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 prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “First, tell me what the problem is and what you would like me to do for you,” said Nix Grennan, putting a notepad on the coffeeshop’s chipped acrylic table and clicking the end of a black gel pen. “Then, we can talk about what I’ll do, and we’ll discuss fees.” 
 
    It was only a few days after St. Patrick’s Day, and half the customers in the coffeeshop looked as though they were still recovering. An employee on a stepstool was pinning up a “MARCH MADNESS 2019” sign on a corkboard wall. Sam DiMartino, opposite them at the table, watched the work for a moment and muttered, “I don’t like our chances against Baylor.” 
 
    Nix said nothing, and waited. 
 
    DiMartino held his cup in both hands and sighed heavily. “I didn’t know where to turn, and I really hope I’m overreacting,” he said. “But I have a friend in corporate security at Allendale who said he’s used you before.” 
 
    Nix racked their brain for a name. “Ross Vu,” they said. “Yes, I’ve worked with Ross a few times. Seems like a good guy.” 
 
    Truthfully, Nix couldn’t have said with any certainty if Ross Vu was a good guy or not, but their relationship had always been strictly and utterly professional. It had also been exclusively online, which Nix would have preferred for this job, too. DiMartino was the sort who liked to meet in person, though, and clients had the checkbooks. “Ross is great, yeah,” he said distractedly. “So, um, Nick?” 
 
    “Nix,” they answered automatically. 
 
    “Nix,” DiMartino repeated, nodding; he squinted curiously. “Is that short for Nixon, or…?” 
 
    “No,” Nix shrugged. They waited a few seconds for a follow-up, and when it didn’t come, they returned to the matter at hand. “Just start from the beginning. I understand from your initial voicemail that this is a business-related problem. So are we talking loss control, background checks, problematic customer?” 
 
    “Everything we discuss is confidential, right?” DiMartino asked cautiously. 
 
    “Confidential, but not protected,” Nix explained. “I’m not a doctor, a lawyer, or clergy, so there’s no expectation of privilege. I won’t lie to the police or the courts for a client, so if you were thinking about asking me to do anything illegal, I’m not the private investigator you’re looking for.” 
 
    “No! No, I just mean that if you dig into this and it turns out that nothing was really going on, the whole thing stays between us, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nix reassured him, holding back an impatient huff. “I don’t kiss and tell.” 
 
    “I don’t even really know if there’s something going on,” DiMartino said as if arguing with himself. 
 
    “Tell me what you think the problem is.” 
 
    Sighing, DiMartino said, “It’s something I noticed on our security camera footage. And it involves my best employee. Mal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    DiMartino’s business, Only Game In Town, was a small brick-and-mortar store in downtown Syracuse selling video games and related products. Despite the increasing popularity of direct downloads for new titles, Only Game In Town had managed to keep a reasonably steady business with old and new systems and titles. DiMartino prided himself on his ability to secure rare and vintage items as well, and thanks to frequent involvement in downtown events and charities, he’d built up a following of “buy local” customers for whom a few extra dollars was a small price to pay for supporting a Central New York business. 
 
    Malcolm Church had been employed with Only Game In Town for just under a year and had quickly become one of DiMartino’s favorites. “I mean, this kid, she knew all… shit. He knew all the games from before his day,” he said, going slightly red in the face and refusing to meet Nix’s eyes. “And I’m talking familiarity with pre-Nintendo stuff, like Atari.” 
 
    Mal was friendly, likable, knowledgeable, and did more than he was asked around the store. He had a knack for seeing what needed to be done and doing it, and he had quickly been promoted to manager and entrusted with unsupervised shifts. 
 
    “But then he tells me that there was a bit of a fight between two employees on this one Saturday afternoon and that one of them quit. He says he means a real physical fight – not a big one, but some contact was made – so I decide to look over the security footage that evening to see what exactly happened. It was just like Mal said. One pushes the other, the other shoves back, they act like idiots for about ten or twelve seconds before Mal can get control, and then the first one rips off his work badge, throws it at the second one, yells something at Mal, and storms off.” 
 
    “No further problems with those employees?” Nix asked, more to show they were listening than for any other reason. Their pen was poised over the notepad, on which they had written a few sparse notes that were also mostly for show. 
 
    “No, I squared all that away. But the trouble was, I kept watching the footage, and about twenty minutes after all this happens, a customer comes in for a pre-order. Mal usually handles those, and you can see him on the camera taking cash from the customer, handing over the bag with the game, and then… well, it looks like he’s putting some of the money in the register and some of the money into his pocket. Here, look,” DiMartino said, pulling out his cell phone and loading up a video. 
 
    The footage Nix was watching was a recording of a recording, and it was a bit fuzzy and shaky because of that, but what DiMartino said matched up exactly with the images on the screen. Mal definitely looked around to see if anyone was looking before pocketing some money. 
 
    “This broke my heart,” DiMartino said quietly. “So I pulled up other security footage and zipped through until I could find other instances of Mal with pre-orders. And I found four more instances of the same thing happening. I found a couple dozen instances of pre-orders where he didn’t  put cash in his pocket.” 
 
    “Any issues with receipts?” Nix asked. 
 
    “That’s the thing!” DiMartino said, hands thrown up in a gesture of confused surrender. “Every night we reconcile the tills, and it’s never been off by so much as a dollar on Mal’s shifts.” 
 
    “Do a lot of your pre-orders pay in cash?” 
 
    DiMartino thought for a bit. “Out of all the ones I looked at, probably less than half paid cash. The rest were credit or debit.” 
 
    “No inventory issues either?” 
 
    “Nothing to speak of. There’s always a few of the cheap items stolen, and every now and then someone snatches a game and sprints, but in general? No. And that’s what’s bugging me so much. She’s clearly putting money in her pocket, but nothing else seems to be wrong.” 
 
    “He,” Nix said. 
 
    “Shit. He. I’m trying hard, you know?” 
 
    “I do know.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” DiMartino asked. “Is this something to look into?” 
 
    “It could be,” Nix said, hefting their satchel from the floor to their lap. “I might be shooting myself in the foot here, but if your receipts are fine and your inventory is fine, you’re going to have to consider how much money you want to spend on investigating. Have you asked him about it?” 
 
    “If he’s not doing anything, I don’t want to make him angry. And I don’t want to come across as racist or anti-LGBT or whatever. I’m not trying to pick on the kid. But if he is doing something, I don’t want to tip him off. Besides… I like the kid, but something tells me he’d be a pretty decent liar. You know?” 
 
    Nix paused, a black folder partially withdrawn from their satchel. Smoothly, they slid it back into place and selected the green one next to it. “Well, then, let’s talk about expectations and fees.” 
 
    After leaving the café twenty minutes later, Nix sat in their car and dialed their phone. Emory picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “Nix, my love,” they whispered in a caricature breathy voice. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    “The usual – clown shoes and a scuba mask,” Nix improvised, smiling at Emory’s standard greeting. “Meeting’s done, I’m heading home. Do you need anything from Wegmans?” 
 
    “No, I think we’re good,” they said. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Got a new client.” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nix allowed. “I escalated to the green folder pricing plan and he didn’t even blink.” 
 
    “That’s good, right?” Emory asked. 
 
    Nix couldn’t answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, DiMartino had turned over a one-terabyte external hard drive with almost three months’ worth of his saved security footage for Nix to watch. They settled in to watch the footage on high speed, slowing any time there was an interaction between Mal and a customer. 
 
    By three in the afternoon, Nix had found an encounter on the footage that intrigued them. Two customers had come in together, both picking up pre-orders in separate transactions. One paid in cash; one paid on a card. Mal handled the purchases, and pocketed some of the cash after they had left. 
 
    At their request, DiMartino emailed Nix time-stamped receipts. Both customers had purchased the same game. Both had been charged the same price. This poked holes in Nix’s initial theory, which was that Mal had been overcharging on pre-orders and pocketing the difference so that the register would still balance. With two customers buying the same game at the same time, it seemed very unlikely that Mal could have quoted them different prices without any apparent comment. He put five bills into his pocket. They were too fuzzy on the footage to be certain what they were, but Nix doubted they were singles; something more was going on, and they were starting to suspect they knew what it was. 
 
    Nix looked at the incident that had caught DiMartino’s attention, and compared it to one a couple weeks earlier. Both were on Saturdays, around the same time of day, and both had the same customer. String-bean build, pyramidal nose and satellite dish ears, wearing a backwards hat with Greek letters on it. Nix couldn’t make out the exact letters, but managed to find them on a huge rear-window sticker on the customer’s car in the footage from the parking lot camera. A quick search confirmed that the letters were from a fraternity on the Syracuse University campus. A few more searches and a few hours on social media, and Nix had the customer’s name and some other details that they thought would prove very useful. 
 
    On Friday, Nix drove onto campus, trusting their gut and following a lead that had been formed from a semester-deep dive onto the Instagram history of the customer, Tristan Wheatley. Campus seemed emptier than it usually was on Nix’s visits, but the Orange’s tournament loss the night before had been a late one. 
 
    Apart from several very boring posts of drunken Tristan at various frat events and a number of videos that Nix assumed were supposed to be funny but only managed to be sigh-inducing, Instagram had revealed in bits and pieces the story of an ugly break-up with a sophomore named Zhenya. Additional searches had identified her as Zhenya Kiseleva, a Ukrainian-born student whose own social media had led Nix to identify likely places to find her during a Friday morning. 
 
    As expected, Nix found Zhenya wrapping up a shift working at a fitness center on campus. Quickly sizing her up, Nix decided that the best approach was to be honest, and they introduced themselves as a private investigator with some questions about Tristan Wheatley. Because of how venomous the break-up had seemed on Tristan’s Instagram, Nix wasn’t particularly surprised at how easily Zhenya gave up Tristan’s secrets. 
 
    They also weren’t surprised by what those secrets were, which they found vaguely disappointing. It would have been nice to have been surprised. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The final report was delivered to DiMartino within a week of the initial assignment. Mal Church was using unsupervised shifts and pre-orders to sell Adderall and MDMA to select customers, who paid with cash while actually buying video games at the same time. From what Nix was able to piece together, Mal used Only Game In Town for his center of operations mostly out of simplicity; to anyone who wasn’t already suspicious, it would look like an ordinary transaction, and it wouldn’t require any subterfuge or pre-arranged secret locations. It kept the business away from Mal’s house and kept it more or less public. A higher risk of getting caught, but lower risk of someone trying to steal from him, Nix supposed. 
 
    Nix spoke to DiMartino in person again, stressing to him that what he did with this information was up to him. Their recommendation, which they added without quite knowing why they would choose to voice an opinion, was that DiMartino should quietly let Mal know that he had been discovered, and to give him the chance to resign and walk away. 
 
    “You don’t resign a job at a video game store,” DiMartino said, his anger redirected at Nix. “You quit or you get fired. Resigning is for executives and politicians.” 
 
    “Then let him quit,” Nix said, unfazed. “And if he doesn’t quit, you’ve probably got enough to fire him with cause, although you might want to double-check with a lawyer.” 
 
    “I can fire him with no cause if I want,” DiMartino snapped. “That’s the contract.” 
 
    Nix decided to avoid discussing it further; emotions were involved now and the case was over, as far as they were concerned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Nix had a thought that made them sick to their stomach. The Google alert they had set had been silent, but maybe they hadn’t been looking for the right thing. 
 
    They scrambled to their laptop and ran a new search, and found what they had feared. The arrest record identified a Khena Church, taken in for possession and distribution just a few days after Nix had given their final report to DiMartino. 
 
    Another quick search uncovered a brief article from the Post-Standard. It was just a short summary of the arrest – nothing flashy or overhyped – but it only referred to Mal as Khena, and as a woman. 
 
    Shaking, Nix closed their laptop. They lowered their face into their hands and focused on their breathing. 
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    It was nearly 7:00 on August 5 when Nix’s smartphone buzzed on the desk where it was tethered to its charger. They reached for it but the screen said “FWD WORK.” Surprised, they looked over at the multi-line phone and its blinking red light. 
 
    The display on the desk phone showed a local number and a cellular carrier. Nix debated answering, but it was after hours and they still had to do a lot of filing and shredding that had been building up over the past several months. It really was quite an astonishing backlog of filing and shredding. They had already given a couple dedicated hours to filing and shredding, and in fact they were missing Emory’s Szechuan peanut zucchini noodles at home in order to do all this filing and shredding. If they did not do the filing and shredding then tomorrow there would still be filing and shredding to do. 
 
    The call went to voicemail. Nix picked up yet another piece of paper, looking over the invoice for a date that would help them determine its ultimate fate. 
 
    Their smartphone buzzed again, and once again the desk phone blinked for attention. Same number as before. 
 
    Nix sighed and picked up the receiver, adopting their neutral, professional tone. “Grennan Investigations,” they said. 
 
    “Oh,” said a startled voice. “I didn’t think anyone would be there. I was just going to leave a message.” 
 
    You called twice, Nix thought. “You got lucky,” they said instead. “Normally we’re closed at this hour. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’d like to come in to talk to someone about it,” said the voice hesitantly. 
 
    “All right,” Nix answered. “I could set up an appointment during business hours tomorrow…” 
 
    “I work two jobs,” the voice interrupted with a hint of desperation. “Regular business hours are usually full up for me. I was going to ask if you had any evening or weekend hours.” 
 
    Nix looked at the incomplete stack of papers cluttering up the desk, the top of the file cabinet, and even the floor. For a job that was more and more digital, it was amazing how much dead-tree material could be generated. 
 
    They seldom hosted clients in this office. This was a place rented from a coworking group on a recurring three-month contract, mostly for giving them storage space and a mailing address other than their home. It was a way to keep personal and professional separate. It had its own private entrance door, and they could have a couple visitors at a time, but the waiting room was shared with – well, Nix wasn’t even certain how many other businesses or what most of them were. They shared expenses for internet and office necessities like printers, copiers, beverages, and snacks. Nix preferred to meet clients in neutral settings when possible, but the idea of making an arrangement for another coffee shop just seemed like one step too many tonight. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re located?” they asked. 
 
    “I have the address pulled up on my phone. I can be there in twelve minutes.” 
 
    “Call me when you get here. I’ll have to buzz you into the building,” Nix said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Nix went to the front door of the coworking office building where their office was located and buzzed in the caller. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m late. I don’t come downtown often and I didn’t really know where to park. I’m Sherrie Wade.” 
 
    “Nix Grennan.” 
 
    Sherrie blinked and straightened slightly and then extended her hand for a shake. “My pronouns are she/her,” she said, enunciating just the smallest bit too much. She bit her lower lip and seemed to be holding her breath. “Is that…?” she began to ask, trailing off sharply. 
 
    “Mine are they/them,” Nix replied, shaking the offered hand. “Let’s go up to my office and talk there.” 
 
    The office was on the third floor, and Sherrie remained silent during the elevator ride up. The building was mostly empty, and the lights in some of the hallways had turned off when their sensors had detected no movement within a programmed amount of time, and even for Nix it gave the building a slightly unsettling feel. 
 
    “I’m afraid all I can offer you is bottled water or a soda. There’s one of those single-serve coffee makers in the waiting room but I’ve never touched the thing and have no idea how to work it.” 
 
    “No, thank you, I’m fine,” Sherrie waved them off as Nix let her into their small office and gestured to a seat. “It’s too hot for coffee anyway. I’m really grateful that you’re taking the time to meet with me.” 
 
    Her face had remained calm and composed, but her voice had wavered. Nix, sitting in their chair on the other side of the desk, took a moment to make a quick study of Sherrie Wade. 
 
    She was tall but she slouched; she was thin, but not in a trim, athletic way. Her grayish-brown hair was clean but it wasn’t stylish – just pulled back for convenience. She had small dents on the bridge of her nose that suggested glasses, but she wasn’t wearing any at the moment, so Nix assumed she’d probably worn heavy sunglasses on her way to the office building. Her clothes spoke more of function than fashion. Her nails were unpolished and ragged as if bitten, and her fingertips were callused. 
 
    Hear her out, Nix chided themself. This could be a flat fee case. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be, and they knew it. Flat fee cases were one-time simple jobs, like running a background check on a prospective employee – something Nix did regularly for various companies – or looking up a publicly available legal document that a client could find themselves if doing so wasn’t such an imposition on their time. 
 
    Flat fee cases, though, didn’t cause people to come in after hours and fidget in their chair while trying to look controlled. They found themselves curious to see what Sherrie’s story was, and simultaneously losing hope that she would be able to pay Nix’s rates.  
 
    “Well, we’re both very busy people,” Nix said lightly, “so I’ll cut right to the first important thing. This is an initial consultation, which is free. First, tell me what the problem is and what you would like me to do for you. Then, we can talk about what I’ll do, and we’ll discuss fees.” 
 
    Out of habit more than hope, Nix picked up and clicked a black gel pen and turned to a fresh page on a notepad. 
 
    Sherrie dug into her purse and removed a phone. After a moment of flicking through it, she held it out for Nix to take. On the screen was a candid photo of a young man, caught in the middle of uproarious laughter about something out of frame. “This is my son,” she said. 
 
    Obediently, Nix took the phone and appraised the photo, making no comment or easily-interpreted expression. Sherrie reached out and swiped to reveal another photo of the same young man. This time he was holding cards in his hand, seated at a table with a can of Dr. Pepper in front of him, once again laughing. 
 
    Sherrie looked as if she intended to keep swiping to show other photos, but thought better of it and settled back into her seat. “His name is Jordan,” she said. “And he’s been missing since June 30.” 
 
    Nix looked up sharply. “June 30?” they repeated, doing the quick calculations. “That’s thirty-six days. I assume you’ve gone to the police.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sherrie said, and although her face continued to remain controlled, there was no doubting the frustration and impatience in her voice. “The short version of that story is that they told me there’s nothing they can do.” 
 
    Nix’s mouth opened slightly and they studied the photo again. “How old is Jordan?” they asked. 
 
