice the bathroom door opening or her coming out, she tremblingly exited. The police were already there and an ambulance was pulling up outside. Roni walked up and saw the big bat still lying where she’d dropped it. She looked at the policemen, thinking that they should be taking pictures, but they weren’t. They probably bring in a professional photographer, she thought.
Thinking that she didn’t want them to notice the bat, she watched them while nudging the bat with a toe. Though they were staring down at the scene, neither of them seemed to react to the bat’s movement. She bent over and picked it up. They didn’t seem to pay any attention to that either.
She considered taking the two bats over and putting them back in the barrel. But what if they check every bat in the barrel for DNA? she wondered. Then she thought, No point in that, the bats have probably been handled by lots of people. No way for the police to suspect that one of the bats in the barrel was the weapon. Even if they figured that out and were able to pull DNA off the handle, they wouldn’t know which of the people who’ve touched that bat took out the Castanos. She walked down the aisle to the barrel and put the bats back in. She put the smaller one—the real weapon—in the back, behind the other bats.
She walked back over to the cash register. One of the cops spoke to a paramedic, “They going to be okay?”
The paramedic shrugged, “The girl’s vitals are okay. She’ll probably be fine after some surgery, but that big guy’s skull was crushed. If he lives…” He paused for thought, “If he lives, he’ll be a veggie.”
Roni looked around and saw a couple of paramedics putting the cashier girl on a stretcher. After a moment they started wheeling her out.
The cop said, “And the other guy?”
The paramedic shrugged, “He’s still breathing, but he’s out cold. Concussion at least. He may have brain damage too.” He turned back to Mario, then looked back at the two cops, “This guy’s huge. Help us get him onto the stretcher?”
While they did, Roni approached Nick from the other side and started going through the pockets on his coat. Sure enough, the payoff envelopes were in an inside pocket this time. She pulled out a thick stack of them and tucked them into her own pocket. Squatting there she noticed a stench. Looking over she saw a stain in Mario’s crotch.
She stepped back away from the stink and watched as the medics and the cops rolled Mario up to get him onto the stretcher. When they did, an envelope slid out of Mario’s pocket too. Roni immediately recognized it as another one of the collection envelopes. Nick must’ve been insuring himself against losing his entire take by having Mario carry part of it.
One of the paramedics picked up the envelope and peeked inside, “Holy shit! It’s full of money!”
With a grim look on his face, the older cop held out his hand. The medic grinned around at the others, “Can’t we split this?” He said it like he was joking, but also half serious. Roni was pretty sure if the other guys had agreed the medic would’ve been enthusiastic about splitting it.
The older cop said in a low and anxious tone, “That’s mob money. They know how much should be there. If some of it goes missing, none of our lives will be worth a shit.”
The medics and the other cop paled, the one medic handing over the envelope full of cash like it was a hot potato. “Forget I ever said anything.” He started strapping Mario to the stretcher.
Roni pulled out the big wad of envelopes she’d put in her coat pocket. A chill washed over her as she realized that if she kept the money, the organization would decide the cops or the paramedics had taken it. They might well kill them all rather than trying to sort out who had it. Stepping back over, she reluctantly stuffed the cash back into Nick’s pocket.
The cops were talking quietly to one another. Roni stepped near. “… Nick Castano!” she heard. “And the big guy’s Mario Esposito!”
The younger policeman said, “Holy crap, man, those are some bad dudes!”
The older one leaned close and spoke quietly, but Roni was able to hear him say, “Yeah, when he took them out he did the world a favor.”
“So you figure it was the big guy did it?”
“Thompson? Yeah.” The older cop snorted, “Sure as hell wasn’t the little girl.”
For a panicked moment, Roni thought they were talking about her, then she realized they were talking about the cashier. 
She got a sick feeling when she realized the cops were about to pin her acts on Mr. Thompson.
The younger cop looked around, “I’d like to believe Thompson. Too bad he doesn’t have any security cameras in this place.”
The older one snorted again, “You think maybe a vid would show a ghost bashing those dudes in the head?” 
 
Roni left the store. I murdered someone, she thought, thinking she should feel horrified, but she didn’t. I’ll probably feel bad as soon as it sinks in. Even if he deserved it, it wasn’t my place to deliver justice.
A block later, she thought, Mario killed Mr. Demopoulos, and he shot that girl. He’s probably killed a bunch of other people too. It might not have been my place to stop him, but nobody else was going to do shit!
She decided she was not going to feel bad about it. She’d done what needed to be done.
She did feel bad about Mr. Thompson getting Mario’s death pinned on him though. She touched the phone in her pocket, Maybe I can clear him with the video?
She wondered what she’d do if the video cleared Thompson, but showed her—hopefully unrecognizable self—swinging that bat.
 
***
 
With trembling hands, Roni jacked her phone and the external hard drive with her Castano evidence into her computer. She transferred all the videos from the day—except for the one from Thompson’s Sporting Goods—directly to the external drive. She’d been very careful never to store any of the digital records of the Castanos’ deeds on her own computer’s drive, going so far as to occasionally search for the file names associated with the evidence to make sure those files hadn’t inadvertently been stored on her computer.
That done, she moved the video from Thompson’s Sporting Goods onto a jump drive and played it back to learn what her phone had recorded. Most of the way home she’d been worrying that Mr. Thompson had been standing so that he blocked the entire video, or that the video had missed Mario shooting the clerk, or that the video had Roni herself in every frame.
It wasn’t that bad, but there were some problems. Thompson did block 10 to 20 percent of the image, but that was actually good because it showed where he was. It was especially good because it showed he’d never been near Nick or Mario. When Roni’d run to get the two bats, she’d crossed the video image which was a problem. Fortunately, when she was standing behind Nick and Mario at the counter she was off the edge of the image. The video did capture Mario shooting the girl, though the girl had backed up to the edge of the screen before he fired, and then when he shot her, she immediately fell out of the frame.
When the girl was shot, Thompson stepped toward her and blocked the image during the moment that Roni hit Mario on the head with a bat. However, his presence right in front of the camera made it evident that he couldn’t have hit Mario since he was too far away. Thompson stepped back right after Roni hit Mario, evidently startled by the impact. The video showed Mario falling forward to flop and shake on the floor. Nick crouched, and the bat could be seen flying across his shoulder to thump the back of his head and knock him out. Roni’s hand and a bit of her sleeve were visible in the images of Nick getting hit.
Unfortunately, once Nick fell to the floor beside Mario, Roni fully entered the frame, tossing the phone to Thompson and dialing 911.
Roni took a big breath and thought for a moment. She deleted the video from the beginning up through the time where she ran across the screen to get the bats. This left the video starting just before Mario shot the girl. It continued as Thompson involuntarily stepped forward to block some of the screen and then stepped back to show Mario falling to the floor, Thompson never having come near him.
She pondered trying to do some video editing to block her hand and sleeve from the frames that showed Nick getting knocked out, but worried that someone with video processing savvy might be able to undo whatever she did to block it out. Instead, she just deleted those frames. She left in a few more seconds of video showing Nick falling to the floor with Thompson nowhere near him, then cut it again right before she stepped into the frame to toss Thompson the phone.
She moved the edited video to a new jump drive and then carefully recorded over all the data on the jump drive she’d been using to hold the transfer from the camera until she edited it. Next, she recorded a movie into her phone’s memory, large enough to overwrite all the videos which had been marked for deletion. Finally, she marked the movie for deletion so she’d have space to record new videos.
She made a couple of copies of the jump drive with the edited video. She’d installed a fake power outlet in the back wall of her room. She lifted off the wall plate and put the original jump drive with the external hard drive behind the sheetrock there. 
Now I just have to figure out how to get this video to Mr. Thompson. Or his lawyer.
 
***
 
As Hax sat down for dinner, his father tossed him a spoon.
Hax caught the spoon before he had time to think of the implications. 
Ravinder smiled and lifted an eyebrow. “Good catch,” he said, making it obvious that he recognized Hax’s coordination was orders of magnitude better than it had been. He said, “I got a call from a Coach Rasmussen today.”
Inside, Hax cursed. Externally, he simply nodded.
“The coach said he’d like you to go out for the baseball team.”
“Really?” Tansey said to her husband. She turned to Hax, “You should be good at pitching.”
Feeling a little bit like the object of a tag team wrestling match, Hax looked back and forth from father to mother. 
Ravinder gazed at his wife, “Why do think he’d be good at pitching?”
She smiled, “He’s gotten my family’s coordination.”
Ravinder rolled his eyes. “Your family’s coordination? Admittedly, he can catch now and he never used to be able to.” He lifted an eyebrow, “Everyone in my family can catch. Maybe it’s my family’s gift.”
Tansey grinned. She turned to Hax interrogatively, “I’ll bet he’s good at catching but amazing at throwing.”
For a moment Hax considered denying it, but then curiosity got the better of him. He gave a little nod.
“Why would he be better at throwing than catching?” Ravinder asked.
“It’s our gift. We don’t have unusually quick reactions to let us catch better than other people. Where we excel is in our ability to do things with great precision. Dancing, gymnastics, shooting, throwing.” She shrugged, “I can juggle, not so much because I’m good at catching the things I throw up in the air, but because I throw them so they’ll come back down exactly where I want them to.” She tilted her head as if to gauge their understanding, “Then I reach out to catch them at the exact spot where I know they’ll arrive.”
“Wait a minute,” Ravinder said, frowning, “dancing and gymnastics can move pretty quickly.”
Tansey nodded, “But you get to plan your moves. If Hax’s like the rest of us, he’ll do well reacting to changes, but be really good at executing things he initiates.” She turned to Hax, “I’d be willing to bet that in your martial arts classes, you’re good at defense, but you outclass everyone when you’re attacking, right?”
Hax wasn’t sure he wanted to answer this question, but Roni excitedly answered for him. “That’s right! He’s okay when someone attacks him, but he’s amazing when he’s throwing someone else.”
Tansey arched an eyebrow, “And I’ll bet this baseball coach is excited because you can throw a ball exactly where you want it to go, right?”
Hax nodded grudgingly, “He had a pitching net set up. I didn’t realize most kids wouldn’t even be able to hit the strike zone.”
Sounding astonished, Ravinder said, “You sound like you didn’t want to do better than they did.”
Hax shrugged and looked down. “I don’t like to stand out,” he grumbled.
“Oh come on!” Ravinder said, sounding aggrieved. “Everyone likes to stand out when it’s in a good way!”
Hax glanced up at him from beneath lowered brows, “Not everyone.”
“Well, I told the coach you’d go out for baseball this spring.”
Hax shrugged, “Maybe.”
Ravinder opened his mouth to retort, but then looked at his wife and subsided. Hax glanced over at his mother. She just gave him a big smile, so Hax had no idea what she did to get his dad to shut up. Nonetheless, he appreciated it.
 
Ravinder turned to Roni. “Mr. Burrell from next door has been having some computer problems. He asked me who handles those kinds of problems for me.”
Roni nodded a little apprehensively.
“I told him you did that kind of stuff for us.”
Roni gave another nod.
“He asked me if you’d like to earn a little spending cash by helping him?”
Roni almost said no. After all, she had plenty of money with what she’d taken from Nick and she expected to get more. But then she thought, A cash business! I can launder my own dirty money if I get some customers.
 
As he ate his dinner, Hax thought, Shooting? His mother had thrown that out as an example of things her family was good at—which seemed bizarre.
 
When dinner was over, Hax and his mother were on cleanup. As he sealed up the left-overs, he said, “Shooting?”
His mother gave him a big smile, “Yeah, your grandfather and your uncle were both champions.”
Curiously, Hax said, “What kind of shooting?”
“Targets, mostly. They were good at skeet, but hitting a moving target isn’t as much in our wheelhouse as stationary ones.” She looked into the distance and smiled fondly, “My brother used to show off by snatching a gun off a table and shooting six targets. He could do it so fast it sounded like rat-a-tat-tat. Every target would be a bullseye.”
“Off a table? Why not quick draw?”
“Out of a holster?” Tansey said, shaking her head. “Good way to shoot yourself in the leg, trying to jerk an unsafetied gun out of a holster.” She gave Hax a look, “Mind you, he was so coordinated I’m sure he could have done it, but he wouldn’t have wanted to give anyone dumb ideas.”
Hax eyed her, “Do you shoot?”
“I did,” she said, looking into the distance as if reminiscing.
“Do you still have a gun?”
Tansey turned to look at her son speculatively. “Why do you want to know?”
“In case we need to defend ourselves.” Hax tilted his head inquisitively, “Can you teach me to shoot?”
“I’m not sure,” Tansey said slowly, “that teaching a teenager to shoot is the best way to keep him safe.”
Hax gave her a steady look, “But, if my knowing how to shoot suddenly becomes a life or death matter for our family, I’ll bet the need occurs way too fast for you to teach me right then.”
His mother stared at him so long he thought he could feel the seconds snapping by, one by one. Finally, she said, “Your father doesn’t approve of guns; he couldn’t know.”
Hax nodded.
“And you’d need to promise me…” she paused, evidently as she thought how to phrase it, then her eyes got fierce. “That you wouldn’t screw around with a weapon. That every time you handled a gun, you’d ask yourself if I’d approve what you were doing.”
Hax swallowed, then nodded again.
She turned back to the dishes, “I’ll find time to take you to a shooting range.”
 