    “Nineteen,” Sherrie nodded. Her lips closed tightly and she breathed in deeply through her nose. 
 
    She’s bracing herself, Nix thought. She knows what comes next. Reminders that her son is legally an adult and most young adults who go missing have actually just walked away. She’s heard this before. 
 
    So change it up. 
 
    “Did he have any enemies that you know of?” Nix asked. “Any debts? Any unpleasant acquaintances?” 
 
    Sherrie’s eyes widened and she carefully released the breath she had taken. “No,” she said. “Not that I know of. But I work two jobs, and he was on his own a lot through high school, and then he moved out. I have to acknowledge that there was a lot about him that I might not have known.” 
 
    On the last sentence, she had looked down at the surface of the desk, her eyes slowly roving back and forth, and her volume had dropped. It had been a difficult confession, Nix understood, and one that probably she had thought of over and over in the past few weeks. 
 
    “And the police wouldn’t help because they assumed he had just chosen to leave,” Nix said, nodding encouragingly. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sherrie said. “But I know my son. That’s not the sort of thing he would do. He was happy. He was looking forward to so many things. He had friends, he had a good job… he had me.” 
 
    Nix folded their hands together on the desk. “Ms. Wade,” they said softly, “what is it that you’re hoping I could do for you?” 
 
    “Find my son,” she said instantly. “I can give you all of his contacts, tell you everything I’ve already tried, I’ll let you have anything of his you need that you think will help. I just need you to help me find Jordan.” 
 
    Nix watched her cautiously. Her face was so controlled, and they realized that this woman was bursting at the seams with desperate energy – but she had clearly been told before that she was being hysterical, and she was doing everything she could to appear rational and calm. 
 
    I wish I didn’t have to turn her down, they thought sadly. 
 
    “Ms. Wade, may I ask how you heard of Grennan Investigations?” 
 
    “You, um… you came highly recommended.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “Suzanne Osburn.” 
 
    Nix squinted at Sherrie and sat back in their seat, causing a shrill squeak in the old furniture. “Suzanne Osburn,” they repeated. “She didn’t offer to take on your case?” 
 
    “She said that you were very good at this kind of work,” Sherrie confirmed. 
 
    “Suzanne Osburn,” Nix muttered softly. 
 
    “What do you need from me?” Sherrie asked, and Nix flinched to hear the eagerness from such a carefully composed expression. “How can I help you get started?” 
 
    Shit. There’s only one way out of this now. 
 
    Nix pulled open the center drawer of her desk and pulled out a pre-stuffed black folder of documents. “This folder contains a lot of information that may be useful. It also has a standard retainer agreement. Payment of the retainer is mandatory in advance, but the terms of the scope of the investigation are entirely at your discretion.” 
 
    Normally, Nix would hand over the entire folder at once; this time, they opened it and pulled out one particular page. They shut the folder again, placing the page on top of it, and set it down in front of Sherrie. 
 
    After only two seconds of looking at the page, Sherrie blanched. 
 
    “Fifteen hundred dollars?” 
 
    “That is the standard retainer,” Nix nodded. They realized that they, like Sherrie, were projecting a neutral tone that they did not feel. Nix’s heart broke for mothers like Sherrie, but at the same time, there was just no way this was a case they could take on. 
 
    “Fifty dollars an hour,” Sherrie read aloud. 
 
    Acting as if they still wanted to take on the case, Nix said with carefully tempered and crafted enthusiasm, “Some agencies have a retainer just to engage their services and the hours are billed separately. I follow the principle that the retainer pays for the first thirty hours of work. And if the work doesn’t take thirty hours to complete, I’ll prorate the final bill and even refund money. That’s not unique to Grennan Investigations, but it’s a better deal than you’ll find at some of the other private investigation services in Central New York.” 
 
    With that, Nix waited. 
 
    After a very long moment, Sherrie reached over and gently retrieved her cell phone from where Nix had left it on the desk. She tucked it back into her purse and looked up with tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    When she spoke, her voice had achieved the neutrality that had escaped her earlier. “Thank you for your time this evening,” she said. “Will you have to buzz me back out of the building, or can I leave on my own?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix shut off the car in their driveway at a few minutes past 8:30. The papers for filing and shredding were stuffed back into a canvas bag locked in their office closet. They would wait for another day. 
 
    They sighed, feeling heavier than they had in weeks. It was only a couple dozen steps to get into the house – their refuge and their place of peace – but tonight it felt like a mile. 
 
    It was twilight, and it had been a cool day for summer; the windows to the house were open, and when Nix got out of the car they could hear French words from the television in the family room. Hannah was most likely still working, then, letting a movie run for background noise. Nix wasn’t even sure where she found these old films – polars, she called them in an accent that Nix assumed was sufficiently French but couldn’t really judge. She never seemed to pay attention while watching them, busying herself with tasks on her laptop while the movies played out a few feet away, but if asked she would have voluminous information at hand about the actors, the scene, the cultural impact of the film. She watched without subtitles, which meant that Nix generally had no idea what was going on. Still, Nix had grown to love the familiarity of the polars, even though they couldn’t imagine watching one for five minutes without Hannah present. 
 
    As expected, Fig Newton and Rotini, the calicos, were crowding each other on the window sill. Figgy was making her usual ostentatious show of ignoring everything while her tail lashed about, but Tini started meowing loudly as soon as she saw Nix. 
 
    Entering the house, Nix had to step over Tini, who always insisted on greeting everyone who came to the door with darting movements and small, creaky noises that weren’t quite meows. They ducked into the family room to say a brief hello to Hannah. Another cat, Bacon Bit, was also exactly where Nix had expected to see her, curled up on Hannah’s lap, nose covered with one curled paw. 
 
    “Hey, Hannah. Hey, Bitsy,” Nix said, stooping down to give a kiss to Hannah and a gentle tousle to the sleek white cat. 
 
    “Hi, honey,” Hannah said absently, tapping at the laptop. “We ate late, so the noodles might still be warm. Emory’s in the kitchen.” 
 
    Nix glanced at the television screen. The black-and-white images showed a group of people seated around a table in a café; a woman in a white jacket was mopping the face of a heavyset man next to her, speaking in what sounded to Nix like soothing, amused tones. An open bottle rested in a bucket on the table. Nix watched for a moment, then commented, “She’s pretty.” 
 
    “Mireille Balin,” Hannah said without looking up. “This is ‘Pépé le Moko.’ Good film but not her best work. Just a couple years after this, the actress cozied up to the Nazis. Fell in love with a Wermacht officer. When Paris was liberated they ran away but they got caught by some of the resistance fighters. Her Nazi boyfriend was killed; she was raped, beaten, thrown in jail for a few months, and then the rest of her life was health problems. Stroke. Meningitis. Alcoholism. Skin disease. Died in the sixties, I think.” 
 
    Nix took a breath. “Jesus Christ,” they said. 
 
    At that, Hannah looked up as if just realizing that Nix was there. “Sorry. Too much?” 
 
    “A little intense,” Nix said with a small laugh. 
 
    After a pause, Hannah offered, “She had a thing for a bit with Erich von Stroheim.” 
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” Nix shrugged. 
 
    “From ‘Sunset Boulevard,’” Hannah replied with a half-smile. Almost immediately, her attention was back on the laptop. Impulsively, Nix gave her another kiss on the cheek and headed for the kitchen. As they crossed through the doorway, they heard Hannah say quietly, “And ‘So Ends Our Night’,” and laugh to herself. 
 
    Emory was indeed in the kitchen, and they were just putting the last of the Szechuan peanut zucchini noodles into a leftover container. The fourth cat, Amaretto – an orange and white self-absorbed little beast and the only one that Nix found truly unpredictable – was winding around their legs in figure eights and plaintively meowing requests for attention, or probably food. 
 
    “You wouldn’t even eat it if Emory gave it to you, Ammit,” Nix teased him. 
 
    “Hey!” Emory said, their eyes flashing wide open for a moment. It was one of the things Nix loved about them; they always seemed genuinely excited at their first glance of Nix each day. 
 
    Nix pulled them in for a kiss, careful to avoid stepping on Ammit, who turned his figure eights into clover patterns around his humans’ legs. 
 
    “I was just putting away dinner,” Emory said unnecessarily after the kiss. “But it’s still kind of warm and it reheats well. You hungry?” 
 
    “I’m starving,” Nix admitted, reaching for the container. 
 
    “I got it,” Emory said. “Sit down. You look tired and I got to sleep in today.” 
 
    For Emory, with their fluctuating work and social schedule, sleeping in might have meant eight or might have meant noon. Having been up since before seven themself, Nix capitulated to the offer quickly. Before sitting down, though, they rummaged through the fridge for a bottle of iced tea. In just three minutes, Emory set down a plate of noodles in front of Nix and sat down opposite them at the table. Ammit gave up and wandered off to eat some of his kibble; Tini languorously strolled into the room and hopped up onto a chair to watch Nix eat. 
 
    “Oh, God,” Nix said around a mouthful. “I am so glad you can cook.” 
 
    “That’s why you keep me around, isn’t it?” Emory teased. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Nix nodded. “Strictly that.” 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Hannah, entering the room and heading straight for the fridge. White fur from Bitsy covered her soft black skirt. 
 
    “We’ve determined that my value in this household is directly proportional to the amount and quality of meal preparation I provide,” Emory said, straight-faced. 
 
    Hannah froze, a bottle of wine in hand and the refrigerator door half-open. She looked back and forth between Nix and Emory, and then a smile slowly dawned on her face. “That,” she said, “is definitely incomplete.” She brought the wine to the table and set it down from behind Emory, wrapping her other arm around them in a bear hug and brushing a light kiss where their jaw met their neck. 
 
    “Oh?” said Emory breathily. “What else do I do?” 
 
    “You,” whispered Hannah into their ear, locking eyes with Nix, “are the only one who can successfully give Figgy her pills.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, I forgot,” Emory gasped. Nix burst out laughing as Emory squirmed away from Hannah and went to find Figgy. 
 
    “Want any wine?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Will it go with the noodles?” Nix asked in return. 
 
    Hannah shrugged. “It’s wine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, the three were seated around the table, with Tini still occupying a fourth chair and observing as everyone enjoyed a glass of Riesling.  
 
    “I should really be going to bed soon,” Emory said, slowly swirling the wine in their glass. “I have to be up stupid early tomorrow.” 
 
    “Anything exciting?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I mean, it’s a colic surgery,” Emory shrugged, “which, I don’t know, kinda cool. But I’m, like, the second technician on this one so pretty much I get to do the scut work. I may not even really touch the horse, just the supplies.” 
 
    “How far away?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Not far. I think it’s in the Valley or Nedrow or something. But Dr. Flores likes to get an early start. Hey,” they interrupted themself, looking up at Nix from their wine. “Did you get all your filing done?” 
 
    “No,” Nix admitted. “I did not. I was on track, but then I took a call from a potential client. Waste of time, unfortunately.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Emory said. 
 
    “Why was it a waste of time? Bad case?” asked Hannah. 
 
    “Personal case, and, yeah. Real bad case. Probably hopeless. Plus there was no way she could afford the fees.” 
 
    Emory and Hannah both grimaced sympathetically.  
 
    “You know what’s weird?” Nix continued, catching Hannah’s eye. “This lady told me that she was referred to me by – get this – Suzanne Osburn.” 
 
    Hannah squinted at them for a moment, racking her brain. Then it clicked and her mouth fell open. “Suzanne Osburn?” she repeated. 
 
    “Who’s Suzanne Osburn?” asked Emory. 
 
    “She’s another private investigator,” Nix said. “Does a fair share of business over in Fayetteville and that area.” 
 
    “She hates you,” Hannah said. 
 
    “She doesn’t hate me. She never hated me. She just… doesn’t like me,” Nix argued. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Emory. 
 
    “Ehhh,” Nix said with a careless shrug. “It’s a little bit personal, a little bit professional. Her ex-husband hired me… when was that?” 
 
    “2015,” Hannah said automatically. “The year after Emory moved in.” 
 
    “Okay, four years ago,” Nix nodded, always willing to trust Hannah’s memory for dates like that. “Although I guess it’s more accurate to say that her soon-to-be-ex-husband’s attorney hired me to run an asset check. It hurt her a bit in the divorce. Normally I wouldn’t talk about it, because it’s confidential, but I’m not all that concerned with the privacy of it at this point. There were enough witnesses to what she said to me at that restaurant.” 
 
    “D’Agustin’s,” Hannah supplied automatically, setting down her wine glass on the table. “Good riggies but overpriced. Why the hell would Suzanne Osburn refer a case to you?” 
 
    “Weird, huh?” Nix nodded. “I can’t figure it out. Maybe she was just wasting my time?” 
 
    Hannah’s cell phone beeped. She retrieved it from the counter where she’d left it and glanced at it for a moment. “Oh, Mom’s coming back in two days.” 
 
    “Yay!” Emory said, and then sang, “Mama Marla. Here we go again!” 
 
    Nix couldn’t help but smile. Emory’s enthusiasm, never half-expressed, was infectious. They liked to “love out loud,” as they said. And it would be nice to have Marla Eskridge back in the house. Although Marla had her own bedroom, she always referred to home as “Hannah’s home” or “your home” when speaking to Nix or Emory, as if she had any other permanent address. 
 
    The chat wound down and the wine bottle ran out, and Emory took themself off to bed. Hannah excused herself to return to her work and her polar, and Nix toyed with the idea of opening another bottle of wine but ultimately decided that an early bedtime sounded pretty good. They didn’t really want to sleep alone tonight, but they knew Emory would sleep better alone with an early morning pending, and Hannah probably wouldn’t be in bed until after 2 a.m., so it was the most logical decision. 
 
    They glanced at the clock on their phone and decided that while it might be too late to call, nobody had to answer if they didn’t want to. It took a moment to find the number through Google, but it looked vaguely familiar once found. Taking a deep breath, they called Suzanne Osburn. 
 
    She picked up, sounding thoroughly awake. “Daylight Investigations,” she said. “How can we help?” 
 
    Answering her work phone this late? Nix thought, surprised. Is she a workaholic, or bored? 
 
    “Suzanne? This is Nix Grennan.” 
 
    There was a pause, but the tone of Suzanne’s voice didn’t change. “Nix,” she said. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nix agreed tonelessly. Before they could say anything more, Suzanne spoke quickly. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve never really apologized for my outburst at D’Agustin’s. I was entirely out of line.” 
 
    Nix frowned in surprise. This wasn’t the Suzanne Osburn they remembered at all. “Okay,” they said noncommittally. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and I wasn’t mad at you. I was mad at… well, at a lot of people, including my ex-husband and myself, and anyway I am sorry.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said again. “I mean… I guess even with that I’m kind of wondering why you referred Sherrie Wade to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, did you take the case?” 
 
    “She can’t afford to pay for an investigation, Suzanne,” Nix said, a little annoyed. “You had to know that.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know if you would cut her a break. Considering her son’s… um.” 
 
    “His what?” 
 
    Suzanne hesitated and said awkwardly, “I’m sorry, I really don’t know the politically correct term. His lifestyle?” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to explain that,” Nix said. “To be honest, we didn’t really get into the details of the case because it was clear that she was expecting a miracle and that she couldn’t pay for it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Suzanne said. “Okay. Um. Well, Jordan is gay.” 
 
    Nix felt their hackles rising. “You thought I’d give a discount to Sherrie Wade because she has a gay son?” 
 
    “I know you’ve done work for a couple gay organizations,” Suzanne plowed ahead. “And I knew that if someone like me showed up at a gay bar asking questions, I might not get the same kind of reception that you might. I told her about your pronoun thing. I hope that was all right.” 
 
    “So other than that – would you have taken the case?” Nix asked, hiding their irritation behind a veneer of polite curiosity. 
 
    “Oh, I think so,” Suzanne said. “I mean, at the very least, if she could have paid a retainer, it wouldn’t hurt anyone to do some digging around even if I don’t think there’s really much to find.” 
 
    “He’s an adult. He probably ran away. You know that,” Nix said. 
 
    “Nix,” Suzanne said with the patient tone of a teacher dealing with a rebellious young student, “this is a woman who isn’t going to let go. You do some digging. You tell her there’s nothing to find. She realizes that she’s done everything she can. It puts her mind at ease.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” they said, and soon thereafter excused themself from the conversation. 
 
    They lay awake for an hour thinking about what Suzanne Osburn had said. Once Amaretto and Tini curled up on the bed, sleep was finally within reach. 
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    The next evening, just before 5:00, Nix’s office door opened while they were reviewing some criminal records for one of their occasional insurance company clients. They looked up, surprised to see Sherrie Wade striding in purposefully. 
 
    “Ms. Wade,” they said, half-rising from their seat. 
 
    She held out an envelope. “I hope cash is acceptable,” they said. “Fifteen hundred dollars. When can you start?” 
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    The next morning, Nix sat at the dining room table looking over their handwritten notes. Deciding that the initial meeting with Sherrie Wade had hardly counted as a consultation, they had put in real effort upon seeing her again. They felt ashamed for assuming that Sherrie wouldn’t be able to come up with the money, but also a bit ashamed for taking the money at all. It didn’t feel like a case with much potential. Suzanne Osburn’s words kept echoing in their memory: “You do some digging. You tell her there’s nothing to find. She realizes that she’s done everything she can. It puts her mind at ease.” 
 
    Suzanne had claimed that she would have taken the case if not for feeling that she wouldn’t get much traction in the “gay bars.” On the one hand, there was some truth to that; Nix would be able to establish rapport much more easily than someone like Suzanne Osburn. On the other hand, it was a not-so-subtle way of declining queer business, which fit in with what Nix knew of Suzanne’s politics and religious stance. Jordan Wade, nineteen, wasn’t old enough to have been in any bars, let alone gay bars, but Nix wasn’t foolish. 
 
    Sherrie had provided as much information as she had been able to, and Nix had filled six and a half pages with their small, tightly-spaced handwriting. They reviewed the notes now to figure out their approach to the case, and how to most efficiently spend the hours that Sherrie had paid for. 
 
    Jordan had been missing for thirty-eight days, and the last time Sherrie had seen him in person had been the day before that. He had come to her house with fast food for dinner, and they’d spent an evening watching a show they enjoyed on Netflix before he had hugged her goodbye around 9:00. She had first learned that something was wrong when she got a call from his workplace, a clothing retailer in a strip mall in the Eastwood neighborhood. She had been his emergency contact and he hadn’t shown up for his 10 a.m. shift, nor had he answered his phone. She wasn’t able to get him on the phone either, and when she had gone to his apartment nobody had answered her repeated knocks. She couldn’t see any lights on inside. 
 
    Jordan didn’t have a car, relying on city buses, ride sharing apps, and friends if he needed to go anywhere he couldn’t manage on foot or on his bike. 
 
    Believing what she had seen on TV and in the movies, Sherrie had waited forty-eight hours before reporting him missing to police, although she had reached out to various friends of his in the interim. 
 
    “I just didn’t really know how to reach most of them,” she had admitted. “It’s not like the old days when you can just look somebody up in the phone book. Most of his friends don’t even have land lines and they keep their cell numbers private.” 
 
    The police had listened to her and had told her exactly what Nix would have predicted. Adults sometimes just choose to leave. Especially impetuous young adults. Maybe he was following a crush, or was on the road with a band, or just taking a cross-country trip. 
 
    She hadn’t known if any of his belongings were missing, exactly, but he didn’t live at home. He lived in his own tiny apartment not far from the University, but he wasn’t a student. Some of his friends were, though, and he had lived with a roommate until that roommate had recently moved out somewhat unexpectedly several weeks earlier, so Jordan had been looking for a new one. She wasn’t sure how, but she thought he’d just been using word of mouth and a few flyers here and there. She hadn’t thought that he’d been looking too hard, actually, and she had been concerned that he wasn’t going to be able to afford the place much longer. Eventually, she had managed to do some sleuthing online on her own and had tracked down the property manager. She had handed over his contact information to Nix, saying, “He wouldn’t let me in, but he did go look in the apartment and he said that everything looked normal, and since the rent had already been paid on time, he wasn’t going to invade Jordan’s privacy any further.” 
 
    Nix was mildly impressed. Sherrie had already done a number of things that Nix themself would have done. Even if she had’t been able to get access to Jordan’s apartment herself, she had talked the property manager into going into it to make sure everything looked all right. From experience, Nix knew that wasn’t always an easy thing to do. She’d even gotten the property manager to confirm that Jordan’s bike was in the apartment. 
 
    Sherrie had thought about using an app she had heard about for tracking down missing phones, to see if she could at least pinpoint his location geographically. After downloading it she learned that it would only work if she had Jordan’s iCloud password – and she had none of his passwords and had not been able to guess them, either. 
 
    She didn’t know of any serious romantic relationships, or really any not-so-serious ones either. She said that Jordan had been subjected to some bullying here and there about his sexuality and had his fair share of awkward moments, but he had never seemed to let any of it get to him. He had always been happy. Optimistic. He was generous and kind to others and was always a bit surprised if they didn’t respond the same way. 
 
    Nix set the notebook down and rubbed their eyes. They glanced at the time on their phone; it was nearly nine, and there was still no sign of Emory. Yesterday had been the early day with the colic surgery on the horse, which they had described in excessive, flourish-filled detail to Nix and Hannah. Today, Emory was due at the office in a little over half an hour.  
 
    Nix was just starting to get up to wake them when they came into the kitchen, hurriedly grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “Hey, you’re up early,” Emory chirped. 
 
    “You’re up late,” Nix replied. 
 
    “Nah, I’m on time,” Emory said, but they glanced at the microwave clock as they said it. Ammit thundered into the kitchen, drawn by the sound of voices. Immediately, he started his figure eights around Emory’s legs. “Hey, three things real quick. Marla gets back tonight – do you want to go out or order in?” 
 
    “Order in,” Nix said. “I’ll pick up some vodka.” 
 
    “Cool. Second, I think Lane might be in for the weekend. Still working out the details.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nix answered. Lane was, technically, Emory’s son, but he had been raised by Emory’s sister and brother-in-law. He had the aunt and uncle’s last name – Sefton – and hadn’t really been completely aware that Emory Vandal existed until he was eleven. He was fifteen now and periodically he would come by for a visit. Nix liked the kid; he had Emory’s sunny disposition and he cleaned up after himself.  
 
    “Okay, and last,” Emory said, screwing the lid onto their travel mug and grabbing their distressed faux-leather shoulder bag, “I have a date tomorrow night so I won’t be home for dinner.” 
 
    “Same guy?” 
 
    “Ugh, no. That guy ghosted. New guy. New person. Gotta double-check the gender and pronoun situation there.” 
 
    “Got it,” Nix said. “Don’t forget to put it on the calendar.” 
 
    “Right,” Emory nodded, immediately pulling out their cell phone. “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “And do me a favor,” Nix added hesitantly. “Put in their name and where you’re going? Please?” 
 
    Emory paused, squinting slightly at Nix. “Something up?” 
 
    “It’s not you,” Nix said quickly. “We all make our own decisions and see who we want to see, that’s the commitment. But I’m working a missing person case and I’ve just been thinking a lot about safety, and…” 
 
    “And so you want to get all up in my business,” Emory sighed, but the tone of their voice made it clear they were teasing. They continued thumbing date information into the shared calendar app. 
 
    “Hey, if you want to keep it a secret, I don’t know, write it down and put it in a sealed envelope to be opened if you’re missing for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “You’d wait a whole day?” Emory wailed with melodramatic despair. “You really don’t love me.” 
 
    “Shut up, give me a kiss, and get your ass to work,” Nix smiled back. Emory darted to the table, kissed Nix hard on the mouth, and then once more on top of the head for good measure. 
 
    “Don’t forget the vodka,” they said as they left the house. 
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    Nix had asked Sherrie to send them lots of data. Links or at least names used on any social media accounts she knew of, email addresses, as many recent photos as possible, lists of known friends and acquaintances and any contact information for them, lists of any places she knew that he might frequent, even information on hobbies. They had expected the assembly of this information to have taken a day or two, but before noon they had several emails from Sherrie with as much information as she could think to provide. For someone who worked two jobs, Sherrie Wade certainly managed to squeeze as much out of her free time as possible. Nix imagined she probably didn’t sleep very well lately. 
 
    They looked at the dozens and dozens of photos for a while, making small notes on a fresh page of the notebook any time something caught their eye. Jordan favored tight t-shirts and jeans and regularly wore a chain around his neck, although none of the pictures were close enough for Nix to spot any distinctive details. They had no visible tattoos or piercings, but based on the numerous photos with Jordan’s massive smile, he appeared to have all of his teeth. 
 
    Many of the photos were of Jordan and Sherrie together – either posed photos or selfies Sherrie had taken, from all appearances. Nix wondered if Sherrie followed her son on any social media; the photos that had been emailed to her suggested that maybe she didn’t, or maybe he locked down his privacy levels when posting his own pics. 
 
    They dragged the photos into a program that would pull the relevant parts of the metadata (such as date and time) and put them on display, including sticking pins onto a map if the photos had the GPS data stored in them. Many of the photos did have GPS data attached, and after about ten minutes Nix was fairly sure that the majority of the photos had been taken by Sherrie herself, and most of them at her own house. Some turned out to be at Jordan’s apartment, and Nix identified a few restaurants and parks as well. The photos that didn’t have GPS data had probably come from a different source – Nix suspected that Sherrie didn’t know how to turn off her GPS tracking on her photos or didn’t care. Nix made a note to ask Sherrie where those photos had come from, and to ask her for any location details she could provide for them. 
 
    It was almost 1:00 before they realized they hadn’t eaten anything for lunch. They ducked their head into the family room, where Hannah was focused on her laptop. Bitsy was on her lap, as usual, but looked up for a moment when Nix spoke. 
 
    “Hey,” they said. “It was so quiet in here I had forgotten you were home. I thought maybe you had gone into the office.” 
 
    Hannah glanced up and blinked. “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t know you were here either.” 
 
    “No polar today?” Nix asked. 
 
    Gesturing at the laptop, Hannah said, “This stuff is really dense today. I don’t think Judge Abernathy can write an opinion that doesn’t take a thesaurus and a decoder ring to understand.” 
 
    “You hungry?” 
 
    Hannah grimaced, looking back at the laptop. “I wasn’t until you said something, but now I’m famished. Do we have anything we can just microwave?” 
 
    “I can do better than that,” Nix nodded. “I need to take a break anyway. Food in ten minutes?” 
 
    “God, I love you,” Hannah mumbled, already half-buried in her reading again. 
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    “Hey, did Emory stop in to talk to you before she left?” Nix asked, handing a plate to Hannah. 
 
    “Emory left?” Hannah asked distractedly. She took a bite of the burrito Nix had thrown together and then looked up at them. “Is this the leftover rotisserie chicken?” 
 
    “Yeah, and the last avocado. Why?” 
 
    Hannah said, “I was thinking about eating this tonight. I think I’m working straight until bed again. I’ll figure something else out.” Then, as if realizing how she might sound, she quickly added, “Thank you for making this. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “You’re not working straight until bed, your mom is coming in tonight.” 
 
    “My mom is coming in tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Your mom is coming in tonight, sweets,” Nix said. 
 
    Blinking at them, Hannah asked, “Wait, is today Wednesday?” 
 
    “Today is very much Wednesday, yes.” 
 
    Hannah’s eyes darted back and forth as she absorbed this information. “Well, then, I’m not right up against a deadline,” she said wryly. “I, in fact, missed the deadline. Last night. Shit.” 
 
    “I’m ordering in tonight. Emory has a date tomorrow and I’m on a new case, so I don’t know for sure where I’ll be. And Lane may be coming in over the weekend.” 
 
    Nix gave Hannah a minute to process all of this. “Okay. Got it. We need more vodka for Mom.” 
 
    “Already on my list.” 
 
    Hannah looked thoughtful for a minute. “I should really take Emory out on another date some time soon,” she said. “And you, too. I should take you out. Work has just been kicking my ass lately.” 
 
    “You mean this isn’t a date?” Nix teased. “If I’d known that I wouldn’t have given you half of the last avocado.” 
 
    “No, really, though,” Hannah said with a rueful smile. “I know I can get a bit carried away with all of this. I don’t want to neglect you. Either of you.” 
 
    Nix gave her hand a squeeze, but said nothing more. The two finished their lunches and Hannah gave the plate back to Nix. Bitsy, still on Hannah’s lap, poked her head up and sniffed as the dishes were taken back to the kitchen. 
 
    Since Emory wasn’t there to stop them, Nix put the plates down on the floor and tapped the edge of one with a fingernail. Ammit and Tini came running and immediately started licking up remnants of chicken drippings, avocado, sour cream, and cheese. Once the two had finally given up on finding any further molecules of food, Nix picked up the plates and put them into the dishwasher. The sound of the appliance being closed summoned Figgy, as it always did, for reasons unknown to anyone but Figgy herself. She meowed intently at Nix, who shrugged at her, and then she trotted back out. 
 
    Before returning to work, Nix spent some time updating the online calendar they shared with Emory and Hannah, making sure to add in things like “Marla returns” and “Lane – possible arrival?” because they knew that talking about it to Hannah was never enough to cement it in her mind, and Emory wouldn’t think to add the items because they never bothered with reminders for anything unless specifically asked to. 
 
    It was a longstanding joke between Nix and some other polyamorous people they knew that the vast majority of the plots of romantic movies and sitcoms alike would be impossible if everyone just got on board with ethical non-monogamy. Nix was always quick to point out that no amount of open communication seemed to prevent the potential comedy of scheduling errors and calendar mistakes. 
 
    Of course, when one partner never added anything to the calendar without being asked to do so, and the other might not remember to check it (and might not remember what day it was), Nix sometimes felt like it wasn’t so much calendar mistakes as it was a failure to match priorities. 
 
    Hannah didn’t typically date anyone but Nix and Emory. She would occasionally have an evening out with a potential partner, but she generally returned home just shaking her head and saying, “Nice, but I don’t have the time to invest.” 
 
    Emory went on a fair number of dates and seemed to have a lot of turnover in their partners, but even if Nix had been the jealous type they wouldn’t have felt threatened. Emory was just more social and libidinous than Nix or Hannah, but they had never given any indication of being unhappy in the triad they had developed. 
 
    Nix flipped backward through the calendar to find the last time they had been on a date with someone else. About eight months, they found to their surprise. They considered for a moment how they felt about this and ultimately landed on the emotional equivalent of a shrug. 
 
    They were just getting back to their laptop, noting the time for reporting and billing purposes, when Hannah came in to grab a glass of water. “I was wrong about the deadline,” she announced. “It wasn’t yesterday either. It’s a week from yesterday. I have plenty of time.” 
 
    “Good,” Nix said. “Do you need me to put it onto the calendar?” 
 
    “No, I got it now,” Hannah said, heading back to the family room. A moment later, she stuck her head back in and said, “Actually, yeah, it wouldn’t hurt to have another reminder.” 
 
    “I was joking,” Nix admitted. “I don’t want to start putting work obligations on our personal calendar.” 
 
    Hannah considered this for a moment. “Fair,” she decided, punctuating her declaration with a finger-gun, and she disappeared again. 
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    Until 4:00, Nix reviewed all of the documentation provided by Sherrie, making notes to themself of various people they should try to contact – starting the next day – and running various online searches, both through brute force and through the use of some legal “sniffer” programs they’d purchased a couple of years ago to streamline the work. By the time they finished work, they had found that Jordan Wade had accounts with Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, and half a dozen other social media providers. However, they had also found that Jordan’s privacy settings had been tight enough to prevent them from accessing anything but basic information and profile photos. Almost every social media photo had any metadata stripped, making the images next to useless for their investigation. The one exception Nix had found was that he posted numerous public selfies on Instagram, but he rarely interacted with any comments, which could have been from friends, strangers, or bots. Nix dutifully kept a record of all commenters, but considering the limited amount of time they had to work on the case, they mentally filed the information as low priority. 
 
    They composed an email to Sherrie to give a cursory update on the first full day of investigation. From experience, Nix knew that a lot of clients had mistaken ideas about how investigators did their work, and expected them to be out knocking on doors and tracking people down. While there was some of that to the job, the vast majority of it was, at its heart, paperwork. Lots of internet and telephone work; only a small proportion involved in-person snooping. The email to Sherrie highlighted the data processing Nix had done and the specialized software involved. Clients were less likely to suggest that Nix was wasting time when they described their actions in these terms. 
 
    Looking again at their notes, Nix realized that this case actually would involve a fair amount of seeking people out in person. Jordan was young, and his friends were young, and they were extremely unlikely to answer calls from strangers. Nix would have better luck tracking them down and bribing them to talk with an offer to buy them a coffee or a beer. 
 
    For a moment, Nix thought about the coffee they had bought for Zhenya Kiseleva on the SU campus, and the information it gave them about the drug operation run by Mal Church out of Only Game In Town. They wondered if they should look online for any more information on how things had gone there, but the thought was depressing. With no prior record, even with an A-II felony charge, Mal had been arraigned and released on his own recognizance. He had only spent one night housed with the women in the Onondaga County jail (or as they liked to call it, the “Justice Center,” which regularly pissed off Nix whenever they thought about it). All of the documentation had been in his deadname and deadgender. Nix wasn’t sure when he was due back in court. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” they muttered to themself. “I need to go get that vodka.” 
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    Nix’s face hurt from all the laughter. Dinner with Marla Eskridge was always one of their favorite experiences – especially the first dinner after one of Marla’s travels, when she would regale the table with stories of her adventures with her other retired friends, especially her best friend Deb, who had taken on near-legendary status in Nix’s mind. 
 
    The adventures were usually relatively tame – a casino in Atlantic City, or a trip to a restaurant in Pennsylvania someone in the group had seen on a Food Network show – but occasionally would be a massive splurge like a four-week stay at a resort in the Caribbean. Regardless of the size of the shenanigans, Marla was a natural storyteller and could turn the smallest hiccup in plans into a high-stakes escapade. 
 
    Marla was a catalyst for the household, Nix had realized. When Marla was around, everyone acted a little differently. Hannah became more animated; Emory more conscientious of cleaning up. Nix wasn’t sure exactly what their own changes were, but they had a feeling the laughter was part of it. It wasn’t that they didn’t laugh without Marla around; it was that somehow Marla made it easier, and the laughs were more heartfelt.  
 
    Marla was slight and trim; Nix would have used the word “spry” to describe her if she wouldn’t have been appalled at the implication of advanced age. She had relentless energy reserves – more like Emory than her own daughter, Hannah – but unlike Emory, Marla was capable of sitting still for more than ten minutes. 
 
    Emory had just finished rinsing off dishes and throwing away the dreaded foam clamshell containers that she inevitably complained about whenever they ordered in from Selene Taverna. Hannah had her glasses off and was wiping tears from the corners of her eyes, which Nix knew was partially because of laughing so hard at her mother’s tales and partially because Hannah always took her glasses off once she was tipsy, and two vodka and lemonades was enough to have landed her solidly there, especially the way Marla poured. 
 
    “I realized that I must have put the rental car keys into my suitcase by mistake, so I hoist it up onto the bed and open it up and start digging around, and suddenly… I’m touching feathers.” 
 
    “No!” Nix gasped. “The bird from the lobby? How…?” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking!” Marla cackled. “We never saw it fly out but how on earth would it have ended up in my suitcase? And was it alive or dead? I screamed and pulled my hand out of there so fast that I elbowed Deb right in her ribs.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Hannah said, laughing. “Is she all right?” 
 
    “She’s fine, and it was her fault,” Marla said. “It turns out, she had been so entertained by seeing that bird dive-bombing me in the lobby, she’d gone out and found this horrible souvenir bird with real feathers and slipped it into my suitcase that morning!” 
 