***
 
Roni had found the name of Thompson’s attorney in a news story. She’d invisibly delivered one of the jump drives that had the video clearing Thompson to the attorney’s office. She’d left it on the man’s desk in an envelope just saying, “Mr. Thompson - Evidence.” Another jump drive went to the police, though she wondered if that one would do any good. In theory, they should just let Thompson go, but she suspected they’d be afraid to drop the charges unless the Castanos approved.
Then she’d headed out to get more damning evidence against the Castanos.
With Nick off the streets in the hospital, Roni wondered how she was going to figure out who was making his rounds for him. She decided that it was time to find another of the Castanos’ enforcers out making rounds at a different set of stores. She’d already been worried about sending the FBI video records that only included Nick and Mario. What if they only arrested those two?
Well, she thought, it’d only be Nick now that Mario’s out of the picture.
In fact, she’d been concerned that only giving the FBI evidence of extortion wouldn’t show them the whole picture of the Castanos’ criminal undertakings. Not that Roni had the whole picture either, but she felt certain that the Castanos’ fingers reeked of other reprehensible activities.
What she’d really wanted was to find out where the Castanos had their headquarters. Because she felt sure they were involved in the drug business, she kept envisioning them working out of some kind of warehouse. She’d asked around a little, but it was hard to pose questions without people wondering why she was asking. Besides, no one she knew had any reason to know where the Castanos did their business. So, as she’d followed Nick and Mario around, she’d listened attentively to their chitchat in the hopes that they might say something that’d give her a location, but they hadn’t.
And, at the end of their workdays, Nick and Mario’d always gotten in Nick’s car and driven away. Roni couldn’t follow them on foot or by bus. She’d thought about getting a taxi, but had an uneasy feeling that at least some people in the taxi industry had a loose association with organized crime. At the least, they might not be happy about being told to follow a Castano. At the worst, they might tell the Castanos about a girl who’d followed them. She couldn’t, after all, give a taxi driver instructions while she was invisible.
Today, she’d borrowed a friend’s bike. She had Hax watch to be sure she could make the bike invisible, the rode into a somewhat disreputable area close to downtown. She wouldn’t have dreamed of going to this area of town if she couldn’t make herself invisible, but it seemed safe enough when no one could see her. 
As she rode up and down the streets, she became more and more convinced it was just the kind of area where the Castanos would set themselves up. Seedy, dirty, some buildings empty, streetlights broken, and, not a cop to be seen.
She turned a corner and saw what looked like Nick’s car parked along the street. She slowed the bike to a stop just behind it and confirmed the car had the custom rear deck speakers she’d seen in Nick’s vehicle.
Looking around, she decided someone in the Castanos’ employ had moved it away from the area near Thompson’s store. She hoped they’d put it near the heart of the Castanos’ little empire. Looking around, she saw mostly big buildings, some of which she suspected might be warehouses. The car was parked next to a building with a bunch of broken windows. She thought it looked deserted. It appeared creepy enough to belong to the mob, but she didn’t think the Castanos would do business in a place you could get into without even knocking.
The building across the street looked too well kept up. She walked over and looked in the windows of what appeared to be the office of a warehouse. There weren’t any logos, but five people worked at desks. Of course, they could be doing something illegal, but Roni decided they didn’t look subjugated enough to be working for the Castano family. Knowing she could easily be wrong, she nonetheless went down to the corner and crossed to the big building there.
This building also had an office in its corner. She looked in the window and saw two harried-looking people working at desks. She looked down and saw a small logo in the corner of the office window that said, “Castano & Sons.” Roni snorted to herself, I probably could have googled the address, she thought, irritated over having made a physical search instead.
Stepping around a corner, she found a door. She’d just sent out a thought commanding people not to notice the door opening when it opened of its own accord and a burly man exited. Roni slipped in the closing door, merely putting a finger on it to slow it enough to allow her passage.
Roni paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the dim light, made worse by her dark scarf. It appeared she was near one corner of a voluminous building. The office where she’d peered into the window had to be behind the heavy steel door in the concrete block wall to her left. Some distance down the perpendicular exterior wall to her right were some large rolling doors appropriate for trucks.
Eyes adjusted, Roni walked deeper into the warehouse, looking about as she went. She didn’t see any security cameras and would’ve been surprised if she had. It seemed unlikely that the Castanos would want there to be a record of their goings-on. The concrete block wall continued past the depth of the corner office. Several more heavy looking doors were set into the wall at intervals, each with impressive looking locks. Roni had a feeling that the rooms behind them held contraband.
Roni gently tested the knob on each door as she passed, but none of them turned. She stopped at one, contemplating the locks and wondering whether she could find a way to defeat them. Not without the keys, she decided. Or maybe a sledge-hammer and chisel. Somehow, she’d expected something even more secure than steel doors with heavy locks. He’s probably counting on his fearsome reputation to keep anyone from trying to break in, she thought.
The door of the fifth room stood open, propped by a wedge of wood. Two men entered it just before Roni got there. She followed them in. It appeared to be another office. A man was seated behind a desk and the other two men took seats in front of it. They stayed uncomfortably perched on the edges of their seats. The man who’d been in the office when they’d arrived was slouched back in his chair.
Roni glanced around again for security cameras but didn’t see any. She braced her cell phone against the wall and flicked on the video camera. One of the men said, “They said Nick should be coming home tomorrow.”
The man behind the desk grunted, “He okay?” Roni realized the man looked vaguely like Nick. Father, uncle?
The two men glanced uncomfortably at one another, “A little confused, but I’m sure he’ll get better.”
“Mario?”
The two men shook their heads. “Still alive, but they don’t think he’s going to make it. Even if he did…” The man shrugged, evidently implying no one would want to live that way. Or that their organization couldn’t use him anymore.
The Castano behind the desk didn’t curse, but the look in his eye was frightening nonetheless. “Thompson’s still in lockup?”
“Yes Mr. Castano. Our men’ll let us know when the cops let him out.”
Castano gave a little nod. 
His expression made Roni gulp a little. He’s planning something bad for Mr. Thompson. Maybe I can leave Thompson some kind of warning so he can leave town or something. She pictured sneaking invisibly into the jail where Thompson was being held and tossing a note into his cell. But, she thought, they probably have several layers of locking doors between the outside and his cell.
“And little Frankie’s making Nick’s pickups without any trouble?”
“Yes sir.”
“Okay. Garcia’s going to deliver product Thursday night at 10. Make sure the boys are ready.”
“Yes sir, Mr. Castano.”
Castano flicked his fingers in dismissal and the two men left. Garcia? Roni thought, wondering if Garcia might have something to do with the drug cartels. Whatever Garcia delivers, it’d be good if I could get some video for the FBI.
Castano stared into space for a couple minutes; then his eyes turned back to his computer screen. He clicked something with his mouse. 
Roni walked around behind him to look over his shoulder. She hoped to see some kind of schedule of dirty deals or an Excel spreadsheet of the Castano empire’s finances. At the least, maybe he’d be writing an e-mail to one of his flunkies. Instead, it was a movie of some kind. A young girl in torn clothing was chained to a bed. At first Roni thought Castano was watching some kind of horrible porn, but then a man entered the scene carrying a knife. The girl started screaming… Horror films, Roni thought disgustedly, just the kind of gross stuff you’d expect a Castano to get off on. 
She looked around the office, wondering whether there was any evidence present she could gather. Nothing in plain view, she thought. She stepped toward one of the drawers, intending to pull it open and rifle through it. Roni stopped with her fingers on the handle, a sudden anxiety chilling her with the thought that she couldn’t possibly go through the man’s office while he sat there watching his horrible movie. 
He’d surely notice. 
Rationally, she told herself she could. But then she started to worry that if she had a feeling she couldn’t, she actually wouldn’t be able to telepathically hypnotize Castano into ignoring her—or whatever the heck it was that she did to keep people from noticing her. And, she developed a deep-seated fear that if he saw her once, she’d never be able to hide from him again.
Taking a deep breath, she walked out of his office. I’ve got this entire warehouse to explore, she thought. Tossing his office can wait.
An hour later, she’d walked the entire warehouse without seeing anything illegal. She didn’t even see anything suspicious other than the locked doors in the concrete block wall. She had a moment of doubt in which she wondered whether the Castanos only illegal activity might be the extortion she already knew about. Well, that and murder, she thought. And they have to be laundering their extortion money at their nightclubs, but I don’t have proof of that either.
She decided there had to be more, but she had a real aversion to going through Castano’s office while he was in there. Come on! she thought. You’ve done all this other stuff without anyone noticing you! Why are you chickening out now?
Squaring her shoulders, she headed back to Castano’s office, her heart beating more rapidly as she approached. When she arrived, he was putting on his coat. Picturing herself staying in the room after he was gone, she stepped quickly into his office and looked at the door. It had a deadbolt, but there was another keyhole rather than a thumb turn on the inside of the door. There didn’t appear to be a way to unlock the door from the inside without a key, so if she stayed, she’d be there until he came back. 
Roni quickly exited right in front of Castano. He pulled the door shut and her eyes widened when he pulled on a key ring, stretching a spring-wound cable from a clip on his belt. He locked the door from the outside. If I’d looked closely enough at him to see that key ring, I could have taken his keys when I was in here before!
Roni followed Castano to the front of the building, feeling reluctant to try to pull the belt clip off while he was walking, even though she told herself he wouldn’t notice. Just like she couldn’t trip someone without their noticing it, she had a feeling that if she tugged hard on his belt or stumbled into his feet trying to do it, he’d notice. 
Castano stopped at the door to the office and leaned in to talk to the people inside. Roni tugged gently on the belt clip. It slid right up off his belt like she’d hoped.
Roni was just feeling relief wash over her when Castano let go of the door and stepped back, bumping into her hand. 
He whirled. 
She skittered back, immediately moving sideways across his visual field to keep from steadily blocking some object. She continued backing away as he looked about suspiciously. He felt at his side where he’d bumped into her.
He’s going to notice his keys are missing!
To her astonishment, he didn’t. Instead, he seemed more intent on the area behind him. He kept sweeping the warehouse with his eyes while he leaned back in the door of the office back open and stuck out a hand. He said, “Gimme a flashlight.”
Even though he didn’t seem to be able to see her, Roni’s heart was pounding. She kept backing away and changed her direction to start moving across his field of view the other direction. Though she told herself she didn’t need it, she looked around for some place to hide.
Castano took a flashlight from someone inside the door and stepped back out into the warehouse. With horror, Roni realized he had the flashlight in his left hand and a gun in his right. She’d reached a stack of huge six foot deep shelves that formed one of the aisles of the warehouse. At first she walked along them, but then looked up.
A moment later she’d climbed up the shelves and hidden herself near the back of one of them. Castano walked past her and continued down the aisle, turning the flashlight this way and that. She wondered why he didn’t call for help or have someone turn on the big lights she’d seen hanging up near the ceiling. Only every fourth light was on at present, presumably to save power, but it left the lighting dim. Of course, that was good for her. 
She wished now that she hadn’t taken the keys. He was sure to notice they were missing soon. She probably had the key to his car, so he wouldn’t be able to go home without them. If she could drop them on the floor by the door of that office, maybe he’d think they’d caught on something and that had been what he’d felt?
If only she could copy them first, but there’d never be enough time. She knew hardware stores copied keys, but didn’t know of any nearby hardware stores. She pulled out her phone to do a search, but Castano turned and went back to the exit before she found anything. He stepped into the office, apparently to drop off the flashlight, then came back out and went out the door to the street.
Immensely relieved, Roni climbed down and headed for the door to drop the keys outside the office. She stood there wondering where she could place the keys to seem the least suspicious. The office door wasn’t closed and she noticed a stack of copier paper on a shelf inside the door.
She stepped in the door and picked up a sheaf of paper. She plucked three pencils out of a cup on one of the desks and went back out. Excitedly, she walked down to the mysterious doors, studying the key ring. There were five heavy-duty keys on the ring that looked essentially the same. She thought they were likely for the door of the warehouse office she’d just come from, Castano’s office door, and the three mysterious doors in between. She stopped at the first of the three rooms she hadn’t been in. The first key she tried fit the lock, but didn’t turn. She tried three more before the fourth key opened it. 
She opened the door wide enough to see a plastic crate holding twenty to thirty loose handguns. She wanted to go in and take pictures, but decided she didn’t have time. Castano might be back soon if she had his car key.
Roni considered trying the other four keys in the rest of the doors to be sure they were correct but worried that she didn’t have time for that either. She pulled the five similar keys off the split ring and knelt in one of the better lit areas of the floor. She laid out one of the keys and laid a sheet of paper over it. Taking one of the pencils, she quickly but carefully did a rubbing of the key. 
It looked terrible. 
She’d been rubbing transversely to the key, so she tried another rubbing, this time scrubbing the pencil parallel to the blade of the key. This method produced a sharp outline of the teeth and the groove on one side of the key. She flipped the key over and did the other side. On that side, the teeth were cut back away from the surface of the key and the pencil outline of the teeth was poor, though you could see the grooves pretty well. She did a rubbing of the flat back end of the key with which she could identify the Schlage brand and perhaps the type of key. She used a separate sheet of paper for each of the other four keys, working hardest to get a good tracing of the teeth since she thought the shape of the teeth must be the most important.
Roni’d picked up her papers and was putting the keys back on the split ring when the door slammed open and Castano came back in. His face looked thunderous. For a moment he seemed to look right at her and Roni felt certain he’d seen through her invisibility. However, his eyes swept by and he stalked toward his office at the end of the row of doors. Roni ran to the door of the office where she’d taken Castano’s keys. She was going to lay the keys on the floor there by the door, but then noticed a gap between the doorframe and the concrete block. Inspired, she stuck one of the keys in the gap at waist height and it caught there. She carefully dangled the spring reel beneath it. 
Stepping back, she eyed it. Could he possibly think that the key caught in the crack and that it was the jerk of the spring reel coming off his belt that he felt, rather than something invisible he bumped into?
Looking at it critically, it seemed unlikely that anyone could believe that. However, when there was no better explanation—other than the utterly unbelievable one that you’d bumped into something invisible—maybe he’d go for it?
Castano had turned and was coming back toward her. Roni backed away from the door. She wanted to go out the door of the warehouse, but she stopped. Somehow she felt like she couldn’t get away with opening a door right in front of him when Castano was so suspicious and wound up. He stepped up to the door and leaned into it again. He spoke to the people inside, “My keys’ve gone missing! Call Rico, we need him to change out the locks.” Castano glanced back out into the warehouse. A moment later, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Jamie! I need you up front.”
Roni’s heart sank. She couldn’t get keys made tonight. Even if she could, if this Rico changed the locks this evening the keys would be useless.
Footsteps signaled the arrival of Jamie—apparently a guard—at a trot. As he puffed up, he said, “Yes Mr. Castano?”
“My keys are missing.” Waving at the doors in question, he said, “I need you to stay and watch these doors until we get the locks changed. Call in your backup to make rounds on the rest of the warehouse.”
“Yes Mr. Castano,” Jamie said as if by reflex. Then he pointed at the doorframe, “Aren’t those your keys?”
Castano stepped back and stared as if he’d just seen a snake. Leaning closer, he touched the key that was wedged in the doorframe. It immediately fell loose. He bent over and picked up his key ring. “Yes,” he said sounding very mistrustful. “These are my keys…” He carefully inspected them. Roni feared she’d put them back on the ring in the wrong order and he’d notice. Evidently, he didn’t see anything suspicious. He hung them back on his belt and patted them.
Castano stepped back up to the door and leaned into the doorframe, peering down, evidently to see if the keys hung near the crack. 
They didn’t.
Roni thought, There’s no way he’s going to believe this.
However, Castano moved, wiggled, and twisted around, evidently trying to convince himself that the keys might have bumped into the crack. He was able to bang them into the frame, but Roni could see there was no way one of the keys would have caught there accidentally. Looking skeptical, Castano turned and thoughtfully looked back out into the warehouse.
Roni backed away and moved to the side, feeling like he was going to see through her invisibility at any moment. She glanced over her shoulder, wanting to run and wondering where other exits from the warehouse might be. Though she’d walked around the entire warehouse earlier, she hadn’t been thinking about exits.
When she turned back, Castano had turned and wedged a key back into the doorframe. He turned away from the doorframe like he had when he bumped into Roni. The spring reel extended and caught, jerking the key out of the doorframe, not the clip off of Castano’s belt.
Roni’s heart sank again at this evidence of the implausibility of what she’d tried to sell the man. But, then to Roni’s complete astonishment, Castano shrugged his shoulders, patted his keys against his side, and leaned back in the doorframe. “I’ve found the keys Amy, forget about Rico.” He turned and slapped Jamie on the shoulder, “Thanks for seein’ them.” He winked, “Better not tell Rico you cost him some business.”
Castano turned and went out the door. 
Jamie headed back into the depths of the warehouse.
Roni stood there wondering whether Castano might be trying to fool her. Whether he might come right back in the door with some strategy for catching her. Maybe he’s just sold it to himself? No other explanation seems plausible, so Castano talks himself into believing what I’d implied with that set-up?
And, I can’t believe he went for it only because I do know of another explanation.
After a few more minutes, she shook her head and left, still worrying.
 