    With that, the four dissolved into laughter again, Marla’s ringing out bell-like beyond the rest. 
 
    “God, I’m glad you found it before TSA did,” Emory giggled, returning to the table. Marla, still gasping for air, grabbed their arm and nodded. 
 
    “Oh, Deb’s going to have a bruise for a week, but she got me good,” she finally said, and with that, she slumped back in her chair and sighed contentedly. 
 
    Her supply of stories seemingly exhausted at the moment, Marla changed the subject and asked the others about their jobs. She was every bit as good a listener as a storyteller, and she asked questions to satisfy her endless curiosity. 
 
    The focus almost always shifted onto Emory when this happened. Between the arcane nature of Hannah’s legal briefs and the confidentiality of her clients, she was typically only able to give the vaguest impression of what she was working on – mostly just talking about deadlines and occasionally a glimpse of a legal theory that inevitably became incomprehensible after just a few sentences. 
 
    Nix often had their own confidentiality agreements to honor, but they also just didn’t have the drive to tell tales the way Emory and Marla did. Their reports to clients had no fanfare or flourish – they just laid out the facts as they were uncovered. 
 
    Emory talked about the recent horse surgery they had been involved with, and Marla was as riveted as a sports fan watching a playoff game. 
 
    “I swear,” Marla said when Emory finished, “there are so many TV shows about lawyers and detectives, but there ought to be more about veterinarians.” 
 
    “Their day to day job is definitely more telegenic than ours,” Hannah agreed. 
 
    Emory beamed. Their relationship with their own parents was non-existent – a mutual decision, they claimed – and their adoration of Marla Eskridge was profound and apparent. 
 
    The evening wore on, and first Hannah and then Emory excused themselves to bed. Marla’s bedtime was usually defined as “whenever I get tired,” and she was often the last one standing in the household. Nix thought about going to bed, too, but when they caught themself considering the possibility of sharing a bed with either Hannah or Emory instead of retreating to their own room as usual, they realized that they were still in the mood for some company. 
 
    “How long will you be home this time?” they asked. 
 
    “Oh, at least a few weeks, I think,” Marla said, pouring herself another vodka and lemonade. “At least I won’t be going off anywhere for more than a weekend for a while. That was a long time to be away.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re back,” Nix smiled. 
 
    Marla set down the pitcher of lemonade and looked at them. She had a gentle smile on her face, but Nix recognized her no-nonsense eyes. “What’s going on, Nix?” she asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so down when I’ve asked you about work.” 
 
    Nix glanced at the vodka bottle, but decided not to tempt fate. They nodded an acknowledgement to Marla before walking to the fridge for a can of sparkling water and returning to the table to open it. 
 
    “I talked about some of the corporate jobs I’ve taken on,” they said. “But the truth is, there have been fewer and fewer of those lately. I don’t have the same resources as a sole proprietor as I did when I was an employee at PCI Services, so it’s been hard to get a solid share of those jobs. I’m still taking on private clients, but lately the economy has been putting private eyes pretty far down the list for a lot of folks.” 
 
    “So is it the money that’s worrying you?” Marla nodded. 
 
    “I mean, yes and no. I know I’ve got the support if things get too thin, but I do want to pull my own weight, you know?” 
 
    “Well, sure,” said Marla. “But you shouldn’t lose sleep over it. Nobody’s in any danger of going broke here. Hannah loves you so much, and she would be outraged if you didn’t let her help you.” 
 
    “It’s not just that, though,” Nix admitted, surprised at how easily they were opening up when they hadn’t even spoken to Emory or Hannah about any of this. “I’m really starting to question if I’m actually helping anybody. The corporate jobs usually end up with somebody getting fired or even arrested. Most of the private cases involve suspicions of infidelity. And I mean, yes, I’m helping the people who hire me if I find them evidence, but come on. If you think your partner is being unfaithful and you’re hiring a private investigator to find out, you’ve probably already got some significant issues in the relationship that need some attention.” 
 
    Marla chuckled at that. “What are you working on now?” she asked, her tone somehow at once piercing and soothing. 
 
    “I’ve got some corporate gigs, but they’re sort of on the back burner at the moment,” Nix said, listening to the bubbles in their water popping lightly against the top of the can. “I’ve been hired to find a missing person.” 
 
    “Well, that seems very much like something helpful,” Marla said thoughtfully. “Which must mean that… you don’t think you’ll be able to find them.” 
 
    “It’s not likely,” Nix agreed. “And I feel like I’m just taking this woman’s money without any real hope of giving her any answers.” 
 
    “Who’s missing?” 
 
    “Her son. He’s nineteen.” 
 
    “Why did you take the case?” 
 
    “Nobody else would,” Nix said, feeling as if they were admitting to something embarrassing. “The mom was thrown my way by another investigator who basically just didn’t want to go looking for a gay kid.” 
 
    Marla snarled quietly. “What year is it, for God’s sake?” 
 
    “She – this other investigator – she basically told me to half-ass the investigation just to give the mom some peace of mind.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to half-ass it,” Marla said. 
 
    “Oh, no, I put my entire ass into my cases,” Nix said with a single chuckle. “But I don’t know if this mom will get any peace of mind when I’m done.” 
 
    Marla took a long sip of her drink, pondering. After she swallowed, she said, “You know? A lot of people say that the love a parent has for their child is like nothing else that exists. But I don’t think that’s necessarily true. I mean, not every parent is all that loving. Hannah’s father certainly wasn’t. And, with no criticism intended, I don’t know that Emory was ever cut out to take care of a child.” 
 
    “Emory would be the first person to agree with you on that,” Nix nodded. 
 
    “But there’s other love that’s just as strong. It comes in so many forms. Good friends like Deb. I had a deep love with my sister, before she died.” 
 
    “Only before she died?” Nix teased. 
 
    “Well, she stopped calling me, the little brat,” Marla laughed. “But you and Hannah and Emory. I know how strong that love is.” 
 
    Nix blushed. Marla wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t the sort of thing that they generally talked about. “I agree with you, Marla,” they said carefully, “but I’m not sure I know where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “What would you do if Hannah vanished?” Marla asked. 
 
    Nix found themself wrapping their hand a little more tightly around the sparkling water, the cold of it sharp against their palm. “Everything,” they answered. 
 
    “And if you got help – which you would – and the people you got to help came back to you with nothing, but you knew they had done everything they could? How much would you be willing to pay before you felt like you had done the wrong thing with your money?” 
 
    “There’s… there’s no amount. The money would be meaningless.” 
 
    Marla nodded. “That other investigator – the one who threw you this case – may be a homophobic piece of garbage, but she’s not wrong about giving this mother some peace of mind.” 
 
    Nix took a deep breath and slowly released it. “Yeah. Okay. Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    Marla reached across the table and took Nix’s hand. “All right. Now, I’m done for the night. I’m going to sit in bed and read until I drop my book. You should be done too. Get your entire ass to bed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nix agreed. “I’ll lock up and head up in just a minute.” 
 
    Once they had finished replenishing the food and water for the cats and had started up the dishwasher Emory had loaded, Nix made their way upstairs and prepared for bed. After a few minutes of trying to get comfortable, they changed their mind and carried their pillow down the hall and into Hannah’s room. 
 
    Hannah was already asleep but woke up when Nix crawled into bed next to her. “Hey,” she said groggily. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you up,” Nix whispered back. “Okay if I sleep here tonight?” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to ask,” Hannah said, closing her eyes again. Then she turned back and asked, “Are you looking to fool around?” 
 
    “Rain check?” Nix offered. 
 
    “Oh, thank God, I’m so tired,” Hannah laughed. 
 
    Nix put an arm around her. Even if it had just been a thought experiment, the idea of Hannah vanishing had unsettled them. Marla was right; there was nothing Nix wouldn’t give up for Hannah, or for Emory. 
 
    Marla had made her point, though. Sherrie Wade was distraught and fighting like hell to function in the face of it. The least Nix could do was gear up to fight like hell, too. 
 
    Figgy and Bitsy joined them on the bed. Snuggled up against Hannah’s back, it was almost possible for Nix to stop thinking about how they had made a clean break from their parents at seventeen – even younger than Jordan Wade. 
 
    Their parents, though, had never looked. 
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    Nix was the first one out of the house on Thursday morning, headed off to try to find one of Jordan Wade’s friends. To the limited list Sherrie had given them, Nix had added several more names gleaned from the limited information they found on social media. They had emailed, texted, and called every contact listing they could find, but with no success. Not one response, even with the messages making it very clear who Nix was and why they were reaching out. 
 
    With Jordan’s privacy settings as high as they were, most of the connections Nix had been able to make had been potentially incidental. Jordan commented a lot on other people’s posts – ones with lower privacy than his own – and Nix looked for names of people who interacted with the comments, trying to read between the lines to identify which ones might know Jordan in person. 
 
    One person Nix had found this way was named Daltynn Jacobsen, who interacted with Jordan frequently. A few minutes of additional searching had led Nix to conclude that Daltynn was local, and that he worked out every morning at a gym in Cicero. They had been unable to find a phone number or email address for Daltynn, and he had not responded to any direct messages Nix had attempted. They weren’t even sure he had gotten them. 
 
    Unable to get in to Daltynn’s gym without a membership, Nix parked in a position where they could watch people arriving and leaving, and settled in to wait. At a few minutes after seven, Nix watched a tall, broad-shouldered redhead climb out of a beat-up old sedan and pull a gym bag from the trunk. They glanced at their phone to compare to Daltynn’s profile picture; deciding it was close enough, they quickly got out of the car and started to approach him. 
 
    “Daltynn!” they called, smiling. The man looked around, confused. Nix stepped up their pace, flashing open the small leather folder in which they kept their license. There was nothing fancy about a New York State private investigator’s license, and no one would recognize it, but Nix had discovered that people always stopped and waited for them to approach if they did that. They wondered if it were curiosity about what was being shown to them, or a subconscious familiarity with how police detectives flashed their badges on TV. Either way, it typically worked, and Daltynn slowed down and watched them advancing. 
 
    “Daltynn Jacobsen?” Nix asked, smiling. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed with a questioning tone. 
 
    “Nix Grennan. I’m a private investigator. I’m sorry to interrupt your workout. You’re friends with Jordan Wade?” they said quickly. 
 
    “Shit,” Daltynn said. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Could I talk to you for a few minutes?” 
 
    “How many is a few?” 
 
    “That really depends on whether any information you have ends up being useful or not,” Nix answered. “Maybe fifteen? Maybe more? If you promise to show up, I can make an appointment with you for later in the day.” 
 
    Daltynn looked at the gym and sighed. “Honestly? I wasn’t really that fired up about leg day anyway.” He gestured to a diner on the other side of the street. “You want to get some coffee?” 
 
    They walked over in silence and were seated almost immediately. Nix reviewed the chalkboard menu and ordered a grapefruit juice. The walls of the place seemed saturated with the ghost of decades’ worth of bacon grease, and the smell was overwhelmingly of coffee and maple syrup. 
 
    “So,” Daltynn said. “What is going on with Jordan?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” Nix said. “I’ve been hired to try to find him, and I’ve come to you because you’ve interacted with him on social media. So can I just start with: how do you know Jordan, how long have you known him, how would you describe your relationship? All that sort of stuff.” 
 
    “Okay, well. Um. I’ve known him for… a year and a half? Maybe a little more. I met him at a sort of party at a friend’s house. We’re kind of in that gray area between acquaintances and friends, if you know what I mean. Like, we don’t hang out just the two of us, but we’re, like, in the same circles.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Nix said. “Even if you don’t end up telling me anything that would point me in his direction, maybe you could help me get in touch with anyone who might be closer to him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daltynn agreed. “Sure.” 
 
    “You said you met him at a ‘sort of party’ – what does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, um, it was sort of a combination of a housewarming party and a Grammy watching party, except nobody was really paying attention to the Grammys except to, like, make fun of people or whatever. And the housewarming was kind of ironic too because Ridley, the guy who lived there, had already been living there but his boyfriend moved out and took, like, everything with him.” 
 
    “A year and a half ago, Jordan would still have been in high school,” Nix pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, he talked about that a bit, what his plans were for after high school. He didn’t really seem to have any idea what he was doing. Definitely not college, he said. That’s why I remember meeting him, because he seemed, like, so smart, so I thought maybe he meant he was taking a gap year or something, and we talked for a bit about when I took a gap year.” 
 
    “You stayed friends after that?” 
 
    “Yeah, he sort of popped up all over my social media after that, and he seemed pretty cool. Funny kid. So, yeah.” 
 
    “Do you see him often?” 
 
    “Not in person, no – like, I’ve maybe only seen him in person six or seven times, but he just posts to Instagram and stuff constantly. Or he did. I haven’t seen anything from him in a while.” 
 
    “When was the last post that you saw?” Nix asked. 
 
    Daltynn shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “I couldn’t say for sure, but hang on.” He took his phone from his pocket and within moments he was typing Jordan’s name into a search bar. “Here we go,” he said. “It’s been over a month.” 
 
    He turned the phone around for them to see. Nix had already seen this post on Instagram as Jordan’s last public post; Daltynn’s access seemed to confirm that he hadn’t locked down his account to a higher level of privacy. It was a simple, unglamorous selfie, Jordan’s bright smile at the center but with a casualness that suggested he hadn’t been attempting a creative image. It had been posted the morning after Sherrie had seen him last – and it was posted at 5:30 in the morning, a few hours before he had failed to show up for his shift at work. 
 
    “And you haven’t heard anything from him since?” 
 
    “No. Like I said, we weren’t close, but when someone posts as much as Jordan does you tend to notice when they stop posting. I even send him a message a couple weeks ago to see if he was all right, but I never heard back.” 
 
    Nix finished jotting down some notes and took a swig of their grapefruit juice. “Okay. There are a couple ways you can help me. First, I need to know names and contact information for Ridley and anyone else you can think of who might have been friends with Jordan, especially if they were closer to him than you were. Second, I need to know any places he might have gone to regularly.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can help you with that second one,” Daltynn said. “I mean, I kind of assume he may have snuck into bars, but I don’t know that for sure. Every time I saw him, it was at Ridley’s house. And like I said, maybe six times ever.” 
 
    “You know what would be really helpful?” Nix said, as if thinking aloud. “Being able to see the rest of his social media. Other than Instagram, he has it all locked down and I can’t see past his profile pictures and that sort of stuff.” 
 
    “I mean… I can send you screen shots or something, but that could take a long time.” 
 
    “What about letting me browse his social media through your accounts?” Nix asked. 
 
    Warily, Daltynn drew his phone a little closer. “I’m really not comfortable with that idea. Giving anybody access to my accounts.” 
 
    “To help find Jordan,” Nix pointed out. 
 
    Daltynn shook his head slowly, eyebrows drawn together. “I mean, I hope he’s all right, but I can’t see just handing over my entire life to you like that.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Nix, wanting to press harder but getting the sense that if they did, it would backfire. “I get it. I wouldn’t want to give you mine either. But can you get me those names and contact info, at least?” 
 
    They withdrew a business card from their shoulder bag and set it down in front of Daltynn. “The sooner the better. Email would be best.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daltynn agreed. “That I will absolutely do.” 
 
    “Let me grab the bill for this,” Nix said, starting to get up. 
 
    “Actually, I think I’m going to stick around and have some breakfast,” Daltynn said. “As long as I’m skipping my workout I might as well sacrifice my body on the altar of French toast.” 
 
    Nix pulled some cash from their wallet and set it down on the table. “It’s on me. It’s the least I can do for you getting me those names and contact information. Oh, and – one other thing, if you could. Could you spread the word to these folks that I’m going to be contacting them? People don’t usually like to answer calls from strangers, or reply to their messages.” 
 
    Daltynn’s face reddened a bit. “I’m sorry about that, I…” 
 
    “No apologies,” Nix waved it off. “I wouldn’t either. That’s why I had to interrupt you this morning.” 
 
    “I’ll let people know to expect you,” he nodded. “Thanks for breakfast.” 
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     At 9:30, Nix was in the lobby of a twelve-story tower in downtown Syracuse, waiting near the coffee kiosk, drinking a bottle of water. They waited patiently; Keith Pelletier had always been a creature of staggeringly predictable habit, and unless he had an unexpected emergency, he’d be showing up any time for a cappuccino and a muffin. 
 
    It had been almost five years since Nix had quit Pelletier Comprehensive Investigative Services, and over two since they’d last spoken to anyone who worked there. Despite the passage of time, they still recognized the sound of Keith Pelletier’s stride as he came out of the elevator and made a beeline for the kiosk. 
 
    The barista was as familiar as Nix was with Keith’s habits, and the drink and muffin were ready and waiting when he presented the cash. Nix stepped up beside him and smiled, “Hello, Keith.” 
 
    Keith’s eyebrow twitched almost negligibly; he was very good at never looking surprised. “Nix Grennan,” he said with an expression that was neither a smile nor a grimace. 
 
    “How’s business?” 
 
    “Can’t complain,” he shrugged. “Keeping busy. You still flying solo?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nix nodded. “Don’t hesitate to send some referrals my way if you need to.” 
 
    “Hey, you know, if we get short-staffed and you want to pick up some workers comp surveillance, we do sub that out sometimes,” Keith said, walking back toward the elevator. 
 
    “Why not?” Nix shrugged, tagging along at his side. “I’ll leave my card at the front desk when I leave.” 
 
    “When you leave?” Keith repeated. “Are you coming up?” 
 
    “I am,” they said. “I’m hoping to cash in a favor. Ten minutes of your time.” 
 
    Keith stopped short and looked at them for a while. “You think you have a favor to cash in here, Grennan?” 
 
    “I think I have a whole lot of favors to cash in here, Pelletier,” they answered. “The fact that I’ve waited this long to come for one should set your mind at ease. Give me ten minutes and a simple favor and you probably won’t see me again for another two years.” 
 
    He jabbed the elevator button with his thumb and blew into the tiny hole on the lid of his coffee, not saying another word. When the doors opened, Nix followed him in and pressed the button for the tenth floor. He waited until they were in his private office before he spoke again. 
 
    “What sort of favor do you think you’re going to get here?” he asked. 
 
    “I want to run some pictures through Scout.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” Nix replied. “To see if it can figure out a location for any of them.” 
 
    “You’ve already…” Keith began, but Nix preempted him. 
 
    “I’ve already done reverse image searches as well as looked for EXIF data, but it was a bust. That’s the only reason to use Scout.” 
 
    “What’s the case?” 
 
    “Missing person.” 
 
    “Police involvement?” 
 
    “None. It’s an adult.” 
 
    “At risk?” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    Keith stared at them over his desk. They could tell from his silence that he was trying to think of a reason to decline the request that they might possibly accept. 
 
    “I don’t like you trying to blackmail me, Grennan.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Pelletier,” they responded neutrally. “I’m asking for a favor – the one-time use of proprietary software to help find a missing person.” 
 
    “And what makes you think you’re owed a favor?” 
 
    Nix fought not to roll their eyes. “I put in a lot of time and effort when I was your employee and had some really good successes for this organization. I helped establish your reputation in Central New York.” 
 
    Keith waited. “Nothing else?” he asked at last. 
 
    Nix sighed. “Jesus, Keith, you’re about as subtle as a whoopee cushion. Turn off your recording device. If I were trying to blackmail you, which I’m not, anything you recorded me saying would give you evidence of me blackmailing you, but you couldn’t use it without revealing exactly what I would be hypothetically blackmailing you about.” 
 
    Keith took a moment to think through what they had said, and then reached into his pants pocket and withdrew his phone, pressing a button on the screen. 
 
    “You’re really shit at this,” Nix told him. “Really good at the business side, but you are shit at investigating.” 
 
    Keith sighed, a reluctant admission. “How many photos?” 
 
    “About twelve.” 
 
    “We pay a lot of good money to have that software at our disposal,” he said. 
 
    “Which is what would make sharing it with a former employee such a nice gesture.” 
 
    “It probably violates our end-user agreement.” 
 
    Nix glared at him. “Really? Well, then, I think our ongoing arrangement should work for you then.” 
 
    “What ongoing arrangement is that?” 
 
    “The arrangement where we both keep pretending nothing ever happened.” 
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    The program Scout was a simple concept, based loosely on the Automated Fingerprint Identification System used by law enforcement organizations. Online reverse image searches were useful for tracking specific pictures and where they were used online, but Scout would look for points of similarity among photos using some advanced image processing that Nix couldn’t begin to understand or explain. 
 
    By giving Scout an image of a location, Scout would scan countless images to find locations similar in appearance based on matching approximate colors and patterns, and a predictive algorithm meant that the photos it compared didn’t even have to be at the exact same angle for Scout to suggest a match. 
 
    It would return other photos with known locations and give “possibility ratings” that Nix frankly thought were bullshit. In the three years that Nix had worked for PCI Services, they had used Scout dozens of times, and had found it useful twice. 
 
    To maximize the program’s response speed, Nix set the parameters to exclude any matches with known locations outside a one hundred mile radius. They didn’t need to know if a mural on a bar wall behind Jordan in a photo was a “62% possible” match to a painting in Tijuana. 
 
    Nix plugged the thumb drive into the workstation Keith had begrudgingly located for them, and dragged and dropped the photos into the “origin photo” window. They had selected photos that Sherrie had provided but had been unable to positively identify.  
 
    “Sometimes he would send me these,” Sherrie had explained. “They’re good photos, and he would text them to me and joke that he was going to be Syracuse’s Next Top Model. But I never knew where they were taken or who he was with.” 
 
    The backgrounds in some of the photos were sharper than others. It was a long shot, but Nix felt they were floundering so badly in the dark that even a long shot was worth taking. Even if it pissed off Keith. 
 
    Although pissing off Keith was admittedly sort of a bonus. 
 
    The window on the right side of the monitor flipped through photos faster than the eye could process, but Nix knew enough to know that there would be no point in flashing every picture up onto the monitor as the program scanned it; it would be an unnecessary waste of processor time. They were sure it was a sequence of more or less randomized images on a loop, done for show. 
 
    After four minutes, the processing was complete. Nix clicked on the button for “Results.” Ten of the twelve images had no match more “possible” than a twenty percent rating, and in glancing through the comparison photos, none were particularly compelling. The other two had a “56% possible” and a startlingly high “79% possible,” and the photos did seem to have enough in common to make the investigation of those locations worthwhile. Nix saved the results as .pdf files, transferred them to their thumb drive and ejected it, sticking it in their bag as they rose from the bulk-ordered ergonomic chair. 
 
    Keith, who had spent the time hovering over their shoulder as if to make sure they weren’t trying to download all of PCI Services’ proprietary software onto a single thumb drive, nodded once to them. “Grennan,” he said. “I trust you can see yourself out – immediately?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of taking up any more of your time,” they smiled, stepping past him briskly. 
 
    “Have a wonderful day,” Keith said, his voice dripping with clear insincerity. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” Nix said, stopping short. One more chance to needle Keith; it had to be done. “Did you still want me to leave my card at the front desk for workers comp surveillance gigs and whatnot?” 
 
    To their surprise, Keith flapped a hand at them dismissively and said, “Yeah, do that. We’ll call you.” 
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    The afternoon progressed without any updates from Daltynn, and Nix decided to wait until the evening before reaching out to him again for a reminder. They tried to hang on to the idea that time was of the essence, although they knew that with over five weeks since Jordan’s disappearance, a day or two was unlikely to make a real difference. They were paid for hours of investigation, but they didn’t have to be consecutive work hours. If Nix ran out of leads, they just stopped working the case until a lead popped up. 
 
    Nix looked at the time log on their laptop. After talking with Marla the night before, Nix had decided to alter their usual billing for this case. Normally a fifteen hundred dollar retainer paid for thirty hours of investigation; Nix had chosen to alter their hourly fee, but hadn’t even told Sherrie Wade about that yet. They would work as many as forty-five hours on this case. But even that seemed so insignificant when they considered how many of those hours were already gone, with very little to show for it. Travel time was typically billed at half the hourly rate, but Nix had always struggled with the ethics of that in situations where they were the one who decided to travel instead of relying on the uncertainty but reduced time of phone calls. For this case, they had dropped the travel billing to mileage costs. Anything to stretch out the retainer. 
 
    They spent another hour attempting more phone calls, emails, and texts to the various compiled names they already had. Someone else in the coworking office was having some sort of meeting or event that was occasionally very loud, even through the walls, and Nix knew they were being oversensitive to it. They needed to get back out, to do some more looking – but they needed to find people to talk to and not just locations. 
 
    They glanced at the calendar, feeling something nagging at the back of their brain. Something about the date was wriggling around in their mind. 
 
    It was August 8. That wasn’t anyone’s birthday that they could remember, or anniversary date. They opened their shared calendar and took a closer look; it wasn’t even the “gotcha” date for any of their cats. There was nothing there, but Nix was certain the date mattered for some reason, and they felt it had something to do with the case, but in a loose, indirect way. 
 
    Frustrated at their inability to grasp the slippery thought, they took a moment to go through some of the still-unfiled and still-unshredded paperwork now stuffed in the bankers box near their feet. Old invoices, a few notices from the office management regarding violations of the shared space agreements by unknown tenants or guests, a couple take-out menus, a small stack of paid bills and receipts… 
 
    Rent. 
 
    Rent was often due on the first of the month. Late fees were often assessed five to seven days after. 
 
    Sherrie Wade had convinced Jordan’s property manager to inspect the property when Jordan had been missing for a week or so – Nix couldn’t remember the exact timeframe. But his July rent had already been paid, and he had posted his last Instagram photo on the morning of Sunday, June 30, so he must have paid in advance. However, Nix assumed that Jordan had not paid his August rent yet, and since it was August 8 he could be facing a late fee. 
 
    Nix flipped through their notebook and found the information Sherrie had given them about the property manager – a man named Farhan Ayaz – and made a call. 
 
    “Farhan,” answered a voice. 
 
    “Hi, is this the property manager for 124 West Burwell?” 
 
    “Yes, this is Farhan,” he confirmed. 
 
    Nix explained who they were and why they were calling, and asked, “I’m assuming that the tenant in apartment 7C has not paid his August rent, correct?” 
 
    “I really can’t answer questions like that, I’m sorry,” Farhan apologized. 
 
    “Mr. Ayaz, I understand the position that you’re in. But nobody has seen Mr. Wade in over a month. We are very concerned about his welfare. I know you went in a month ago to make sure nothing had been disturbed, but what I am asking is for an opportunity to go in with you and just look at a few things. I won’t take anything with me, I will leave things exactly as I found them. His mother is just desperate for anything that could be a clue as to his whereabouts.” 
 
    After a long pause, Farhan sighed. “I’m in that neighborhood now. Where are you?” 
 
    “I can be there in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Grennan,” Farhan nodded, offering a cursory handshake. Nix didn’t bother to correct him. “I thought about calling the mother, because she was very concerned a few weeks ago, but I didn’t want her coming here and insisting that I should let her in too.” 
 
    “I think that was the right decision,” Nix agreed. They offered him a look at their identification and license. Seemingly satisfied, he led them into the apartment building and up to the front door of 7C. 
 
    “I hope he is okay. He’s a perfect tenant. Until this month he paid rent on time, he never had any parties or any complaints, he takes care of the place,” Farhan said, ringing the door buzzer and knocking. After a reasonable wait, he selected a key from a large ring and unlocked the door, calling inside for a response. 
 
    Nix inhaled cautiously as they crossed the threshold, and then lowered shoulders they hadn’t realized had tensed. There was no smell of decay. After a short entryway, the kitchenette opened up to their right and the miniscule living room was ahead. Glancing into the kitchenette, they saw that it was well-maintained – far better than they had expected for someone living alone. The counters were mostly clear, the stovetop was clean, and there were no dirty dishes in the sink. There was barely even anything in the trash – a foil wrapper that might have been for Pop-Tarts, a few scraps of paper that looked like receipts, and some crumpled paper towels. They glanced into the cupboards, finding no real surprises, and into the fridge which was mostly empty other than energy drinks and condiments. There was a small table tucked into the corner, which Nix realized was the extent of the “dining room” in the space. The table was entirely empty. 
 
    As it was, the smell in the apartment was tinged with the fragrance of rooms that have been closed off for a while, but nothing more unpleasant than that. The living room was almost as clean as the kitchen, but it at least had some signs that someone had lived here at one time – a remote control was casually tossed onto a couch cushion, and there was a stack of opened mail on a tiny desk on the counter. With little else to look at, Nix flipped through the mail.  
 
    There were a few credit card offers; since Jordan hadn’t thrown them out, Nix postulated that he had been considering opening a new account and had set them aside for future comparison. A mass-printed coupon insert was there, and based on the shapes of scraps of paper in a small bin next to the desk and the scissors in the pen cup, it looked as though Jordan was a regular coupon user. 
 
    A second smaller stack of unopened mail was set on the left side of the desk. Nix glanced at it; although it was impossible to be certain, two of the three items looked likely to be credit card bills, and the third was some sort of correspondence from a hospital – possibly also a bill. All were addressed to Cameron McKean. 
 
    Farhan was glancing around nervously, as if waiting for someone to barge in and yell at him for letting someone else into the apartment. Nix cleared their throat to get his attention, and asked, “Was Cameron McKean the roommate?” 
 
    “Yes, he moved out in March or April,” Farhan confirmed. “But the lease is in Jordan’s name and he pays on time every time.” 
 
    “Do you know where Cameron moved to?” 
 
    “No, there was no forwarding address.” 
 
    “Ever have any trouble with him?” 
 
    “No,” Farhan shrugged. “These two were always very good tenants. I came around in March with new smoke alarms for every apartment and it was a little messier then, but even then I remembered thinking how nice it was to have two young men living in an apartment that didn’t look like a fraternity house on a Sunday morning.” 
 
    Nix quickly took several pictures with their phone, which seemed to make Farhan tense again. The rest of the living room was quickly reviewed, with a number of things Nix expected – a large TV, a video game console and a couple dozen games, a small bookshelf with a variety of books and magazines neatly aligned, and so on. The walls were mostly bare, with a couple framed photos hung up – one with Jordan in his high school graduation cap and gown, posing proudly with Sherrie, and a second one with a younger-looking Jordan smiling happily with another young man around his own age, or possibly slightly older. In permanent marker, someone had written “SNTM” across the bottom of the photo. 
 
    They continued looking around the apartment, moving to the single bathroom. It was a little more unkempt than the other rooms, but mainly it was the clutter of hair and skin products next to the sink. The medicine cabinet was full of more of the expected items – cotton swabs, bandages, over-the-counter pills for allergies, stomach ailments and so on. Nix noticed no prescription bottles. Farhan said nothing but continued to grow more tense the more photos they took. 
 
    The first bedroom they encountered was empty and dusty. It obviously had been Cameron’s room before he moved out. There was nothing to see in the room, but the closet was full of neatly hung clothing. 
 
    “Cameron took everything but his clothes?” Nix asked. 
 
    Farhan shrugged helplessly. “I have no idea.” 
 
    The last room in the apartment, not counting a coat closet and linen closet that Nix had rifled through briefly, was Jordan’s bedroom. The smell was a little stronger in this room, which Nix quickly connected to a half-full laundry hamper in the corner. 
 
    “He makes his bed,” Nix observed. 
 
    “I didn’t know him personally, you understand,” Farhan commented. “But he was a very good tenant.” 
 
    “So you’ve said,” Nix agreed. They took a few quick first impression photos of the room before looking around more carefully to see what additional idea of Jordan they could form. 
 
    This room had several framed photos on the wall, and Nix photographed all of them. Jordan himself was the subject of each of the photos; each one was clearly posed, and every shot struck Nix as being artistic, with varying levels of expertise. Two of the photos in particular were black and white, and the interplay of light and shadow on Jordan’s face and shirtless, toned body looked as if they could have come straight out of a photographer’s art gallery. 
 
    They realized then that they were looking at an art gallery. This room was a demonstration of Jordan as a model for photographers. Sherrie had mentioned that Jordan used to send her photos and jokingly refer to himself as “Syracuse’s Next Top Model.” Maybe he had been more serious than she had realized.  
 
    Oh, Nix thought. That’s probably what the SNTM on the other photo stood for. 
 
    There was only a very thin blanket on the bed, but it was summer after all; the bed itself was unremarkable, although there were some small gouges on the spindle headboard that Nix was sure to photograph. There was a small stack of books on the bedside table – a dystopian novel for young adults, a biography, and a battered old science fiction paperback. All still had stickers on the covers from a thrift store in Eastwood. Everything else on the nightstand was commonplace, but Nix photographed everything anyway. 
 
    Even Jordan’s closet was tidy, with shoes aligned in a rack and clothes carefully sorted and hung up. For a tiny apartment, the closet was capacious; even so, Jordan had filled it thoroughly. The clothing was the same size as what had been hanging in Cameron’s closet, and Nix wondered if Cameron had actually left anything behind or if Jordan had used the other closet as overflow. 
 
    “He likes his clothes,” Nix said. They were talking to themself, but Farhan answered. 
 
    “Yes,” he nodded. “He liked to dress well. That’s one thing I do know. I think he might have been gay.” 
 
    Nix turned their back on him again and began opening dresser drawers. More well-arranged clothes occupied four of the seven drawers, although under a stack of sweaters Nix found a box of condoms and two cheap sets of handcuffs. Glancing quickly at the gouges on the headboard, Nix nodded to themself. A fifth drawer, one of the small ones on the top, contained a number of accessories – chains, rings, watches, bracelets and so on. Nix wasn’t an expert but suspected that these were better than costume jewelry, but probably not truly expensive. 
 
    The sixth drawer contained lots of make-up. Nix assumed that this could be related either to the apparent modeling or just to gender presentation options, but made a mental note to look into whether Jordan also did any theatre. They doubted it was drag, as they hadn’t found any wigs, dresses, or any of the other standard accoutrements for drag queens. 
 
    The final drawer contained a stack of magazines and a CD wallet. Nix flipped through the magazines briefly, and saw that they were mostly celebrity periodicals and catalogues of clothes. Many of the pages were dog-eared. 
 
    “Are those CDs?” asked Farhan with mild surprise. “I haven’t seen one of those in a while.” 
 
    The CD wallet was almost full, and Nix hadn’t heard of a single one of the bands or albums. Some of the CDs were clearly homemade jobs with words handwritten onto them with a Sharpie, but others looked more professional. Nix wasn’t surprised that their taste in music differed from a nineteen-year-old’s, but it did strike them as odd to have heard of exactly zero of the bands. It took them a couple of minutes to photograph every CD in the wallet. 
 
    Farhan’s fidgeting increased; he seemed to be at the end of his patience. “You see, he must be returning soon. This is a lot to leave behind.” 
 
    “I noticed a couple duffel bags and a suitcase in the closet,” Nix agreed, “so if he did leave, it doesn’t seem like he took many clothes with him.” 
 
    “I didn’t see a wallet or phone,” Farhan said. “So he had to be going somewhere deliberately, right?” 
 
    Nix looked again at his nightstand. They took one more photo. 
 
    “What is it?” Farhan asked. 
 
    “I don’t think he planned on being gone long. He left his phone charger.” 
 
    Farhan slowly breathed out through his nose, shaking his head. He clearly wanted everything to be normal but he couldn’t reconcile that hope with the evidence. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” he said quietly. “Nobody walks away from this much of their things, their life, and then just doesn’t come back.” 
 
    Nix gritted their teeth and stayed silent. 
 
    Some people do, they thought. 
 
    I did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back behind the wheel, Nix kept arguing with themself about the charger. Was it, as they had immediately assumed, proof that Jordan had intended to come back home? Or was it possible that he had just forgotten it? It wouldn’t have been hard to pick up a new one for fifteen bucks somewhere. They would have assumed that Jordan had a charger in his car, except that Jordan didn’t have a car. 
 