Chapter 7
 
His mother showed Hax where she kept her guns. To his astonishment, there was a false wall on one side of her closet. She demonstrated how to pop it open. Then, because he’d been so surprised by the fake wall and the weapons hidden there that he hadn’t paid attention; she had to demonstrate the latch to him a second time. 
She had two rifles and two pistols hidden behind the panel. Each was packed into foam cutouts in its own individual heavy plastic case. The rifles had telescopic sights. One of the pistols had a surprisingly long barrel. It apparently fired small caliber marksmanship rounds. Tansey closed its case, saying, “This isn’t what you’d need in an emergency.”
The other was a more ordinary looking nine-millimeter pistol made by Springfield. That’s the one she got out. She also handed out a towel and another box to Hax. After closing up the false side of the closet, she laid the gun out on the towel and opened the second box. The box contained a cleaning kit, shooting glasses and earmuffs. She looked over the glasses and muffs, then tried them on as if she feared something might have gone wrong with them.
Tansey quickly disassembled the gun, naming the parts and showing Hax how they went together. She coached him through reassembling it, then had him strip and clean it. Only after he’d reassembled it one more time did they leave the house.
 
Hax looked around, wide-eyed. He’d had no idea there was a shooting range less than ten blocks from his home. When they stepped up to the counter, the man behind the register turned and said, “Tansey?!” At her nod, he looked eager, saying, “Are you going to start shooting again?”
Hax gaped back and forth from the man to his mother. The man looked like he thought he was in the presence of royalty. 
Tansey shook her head regretfully, “No Jorge. And I’ll thank you not to tell Ravinder I’ve been back down here.”
“Sure, sure, okay. But what’re you doing back in here if you’re not going to go back to shooting?”
Tansey waved at Hax, “This is my son, Hax. I just want to teach him the basics… In case… you know,” she trailed off.
The man grinned, “You don’t need to be embarrassed about self-defense shooting in here!”
“I know,” she said with a sigh. “But I guess my husband’s worn off on me after all these years.”
“Sorry to hear that,” the man said in a sympathetic tone. He glanced down at the case in her hand, “Need some nine-millimeter ammo?”
Tansey nodded and pulled out some bills.
 
Jorge took them back on the range, explaining things that had changed in the years since Tansey had last been down there to shoot. From the way they talked, Hax got the impression she hadn’t been to the range since before Roni had been born.
A few minutes later, Tansey had mounted a target on a clip and sent it downrange. She opened the box of cartridges and unloaded the magazine for the weapon, explaining to Hax what she was doing. She had him reload it.
He worried that she was going to have him shoot without demonstrating how to do it. That could be pretty humiliating, since Jorge was still standing around watching with great interest. To Hax’s relief, she looked at him and said, “I’m going to shoot this mag myself for old times’ sake.”
Tansey stuffed some disposable earplugs in her ears and picked up a set of earmuffs and safety glasses from the counter, apparently there for people who didn’t have any. She handed the box with her ear protectors and glasses to Hax. He got them out and put them on. Jorge was still standing there. Hax noticed that he’d put on glasses and ear protectors as well.
After all that rigmarole, Hax had expected the actual shooting to be a bigger deal. Instead, Tansey stepped up to the front of the station, lifted the weapon and, sighting down the barrel, fired a round of six bullets in a matter of seconds.
“Holy crap Tansey,” Jorge said, pushing a button to retrieve the target. You really haven’t fired a weapon in eighteen years?”
Hax saw his mother wince. “Nineteen,” she said. He looked at the target.
All but one of the seven holes were in the bullseye circle.
“Well,” Jorge said, staring at the target, “that wouldn’t have won a tournament, but it sure wouldn’t be embarrassing. Especially for someone who hasn’t shot a weapon in nineteen years!”
“Yeah, mostly luck, probably,” Tansey said. She jerked a thumb at Hax, “It might not look it, but this boy’s pretty shy. Can you give me some space while I try to teach him the basics?”
“Oh, yeah, sure,” Jorge said, stepping back and, with a glance back over his shoulder, he headed back out to the front of his store.
“That was pretty amazing Mom,” Hax said.
Tansey rolled her eyes. “It’s like riding a bicycle, you don’t forget.” She handed Hax the magazine. “Load that up.” While Hax loaded the magazine, she fastened up another target and sent it downrange.
Hax put the magazine in the gun, carefully keeping the barrel pointed down and into the range like his mother’d told him. He stepped to the front of the station, expecting some instruction in how he should stand. Instead, Tansey took the gun from him, “One more demonstration. This one has to do with how your particular form of coordination works. Put your ear protection back on.” Once he’d done that, she turned and looked downrange. Then, without lifting the barrel to sight over it, she fired six more times with the gun down close to waist level.
Hax squinted at the target. It looked like she’d only hit it once, though that hole was in the center of the bullseye. Tansey flipped the switch, and the target started back to them. As it approached, Hax realized the hole was a little bit larger than the holes she’d put in the first target. Suddenly it clicked, “Oh my god, Mom, did you put all six bullets through that one hole?!”
Tansey nodded. “The reason we’re so coordinated is because we have extremely good proprioception.”
“Proprio what?”
“Proprioception. It’s one of the senses beyond the standard five you learn about in school. It’s how you know where your limbs are in space. For instance, if I asked you to close your eyes and touch your finger to your nose, you’d be able to do it, right?”
Hax nodded, feeling puzzled. He thought he could do it, but had never considered the possibility before. He closed his eyes and touched his nose. It wasn’t difficult.
“And, if I asked you to close your eyes and reach out about eighteen inches in front of you and touch your fingers together, you’d be able to do that too?”
Hax did so, opening his eyes to find his index fingers precisely touching one another.
“Some other time you can try bringing them together at all different angles and even behind your head. Your friends will be able to do the same thing, but their fingers won’t be lined up quite as perfectly. Sometimes they’ll even miss.” She was looking Hax in the eye. Apparently deciding he understood, she continued, “The same thing happens with a gun. As soon as you shoot it a few times and see where the bullets go, you’ll know exactly where it’s pointing without having to look over the sights.”
Hax frowned, “Was there something about looking over the sights that confused you so that you didn’t do as well on the first target as you did on the second?”
“No. You know that one shot that was outside the bullseye?” At Hax’s nod, she continued, “That was the first one. Before I got used to where the bullets were going to go again. I scattered the rest of them around the bullseye on purpose so it wouldn’t freak Jorge out, but I guess it still kinda did. Back in the day, I used to lose some tournaments on purpose for the same reason.” She shrugged, “I never shot as well as I could have or it would have made people… uncomfortable.” She popped the magazine out and handed it to Hax, “Load up.”
Hax loaded the magazine and put it back in the gun. He racked the slide. 
“Okay, let’s have you use the sights the first time.” She showed him how to hold the weapon and explained how to get a good sight picture. He lined up the sights with the target and she said, “Go ahead and fire one.”
Hax squeezed the trigger, but it didn’t go. “Oops, I forgot the safety.” He pulled the gun back to him, looking for the safety.
Tansey said, “Stop. Let me have that.” Taking the gun, she pulled out the magazine and racked the slide to empty the chamber. “Okay,” she said, pointing. “Here’s the safety.” She demonstrated flicking it on and off. “Now, point the gun downrange, flip the safety with a finger and pull the trigger. You want that to be second nature, so you aren’t trying to look for the safety in an emergency situation.”
Pointing the gun into the firing lane, Hax flipped the safety a couple of times while looking at it, then lifted it to point at the target. He flipped the safety off and pulled the trigger with a satisfying click. Flicking the safety on, he racked the slide, then practiced one more time, flicking it off and pulling the trigger.
“Okay, let’s have you try it with some ammo.”
Hax put the safety back on, put the magazine back in the gun and racked the slide. Pointing it down range, he flicked the safety off, lined up the sights and squeezed the trigger. The kick surprised him, the gun bucking harder in his hand then he’d expected. He put the safety back on.
Tansey said, “Not bad, a little high and to the right. Try two more.”
Hax looked at the target, disappointed to see his shot was out in the third ring. Lifting the weapon, he flicked the safety off, lined up a little more carefully, and fired two more. One was in the second ring and the other one was in the bullseye.
“Getting better. Try two more.”
The last two pair of bullets from the magazine were all in the bullseye, though scattered about, unlike his mother’s. He put the safety back on.
Tansey slapped him on the shoulder, “Nicely done.” 
Hax felt disappointed. Somehow he’d expected to shoot as well as his mom.
His mother glanced at him, “From the look on your face I think you might have unrealistic expectations. That was awesome shooting for your first magazine . A lot of good marksmen couldn’t have done as well. Load up another mag.”
When Hax had loaded it, she’d put up another target. She said, “Hold the gun out, but don’t try to sight down the barrel this time. Just look at the center of the bullseye, point the gun at it and pull the trigger. Give it a two count between each shot.”
Hax did. When the target came back all seven holes were clustered close to the center of the bullseye. It didn’t look like a single hole like his mother’s, but it was tight.
“Okay, almost done,” Tansey said. This time she sent the target down further away. “At this distance, you won’t do quite as well. Also, the bullet’s falling as it travels the longer distance, so you’ll miss low until you get used to it.”
She had him fire one to learn how the bullet dropped, then fire the other six. The first one was low, but the rest were in the bullseye. They were a little more scattered than the last magazine he’d shot at the shorter distance.
“Okay,” Tansey said, “let’s head for home.”
Hax frowned in disappointment, “Aren’t we going to shoot up the rest of that ammo?”
She snorted, “You’re plenty good enough to defend yourself. Ammunition’s expensive. If you want to have some left over to put in that gun, we need to quit now.”
 
As they walked home, his mother turned to him and said, “D’you remember your promise?”
Hax nodded, “Always ask myself if you’d approve of what I’m doing with a gun.”
“Damn right,” Tansey said. “Always wonder that.”
 
***
 
Hax heard a gentle knock on his bedroom door. “Yeah?”
The knob turned and the door opened a crack, something that always irritated him. He’d rather shout through the door than have someone enter his private sanctum. Roni’s voice came quietly through the crack, “Can I come in?”
“Okay,” Hax said, trying not to sound exasperated, but wondering why she needed to talk face to face.
Roni pushed the door open farther, slipped through, closed it and sat down on his bed. “How well do you know Hallie?”
“That’s none of your business,” Hax responded before he gave any thought to the fact he had nothing to hide.
“Well enough to ask her for a favor?”
Hax shrugged, thinking that Hallie did owe him a favor, and for that matter, she owed Roni a favor too. But he thought Hallie was having such a rough time with Vito that he didn’t want to impose on her.
“Her dad’s a locksmith, right?”
Hax nodded. Roni knows that, he thought, why’s she asking?
“You think she’d be able to make me some keys like these?” Roni said, unfolding some sheets of paper with smudgy images of keys on them.
Hax frowned, “Where’d you get those?”
“I snuck into the Castanos’ headquarters and borrowed the dad’s key ring long enough to rub these with a pencil. They open…”
Wide-eyed, Hax interrupted, “You snuck into Castanos’ headquarters?!” He suddenly felt terrible about how he’d been irritated when she’d come into his room. He knew what she was trying to do, he should be going all out to help.
Roni nodded.
“Mom and dad are gonna shit!”
Roni’s shoulders sagged, “I know. But I realized that so far I only had the videos of Nick and Mario extorting people. With Mario dead, if the FBI came in they’d only have the evidence to arrest Nick. That’s no…”
Hax interrupted. “Mario’s dead?!” he asked, wide-eyed.
Roni nodded, “And if they only arrest Nick, that’d hardly do us any good.” She shrugged, “Or anyone else for that matter. We need evidence against…”
Hax interrupted again, “What happened to Mario?”
Roni stared at him for a moment. “That’s none of your business,” she said, echoing his earlier response to her question about Hallie. “We need evidence…”
“You killed him?!”
Roni’s eyes narrowed. After a moment, she said, “He shot a cashier. And it looked like he might…”
Hax interrupted again, sagging back in his chair, his eyes gazing wonderingly at his sister, “Holy crap!”
Patiently, Roni tried to get the conversation back on track, “We need better evidence. With those keys, I’m sure I can get it.”
Hax’s eyes wandered away, “Holy shit Roni!”
“Yeah, I know, ‘Holy shit.’” Roni said, sounding a little frustrated. “Can you see if Hallie can make me some keys?”
Hax’s eyes turned back to the images of the keys. “You took Joe Castano’s key ring?!”
Roni shrugged, “Older man. Looks like Nick.” She quirked her lip, “Scares hell out of everyone around him. Maybe he’s Nick’s uncle?”
“Hax shook his head, “Joe Castano doesn’t have a brother. You’ve got serious…” he trailed off.
“Serious what?”
Hax felt himself blushing, “I was gonna say, ‘balls,’ but I guess that’s not right. Serious ovaries?”
Roni snorted. Then, impatiently, “Back to my original question…”
“Yeah, yeah sure. I’ll ask her. Soon’s we get back to school.”
Roni shook her head, “No. What if they change the locks? I want to get this done now.”
Hax shrugged, “Okay,” he turned to his computer, “I’ll try emailing her. Hopefully her address is available through the school’s social network.”
“Don’t email the actual request to her. Just ask her to meet. We don’t want any record of this.”
Hax turned back to her, “Come on. Why would anybody look at…”
This time Roni interrupted Hax, “I don’t know. But if they did, everyone in our family could die because of it.” She stared fiercely into his eyes, “Don’t make light of this.”
“Okay,” Hax said, trying not to let his exasperation show.
Roni grinned at him, “Besides, wouldn’t you like an excuse to meet with Hallie over the holiday?”
 
***
 
Hallie stepped into the Ben & Jerry’s. She glanced around and saw Hax rising from one of the tables. She wondered if this qualified as a date, meeting in an ice cream shop in the middle of the afternoon.
Hax met her just inside the door and walked with her over to the counter to look at the ice cream. “I’m buying,” he said. “What would you like?”
Maybe it is a date, she thought. “Thanks. Go ahead and order while I’m thinking about it.”
Hax ordered a cup with two scoops of ice cream, so Hallie ordered the same. Once he’d paid, they walked back over to the corner he’d been sitting in.
“How are things going?” Hax said, putting a spoonful of Chunky Monkey in his mouth.
Hallie shrugged noncommittally.
“You look like you’ve gained a little weight back.”
Hallie nodded, “Yeah… Haven’t seen Vito since the Christmas break started. Really not looking forward to school starting back up though.”
Hax looked stricken, “I’m… I’m so sorry.”
Hallie glanced around, “I’m also hoping no one here knows Vito. He could be a real jerk if he hears you and me were together.”
Hax stared down at his ice cream as if he didn’t know what to say. After a minute, he spooned up some Mint Chocolate Chunk. Hallie studied him, then spooned up some ice cream of her own. She’d kind of hoped that he had something planned. Maybe something romantic even, though she knew she’d be on edge if they went to a movie or something together. The whole time she’d be worrying that Vito would show up in the same place. Suddenly she felt like a jerk for bringing up Vito. If Hax had been thinking of something romantic, she’d probably ruined it. She said, “But hey, thanks for inviting me out. Ice cream and somebody to talk to besides Vito are making my day.”
Hax had looked up, but now he blushed and looked back down at his ice cream. 
Hallie frowned, “What’s the matter?”
“Um… I need a favor.”
Hallie felt a crushing disappointment. But then she remembered that Hax had really gone out on a limb for her, writing that program. Trying to put a cheerful lilt in her voice, she said, “Sure, I owe you. But what can I do for you that you can’t do for yourself?”
“Um, your dad’s a locksmith, right?” Hax began, stating something he certainly already knew. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper. Glancing around the restaurant, he unfolded it partially so that only she’d be able to see it. She saw what looked like a pencil rubbing of a key. He continued, “Do you know enough about it to make me a key like this one?”
Hallie chewed her lip, getting a bad feeling about the whole thing. “I think that’s illegal…” she began. 
“Not if it’s my key, right?”
She studied his face. He wouldn’t look her in the eye. “Sure. But bring me the key. It’s easy to copy a key. We’ve got a machine that does it.” She glanced down at the paper, then back up at him. He hadn’t said anything. “I don’t know how to make one from a drawing. I could try, but it might not work.”
“Um, it’d be really great if you tried. I, uh, can’t get the key itself.” He still hadn’t looked up at her.
“You’re really worrying me.”
A range of emotions seemed to run across his face. Then Hax squared his shoulders, gave her a weak smile, and put the paper back in his pocket, “Forget I asked. Let’s eat our ice cream and pretend I never said anything.” He filled his spoon and put it in his mouth.
Feeling relieved, but a little guilty, Hallie put a spoonful of ice cream in her mouth too. Then she thought, Hax broke all kinds of rules for me when he wrote that program. She reached out and touched his hand. He looked up in surprise. She opened her hand, “Give me your tracing. I’ll give it a try.”
Relief flashed across his face, but then he closed back up. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”
She shrugged, “What key? I didn’t make any key.”
Now he looked a little nervous, “Can you make five keys?” he said pulling out a sheaf of papers.
Hallie snorted as she took his papers, “You ask a lot Mr. Buchry. But for you, sure.” She tucked the papers in her pocket.
Looking uncomfortable again, Hax said, “You probably shouldn’t tell anybody about this. Um… not even your dad.”
Hallie snorted, “Yeah, that’d be pointless. He wouldn’t help me make counterfeit keys. He’d yell at me for thinking about it.”
“I don’t want to get you into trouble…”
She patted his hand, “Don’t worry about it. I mess around in Dad’s shop all the time. He’ll think it’s cool that I’m doing something out there.”
As they finished their ice cream, they talked about some school gossip. They kept talking for quite a while after they’d finished the ice cream, but eventually Hallie realized she’d better get going. After they stood up, they looked at one another uncomfortably for a moment. She grabbed his sleeve and tugged him down, standing on her tiptoes to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “You’re a good friend…” she said and hurried out the door. Glancing back, she saw him still standing there, slightly bent, his hand on his cheek where she’d kissed him.
As she walked home, she thought about how to make the keys. Dad might know a better way, but I’ll have to do a lot of it by hand. It’s gonna be a pain in the ass.
 
***
 
Even though Roni was invisible, she stayed in the shadows. It was Thursday night and she’d hung around the Castanos’ warehouse since 8 o’clock. Men had started showing up shortly before nine. Joe Castano himself had arrived a little after the hour.
Castano unlocked and entered the third of the five rooms with the heavy steel doors. He’d gone in alone as far as he’d known, but Roni had actually been right behind him. The room had a few bales of something she thought might be marijuana. There were also a few plastic wrapped bricks she thought might be other kinds of drugs. She had out her phone and she videoed them as she followed Castano over to a massive combination safe in the corner. 
Castano started turning the dial on the safe. Roni kept the video camera going over his shoulder, but also memorized the five number combination in case the video didn’t show the numbers clearly. When the big door opened, the first thing Roni noticed were big stacks of hundred dollar bills on the shelves at the top. A messenger bag sat on a middle shelf. At the bottom sat a file case. I’ll bet that’s loaded with secrets the FBI would be interested in, she thought. 
That’s all she had time to see. Castano pulled out the messenger bag, slung it over a shoulder and closed the heavy door. He turned the wheel to lock the safe, tugging on it to be sure, then headed for the door.
Roni slipped out right behind him, no longer surprised that he paused a tiny bit while closing the door. Just enough that it didn’t bump her.

The men had
gotten in two vans and a heavy truck. At about 9:30 they all drove out, presumably to meet Garcia.
Castano was in the heavy truck. It had a ladder up one side. When Castano got in, Roni climbed the ladder, thinking there would be a place on top of the truck where she could ride. There wasn’t. The top of the truck had a flat surface with slots around the edges for straps or hooks. She thought they might be used to bind down cargo. Unfortunately there wasn’t anything for a rider to cling to.
Roni had a nerve-wracking ride, clinging to the ladder and broadcasting thoughts telling everyone not to notice her.
 
She decided the terror of the ride had been worth it. She placed her cell phone on the bumper of one of the vans while the men waited around, evidently for Garcia to arrive. Roni’d probably need to turn the camera a little bit to point it right at the action when the deal went down, so she hadn’t started recording yet. She kept glancing at the messenger bag hanging over Castano’s shoulder, wondering what it contained.
Some headlights signaled the arrival of a Suburban and an Escalade. The Suburban turned around and backed up to the meeting site. Roni aligned and started her camera, but the picture didn’t look very good. The combination of dark surroundings and the bright headlights of the Escalade beaming toward the camera made it hard to see. She picked up the camera and walked around to one side. It was better there, though still not great. She squatted and braced the camera so it’d look like it’d been emplaced rather than jiggling like someone had been carrying it around. A couple of men got out of the Escalade and walked over to Castano where he and one of his men stood a little apart.
Castano unshouldered the bag, turned it toward the other men and held it flat. Garcia, presuming that’s who it was, lifted the flap, unzipped the messenger bag, and leaned down to peer inside. He put his hand in, evidently feeling the contents, then turned and nodded to his men. They opened the back of the suburban and folded back a tarp to reveal stacks of bales and bricks similar to those Roni’d seen in the room at the warehouse. Garcia and Castano stood there between the vehicles while their men moved the bales and bricks to Castano’s heavy truck.
Once everything had been moved, Castano handed over the messenger bag and headed back to the truck. Garcia turned for the Escalade. Having watched a lot of movies, Roni had the feeling that shooting might be about to start, but nothing exciting happened. She realized these men must do this kind of business on a regular basis. A shoot ‘em up would cramp their style. She turned off her camera and put the cell phone in her pocket.
Having decided she didn’t want to ride back on the side of Castanos’ truck, Roni walked over toward Garcia’s vehicles idly wondering whether she might be able to catch a ride in one of them. She’d like to get to a location where it would be easier to meet a taxi. Otherwise she’d be looking at quite a walk.
Castano’s vehicles had started up and were driving away. Garcia was standing by the open door of the Escalade, talking to a couple of his men. Roni looked in, wondering whether she had the courage to actually get in his vehicle. Even invisible and hard to notice, that seemed a little crazy.
The messenger bag was laying there on the seat.
The flap was facing her.
She stepped closer, lifted the flap, pulled the zipper aside, and stuck her hand in. She might not have recognized what she was touching if she hadn’t handled the bundles of cash she’d stolen from Nick Castano. She grabbed a handful of bundled cash and put it in her hoody jacket’s pocket. Garcia was still talking, so she pulled out another handful and put it in the other pocket. The men were still talking, so she unzipped a little bit of the top of her jacket and the big coat under it, then pulled out eight more handfuls, quickly stuffing them inside the front of her heavy coat. She laid the flap of the bag closed and backed away, her left arm tight against her waist to keep the money from slipping out the bottom of the coat.
Keeping her arms around the cash in the front of her coat, Roni walked away quickly and stepped around the corner. Even though she knew she was invisible, she always felt better when she was positioned so she’d be hidden from sight. She stepped up to a parked car and pulled out on the bottom of her coat to let the bundles of money spill onto the hood. A quick count showed her sixteen bundles on the car, each somewhat less than an inch thick. Evidently, each of the eight handfuls she’d pulled out had had two bundles in it. She opened the zipper on her hoody and put three bundles in each of the outside pockets of the heavy coat underneath the hoody. Unzipping the big coat, she checked it for inside pockets. She found a pocket on each side and was able to stuff two more bundles into each of those pockets. 
This left six bundles still on the hood. She stuffed a bundle into each back pocket and each front pocket of her pants. They made her pants too tight and, in combination with the overstuffed coats she felt a little bit like the Pillsbury dough boy. She still had two bundles of cash. She’d wanted to keep her hands free, but shrugged and picked up both bundles in her left hand which already held her cell phone. That hand was full, but she didn’t want to leave the bundles behind either. I need some cargo pants, she thought.
She looked back around the corner and saw that the Escalade and Suburban were gone. Garcia must not have looked in his messenger bag or I suspect I would’ve heard a lot of cussin’, Roni thought.
Not being quite sure where she was, she used her cell phone’s GPS function to figure it out. She had about eight blocks to walk before she’d get to a street where she thought she could meet a taxi. After she’d walked four blocks, she called the taxi company.
Before the taxi arrived, she felt around the bottom of her jacket to make sure it hung low enough to cover the tops of the bills that were hanging out the pockets of her pants. It did, but only barely.
 