    But the more they thought about it, the less certain they felt. It might be important; it probably meant nothing. But they couldn’t shake that initial feeling, and while they knew it was flimsy ground for deciding that something had happened to Jordan, they felt a new urgency about the case that energized them. 
 
     With no matters that needed immediate attention, Nix stopped at the clothing retailer in Eastwood where Jordan had worked. The manager and employees on duty were very cooperative, but none of them had any information that seemed useful. They liked Jordan, but he didn’t tend to talk much about his private life. A few of them volunteered that they thought that he might have been gay, although they couldn’t recall anything specific he had said to make them think that. The manager in particular was apologetic that she just didn’t know much about Jordan as a person; she just knew he was a good worker and had a good sense of style. “He always gave the best recommendations,” she said effusively. She was reluctant to give Nix any names or phone numbers of other employees who worked different shifts, but she promised they would get a call from anyone who might have anything else to share. Nix made a mental note to try stopping back during other shifts. 
 
    While they were in Eastwood, they stopped at the thrift shop where Jordan’s books had come from. Only one employee recognized Jordan from the photo that Nix showed; his entire comment was, “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen him in here a few times, but I don’t remember anything else about him.” 
 
    They hit up several more establishments in the area – restaurants, bars, stores of all kinds – but other than a few non-committal maybes, no one seemed to remember Jordan.  
 
    As they turned away from another apologetic, shrugging bartender, they noticed a bright green poster advertising live music over the next few weekends. They pulled up the photos on their phone for a quick comparison, but the singers and bands advertised didn’t match any of the ones from Jordan’s stack of CDs. 
 
    “Excuse me,” they said to the bartender, who lowered her phone. “If the guy I asked you about ever came in for any concerts, would that help you remember?” 
 
    “I never work those shifts,” said apologetically. “You’d have to come back and talk to the late night and weekend people.” 
 
    Nix checked with the two other employees she spotted, but they gave them the same general answer. They were day-shifters and wouldn’t know about any regular concertgoers.  
 
    While Nix preferred to be seated at a desk or a table with a laptop, their tablet worked just as well from the car. They spent a while parked along the curb, looking up the various bands from Jordan’s CDs. The searches confirmed that most if not all of them were local. Some had professional-level websites where their music could be purchased, merchandise ordered, and upcoming shows advertised; others had virtually no online presence at all and Nix couldn’t be sure if they even still existed. 
 
     Only four of the bands from the list had contact information listed on websites Nix could find: Holyhead, Drunken Aunt Mary, Regular Basis, and Annika Lessie (which appeared to be a solo act with a backup band, if Nix understood her website correctly). Some of the websites gave dates and times and locations of their shows, and Nix bookmarked the pages to go over later. 
 
    They looked again at the photos they had taken of the CDs. Those four bands had contributed nine CDs to Jordan’s selection, all of which looked professionally produced, with cover art and printed labels. It wasn’t surprising that the ones with the nicest CDs would be the ones with active contact links, they figured. 
 
    Nix fired off quick messages to each of the bands, knowing that it was probably a waste of time. Afterward, they compared their family calendar to lists of upcoming shows to see if there was anything that would prevent them from at least dropping in to the bars to see if anyone recognized Jordan’s photo. Three of the four bands listed shows in the near future; Regular Basis, they noticed, seemed to be on hiatus or defunct. 
 
    As Nix was looking at the calendar, a notification from their email program dropped into the top of their screen. It was from Daltynn Jacobsen, and it was titled “contact info re Jordan Wade”. 
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    Nix looked at the time. It was already after 5:00. They had put in a lot of hours on this case today, and they still had paperwork and follow-ups on other active cases. Corporate cases, with corporate contracts and corporate paychecks and corporate deadlines. 
 
    But they had so many people to talk to for Jordan’s case. They needed to recanvass the apartment complex to try again to talk to neighbors, to see if anyone had noticed Jordan coming home on June 30. They needed to talk to people from the bands that Jordan followed, to see if they might recognize him and give any insight into how or why he might have vanished. They had two locations the Scout program had uncovered that might have been regular places in Jordan’s life. And now they had a list of twenty or so acquaintances of Jordan’s, any of whom might unwittingly hold the one piece of information that would help them find him. 
 
    They knew that the responsibility for finding Jordan wasn’t on them alone. All of this information would be handed over to Sherrie Wade, and if she ran out of money to pay for Nix’s services, she could follow up on these leads herself. But there was a finite amount of time that Nix could afford to dedicate to this, and they knew that even with stretching the billing to the breaking point, following up with this many people and leads – especially when none of them were particularly promising or clearly discardable – could drain the time quickly. 
 
    Getting help from a trusted fellow private investigator might help cut the workload, but it would hasten the bills, too. Not for the first time, Nix considered that maybe they shouldn’t have taken the job. And not for the first time, Nix told themself to suck it up and deal with it. 
 
    They needed to sit down and just organize the approach. There were too many branches to follow, and scribbling them down in their notebook as they progressed would quickly lead to a tangled mess. 
 
    And that part of the job could be done from anywhere. Including home. They put their tablet on the passenger seat of the car and put the key into the ignition. It was a hot evening, with temperatures in the low nineties, and Nix had the sudden urge to ruin their appetite for dinner by stopping at an ice cream shop on the way home. Monty’s wasn’t too far out of the way. 
 
    Monty’s was a combination neighborhood diner and ice cream shop, with walk-up windows for customers seeking only frozen treats to go, and indoor seating for “full service” with meals available too. Nix wanted nothing more than a simple vanilla soft serve, and chose the windows. The line was long, and by the time they were able to place their order, they were drenched in sweat. They gave the order to the girl behind the counter, feeling the air conditioning from inside blissfully providing a hint of relief. 
 
    From the window, when the workers weren’t standing right in front of it, Nix could smell the fragrant diner odors of beef, onions, and grease from the seated area beyond the ice cream machines and freezers. The line of sight meant that they were able to see straight into the dining room at the nearest seats. 
 
    And there sat Emory. 
 
    Shit, they thought. Shit, I knew this is where they were going on their date. 
 
    With a sudden rush of embarrassment, they remembered seeing Emory’s update on the shared calendar that mentioned Monty’s as the location of the date. Nix recalled thinking what a downscale sort of date locale it was, and had even chided themself for being a bit condescending about the idea of it. Emory’s dating was Emory’s business and Nix knew they valued their privacy. They had just forgotten, or maybe reading it on the calendar earlier had just put the idea of Monty’s and ice cream into Nix’s head. 
 
    Quickly, Nix stepped to the side so that they were still at the window but not in direct view of the dining room. Had Emory seen? Did Emory know they were there? Maybe they hadn’t looked, or maybe the sunlight outside had left Nix in silhouette. 
 
    Rattled at the thought of having spied on Emory, even accidentally, Nix fumbled with paying for their ice cream and then nearly dropped the cone on the way back to the car. The vanilla was still good, but it brought them far less contentment than it should have. 
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    As Nix pulled into their driveway, they automatically looked to the living room window for Figgy and Tini to be in their usual spots. To their surprise, only Figgy was in the window, and rather than lying there studiously ignoring the entire world, she stood with her back arched and her tail poofed out like a bottle brush. 
 
    Nix followed her line of sight into the front yard. Sitting motionless and staring back at Figgy was a ragged-looking gray striped tabby cat with a clipped ear. The cat was so still it almost seemed like a statue, but after a moment the tip of its tail flicked slightly. 
 
    The windows to the house were closed – Nix assumed Marla had been the one to insist on the air conditioning in these temperatures, as Hannah tended to forget – but just from Figgy’s posture, Nix was sure she was hissing and growling at the trespasser. 
 
    Nix glanced up at the upstairs windows and grinned. Ammit was in Emory’s room’s window, also staring down at the stray interloper. 
 
    Tini met Nix at the door as she entered. “How come you’re not in a window hissing at the tabby cat?” Nix asked her, stooping down to rub her ears. 
 
    “I’ve named it Nacho,” Marla called from the kitchen, where Nix could hear her putting away dishes. 
 
    Stepping in to join her, Nix asked, “Why Nacho?” 
 
    “Because it’s nacho cat,” Marla smiled. 
 
    Nix shook their head but smiled back. “How long has it been out there?” 
 
    “Long enough that everyone but Bacon Bit has taken turns yowling at it, the poor thing.” 
 
    “I’m assuming Bitsy just stayed sleeping on Hannah’s lap?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ve ever actually seen that cat anywhere other than Hannah’s lap,” Marla said. “It’s as if her very existence is conditional, predicated on Hannah being seated.” 
 
    “You may be on to something,” Nix admitted. 
 
    “Here,” said Marla, handing Nix a mixing bowl. “I can’t reach the cupboard for this one.” 
 
    “There you go, always expecting me to do the work for you,” Nix teased her, reaching up to put the bowl away. “There’s a step stool right next to the cabinets.” 
 
    “I’m sixty-eight!” Marla protested. “You want me to risk my life climbing up on that rickety old thing?” 
 
    “You went zip-lining in Lake Placid last summer and you want me to believe you’re scared of a two foot step stool?” 
 
    Marla made a grunting noise in her throat, but her eyes were twinkling. “Hook me up a harness and give me a safety briefing and I’ll put away your damn bowl. How was work, honey?” 
 
    Nix sighed. “It was one of those days where I know I made progress, but I don’t feel even one step closer.” 
 
    Marla nodded sympathetically. “Do you want a glass of wine?” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Nix shook their head. “I think I’m going to be doing a lot more work tonight.” 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid dinner tonight is fend for yourself,” Marla said. “Hannah’s working too – she says she’s up against a deadline – and she said Emory won’t be home until late. And I just don’t feel like cooking. It’s too hot. So I’m probably having a sandwich or something.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nix said.  
 
    “Does Emory have another horse surgery or something like that?” Marla asked. 
 
    “Social engagement,” Nix answered. 
 
    Marla’s face froze for a moment before she nodded. “Well then. I’m going to have myself a little cocktail before dinner. Let me know if you change your mind about that drink.” 
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    By 10:00, Nix had managed to put together a comprehensive spreadsheet of all of their leads and the next steps they would take. They had a long list of phone calls to make and emails to send, and a few locations to drive to tomorrow, including one of the two places Scout had identified. 
 
    The lower-probability match from Scout had linked one of Jordan’s photos to some online pictures of the interior of an old church, The building was in a rural stretch in Lysander, outside of Baldwinsville. Nix had done some extra digging and felt that the match was accurate. The church was officially closed, but Nix had managed to uncover a number of social media posts from people talking about “underground” parties being held there. It seemed to be a low-security, easy-to-break-into place. Apparently Jordan had attended one of these parties. The match was mostly made from the graffiti on the walls behind him. 
 
    The higher-probability match had linked another photo of Jordan to a similar photo from a newspaper archive, and after comparing the two, Nix was honestly surprised that the probability wasn’t closer to a hundred percent. Jordan was posed in a black-and-white photo in front of a stone building, the entire area covered in snow, and the newspaper photo of the same building showed some of the same cracks in the masonry and similar shapes of monuments in the background. It was a mausoleum in the St. Agnes Cemetery in the Valley section of southern Syracuse. 
 
    Driving to the cemetery seemed to be a waste of time. Anyone could get in there; anyone could use it for photography. Even if there was a caretaker, the odds that they would have seen and remembered a photographer and subject in a photo that was months old were low, and the odds that it would somehow lead to information about Jordan’s current whereabouts virtually nonexistent. But the church in Lysander – it couldn’t hurt to take a look. Nix also made a note that they should look into any information they could find on the underground party scene in the area. They assumed there had to be other locations, not just in a beat-up church fifteen miles outside the city. The photo of Jordan in the church location was a good shot; it showed him looking into the camera with what Nix assumed was his best “smolder,” while others in the photo were active and blurry. Nix wasn’t an expert photographer, but to them it looked like a long exposure with Jordan the only person sitting perfectly still. If Jordan was a regular at these parties, maybe someone knew him. 
 
    And to cap off their day tomorrow, Nix planned on dropping into Port Icarus, the bar where Drunken Aunt Mary was playing a show at 8:00. Jordan had three of their albums; Nix had hopes that someone might remember him from a prior show. 
 
    They finally turned off the tablet onto which they had recorded all of this. A sharp growl from their stomach reminded them that they hadn’t eaten anything since the ice cream. They needed food; they wanted to shower; they wanted to go to sleep. Tini and Ammit were already on the bed, watching them as if to chide her for staying up working when they could have been relaxing and petting them instead. 
 
    Shower, food, sleep. In that order, they decided. 
 
    When they went downstairs after their shower, Emory was in the dining room, drinking a bottle of iced tea and thumbing through her phone. 
 
    “Hey,” Nix said. “Good date?” 
 
    Did you see me at Monty’s? 
 
    “Oh. My. God,” Emory guffawed with such enthusiasm that they had to thumb a drop of iced tea from their chin. They set their phone on the table and their eyes widened. 
 
    “That good or that bad?” 
 
    “Nice enough guy when we were just messaging,” Emory said expansively. “Seemed really smart, and understood what non-binary was and what ethical non-monogamy was and we had good conversations. Like, really good conversations. He’s really into art and philosophy. He has this really interesting theological stance that divine beings are real but that humankind is evolving to surpass them, and as I’m saying it out loud I’m realizing how pretentious that might sound but the point is they were interesting conversations when we were messaging.” 
 
    “But in person?” 
 
    “In person, I’m pretty sure he was really just hoping that having a date with someone who’s ethically non-monogamous was just a doorway to, I don’t know, constant group sex or a harem or something.” 
 
    Nix grimaced. “One of those,” they said. 
 
    “Why are there so many of those?” Emory asked rhetorically, but even as they growled their frustration they were laughing. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nix said automatically, opening the fridge to find something to eat. “Ooh, chicken salad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bought that for lunch today. Help yourself to whatever’s left,” Emory offered. 
 
    Deciding that making a sandwich was too much effort at this time of night, Nix grabbed a fork to eat straight from the container. Ammit wandered in and sat by their feet, looking up hopefully and making tiny squeaks. If Emory hadn’t been sitting there, Nix probably would have given him some of the chicken salad, but they knew Emory’s views on animals getting food that wasn’t meant for them. 
 
    “Hey,” Nix said after a few minutes of eating while Emory fiddled with their phone. “I wanted to let you know that I saw you at Monty’s today. I wasn’t trying to check up on you, I just forgot that you said that’s where you were going…” 
 
    “You are such a dork,” Emory said, half-smiling and shaking their head. “You were the one who made sure I put the location on the calendar.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t know how I forgot, other than being focused on the case I’m working on. I didn’t remember you were there and I went for ice cream. As soon as I saw you, I got my cone and I left.” 
 
    Emory put their phone down on the table; Nix watched as their expression faded from amused to neutral. 
 
    “I’m really sorry. This was a legitimate, honest, careless mistake and I’ll do better at paying attention. I just wanted you to know because I don’t want to hide anything from you.” 
 
    Emory let out a long sigh. “Wow, you are feeling really guilty about a total non-event.” 
 
    Nix blinked at them. “Um. I guess I am.” 
 
    “What kind of cone did you get?” 
 
    “Just a regular vanilla.” 
 
    “God, you’re so boring,” Emory rolled their eyes. “Are you sleeping in Hannah’s room again tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think so?” 
 
    “Can I sleep with you?” 
 
    “If you can tolerate Tini and Ammit.” 
 
    “Is Ammit still biting toes in the night?” Emory asked. 
 
    “He normally waits until at least 5:00.” 
 
    “I’ll live. I’m going to go take a shower. I’ll meet you in bed in a little bit.” 
 
    They paused in the doorway and turned back. 
 
    “If I had seen you at Monty’s,” they said, grinning hugely, “I could have made that guy think he’d hit the jackpot for an easy threesome.” 
 
    “You sure he’d have wanted to?” asked Nix. “Me with my boring vanilla cone?” 
 
    “That’s a very solid point you’ve made there. I don’t know if I even want you now.” 
 
    “Go take your shower,” Nix scowled. 
 
    “Wet and naked, coming up.” 
 
    After Emory left, Nix fished out the tiniest shred of chicken salad and put it onto the dining room floor for Ammit. They went back to the front door to make sure Emory had locked it after coming in, and noticed that a light was still on in the living room. 
 
    Hannah was seated in her usual spot with Bitsy on her lap. The television was off; Hannah’s rolling desk was in front of her with her laptop mounted to a keyboard on which she was typing rapidly. 
 
    Nix waited for a couple of minutes to see if Hannah would take a break from the blisteringly fast typing, but she didn’t. Nix cleared their throat gently and said, “Hannah?” 
 
    Hannah gave a single nod toward Nix without taking her eyes off of her laptop screen, and her mouth opened slightly as if she were going to say something, but nothing came out. Nix waited another moment; they knew that this was Hannah’s way of acknowledging that someone wanted her attention, and sort of putting them into a mental queue. 
 
    After another minute of typing, Hannah looked up. “Oh, hi!” she said with a polite smile. “I’m almost done with this amicus brief draft.” 
 
    “Is that the one with the deadline in five days?” 
 
    “No, I had to shift that one to the weekend because Roger got hit by a car and has, apparently, several broken fingers so he can’t do this himself.” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” Nix said, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yeah, well, if Roger had spent more time even starting his actual work and less time riding his bicycle on the wrong side of the road, neither one of us would be having this problem right now,” Hannah said darkly. 
 
    Nix let it go. While she wasn’t a fan of Hannah’s open scorn of an injured colleague, she knew that Hannah only said things like that when she was under stress, and even then only to Nix or Emory. 
 
    “Did you eat anything for dinner?” Nix asked. 
 
    Hannah had to think about it for a second but then said, “Yes, I had a freezer meal. I’ll probably make a sandwich before bed. But I don’t think that’ll be for at least another hour.” 
 
    “Don’t burn yourself out, love,” Nix said, and walked to her for a kiss. “I’ve locked up the house and I’m going to bed. I think your mother is already asleep, and Emory’s home too.” 
 