Roni didn’t get home until nearly midnight. She tried to climb the stairs quietly, but as she reached her room, the hall light snapped on and Tansey said, “Where’ve you been?”
Roni didn’t have to fake the tired look on her face. “Out following the Castanos around.” Keeping her left hand with the two bundles of cash down by her side, she held up her phone with her right hand, “Getting some video.”
Tansey frowned, “What did… what’d you record tonight?”
“A drug buy.”
“Oh.”
Roni got the impression that her mother pictured Nick or one of the other Castanos buying some weed from a street dealer, but she didn’t want to disabuse her of the notion. She knew her mother wouldn’t be okay with Roni hanging around a big-time drug deal. Her mother tilted her head curiously and said, “Why do you still have your coat on?”
Roni shrugged, “Still cold.”
Tansey’s eyes shot down to the bottom of Roni’s coat. Roni immediately knew what’d happened. When her shoulders had lifted for the shrug, the coat had come up enough to go above the top of one of the bundles of bills and when it dropped back down it folded the bills outward. They’d popped out a couple of times on the way home. Sure enough, Tansey said, “Roni?!”
Roni opened the door to her bedroom and stepped inside, resignedly saying, “Come on in.”
Eyes still wide, Tansey followed Roni into the room and closed the door behind her. Evidently, she didn’t want to wake up Ravinder either. She spoke quietly, “What in the world?”
Roni reached behind her and pulled out the bundle of bills Tansey’d seen sticking out of her back right pocket. She handed it to her mother, saying, “They got a little careless with their cash when they were doing their drug deal.” While her mother’s attention was focused on the bundle of hundred dollar bills, Roni stepped over and opened her closet. She quickly reached in and set the two bundles in her left hand on a shelf.
Glancing back, she saw Tansey counting the bills. She unzipped her coat, then quickly pulled the bundles out of the pockets in her pants, setting them on the shelf too. She shoved them under a sweatshirt, then pulled off her jacket. She quickly hung the hoodie jacket and then the heavy coat on a hanger without disturbing the cash in its pockets. She turned back around to see her mother look up from the bundle of cash. “There’s a hundred $100 bills in this packet!”
“So, $10,000.”
“This wasn’t some small street deal for a baggie of marijuana!”
Roni shook her head.
“What was it?”
“The Castanos were buying some drugs from the Garcias. I think the Garcias are some kind of Central American cartel.”
“And you stole money from them?! Are you crazy?”
“No, I’m invisible. I just lifted some cash out of the deal. I figure if they get in a fight with each other after they count their money, it’ll be a win-win for the rest of the world.”
Her mother stared at her for a little longer, then closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she said, “Promise me you’ll stay away from drug deals from now on.”
Roni shrugged. She thought she had enough drug deal evidence already, “Okay.”
Tansey stared into Roni’s eyes another minute, then stood, “I’m going to bed.” At the door, she turned and said, “I have your promise?”
“I’ll stay away from drug deals,” Roni answered, thinking that hanging around drug deals probably wasn’t the most dangerous thing she did, but not wanting to say that to her mother.
Once her mother was gone, she got the money out of her coat and stacked up the bundles. Twenty of them, all stacks of hundreds. Presuming they were all 10,000 each, they added up to $200,000. Enough for college with a bunch left over. Each bundle was about ¾ inch thick. She looked around her room for a place to hide them.
Eventually the money wound up in a shoebox. Not at all secure, she thought, and terrible protection against a fire, but hopefully Mom won’t find it until I’ve finished this and sent stuff to the FBI. It needs to be in a bank, but, she pictured herself showing up at a bank with a shoebox full of hundred dollar bills, now I really need a way to launder money.
 
***
 
There was a knock on her door and when Roni said, “Come in,” Hax pushed the door open. 
He came in and sat on her bed, then leaned to the side to reach in his back pocket, “Hallie finished your keys.”
“Great! Does she think they’ll work?”
Hax shrugged, holding them and the papers with the rubbings out to her. “She’s not sure. She says they’re good copies of the drawings, but she doesn’t know how accurate a rubbing of a key is. She says if they don’t turn the lock right away, you should keep a gentle twisting pressure on while jiggling the key around in the lock. That might move the pins up or down enough for the tumbler to turn.” 
“All right, tell her thanks for me.”
Hax nodded, “When are we going?”
“We aren’t going anywhere.”
Hax got a determined and obstinate look on his face, “I’m going with you.”
“You are not!”
Now he looked concerned, “You shouldn’t do this by yourself. You need backup!”
“I can be invisible. You’d stick out like a sore thumb. Not only would you not be able to help, you’d probably get killed.”
“Mom taught me how to shoot.”
Roni drew back in surprise, “Mom taught you how to shoot?!”
“Yeah, remember she said it was one of our talents. She’s freakin’ amazing! You should have seen the guy at the shooting range. You’d have thought some kind of shooting God had just walked into his store.”
“Our mom?”
Hax nodded. “Then she blew the bullseye out of the target, but later told me she was actually spreading her shots around to keep from freaking the guy out. After he left she put seven rounds through a single hole in the target without even aiming over the sights!”
Roni gave him a disbelieving look, but all she said was, “And then she taught you how to shoot?”
Hax nodded, “And I’m good. Not as good as her, but good. Plenty good enough to be your backup.”
Roni stared at him for a moment, then slowly said, “Let’s just say all this is true and not just the product of your fertile imagination. Just what the heck do you think you’re going to do to back me up? I mean, you can’t come in the warehouse with me. People’ll see you.”
“I’ll hang around outside. You keep my phone on speed dial.” He shrugged, “If it all goes in the crapper, you call.”
“Speed dial?”
“Yeah, there’s an app. You just touch an icon and it calls me.”
“And you’re gonna do what?”
“Come in after you. Shoot people if I have to.”
Shaking her head, Roni said, “I’ll be much safer by myself…”
Hax interrupted, “And, if you’re safe, I’ll be safe. But if it goes all wrong, and you need my help, you don’t want me to be back here in bed.”
Memories of the many times she’d felt scared witless despite her invisibility flashed through Roni’s mind, but she rolled her eyes anyway. “No. If they catch me, there’s no reason for you to get caught or killed too. Besides, they can’t catch me, I’ll be invisible.”
“You know something could happen. But, if they can’t catch you, and you’re safe, then I’ll be safe too. No problem.”
Roni sighed. Against her better judgment, she said, “Go take a nap. We’ll leave at midnight…”
 
***
 
Harold Thompson felt bleak. He’d made bail today. He could have made bail days ago, but hadn’t wanted to be away from the safety of the jail until his family had gotten safely out of town. He’d promised his wife he’d also flee to the in-laws house, but he didn’t want to. 
He’d never run from a fight before.
Though, it seemed bizarre that he was in trouble for hurting two guys he’d never actually touched. Apparently, one of them died, so in truth he was accused of hitting one in the head and killing the other. The guy who was still alive was supposed to be the son of the local mob boss. The two guys were such well-known sons of bitches that even the cops had privately expressed the opinion that he should get a medal for taking them out.
He hadn’t touched them, but no one seemed to believe him.
On the other hand, he had no idea what had happened to the two dudes.
At present, Harold was taking some clothes over to his sporting goods store. He had a half-formed plan of hunkering down in the back room with a couple of shotguns, a stack of sleeping bags, some body armor, and some night vision glasses. Then, if any of Castano’s men came around, he’d…
He wasn’t sure what he’d do, but he didn’t want to say he’d been run out of town with his tail between his legs.
He’d just closed the trunk of his car on a couple of duffel bags full of clothes and supplies when he felt an excruciating thump come from the side of his right ankle. Dropping his left hand onto the back of the car, he spun, landing his butt on the bumper and shooting his right hand into his jacket after the gun in his shoulder holster.
Three guys stood there, one with a baseball bat in his hand. That probably explained what’d happened to Harold’s ankle. The other two had guns trained on him. The guy on the right said, “Bring that hand back out here real slow like, with the gun in just two fingers.”
As he did so, Harold thought, I guess I should’ve gone out of state. After a moment, he thought, Maybe I ought to attack these assholes. They’re going to kill me and this is probably the best odds I’ll get. Harold put a little pressure on his ankle, but it wouldn’t bear his weight. Probably broken, he thought despairingly. “What do you guys want?” he growled.
“You’ve got an appointment with Mr. Castano…”
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Leaving after midnight, there wouldn’t be any good bus connections to get down to the area of the Castanos’ warehouse and calling a taxi left a record. Roni knew her parents wouldn’t approve, but she really felt like they needed to borrow the family car.
Roni had her license, but not a lot of experience since they walked most places they had to go. Nobody in the family drove very much. She wasn’t all that happy about driving down to Castanos’. Nonetheless, she snuck unnoticeably into her parents’ bedroom and picked up the keys from the dresser where Ravinder emptied his pockets each night.
She’d expected Hax to be grumpy about waking up in the middle of the night, but apparently his nervousness about taking on the Castanos filled him with enough energy that he wasn’t at all bitchy. During the drive down to the Castanos’ place, he had her describe the warehouse interior several times so he’d understand the layout.
Once they got there, Roni parked three blocks away. They walked the last part, Roni explaining that, if something bad happened, she didn’t want there to be a record of the Buchry’s car on any of the nearby businesses’ security cameras. 
She stationed Hax behind a truck parked across the street and half a block down from the warehouse entrance door. As she approached the door, she had a sudden panicked feeling that it’d turn out to be locked at this time of night. She felt pretty sure that none of the keys she’d had Hallie make would unlock it.
She sent a thought out that no one should notice anything happening with the door, then tried the knob. It turned easily, and she pushed the door open. Even though she’d felt stupid for not considering the possibility that the door might be locked, now she found it bizarre that it wasn’t. Sure, they probably had Jamie or some other guard there making rounds, but it seemed like they’d have to be crazy not to lock the door as well. She worried, What if they’ve figured out I’m invisible and have worked out some kind of trap? She looked around but didn’t see anyone. She reminded herself that even if they’d found a way to be able to see her, they almost certainly hadn’t found a way to be invisible themselves.
Watching carefully for possible physical traps, Roni walked past the first heavy steel door for the warehouse office and on to the second door. After one more glance around, she knelt and started trying Hallie’s five keys in the lock. 
None of them worked.
When Hallie said to try to jiggle the keys in the lock, she didn’t realize I wouldn’t know which of the five keys I had was the right one for each door! Roni started jiggling the key she had in the lock while applying a little torque. Then she twisted the other way and jiggled some more. Nothing happened. She put that key back in her right front pocket and got out another key. Sliding it in, she gently twisted then jiggled it a little bit. Success! The bolt slid back and the doorknob turned, allowing her to push the door open.
Roni stepped into the room, let the door close and felt around to find and flip the light switch. Her eyes widened. This was the room she’d peered into that first night when she was trying to be sure she knew which keys to copy. She’d seen a plastic crate with a bunch of loose handguns in it that night, but not much else because of the dim lighting. Now as she stared around, she realized the room was completely packed with weapons. Castano could outfit a small army out of it. 
She looked around, but didn’t see any security cameras. She pulled out her cell phone,               tapped up the video camera and started walking around the shelving, recording as she went. She wished she knew more about guns. There were a couple of racks of what she thought might be assault rifles. There was a shelf of shotguns, some of them sawed off. One big shelf was completely filled with stacks of boxes that had pictures of pistols on the front. Presumably they were brand new weapons. Near the back were shelves stacked full of boxes of different kinds of ammunition. Looking up at the upper shelves she saw some pipe-like devices she thought might be rocket launchers! 
Back up near the door she again noticed the plastic crate. It held about twenty to thirty loose handguns. They looked like they were all different types. She saw some revolvers as well as more modern guns that she thought held their bullets in their handles. I’ll bet these are used guns that’d be hard to trace. She thought sadly, They probably just grab one when they go out to kill somebody. She picked one up and looked at it. It had a shiny spot on it where she thought a serial number might have been filed off. Underneath that gun she saw a gun with the Springfield logo on it. Lifting it out, she decided it was either the same or very similar to the gun Hax was carrying.
Holding the Springfield made her feel a little safer, though she thought it probably shouldn’t. After all, she really didn’t know how to use it. It certainly wouldn’t be helpful if it were empty. She walked back to the ammunition shelves while looking at the handle to try to find a release for the magazine. Finally she found a button up near the trigger that popped the magazine out.
The magazine already had bullets in it. She pushed down on the top one to see if the magazine was full. She couldn’t push the top bullet down far enough that she thought she’d be able to put in another bullet.
Setting the magazine down on a shelf, she tried to figure out how to work the slide on the gun. She’d seen people do it in the movies, but it took her a minute to figure out how to make it happen. When the slide went back, a bullet popped out of the gun and bounced across the floor. I thought you weren’t supposed to keep one in the chamber? she thought, feeling a little indignant, then realized how unlikely it was that the Castanos would be careful about gun safety. She found a lever safety and checked to make sure it kept her from depressing the trigger. With no bullets in the weapon, she practiced taking off the safety and pulling the trigger a couple of times until she thought she could do it without looking. Finally, she picked up the magazine and put it back in the gun. She practiced working the slide to load the chamber a couple of times, then took the magazine out and put the bullets back in it. When she was done, she still had one extra bullet. She worked the slide to chamber a round, then popped out the magazine and put the last bullet back in the clip. I guess I’d rather have one more bullet than play it safe myself. Checking to be sure the safety was on, she put the gun in the pocket of her coat.
She reminded herself again that having a gun didn’t really make her much safer since she barely knew how to use it.
The third room was the one that had had the drugs and the safe. As opposed to the last time when there were only a few bales and bricks, this time when she entered the room the shelves were nearly fully stocked. She figured that the bales she thought contained marijuana and the bricks she thought were powdered drugs were almost certainly the ones from the Garcia drug deal. Roni spun the wheel of the combination safe, quickly putting in the numbers she’d obtained the night of the drug deal. She briefly wondered what Garcia was doing about the missing money. I hope he doesn’t start a war tonight!
The safe opened and Roni stared at the big stacks of bundled hundred dollar bills sitting on the upper shelves just like she remembered. I should have brought a bag to carry it in, she thought, cursing herself for being so dumb. She looked around the room, wondering whether she could dump the marijuana out of one of the bales, but the plastic it was wrapped in looked like it was the kind that’d shred when she tore it open. There were some cabinets along one wall and she stepped over and started opening them. The first two didn’t have anything useful, but the third one had a stack of brand new messenger bags. Of course. Castano must make deals like the one last night pretty often.
She tore the plastic off one of the bags, unzipped it fully and knelt in front of the safe. She quickly stacked bundles of cash inside of the bag, but when it was full there were still a lot of bundles of money still in the safe. She got out another bag and unwrapped it too. Between the two messenger bags she was able to stack in all but the last two bundles of hundreds. She slipped those into the interior pockets of her jacket. She zipped and closed the messenger bags, then turned back to the safe.
Lifting the file case out of the bottom of the safe, she opened it. She didn’t feel like she had much time, so she quickly thumbed through the file folders. In the fourth folder she saw lists of names. Her eye caught on the mayor’s. She laid out the pages and took pictures. 
Roni cocked her head as she studied the safe. After a moment, she pulled out the file case and used her coat sleeve to wipe down the smooth surfaces she’d touched. After she closed the safe, she wiped down the dial and the handle.
Strapping a messenger bag over each shoulder, she glanced around the room to make sure she hadn’t missed anything important, then headed for the door. She sent out a thought that nobody should notice her leaving the room, flicked off the light and quietly opened the door.
Despite her constant creeping sensation that someone was going to show up and be able to see her, the warehouse seemed empty. She hustled to the exit, stepped outside and looked around for Hax. She couldn’t see him, which was good. A couple of guys were walking down the street toward her. 
Roni trotted across the street to avoid the two guys, then walked to the truck Hax’d been hiding behind. He wasn’t there!
Roni looked up and down the street, a sick feeling coming over her. He couldn’t have just wandered off, could he? She pulled out her phone and checked for messages but there weren’t any. Roni dropped the messenger bags and kicked them under the truck. Turning on her heel, she saw the two men who’d been walking down on the other side of the street were entering the warehouse. In the dim light she couldn’t tell much, but got the distinct impression that the one in back had a gun in the other’s back! 
Roni sprinted for the warehouse. Sending out a desperate thought that no one should notice her entry, she pushed open the door to the warehouse and stepped inside. The two men were standing in front of the fourth steel doored room. 
Roni ran.
The door opened just before Roni got there and the two men entered. Roni invisibly shuffled in behind them.
As she’d feared, the guy in front was Hax.
The room gave her a sick sense of foreboding. The walls were covered with some kind of irregular foam. Two steel cots were bolted to the floor in the corners. They had manacles at the head and foot. The farthest one had a blindfolded girl in a T-shirt and panties chained to it. To her horror, she realized this was the bed in the movie she’d seen Castano watching. Not a movie—real life! Two heavy steel chairs were bolted to the floor in the middle of the room. They also had manacles attached, and a big man with a bloody face was chained into one of them with cuffs at the wrists and ankles. It took a moment, but then Roni recognized the muscular Mr. Thompson from the sporting goods store. Thompson’s eyes were so swollen she didn’t think he could open them. Three guys stood in front of him, one flexing a fist with a bloody glove on it.
Nick Castano sprawled carelessly on a chair, looking like he was thoroughly enjoying whatever’d been happening.
There was a drain in the middle of the floor. Somehow, that was even more frightening than the manacles.
Glancing around, she decided with dismay that the foam on the walls was to absorb the sounds of screaming.
Joe Castano had just turned to look at Hax. The guy with the gun in Hax’s back said, “Found this stupid mook standin’ around on the other side of the street.”
Castano regarded Hax with eyes as expressionless as a fish. He turned his eyes back to Hax’s captor. “So? No law against standin’ around in the street, is there?”
The guy said, “He was packing heat.” The guy pulled Hax’s gun out of his jacket pocket and held it up. “I thought you’d want to know.”
Castano’s eyes moved slowly back to Hax and paused there. “Yeah, I do find that interesting. Besides, we don’t really like his type down here on our turf, do we?”
For a moment Roni was confused. Then she felt enraged when she realized that by “his type” Castano meant Hax’s dark skin.
Nick got up and walked around to get a better look at Hax. “This here’s the shithead that’s crosswise of Vito.”
Still in a flat tone, Castano said, “The one that kept messing with Vito’s girlfriend?” Though his voice hadn’t changed much, it seemed to be more menacing.
“Yeah, he’s the one,” Nick said with a sickeningly anticipatory tone. Nick sat back down.
Roni slipped her hand into the pocket of her coat to grip the gun while she looked around the room for some other weapon. Having never even fired a pistol, she had absolutely no confidence in her ability to use it. A baseball bat’s more my speed, she thought. But there were six men in the room. She looked them over and decided all six were probably armed. Even if she had a baseball bat, it seemed terribly unlikely she could take all those guys out before bad things happened. She pictured them all wildly shooting different directions as one after the other of them got knocked down by an apparently invisible attacker. The likelihood of Roni, Hax, Thompson or the girl on the bed getting shot seemed pretty high. 
Or used as hostages.
Could she possibly take them out with the gun she wondered? She had the advantage of being invisible. She could step up right behind one of the guys and shoot him from so close she couldn’t possibly miss, and shoot the first one before anybody knew there was a danger. But then could she move around to the other five doing the same thing? They wouldn’t be holding still, and she was pretty worried she couldn’t hit moving targets from more than a foot or so away. Even if she did hit them they might not die right away. They might get a bunch of shots off while they were dying and Roni got another vision of them frantically firing their weapons, trying to hit whatever ghost they thought was shooting them.
Castano had stepped right up in front of Hax, forcing Hax to back away until his back was to the counter. “So, you think you can mess with the Castanos’ women?” He poked Hax in the chest, “You learn your lesson from that beating Vito gave you?”
Hax was leaning back away from the man and probably looked frightened to the rest of them. He nodded in response to Castano, but Roni could see that he was filled with the same incandescent rage she was. She saw Hax’s eyes flicker over to his Springfield which still dangled offhandedly from the hand of the man who’d brought him in. 
Roni’s gut froze with a sudden fear that Hax would dive for the gun. Sure, Hax thought he was good, but it was ridiculous to think he could take on five or six experienced killers in a gun battle!
Castano stepped back to stand and study Hax.
Roni realized that Hax’s eyes had narrowed and he was staring right at her. Can he see me?! Oh, she realized, I haven’t been moving around. He’s recognized the blurry spot where I’m blocking his vision. Roni moved a couple of feet.
Hax turned his eyes to look hard at the pistol in his captor’s hand. Then Hax waved the fingers on his right hand and said, “Roni.”
Castano leaned menacingly back toward Hax, “Hey half-breed, you callin’ me some kind of punk ass name?”
Hax looked Castano in the eye, said, “No,” and waved his fingers again, this time almost peremptorily.
Nick gave a derisive laugh, “Roni’s his big sister’s name. She used to protect him from Vito way back when they were little kids. Maybe he’s prayin’ to her?”
Castano rolled his eyes. “Okay, so he’s a little bitch. What’re we gonna do with him?”
“Kill him,” Nick said unconcernedly, as if it was obvious. “He’s seen too much.”
Roni looked frantically around, trying to find some solution that’d save her brother’s life and thinking, I’m invisible! Surely there’s some way I can use that! Absolutely nothing she saw gave her any new ideas.
Castano turned to Nick, “Okay, you man enough to do it?”
Hax shook his open hand and pleadingly said, “Roni! Dammit!”
Nick started to get up, saying, “No problem,” in a tone that oozed anticipation.
Roni was out of time and couldn’t think of anything to do. 
Her brother was going to die, and she couldn’t figure out how to save him. 
Obviously, Hax wanted a chance to take some of the Castanos with him, and she decided she couldn’t deny him that.
Roni took a quick step. Despite her blurring eyes, she grabbed Hax’s wrist with her left hand and slapped the Springfield into his palm with her right.
Nick was reaching into a shoulder holster.
The gun rested in Hax’s palm for half a second; then Roni saw his finger flip the safety. 
She stepped over to grab Hax’s gun from the man who’d brought him in.
Hax lifted his gun up high in the air.
A roar of gunfire exploded through the room. Against her will, Roni crouched down, clapping her hands over her ears and squinching her eyes shut against the deafening noise. 
Roni opened her eyes on a sudden dead silence, the ringing echoes she’d subconsciously expected apparently absorbed by the foam on the walls. The air was hazy. She surged forward expecting to see a crumpled Hax, riddled with bullets. She prayed he’d still be alive and that maybe he’d shot one or two of the Castanos or their men. Maybe she’d be able to shoot the rest.
She stumbled to a stop.
Hax was dropping his Springfield into the pocket of his jacket and stepping carefully over the men sprawled in front of Mr. Thompson. 
The dead men. 
Both Castanos, the three men who’d been in front of Thompson, and the guy who’d brought Nick in were all sprawled on the floor. Instead of dying peacefully like in the movies, most of them were twitching like Mario had. From the smell, some of them were voiding their bowels.
Roni blinked. Four of them had blood coming out of holes in their upper foreheads. The other two didn’t have visible wounds, but she couldn’t see the upper part of their foreheads from her angle. 
Roni thought she’d heard you were supposed to shoot for center body mass. Head shots were too hard.
Her eyes went back to Hax. He’d found a ring of keys and was kneeling at Mr. Thompson’s feet. 
Thompson’s head was questing back and forth as if he was trying to hear what was going on. Or perhaps there was a tiny crack between his eyelids that he was trying to see through. Despite the ringing in her ears, Roni heard Thompson say, “What the hell just happened?”
Hax said, “We’re getting you out of here sir.”
“Really?!” Thompson said.
“Uh-huh,” was Hax’s only response.
Roni’s eyes went to the girl chained to the bed in the corner. She walked that way, trying to calm her own shaking. The girl had moved as close to the wall as her chains would let her but had turned her head outward as if she also was trying to figure out what was going on. She looked pretty despite a large welt on her cheek. Roni leaned down and touched her. The girl flinched violently in response. Roni quietly said, “You okay?”
“Hell no!” the girl snarled, then suddenly stopped, a frown evident despite the blindfold. Roni thought she was probably surprised to hear a girl’s voice. After a moment, the girl said, “Who’re you?”
“Sorry, I don’t want to say. But we’re going to get you out of here. What’s your name?”
In a voice that was almost a sob, the girl asked, “Sylvie. Who got shot?”
“The men who’ve been holding you here,” Roni said, wondering what else had been happening to the girl. “Um, how’d you wind up in here?”
“I ran away from home, but then… I needed money. I met Nick Castano and…” She ran down and pursed her lips as if she didn’t want to explain further.
Roni didn’t think she needed any further explanation. “We’ll unlock you here in a minute. Then we’ll be calling 911. Do you want the police to take care of you? Or would you rather we called your parents? Or someone else?”
“My mom,” she said with a sob. Then, plaintively, “Can you take off this damned blindfold?”
“I’m sorry,” Roni said through a suddenly raspy throat. “We don’t want you to know who we are. The less you know, the less people can hassle you trying to find out what happened here.” She looked over her shoulder and saw that Hax had finished unlocking Thompson’s cuffs. Turning back to the girl, Roni said, “Just a minute and we’ll get you unlocked.”
The girl gave a jerky little nod and Roni got up and walked over to Hax. He didn’t see her coming and she had to purposefully let her invisibility go. She guessed Sylvie’d been able to hear her because she’d purposefully spoken to her, thus allowing Sylvie to notice her voice. Roni found it a little difficult to let go of her invisibility. She thought it was probably because of all the adrenaline pumping through her system. When Hax saw her, she said, “Can I get the key to the cuffs?” He nodded and held out the key ring. He pointed out the appropriate key, then turned his attention back to Thompson. 
Roni picked it up and went back over to the girl. As she started unlocking the handcuffs, she said, “Do you know your mom’s phone number so we can call her?”
The girl jerked another little nod. 
Dismayed, Roni realized she didn’t really want the call to go out on her cell phone. She unlocked the handcuffs, “Can you stand up?”
The girl nodded, then wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?”
“You don’t want to know,” Roni said uncomfortably, lifting the girl’s arm to help her to her feet. The girl reached up with her other hand to lift the blindfold, but when Roni said, “Please leave the blindfold alone,” the girl merely tugged it back into place.
Roni walked the girl over to where Hax was trying to help Thompson stand. He turned to her and said, “What’s the plan? Call 911?”
Roni nodded, “But not on our cell phones.”
Hax looked around at the dead guys, “We can use one of theirs.”
Roni looked around the room, “The less we touch in here, the better.” She pointed, “That’s your gun over there on the floor. The one in your pocket’s one of theirs. You should get yours. I’m gonna go to the next room and use their landline to call 911.”
Hax glanced around, “Don’t you think we ought to be getting out of here? What if someone else’s calling 911 because of all the noise?”
Roni waved around, “Look at the walls. I’m pretty sure this room is nearly soundproof. They don’t want people outside to hear whatever kind of awful things they do.”
“Guns are louder than screaming,” Hax said grimly.
“Yeah, but the night watchman probably knows better than to notice anything that happens in this room.” Roni turned to the big man beside Hax. “Mr. Thompson, do you want to wait for the police and the ambulances to arrive when we call 911? Or would you rather we gave you a ride to the ER?”
“The ER,” he rumbled.
Roni and Hax looked at each other. Roni shrugged. Looking at Hax, she said, “Can you take him to the car and wait for a little bit?”
Hax looked at Thompson for a second, then said, “We don’t want him sitting in our car in that bloody shirt.” He turned to Roni, “Besides, it’s cold out there.”
Thompson said, “They put my coat in a cabinet in the corner of the room.” He sighed, “But if your car isn’t really close I’ll have a hard time getting to it. I’m pretty sure they broke my ankle.”
“Maybe you should wait for an ambulance?”
Thompson shook his head, “I really don’t want to reach official notice in this town. Especially notice of anything to do with the Castanos. I’ll crawl on my hands and knees if I have to.”
Roni said, “I’ll pull the car around when we go.” She looked at Hax, “Can you get his coat and help him into it? That’ll keep our car seat clean too. Maybe Sylvie’s clothes are in the same cabinet. If not, maybe you can at least find her a coat,” Roni pointed meaningfully at the smallest of the men lying on the floor.
Hax grimaced but nodded. He gave Sylvie a concerned look and reached toward her blindfold. 
Roni stopped him with a hand, “Sylvie’s promised to keep her blindfold on so she won’t know what we look like. I’m going to take her to the next room to call her mom. I’ll wait to call 911 until right before we leave.”
Hax nodded again. Roni took Sylvie by the arm to lead her to the next room. As she was about to leave the room, she remembered the guard. Speaking loudly enough that Hax would hear her too, she said, “Sylvie, I’ve got to go unlock the next room and make sure the warehouse guard isn’t around. Then I’ll be back for you, okay?”
Sylvie nodded.
Reaching for the switch, Roni said, “I’m turning off the light before I open the door.” She sent out a thought that people shouldn’t notice her coming out the door, then exited.
Roni had to go through all five keys before she managed to get Castano’s office open. I should have kept better track of which key was which! She went back to the other room, looked around for the guard, and knocked gently. Hax opened the door, gun in hand, though it was pointed at the floor. Apparently realizing it had to be Roni since he couldn’t see anyone, he waggled the gun, “Wanted to be ready in case it was the guard, not you.”
Roni said only, “Yeah.” Sylvie had on high-heeled shoes, a miniskirt, and a cute coat, presumably her own clothes from the cabinet. Roni took Sylvie by the arm and tugged her out of the room, carefully staying as much as possible between the girl and the rest of the warehouse as she walked her to Castano’s office. She hoped that if her invisibility was really a kind of hypnotism that kept people from seeing Roni, that she should be able to use her body to hide someone else. At least somewhat. Just one more thing she should have checked so she’d know for sure.
In Castano’s office, Roni picked up the desk phone and put the handset in Sylvie’s hand. She was about to ask Sylvie for the numbers so she could dial when she realized she had another solution. She’d been wearing the scarf just below her eyes because of the dim light in the warehouse and outside, now she pulled it up to cover her entire face. She pulled up her hoodie, gave up her invisibility, and said, “I’ve covered my face, you can take off your blindfold.”
“Oh. Thanks!” Sylvie said, reaching up and pulling off the blindfold. She glanced at Roni momentarily, but didn’t stare, evidently not wanting it to look like she was trying to figure out who Roni was through the scarf.
Roni pointed to the phone’s keypad, “You can call your folks. I’m going to try to do something with this computer.” She sat down at the desk while Sylvie crouched over the phone and pushed buttons.
The computer was already powered up and open. Roni thought, He probably thinks no one has the courage to come in here and try to get on his computer. She opened the browser and typed in the URL she’d memorized for anonymous reports to the FBI. She jacked in her USB stick that held the videos and other information she’d saved about the Castanos and started uploading it to the site. She thought about trying to transfer the videos she’d just made of the two rooms here in the warehouse, but wasn’t confident she could strip them of identifiers related to her phone without taking a lot more time than she might have. Besides, she figured she was giving them plenty of information with all the files that were already on the stick.
Roni could hear the phone ringing in Sylvie’s ear. There was a faint click and someone said something. Sylvie sank to one knee beside the desk and weakly said, “Mom? It’s Sylvie. Can I… can I come home?”
Even from where she was sitting, Roni could hear the delighted shriek from the other end of the phone. Roni pretended not to be listening as Sylvie and her mother spoke back and forth, Sylvie saying a few things about being rescued. 
Sylvie looked up at Roni, “Where are we?”
Roni shook her head, “Better if you guys don’t know. We can drop you off somewhere.”
Sylvie said, “It’ll take about an hour for her to get to the city.”
Roni said, “She’ll be coming on the freeway?”
Sylvie nodded.
“From the north or the south?”
“From the south.”
“Tell her we’ll meet her in the parking lot of the FastFare just off the first exit. You’ll know her car?”
Sylvie nodded and took her hand off the mouthpiece to talk with her mother. Roni looked down and saw that the USB stick had finished transferring the files. She pulled it out just as Sylvie finished hanging up the phone. “You ready to go?”
Sylvie nodded and stood.
Roni picked up the phone and dialed 911. Once it connected, she pitched her voice low and said only, “Shooting at Castano and Sons’ warehouse.” She laid the handset down next to the phone without hanging it up. She could hear the 911 operator talking, presumably asking for details, but didn’t want them to record any more of her voice. Roni picked up the blindfold from where Sophie’d put it on the desk and walked to the door of the room. Sophie followed her meekly to the door where she held out the blindfold.
Sophie said, “I need to wear it again?”
Roni nodded, “Sorry, but I can’t really explain why.” Once Sophie had it on, she flipped off the lights, made herself invisible, pulled the scarf down and opened the door to peer out. No guard. 
She led Sophie back to the other room where she knocked. Hax and Thompson came out, the big man leaning heavily on Hax. They all headed slowly for the exit door with Roni trying to interpose herself between them and the rest of the warehouse. She didn’t think she did a very good job, but no guards came running out of the darkness to accost them.
Outside the warehouse, Roni pulled up the scarf and made herself visible again. She told Sylvie she could take off the blindfold. Not wanting to say Hax’s name, she tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Keep them moving the right direction. I’ll go get the car.”
First, she trotted across the street and pulled her two messenger bags out from under the truck. When she was catching up to the other three again, both Sylvie and Hax gave her puzzled looks. Thompson, of course, had no idea where she was or what she was carrying. As she trotted by, she said, “I stole some of Castano’s files.” Which, she reflected, was true. Even if they were pictures that were on her phone and not in the bags she’d implied contained them.
Sylvie and Hax nodded. Thompson kept slowly limping along leaning heavily on Hax.
When Roni got back with the car, there was some difficulty because Thompson was too big to fit in the back seat. Hax had gotten big enough that he had a hard time getting in the back of their little car as well, but Roni had to drive. Once she’d gotten the car moving, Roni avoided using Thompson’s name by saying, “Sir, do you care which ER we take you to?”
“I’ve been thinking about it. I’d rather you took me home. I’ll go to the ER in a couple of days.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. You might have some kind of brain injury from a beating like that.”
“I think it might be a worse idea to arrive in the ER in this kind of shape the night something bad went down at the Castanos’ place.” He sighed, “I’d really appreciate it if you took me home.”
Roni decided she couldn’t disagree. “I know where your store is, but not where you live.”
He said, “Take me there. It’s only a few blocks away and I can give you directions once you’re at the store.”
Roni turned a corner toward his store. After a moment, she said, “Sylvie, can you put your blindfold on? I think it’d be better if you didn’t know where we’re dropping off our other passenger.”
Sylvie said, “Okay.” A moment later Hax told her that she had it on.
 