    “I don’t burn out,” Hannah said, winking. “I just get hotter.” 
 
    Nix rolled their eyes but gave her another kiss. “Good night, love. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Ammit,” Emory hissed. Nix looked at the clock; it was 5:11 in the morning. Tini was curled in the crook of Nix’s arm, sleepily peeking out at Emory, who had jerked her foot away from Ammit’s playful bite. 
 
    “They’re probably out of food,” Nix mumbled. 
 
    “My toes aren’t food,” Emory said grumpily – whether to Ammit or to them, Nix wasn’t sure. Emory slid out of bed and stumbled off, naked, to the bathroom. 
 
    Emory made no accommodations for modesty regardless of whether Marla was around. If Marla had ever been bothered by seeing her daughter’s lover nude, she had never said a word. Only Lane’s occasional presence seemed to keep Emory’s nudity in check. Nix both resented and admired Emory’s self-acceptance. 
 
    Nix got up and threw on a robe, walking downstairs to check the cats’ food supply. As expected, it was low but not empty, and their water was the same. Nix filled both and had the rare treat of seeing three of the four cats at once as they followed the sound of kibble hitting bowls. Figgy, Tini, and Ammit crowded around to eat; only Bitsy stayed away, presumably sleeping in Hannah’s room, and Nix giggled again at the idea of a cat whose existence was dependent upon Hannah being seated. 
 
    By the time Nix got back to bed, Emory had returned and was asleep again. Nix tossed their robe carelessly on the floor. They crawled in with them and considered snuggling up against them, but even with air conditioning it was hot. Nix grabbed their phone from the nightstand and checked the weather; it was going to be another hot one, with temperatures between the mid-eighties and mid-nineties throughout the day and no significant expectation of rain despite the humidity. 
 
    Well, now I’m too awake, they thought, and reluctantly got back up, grabbing clothes for the day. 
 
    It was too early to call anyone or to drive anywhere with any expectation of making progress in the case, so Nix spent some time having breakfast and looking over their notes for the day’s investigation plan. Ammit, having consumed his share of kibble, walked back and forth under the table against Nix’s ankles to let them know that he was open to negotiating a share of their breakfast as well. 
 
    “I think Amaretto wants your bagel,” Marla said from the doorway, bleary-eyed but smiling. 
 
    “Morning,” Nix said. “Yeah, he thinks he deserves all the people food.” 
 
    “He looks like he’s eaten all the people food,” Marla said wryly. 
 
    “Emory always wants to put him on a diet but with three other cats in the house it’s almost impossible to make that work,” Nix nodded. “Why are you up so early?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Marla said, filling the kettle with water. “I went to bed too early last night, because I couldn’t stay awake. And now, here I am, bright-tailed and bushy-eyed or whatever the hell it is, and I’m already looking forward to a nap this afternoon.” 
 
    Nix smiled at the thought. A nap sounded nice, but then again a nap almost always sounded nice. “I’m up because Ammit bit Emory’s toe and woke them up, which woke me up. And I’ve got a very full day today.” 
 
    “Did you make any headway last night like you were hoping?” Marla asked, leaning back against the fridge and yawning. 
 
    “I mean, at least I know who I’m going to call and where I’m going to go today,” Nix shrugged. “We’ll have to see if that actually relates to real progress.” 
 
    The two lapsed into a comfortable silence – Nix eating their bagel and Marla waiting for the kettle to whistle. Eventually, Marla spoke again. “Where are you working today? Here or in your office?” 
 
    “I’ll be going into the office today,” Nix said. “I have a lot of phone calls to make and emails to send, and then I have a couple places to drive.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help you?” 
 
    “No, there really isn’t,” Nix said, surprised but pleased at the offer. “This is all stuff I just really have to do myself.” 
 
    “Will you be home for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure, but I think probably not.” 
 
    “Will Emory be home tonight?” 
 
    “They should be, as far as I know.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Marla said, sounding oddly relieved. 
 
    Nix thought for a moment. Hannah was working all the time; Nix was out on the case; and Emory had been on a date the night before. Marla had seemed fine with “fend for yourself” as the dinner plan the night before, but then again, Marla was about as social as Emory. She had probably been a little lonely at dinner time. 
 
    “What do you want to do this weekend?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Oh! You know, I hadn’t really thought about it yet,” Marla said, carefully scooping loose tea leaves into an infuser ball. “Do you have plans?” 
 
    “I think I have to go out to a bar tomorrow night to follow up on a lead. Other than that, I’ll probably follow up on some phone calls and emails, but it’s the weekend, so I won’t push myself too hard.” 
 
    Marla squinted at them slightly. “There’s a person missing, right?” 
 
    “He’s been missing for over a month,” Nix said regretfully. They knew that the odds were that Jordan wasn’t in imminent danger; either he had left on his and he was fine, or he was already beyond help. 
 
    Nix knew there were worse options. He could still be alive and be a captive somewhere – a victim of trafficking, or some brutality at the hands of a sociopath. But worrying about those scenarios wasn’t going to be helpful. If Nix let the fear of unlikely situations drive the investigation, they would lose focus. They would miss things. 
 
    Marla frowned at that, but nodded. “Well, I’ll think about the weekend while you’re at work today. It would be nice to do something together, the four of us, if we can tear Hannah away from whatever lawyer stuff she’s working on.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can,” Nix said. “Let’s plan on it.” 
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    Nix went to their office early, having nothing in particular to do at home. The coworking offices were already busy with staff of various businesses coming in and chatting around the waiting area while drinking coffee. Nix had never made much effort to socialize with anyone there, and the site manager had asked them once about how seldom they were seen in the common areas. Nix had explained that their work was generally confidential, and they weren’t really much for small talk. The main draw of the coworking space, they had explained, was the shared expenses for things such as internet and utilities, as well as the occasional snack or beverage. 
 
    What they hadn’t said was that they preferred having a rotating three-month lease; the fear was always there that cases would dry up and income wouldn’t be enough to keep the business open. Nix hated relying on Hannah’s money when things got tight. They had made more money working for PCI Services, but at the end, that job had just become intolerable. 
 
    Nix slipped into their office without anyone trying to engage them in conversation – one of the benefits of paying for an office with a door to the interior hallway instead of one of the offices immediately off of the waiting area – and booted up their laptop. For the next two hours, they sent off email after email, many of them copied and pasted from other messages with only small tweaks. By the time they were done, they had emailed every person on Daltynn’s list for whom an email address had been provided, as well as sending additional emails to the contact addresses for the bands in Jordan’s collection, and the few friends whose names Sherrie had given. 
 
    They were pleased to see some responses come in quickly, even when they were devoid of information. 
 
      
 
    no i havent seen J since feb sry 
 
      
 
    I don’t really know him. Have you talked to Ridley Coudrier? 
 
      
 
    i think i saw him last @ a concert in june but we didnt have a chance 2 talk. hes really missing??? 
 
      
 
    Nix cross-checked the email address of this last one with the list from Daltynn. It was a person Daltynn had written down as “Tan something” and whose email account name was arrrimapirate. When Nix clicked on the name it expanded to Tan Xiaosi. They updated the name into their spreadsheet and wrote a short reply in response. 
 
      
 
    Thanks so much for responding. Yes, he’s really missing. Do you recall what concert in June? Who was the performer, what was the venue, what was the date? Call me if you prefer; all of my contact information is in the signature block below. Thanks again for any information you can provide! 
 
      
 
    More reinforcement to the idea that Jordan was a fan of local music and musicians. Was he perhaps a musician himself? Nix hadn’t seen anything in his apartment that would have suggested it, but maybe he didn’t own any equipment. Maybe he was a singer. 
 
    Sherrie hadn’t said anything about it but Jordan wouldn’t have been the first kid to have aspirations he didn’t talk to his parents about. Nix glanced at the clock and made a call to Sherrie, reaching her voice mail. 
 
    “Sherrie, this is Nix Grennan. I don’t have anything solid to report but I am trying to follow up on some leads to at least see if I can place him somewhere after the evening you two had dinner. Did Jordan ever talk to you about an interest in local bands or musicians? Anything about concerts he had been to? There’s a good chance this goes nowhere, but anything you can tell me about that may help. Thanks.” 
 
    Deep down, Nix was relieved. It was good policy to check in with the client regularly to discuss updates, and personal clients were always more impatient than commercial clients. Personal clients with emotional investment could sometimes interfere with the investigation they had solicited by becoming too involved in trying to direct Nix toward or away from certain leads. Nix wasn’t sure they had ever had a client as emotionally invested as Sherrie Wade. 
 
    Nix’s email program bing-bonged an alert. There was one new message from arrrimapirate. 
 
      
 
    im sorry i don’t remember who the show was or which date 4 sure. it was late june @ mood. it was like a hot chick with fishnets and tats. 
 
      
 
    Nix thought of the four bands she had isolated from Jordan’s list – or, rather, three bands and one solo act. Annika Lessie. Quickly they pulled up her website and grabbed a couple photos, emailing them back to Xiaosi and asking if they could identify her. 
 
      
 
     i dont think so but i was rly drunk so ??? but i think the opening band was b gotten mab? 
 
      
 
    Nix stared at the screen and muttered to themself, “I literally can’t tell if that’s a typo.” 
 
    “b gotten mab” brought up nothing useful in a quick search – nor did “b gotten mab band,” “b gotten mab syracuse,” “b gotten mad,” any variations on those using “begotten,” or anything else Nix could think of. After attempting “bigoted mob,” they stopped searching. They sent a polite thank you to Xiaosi, asking them if they could remember anyone else who might have been there who might have more information, and then looked up “mood Syracuse”. 
 
    Mood turned out to be a new trendy bar in downtown Syracuse. The front page of their website was covered in various Pride flags. A link for FUTURE EVENTS showed upcoming live music, but the link for PAST EVENTS was useless; that part of the site showed an ironic, severely out of date clipart-style gif of a cartoonish bulldozer moving dirt with an “under construction” sign taped to its side. 
 
    Nix reminded themself not to get too excited at the small lead. This Tan Xiaosi person thought they had seen Jordan (but hadn’t spoken to him), and he didn’t remember the date other than it being in late June. Even if he had seen Jordan, it might have been days before he had vanished, and the only new lead that may have opened might be one more place Jordan went sometimes. 
 
    To a bar, while underage. Not the worst crime; not even all that unusual. Nix added Mood to the spreadsheet. They’d need to follow up with them later. The bar wasn’t even open yet at this time of day. 
 
    Now that it was late enough in the day, Nix started making phone calls to their long list of Jordan’s potential friends and acquaintances. They were unsurprised to find themself leaving voicemail after voicemail, with essentially the same script in every one. 
 
    Remember when people used to pick up their phones? they thought, although often it had been Nix themself screening and rejecting calls. 
 
    A few people answered, all with variations on apologies for not really knowing Jordan well and not having any helpful information, and promises to call if they heard anything. All had been friends with him on one social media platform or another, but none seemed prepared to let Nix look at Jordan’s social media through their accounts. 
 
    At 11:30, Nix finished updating their spreadsheet and stopped making calls from the list. They pulled up a name in the Contacts section of their phone and called a number that was more familiar – one that they knew from experience would be picked up. 
 
    “Gavin Alfano,” said the familiar rumbling voice. 
 
    “Gavin,” Nix said, smiling. “Nix Grennan.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ,” he roared. “What the hell could you possibly want from me now?” 
 
    Nix burst out laughing – a genuine laugh that caught them by surprise. They hadn’t realized how tense they’d been feeling until Gavin had thrown his usual bluster at them. 
 
    “How is retirement treating you?” they asked. 
 
    “Listen, I got out at a good time,” he said. “We can talk some time about how police jobs ain’t what they used to be, but I don’t know if you wanna hear about that.” 
 
    “Well, if you need to talk about it, you can spot me a drink and I’ll let you talk as long as it takes to drink it,” Nix said with false sincerity. 
 
    Gavin laughed. “Yeah, right. That’s the price,” he said. “So what gives? What makes you call me out of the blue after, what, nearly two years now?” 
 
    Nix took a breath. “I’m hoping to call in a little unofficial favor.” 
 
    “Well, I’m retired, Grennan,” he huffed. “Any favors I could do now are unofficial. And it’s not like you’ve got anything you can offer a retired cop in return at this point.” 
 
    “This is pretty minor in the grand scheme of things,” Nix said. “Maybe you’ll want to help out of, I don’t know, nostalgia. You can pretend to still be living in the glory days of being an Onondaga County Sheriff’s Deputy.” 
 
    Gavin laughed again. His basso profundo voice disappeared into a high chirp when he laughed, and it was infectious. Nix laughed along with him for a moment, even though there wasn’t anything particularly funny about any of this. 
 
    “You always say that word ‘deputy’ like it’s a dirty word. All right, Mx. Nix,” he said, sighing overdramatically. “Talk to me and we’ll see if this is worth my time.” 
 
    “What do you know about the Lysander Pilgrim Holiness Church?” Nix asked. 
 
    Gavin’s silence was evidence of his confusion; it wasn’t like him to be slow with a response. “Well,” he eventually drawled, “my mother’s parents went there, but it really hasn’t been there since I was a kid, for one thing.” 
 
    “Your mother’s parents?” Nix repeated, feeling like they’d hit the jackpot. “So you’re familiar 
 
    “Yes and no,” Gavin shrugged. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “I did a little reading…” 
 
    “Of course you did,” he chuckled. 
 
    “…and the Pilgrim Holiness Church merged with the Wesleyan Methodist Church in the late 1960s, but there are a couple existing offshoots?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds right, but then there’s what happened here,” he said. “My grandparents actually were members there when it all went down. I was just a little kid. There was a vote to quit the denomination when they merged, some kind of church politics that got ugly and personal, and the pastor ended up in legal battles for years while the congregation quit one family at a time. This was the topic of conversation at a lot of Sunday family dinners, but I probably would have forgotten all about it if it weren’t for how it ended.” 
 
    “I read up on that, too,” Nix admitted. “Murder-suicide in the building in the early seventies. The pastor killed someone and then himself.” 
 
    Exasperated, Gavin said, “Well, then, what are you calling me for? You can read up everything you need to know.” 
 
    “I have very good reason to believe that a person who went missing over a month ago had spent some time inside that building not too long before he vanished,” Nix explained. 
 
    “Sure,” Gavin answered immediately. “There was always trouble with people breaking into the building. Morbid curiosity-seekers sometimes taking pieces of the church away with them so they owned part of a crime scene, crap like that.” 
 
    “Parties?” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes kids would break in to party, too. Somebody ought to tear it down but the cost of deconstruction is more than the land’s even worth. Listen, the place is locked up and it’s not on a main road, so as long as they did their partying in the basement of the church – and it does have a big basement level, I guess they used it for Sunday school or whatever – you might not even see it if you were out on patrol. Every so often the state police would go in to roust out any homeless or crackheads who’d taken up squatting, but even that didn’t happen a lot. The place was just too far away from anything else to get a lot of traffic.” 
 
    “The state police?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Up here, Grennan, it’s all a combination of Baldwinsville Police, OCSD, and the staties.” 
 
    “Did you ever have a call in there?” 
 
    “Me personally? No. I know the area, but no, I’ve never set foot in that building. Is that all you needed? A little info on the church?” 
 
    “What I really need is an idea of who might have been in that church in June,” they said. “I didn’t find anything on any police blotters about it.” 
 
    “Did you check the state police blotter? That stretch, they’re going to be the most likely responders.” 
 
    “Pulling it up as we speak.” 
 
    The fact that he didn’t tell Nix to call him back after they were done reading was the most striking evidence they had that he was really retired. He’d always been willing to talk to them, even small talk, but he had never had patience for “dead air” on a call. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nix said after a minute. “At least nothing in the past… six months related to the church building.” 
 
    “You’re sure that’s your time frame for your missing person?” 
 
    Nix pursed their lips and exhaled sharply through their nose. “Truth is, Gavin, I’m not sure of much of anything.” 
 
    His tone was kind as he asked, “And you’re on this case why?” 
 
    “No police would take it,” they said. 
 
    “Rough situation,” he acknowledged. 
 
    “So here’s the favor I’m asking,” Nix added. 
 
    “I thought talking was the favor!” Gavin thundered, recovering his bluster. Nix knew him well enough to ignore it. 
 
    “I’d like to get into the church. Just to look around. See if there’s anything there that might give me a lead. Any kind of lead.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Grennan,” Gavin muttered. “What part of me being retired are you missing here? I don’t know if I could have gotten you into the building while I was still a deputy. I don’t know who’s got the authority to make that call.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to get me in,” Nix said. “I’m asking you to meet me there when I go in.” 
 
    “Trespassing?” he asked, and Nix could hear real shock in his voice, not just his usual rough edges. “You’re planning to trespass and you want my help? My blessing? Why would you even tell me of an intent to commit a crime?” 
 
    “Gavin,” Nix said gently. “A young man – a kid – is missing. And nobody is looking for him. I’m desperate. All I want to do is step inside, look around, maybe snap a few photos, and get out.” 
 
    “I’m going to ask you again – why would you tell me about this?” 
 
    “Because if I go in and someone finds me there, then, yeah, I’ve been trespassing. I could be arrested. But if I go in and you’re there with me, even if you’re just waiting outside? They’re not going to argue with you, Gavin. They all know you. They all listen to you. They’ll believe you even if they wouldn’t believe me about why I’m there.” 
 
    “You want me to be your lookout,” he said dully. 
 
    “My shield,” they said. “I want you to run interference if anyone shows up looking to stop me. Ten minutes. Twenty tops.” 
 
    There was a long pause; finally, Gavin said, “You’re out of your mind. You know that?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “When I was a deputy,” he said grimly, “you never asked me to do anything illegal.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Ten minutes?” 
 
    “Twenty tops.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I could meet you at the church in half an hour.” 
 
    There was another extended silence. After a groaning sigh, Gavin said, “I don’t like private investigators.” 
 
    “I don’t like cops,” Nix said. 
 