When they arrived at Thompson’s home, Hax got out and helped Thompson make his way into the house. Roni and Sylvie sat waiting in the car, Roni hoping she wouldn’t fall asleep. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, she felt exhausted. 
Hax came trotting back out of the house. Roni felt alarmed that something bad had happened. Hax opened the door and leaned in, “Mr.…” he paused, apparently realizing he shouldn’t say Thompson’s name. “His wife’s out of town. She fled because… you know. I’m gonna stay here and help him until she gets back. If that’s okay? He wants to have her take him to the ER in the town where she’s staying.”
Roni was suddenly overcome with a fear that some of Castano’s men would find out what’d happened, know Thompson had been in that room and would come to his house after him. She didn’t want her brother caught in some kind of crossfire. “Go get him.” She explained her concern, “We’ll take him to a motel.”
Hax said, “He doesn’t have any money. The Castanos took it all.”
Grimly, Roni said, “I took some of the Castanos’ money. We’ve got plenty.”
Hax rebutted, “They won’t let us rent a hotel room; we’re too young. And he sure can’t get a room looking the way he looks.”
Roni closed her eyes, trying to think of a solution, but Sylvie leaned forward and said, somewhat sadly, “I know a motel where they don’t ask any questions.”
Of course you do, Roni thought sadly. Out loud, she said, “Thanks, that’ll work.” To Hax she said, “Go get him.”
 
Once they were out of Thompson’s neighborhood, Sylvie took off her blindfold and gave Roni directions to the motel. Roni had pictured a seedy, cockroach-infested place, but it actually looked pretty nice. Roni reached in to her interior pocket and pulled out a couple of hundreds. She held them out to Sylvie, “This enough?”
Sylvie nodded, “Plenty.” She took the money and headed into the building. She returned a few minutes later with a key for a room on the first floor.
Hax helped Thompson into the room, then came back out. “He’s still going to need a lot of help. I’ve got to help him call his wife and find the bathroom and… stuff. And, he says his wife isn’t big enough to help him out to the car when she gets there. I’m going to stay here and help him.”
Roni gave him a tired nod. “Will his wife pick him up soon enough that we can get home before Mom and Dad get up?” she asked, then bit her tongue as she realized that Sylvie’d now have a good idea just how young they were.
“Yeah,” Hax said. “His wife’s only about forty-five minutes away.”
Roni looked at the time on her phone, surprised to see it wasn’t even 3 in the morning. “That’ll work. I’ll come back for you as soon as I’ve gotten Sylvie to her mom.”
 
As she and Sylvie sat in the parking lot of the FastFare, waiting for Sylvie’s mom, Roni thought about what the girl had been through. She said, “Do you think you’ll need some counseling after this?”
Sylvie sighed, “I’d like that, but my mom wouldn’t be able to afford it. She waitresses two jobs and barely makes ends meet. My dad doesn’t pay his alimony very often.” Sylvie shrugged, “I’ve got a little brother she has to support too.”
Roni thought, And I felt like my family had it tough. She reached into her coat and pulled out one of the bundles of hundreds. “I took this from the Castanos. They probably owe you at least this much.” She held it out.
Sylvie sat up excitedly, “There’s my mom!” Her eyes dropped to what Roni had in her hand. In an awed tone, she said, “Oh my God. How much is that?”
“Should be $10,000,” Roni responded.
Sylvie still hadn’t taken it. She shook her head a little and said, “I might… I might do something stupid with that kind of money if I had it. Can you give it to my mom?”
Roni thought, why can’t you give it to your mom? But decided that if Sylvie didn’t trust herself, Roni shouldn’t pressure her. “Sure. Let’s go say hello.”
Sylvie’s mom met them halfway between the two cars and hugged her daughter in nearly hysterical joy. Then her eyes turned apprehensively to Roni. Roni realized she must look ominous, hidden behind her scarf with her hoodie up, “Yes?” The mother said.
Roni held out the stack of hundred dollar bills. She said, “I think Sylvie wants to turn her life around, but she doesn’t trust herself with this much money. She asked me to give it to you. You could get her some counseling.”
Sylvie’s mother stared at the money for a moment, then gingerly took it. “Who are you?” she breathed.
Roni shook her head.
Sylvie said, “She wants to keep her identity a secret Mom.”
Sylvie’s mother said, “But…”
Sylvie put an arm around her mother’s shoulders and turned her away from Roni, “Mom, she saved my life tonight. If she doesn’t want to tell us who she is, we shouldn’t hassle her.” With only a brief glance back over her shoulder, Sylvie’s mother let herself be led away.
 
The Thompsons were already gone by the time Roni got back to the motel. When she pulled up, Hax got in silently, reclined his seat, sighed and closed his eyes. He felt really tired, having never been up much after midnight before. The car started moving and Hax wondered if he could catch a few winks on the drive home—even though it wouldn’t be that long.
He woke to realize the car was stationary. Looking out the windows, he saw that Roni had been able to park in their family’s usual spot. He’d been a little worried that someone else might have taken the spot while they were gone. If they’d had to park the car somewhere else, their dad would have known something happened.
He reached for the door handle to get out, then wondered why Roni hadn’t opened her door yet. He looked over and saw her leaning forward. Her head rested on her arms against the wheel. Her shoulders were making little shaking motions. For a moment he couldn’t figure out what was going on, then he realized she was sobbing. “Roni?” he said.
She didn’t respond, so Hax reached out and touched her shoulder, “Roni?”
“Sorry,” she said. Though it was muffled against her arms, he could hear her voice breaking. 
“What’s wrong?”
She turned suddenly and threw her arms around him. Hax leaned uncomfortably toward his sister and patted her uncertainly on the back, trying to remember the last time they’d hugged. She said, “We killed them!”
Of course we did, Hax thought, thinking that was a good thing and not quite sure why she was distressed. Then his perspective did a flip flop and he wondered about himself. I should be upset about it too. Killing people is… supposed to be a big deal. Despite worrying about whether something might be wrong with him, he tried to reassure his sister, “Roni, those guys… They deserved what they got. Besides, you didn’t kill ‘em, I did.”
Roni said, “I killed Mario. And I gave you the gun. And I would’ve killed them if I could have figured out how to do it. I just couldn’t figure out how to do it so they wouldn’t kill you.”
“Roni…” Hax paused to gather his thoughts, “Nick was gonna kill me. You did the right thing.”
Roni squeezed him hard, then let go, pushed herself back, and swiped at her nose with the back of her wrist. She took a deep shuddering breath and said, “You’re right. Those bastards deserved to die.” She stared out the window for a second; then she looked grimly back at Hax. “In fact, maybe they died too easy.”
Hax nodded, “Damned right.”
She got an uncertain look again, “Well, the Castanos did. But their men?”
Hax shook his head, “They were participating… And helping.”
“But, maybe they were just doing what they were told.”
“No… we talked about it in history class. If you’re in the military and you get orders to murder people, that’s not an excuse for doing it. You’re supposed to refuse orders like that.”
Roni turned to stare unseeingly out the window again. After a minute, she said, “I suppose you’re right. I need to… get over this.” She still sat there. Hax was about to suggest they go inside and get some sleep when she said, “One thing I don’t understand. When I first gave you the gun…” She paused, “And I’ll admit, I just thought you were bragging when you said you were good. No way had I thought you could do what you did.” She paused again, this time long enough that Hax was wondering whether he needed to say something, but then she continued, “You lifted it high in the air before you started shooting and then shot down at all those guys. Why?”
Hax felt surprised, “I didn’t know where you were,” he shrugged, “but I knew you weren’t that tall.”
Roni put a surprised hand over her mouth, “Oops. I should have realized that.” She reached out and touched his arm, “Thanks.”
“Of course.” When Roni kept sitting there Hax—hoping he wasn’t being insensitive—finally said, “Hey, we should get in and get some sleep.”
He was happy to see Roni turn to give him a little grin. “Yeah, ‘cause we’re going to have to get up as usual and help do the inventory without any bitchin’. I don’t want to try to explain all this to Mom and Dad.”
They got out of the car and Roni went around to the trunk to pull out the two messenger bags. Hax had forgotten about them. When they got up to their rooms, Roni handed one of the bags to him, saying, “You keep track of this one. We’ll talk about what to do with them in a couple of days.”
She slipped into her room before he could ask what he was supposed to do with a bunch of the Castanos’ files. Roni was the computer genius. He wasn’t sure he knew how to send them to the FBI without getting caught doing it.
He dropped the bag on his desk and took off his clothes. He was going to leave the bag until morning but then worried that he shouldn’t just leave it out. If his mother came in and asked about it, that could be a problem. He picked it up and carried it over to his closet thinking he’d tuck it away somewhere, but it was too big to fit any of the likely spots
Remembering that he had a lot of empty space in the back of the file drawer in his study desk, he unzipped the bag. He was thinking he could put the files in the back of his file drawer and then just put the collapsed bag over where he kept his backpack.
Stunned he rocked back and stared at the thick bundles of cash.

Holy shit!
He counted them as he stacked them in the back of the file drawer. Fifty-six.
He put a couple of books on top of them.
$560,000!



Epilogue
 
 
When Tansey called everyone in to dinner at the end of a long New Year’s Day doing inventory, Ravinder came in carrying his tablet. He waved it happily, “Great news!” He gave Roni a happy smile, “You can stop tracking the Castanos.”
Everyone turned to stare at him. Roni and Hax suspected they had some idea what was in the news but tried to look as surprised and interested as their mother. Tansey said, “What’s happened?”
“Apparently, the Castanos got in some kind of a drug war with the Garcias, a Central American cartel. The boss Castano, and Nick, the son who usually came around extorting payments from us; they got killed along with some of their men. Somebody called 911 and the police managed to show up before the Garcias got out of there so the drug people all got arrested too.” He snorted, “Apparently the Garcias are trying to claim they just came over to negotiate some business with Castano and found the Castanos and their men were already dead, but the cops aren’t buying it.”
Roni and Hax shared a surprised glance, but then both focused their attention back on their father, hoping he hadn’t noticed their look.
Tansey said slowly, “That sounds good. I’m not sure we should celebrate too much. There’s probably some kind of second-in-command who’ll just step up and take over.” She shrugged, “Like when Nick and Mario stopped coming around, but someone else filled in for them.”
Ravinder frowned, “I just thought Nick and Mario were on vacation. You don’t think these mob guys take time off?”
“Gloria told me that Nick was in the hospital and Mario was dead,” Tansey said. “Of course, I’m not sure that’s true.”
Ravinder shook his head, “Well, you certainly have a pessimistic view.” He smiled, “I for one am going to hope the whole organization collapses without its big boss.” He turned to Roni, “And I don’t want you trying to follow anyone around or gather any more evidence. There’s no reason to be taking the risk.”
Roni nodded.
Tansey said, “Maybe she should send what she already collected to the FBI. If they get that information now, they might be able to take down the rest of the Castanos’ associates a little easier while the organization is still running around with its head cut off.”
Roni said, “Already sent it in.”
Ravinder’s eyes widened, “I hope you didn’t send it from our computer?!”
Roni rolled her eyes, “No. I sent it from one of the computers at the library downtown.” This was true. Worried that the upload from Castano’s office might pass through the office of someone who’d been paid off by the mob, she’d sent copies of the info from the library to a bunch of different people at the FBI.
Tansey gave a little laugh, “She’s better with computers than you are Ravinder, you should trust her to be careful.”
 
Despite what Tansey’d said about trusting Roni, she felt uneasy. After she and Roni had cleaned up from dinner, she went up to her closet and opened the false panel. She got out the Springfield and checked it over. Its magazine was full and its barrel was clean. She got out the box of nine-millimeter ammo and counted the cartridges.
They were all there.
Tension she hadn’t known she felt relaxed out of her shoulders.
 
***
 
It was the first day of school after the winter holiday. Hax had just finished signing up for baseball. Walking to class, he was keeping an eye out in hopes of seeing Hallie. Part way down the hall he heard her voice coming from behind him. “Hax, wait up!”
He turned. She was trotting after him with a big smile on her face. She looked better than she had for months, which brought Hax a sense of relief. “Hey, how’re you doin’?”
For a moment he thought she was going to give him a hug, but she settled for grabbing his arm and turning him so they could keep walking toward class. “I’m doin’ great!” She grinned up at him, “I suppose you heard that the Castanos’ organization got taken down over the holidays?”
Hax nodded and glanced around. Speaking quietly, he said, “What’s that mean for Vito?”
“I don’t know, but his mom took him out of school. I heard they’re moving somewhere else.” Hallie slapped Hax on the shoulder excitedly, “And what that means is that Vito’s not going to be hassling me!”
A sense of relief came over Hax and he gave Hallie a huge grin, “That’s great!”
This time Hallie did throw her arms around him and gave him a big hug. Speaking quietly near his ear, she said, “I really appreciate all you did for me.”
He shrugged, embarrassed. “I didn’t do much. Besides,” he said, referring to the program he’d given her, “even what I did do, it didn’t really work.”
She let him go and they turned to keep walking towards their classes. “Yes it did. If you hadn’t helped me with that, I’d still be worried that he’d put those pictures on the internet or some asshole thing like that.” She turned to give him a serious look, “And, you stood up to him. The way you were brave enough to do that was my inspiration during my bleakest times.”
“Well, I always wished I could have done more. Made him go away… or something.” He blinked as he suddenly reflected that he actually had made Vito go away.
“You did plenty,” Hallie said happily. She looked at him and tilted her head a little, “Would you be up for doing a little more programming? I’ve got a friend who needs some help.”
“Sure, but my sister’s the real programming genius. She’s started a little consulting business, so you might want to talk to her.”
“Okay,” Hallie said, then winked at him. “Maybe we can discuss the specifics over some ice cream?”
“Um,” Hax said, thinking Hallie wanted him to invite Roni to have ice cream with her. Then he realized what she was really saying, “So, you and I’ll talk it over; then I’ll explain it to her?”
Hallie grinned, “That’s the idea.”
 
***
 
Rasmussen turned to Coach Hayes. Hayes had come out to observe baseball practice by special invitation. “Now, watch this.” Rasmussen turned and spoke louder so Hax would hear him, “Pitch one to the bottom of the inside corner, slow.”
Hayes’ eyebrows lifted as he watched the pitch sail into the catcher’s mitt, low and inside.
Rasmussen said, “Now high and outside. Put some heat on it.”
The ball smacked the catcher’s glove right at the edges of where Hayes thought the upper outer corner of the strike zone resided.
Rasmussen said, “High and inside. Hot.”
The kid delivered. The ball was fast, but the most impressive thing was how it banged in right where Hayes judged the upper inner corner would’ve been called by an umpire.
“First base,” Rasmussen said. The kid pivoted to send the ball to the first baseman. If Rasmussen hadn’t told Hayes to watch for it, he probably wouldn’t have noticed how the first baseman didn’t have to move his glove to catch it.
“Second base.” The second baseman didn’t have to move his glove either.
“Go back to your drills,” Rasmussen said, then turned to Hayes. “Is that freakin’ amazing or what?”
“Yeah,” Hayes granted. Then he shrugged, “But, there’s a lot of difference between throwing a baseball where you want it to go and playing quarterback. This kid spend all his summers playing league baseball?”
“Nope,” Coach Rasmussen said with a laugh. “Never played it before the start of practice this year.”
This time Hayes’ eyebrows really shot up. “No shit?” he breathed.
“No shit. All just natural throwing talent.” Rasmussen waved over at a bag of gear. “There’s a football in the bottom of that bag. You want to place a bet on whether he can hit one of the outfielders without them having to take a step?”
Watching the Buchry kid smoke another pitch into the catcher’s mitt, Hayes said, “Yes I do…”
 
***
 
Dean had opened his pizza place with a sense of anticipation. This was the day that he’d normally have to pay off the Castanos’ goons and he was looking forward to the possibility that no one would come around to collect. 
The news had been full of the drug war that had apparently taken out Joe Castano and his son Nick. The reports had also trumpeted the subsequent arrival of the FBI who’d arrested other members of the local mob, the mayor, the chief of police and an assortment of other leaders who’d supposedly been on the Castanos’ payroll. There were rumors of an anonymous source who’d supposedly arranged the drug war and tipped off the Feds. 
Despite all that, Dean worried that someone was still going to show up today to collect. He’d even put his usual payment aside in an envelope like he always had. Even though he was prepared, he was hoping against hope that on this day he’d get to keep that envelope.
He was busy setting up for the lunch rush when he heard Ed, from the store next door say his name. Turning, he said, “Hey Ed, what’s up?”
Ed had kind of a glazed look on his face. He said, “Get any envelopes?”
Dean felt a spasm of doubt, “Somebody still coming by to collect?”
“No, someone left an envelope at my place. In my damned pocket, believe it or not.”
“What?!” Dean said, patting his own pockets. “How the hell could someone stuff an envelope in your pocket without your…” Dean stopped as he felt a thickness in the pocket of his apron. Dipping his hand in, he pulled out a standard white envelope.
Dean glanced up at Ed, who nodded and said, “Same way they stuffed one in your pocket, apparently.”
Dean’s hand was trembling as he tore open the envelope. Expecting instructions on where to deliver his insurance payment, he decided that having to deliver it would be even worse than having them come by to collect.
Then the envelope was open and his fingers were pulling out a sheet of paper wrapped around something. The something proved to be a bundle of hundred dollar bills! Feeling prickles ripple across his scalp, Dean glanced up at Ed who only nodded at the paper. “Read it,” he said.
Dean looked down and realized something was printed on the sheet of paper. It said, “We’re returning some of the money the Castanos stole from you. Sorry it couldn’t be more.” It was signed, “Anonymous.”
Dean looked up at Ed. “Who the hell left this?!” he asked in a voice suddenly gone raspy.
Ed just shrugged and shook his head, “Some kinda freaking saint, I guess.”
 
 
 



The End
 
 
 
Hope you liked the book!
 



Author’s Afterword
 
This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I’ve always been partial to science fiction that posed a “what if” question. Not everything in the story has to be scientifically plausible, but you suspend your disbelief regarding one or two things that aren’t thought to be possible. Then you ask, what if something (such as faster than light travel) were possible, how might that change our world? 
This story poses a couple of “what ifs?” 
What if telepathy was possible, but it didn’t really let you transfer information from one brain to another? What if all it did was let you command that other brain to ignore, i.e. “not notice” something? It doesn’t sound like a very powerful thing to be able to do, but if you give it thought, it turns out to have tremendous possibilities and ramifications. I’m not a big fan of superheroes with SUPER powers. I think a small increment in ability with surprising implications is much more interesting to contemplate.
What if your sense of proprioception was an order of magnitude better than other people’s? It doesn’t sound like a terribly important sense, but if you lack it (there are diseases which can cause you to lose your ability to propriocept), you have to actually watch your extremities to know what they’re doing. This is tremendously disabling for affected individuals. Victims of tertiary syphilis lose proprioception for their feet. When they’re walking, they have to keep their eyes on their feet to know if they’ve put them where they belong for the next step! On the other hand, if your proprioception is extremely good, you can keep your eye on the basket and know that your hand is going to send the ball on a perfect arc that will intersect that basket—because you know exactly what your hand is doing without watching it. There is little doubt that many of the world’s best athletes have better proprioception than the rest of us. Having the world’s best proprioception would be an awesome ability.
Finally, I was fascinated by the report that early Europeans had dark skin and blue eyes, then surprised when a Google search found images of many people with that distinctive look. 
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