    “Half an hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gavin Alfano was there before Nix arrived, but they weren’t surprised. By arriving first, Alfano could at least give himself the illusion that he was in control of the scene. He stared them down as they parked and exited their car. 
 
    “Alfano, you’ve got the most coppish glare of any cop I’ve ever known,” they said, smiling back at the glower. 
 
    “Mx. Nix,” he replied with a sardonic edge to his voice. “If Lizzy were still alive, she’d have my hide for this.” 
 
    “If Lizzy were still alive,” Nix said, “she’d have driven you here and she’d insist on going in with me. Liz Alfano was way more impulsive than you.” They approached him quickly, feeling the smile growing with each step. 
 
    Gavin reached out and took them into his arms, nearly cracking their spine with a bear hug. The pressure remained just long enough for Nix to start wondering if they’d be able to breathe, and then it relented. 
 
    “You weren’t at the retirement party,” he said gruffly as they took a half-step back. 
 
    “Your colleagues wouldn’t have wanted me there,” they said. “They all know how I feel about a lot of cops, and I know how they usually feel about me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been there for them,” he admonished them. “Or for you, damn you.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nix admitted. “I should have been there. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Gavin nodded, and the issue was resolved. “How’s your family?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Nix said. “Still the same. Hannah got a promotion, Emory’s still with the vet. How’s Sandy?” 
 
    “Sandy’s good. Grad school now. Your twenty minutes started when you parked, by the way.” 
 
    Nix laughed, but felt a bit like he had slapped them. “Jeez, Alfano,” they said. “Kind of mixed messages here. Hugging me, chatting about our families, but you’re seriously timing this?” 
 
    “You know you’ve never asked me for a favor before?” he said. “And it’s not like you couldn’t have. I know I owe you a lot. You could have asked for all sorts of favors, but you never did. You’d just give me information and trust that I’d do the right thing.” 
 
    “And you always did,” Nix agreed quietly. 
 
    “And as far as I knew, you always did the same. So the first favor you ask of me is to help facilitate a crime.” 
 
    Nix sighed. “I wouldn’t have asked if…” 
 
    “I get it,” he interrupted them. “But I don’t like it. I’m doing you this favor because I owe you. Sandy wouldn’t even be speaking to me these days if it weren’t for you, and for that?” He gestured at the dilapidated church. 
 
    Nix nodded. “Thank you,” they said. 
 
    “Just, please, hurry. You give me the worst agita.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nix agreed. 
 
    “Take nothing but photos,” he warned them, pointing his thick, hairy-knuckled finger at them. “And be careful. I don’t know what condition this shithole is in and I don’t want to have to call an ambulance.” 
 
    Nix made their way through the overgrown grass toward the church building. They noticed a few places where the grass seemed a bit beaten down – possibly by other trespassers – but nothing stood out as notable on their fast-paced walk. There was a lot of faded graffiti on the exterior of the building, and Nix considered taking photos but realized they could do that later, when not under a time constraint. 
 
    They were briefly tempted to ignore that time constraint – after all, they had put in on themself – but a promise was a promise. And they did feel bad that Gavin was clearly stressed. 
 
    The front door, unsurprisingly, was locked and held with a heavy chain. Windows were boarded up. Nix quickly walked around the perimeter of the building, looking for any obvious entrances. Parties wouldn’t be here if everyone in attendance had to crawl through a broken window. 
 
    At the back of the church, they found the gap. There was a small area – its original use unclear – that served as a sort of exterior hallway. When Nix walked to the end of it, they found that there was a door between the hallway and the interior of the church, and its doorknob was entirely gone. The door was jammed shut, but with only a moderate amount of pressure, it popped open with a creak and a scrape as it dragged across the uneven floor inside. 
 
    The smell that struck Nix in the face was that of building rot, not human decomposition. They had very little doubt that there were, or had been, animal carcasses somewhere in the space, but it was clear to them that this place saw human traffic more than Gavin’s description had led them to expect. 
 
    From looking around, Nix assumed that she had entered what many churches referred to as a “fellowship hall” – a large, empty room that could be used for less formal gatherings, like communal meals or youth groups. The edges of the windows allowed in the smallest amount of light around the old, decaying plywood boards. A small gap near the roofline let in a little more, but it was still not enough for Nix to see anything clearly. 
 
    They had come prepared for this, and within seconds they had a headlamp on. They scowled as they realized that this essentially raised the visibility in the room from “nearly nonexistent” to “great for a very small area.” 
 
    Well, fine, they thought. I needed pictures anyway. I’ll replace this piece of garbage later. 
 
    The light on their phone was only slightly stronger than the headlamp, but they set it to record video and made a circuit of the room, recording all of the various graffiti and debris left behind from prior parties. There were condom wrappers, food containers, hypodermic needles, cans and bottles, and even a few discarded items of clothing. Nix filmed them all with as much efficiency as possible, trusting that they would be able to get individual frames later if necessary for further inspection. 
 
    They panned the camera across the floor and ceiling as well, trying to make sure they didn’t miss a square foot, and then explored the rest of the building. 
 
    Everything was much the same. Anything that might have been of value was long gone; there wasn’t so much as a pew left in the sanctuary, although several moldering hymnals were in a heap near what Nix assumed had been a choir loft. 
 
    Or more of a choir platform, really, they thought. The walls were so covered in spray paint that Nix was unsure what their original color may have been. A baptismal font – full immersion – had become a receptacle for more garbage. Nix found themself surprised that they hadn’t found any feces that might have been human, although there was some that was probably from much smaller creatures like woodchucks or raccoons. 
 
    Nix felt their pulse speed up as they checked the time. They’d already been in here for twelve minutes? Was that possible? They hadn’t even gone downstairs yet. 
 
    They proceeded down the stairs with less caution than perhaps they would have preferred, and made their way around the basement and its long hallway, finding multiple rooms in much the same state as what they had seen above. Lots of graffiti, lots of trash. Damage to the walls, exposed broken boards and shattered floor tiles; whoever had been in here during the last fifty years were clearly not throwing the kind of parties where people would dress to impress. These were underground gatherings meant for drinking and drugs and the casual, intense destruction of social norms and bodies – one’s own and those of others. This was not the sort of place that fit with their image of Jordan, but as they continued to video every room, they had to acknowledge that their image of Jordan was woefully incomplete. 
 
    It was in these lower rooms that Nix spotted the graffiti they had seen in the background of Jordan’s photo. They felt sure that this was indeed the place Jordan had been when the photo was taken. It had looked a lot nicer in the photo; in person, it was a dump. 
 
    The bathrooms were in a state so appalling that Nix flinched at the sight, but again realized that there was no smell of bodily waste. So at the very least, whoever had run these parties had insisted on people leaving the building to answer nature’s call. 
 
    They’d had enough, and time was up. They carefully made their way back upstairs and out through the hidden entrance in the back, fairly certain they heard squirrels or stray cats scampering about in the darkness they left behind them. 
 
    “Did anyone come by?” Nix asked when she returned to Gavin, tucking their headlamp back into their pocket. 
 
    His scowl hadn’t changed, but he shook his head. “Not a single soul. Not even a trooper came by. Like I said, this place – it’s a ways off from civilization.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nix said. “That was my impression of the inside too.” 
 
    “You see anything that’ll help you find your guy?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” they admitted. “But I’ve got a lot to look at when I get home.” 
 
    “You know, I was thinking,” he said. “You asked if I’d ever had a call here. Not to the church, but that little whadayacallit there, that grove or whatever of trees. I got called out there once. This was maybe the mid-nineties, though. Long, long time back. Turned out to be a bit of a spot for chickenhawks and their targets.” 
 
    Nix flinched, and Gavin noticed. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” he said quietly. “Is that a slur?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d call it that exactly,” Nix said, “but I think I’d cut it out of my vocabulary.” 
 
    “Consider it cut,” Gavin said. “But, uh, yeah. We rounded up a few for public indecency, a little underage drinking, some pot. Everyone turned out to be an adult or we would have had a real train wreck. Not one of them was from here, though. All from Oswego, Pulaski, wherever.” 
 
    “You’ve got a good memory,” Nix said. 
 
    He shrugged and gave a “well, I guess” expression. “It wasn’t every day I was busting up gay trysts. Or any trysts, really.” 
 
    “Tell me something,” Nix said. “If my missing person came here for a party… is it possible he wasn’t mixed up in this kind of life?” 
 
    “Nobody comes here for the ambiance, Grennan,” he answered. 
 
    Nix sighed. “Thank you, Gavin.” 
 
    He nodded at them solemnly, maintaining stern eye contact. 
 
    “Please don’t ask me for anything like this again,” he said, and his rumbling voice had gone quiet, like the crash of surf on a distant shore. “Because I’d probably say yes.” 
 
    They held out their hand to shake on it and make it a promise. Gavin grunted disgustedly and pushed their hand to the side. 
 
    “Nope,” he said, volume back up to explosive, stepping in toward them. “You get hugs.”  
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    One corner of Nix’s bedroom served as a small home office, but the desk was usually covered with piles of personal papers, random odds and ends, and mail, a huge stack of books they had been intending to read for – well, definitely months, at least. 
 
    Nix preferred not to work from home. Apart from the fact that they often dealt with confidentiality agreements – something Hannah fully understood and honored, but that Emory and Marla didn’t always seem to entirely appreciate – Nix knew that they were too easily distracted by the needs of the household. There was always something to be done. It wasn’t that anyone didn’t “pull their weight” (a phrase Nix heartily disliked but hadn’t found a useful replacement for), it was just that a household with three regular residents, one part-time resident, one frequent teenaged visitor, and four cats was always in need of some kind of attention somewhere. 
 
    Tonight, though, Nix brought their video footage of the Lysander Pilgrim Holiness Church straight home instead of to the coworking office. They needed to eat dinner before heading out to Port Icarus for the Drunken Aunt Mary show, and they wanted to see their family, even if only for a short time. 
 
    They could hear Marla and Emory in the kitchen below, laughing and cooking together; it smelled of garlic and herbs. Hannah was in her own room, taking a well-deserved nap. Although she was a hard worker, known to put in extra hours regularly, she was also a diligent planner. Knowing that her mother was returning from vacation earlier this week, and knowing what deadlines she was up against, Hannah had pushed herself hard over the past thirty-six hours so that she could have the weekend entirely free. The consequence of that was a long nap before dinner, but as she was a heavy sleeper, the noise downstairs wouldn’t bother her. Nix had peeked in on her when they got home; Bitsy had been perched in the windowsill nearby, keeping faithful watch over her favorite human. 
 
    Ammit was sprawled at the foot of Nix’s bed, snoring faintly. Nix gave her a few gentle head strokes while they waited for their footage to transfer from their phone to their laptop. Glancing through their window, they saw the gray striped tabby sitting politely in the backyard. 
 
    “Ohhh, Nacho,” they breathed. “Bad kitty. This is not your yard. You can’t come in.” They watched the cat as it nonchalantly surveyed the yard and licked its paw. Either the household cats hadn’t noticed it out there or they had grown accustomed to it; Nix assumed the former. 
 
    The laptop gave a soft chime, and Nix began the laborious process of going through the footage bit by bit to find individual frames to isolate for later inspection. 
 
    Are you billing for this? they asked themself. Are you wasting your client’s time? 
 
    They would think about it later. 
 
    They had about sixteen minutes’ worth of footage, most of which wasn’t particularly helpful. By the time Emory hollered up the stairs that dinner was ready, Nix had only made their way through three minutes and four seconds of it. 
 
    “We’ll be down in just a minute,” Nix called back. Ammit lifted her head briefly as if to glare at Nix for interrupting her sleep, but then put it right back down and resumed snoring instantaneously. 
 
    Nix went into Hannah’s room to wake her. Hannah usually slept on her side, but at the moment she was sprawled on her back, arms stretched above her head and buried under her pillows. 
 
    Nix checked to make sure their hands weren’t cruelly freezing, and slid one under the hem of Hannah’s shirt. She awoke with a small start when Nix’s fingertips reached her breast. She started to sit up suddenly, her eyes opening to a squint and her mouth slowly curving into a smile. 
 
    “It’s dinner time,” Nix smirked. 
 
    Hannah let out a huff that seemed to be half confusion, half exasperation. “I thought you were here for that rain check.” 
 
    Nix gave her a long kiss and tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear. “Take a deep breath,” she said. 
 
    Hannah did and her eyes grew wide. “Oh my God,” she said. “They made that garlic and herb chicken.” 
 
    “I think zucchini, too,” Nix smiled at her. 
 
    “Rain check on the rain check,” Hannah grinned back, hopping out of bed and beating Nix to the door. 
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    Nix’s cell phone rang during dinner, just as Emory was getting to the high point of a story about a customer who had fallen asleep in Dr. Flores’s lobby, letting their goat wander off to start eating used single-serve coffee pods from a trash can. Everyone glanced at them momentarily, but Emory kept speaking. Nix, who had forgotten the phone was in the back pocket of their jeans, quickly pulled it out and silenced it, glancing briefly at the display. Sherrie Wade, probably returning Nix’s call from earlier. 
 
    Nix tuned back in to the story, which sort of fizzled to an end – Emory was not a natural storyteller like Marla. All the same, everyone laughed and agreed that none of the rest of them had ever had to deal with caffeinated goats in their daily jobs. 
 
    “Was that work-related?” Marla asked Nix a moment later. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll call back after dinner. Looks like I got a lot of emails and texts I hadn’t noticed before, too.” 
 
    “All from the same person?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “No, I’ve been leaving messages for a lot of people,” Nix said, scooping up a forkful of zucchini. 
 
    “Is this the missing person case still?” Marla asked. 
 
    “Wait,” Emory said, their glass of tea halfway between table and mouth. “You have a missing person case?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nix said. “To both questions.” 
 
    “Well, who’s missing?” Emory asked. “Why haven’t we heard more about this?” 
 
    Nix briefly explained the elements of the case as factually as they could. They were so used to working files with confidentiality agreements that it felt almost inappropriate to be sharing this information with others, but of course Sherrie would want as many people as possible thinking about her son. 
 
    “That’s awful,” Marla said. “No father in the picture?” 
 
    “No,” Nix confirmed. “Jordan’s father died nine years ago. That was one of the first things I asked about.” 
 
    “Any promising leads?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I do have some leads,” Nix said grimly, “but I’m not sure if I’d call them promising. And his mother doesn’t have endless resources.” 
 
    “Is anyone else looking?” Emory wanted to know. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nix answered. “The police definitely aren’t.” 
 
    “Well, that’s no surprise,” Emory muttered. “What do the cops care about some missing queer kid?” 
 
    “He’s legally an adult,” Nix said, and Emory scoffed loudly. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s different. Of course cops aren’t going to start caring about the queers on their eighteenth birthday,” they snapped, standing up to clear their place at the table. The rest remained awkwardly silent as Emory clattered their dishes into the dishwasher and stomped out of the room and up the stairs. 
 
    When they heard their bedroom door close, Marla said softly, “That was weird… wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She cares about queer kids and has never liked cops. I’ll go up and talk to her in a minute,” Hannah said, reassuring them with her serenity. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. She’s been looking forward to Lane coming tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Nix said. “I forgot all about Lane coming.” 
 
    “And you have to go back out tonight, don’t you?” asked Marla. 
 
    “I do. Pretty shortly,” Nix agreed. “Some bar called Port Icarus out on 57 in Liverpool.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I haven’t been there in about fifteen years,” Hannah laughed. “I hope they’ve mopped the floors.” 
 
    “Eughh,” Marla said with a grimace. 
 
    “Is it a queer bar?” Nix asked. “I didn’t get that impression online.” 
 
    “It wasn’t fifteen years ago,” Hannah said. “That was my ‘hang out with lots of straight cis girls to be less noticeable’ phase.” 
 
    “Was it hostile to queers?” 
 
    “Honey,” Hannah said patiently, “I was doing my best back then to not look queer if I could help it. Every place in Syracuse felt hostile to queers. But also, it’s been fifteen years. A lot has changed.” 
 
    “A lot hasn’t, too,” Nix said. “But your point is taken. Thanks. I have to run. When is Lane getting in?” 
 
    “Late, I think,” Hannah said. “Emory said he’s being dropped off by a friend after they see a movie at the mall.” 
 
    “Teenagers still go to movies at the mall?” Marla asked. 
 
    Nix shrugged. “All right. If he gets here and I’m not back, text me if he needs me to pick him up anything on my way home.” 
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    Nix’s first thought upon walking into Port Icarus was that it was entirely possible that they hadn’t mopped their floors in fifteen years. The wooden planks had the sticky feeling that implied either using the wrong cleaner or no cleaner at all, and their sneaker soles felt like they were mildly resisting each step on their way to the bar. 
 
    Popular alternative rock music blared through the bar’s sound system, far louder than it needed to be considering the size of the space. The smell of hoppy beer permeated the room, as if it were pumped in – or, more likely, as if a lot of it had been spilled at some point and never fully cleaned up. There was a makeshift stage in the corner, with a drum set, speakers, and microphone stands already in place. The kick drum on the set had an inked-in logo of the stylized initials DAM. 
 
    The Drunken Aunt Mary show was scheduled to begin in forty minutes, at 8:00. Nix had arrived early with the intent of asking questions, and had paid the ten dollar cover charge and received a badly attached wristband. The bar was busier than they had anticipated; it had been a long time since Nix had gone out to a bar, and they internally chided themself for not thinking about the potential for other people to be in the bar before the start of a local band’s concert. It wasn’t like a concert at a theatre with advance tickets and assigned seats and a certain time that patrons were welcomed in; this was a bunch of people for whom the draw was probably three parts alcohol, one part music. The patrons all appeared to be in their early twenties – a combination of young women dressed a few degrees too nicely for the place, and young men dressed a few degrees too sloppily to suggest trying to impress anyone. 
 
    For the millionth time in their career, Nix struggled with the balance between knowing that someone’s appearance didn’t necessarily tell you anything about them with any certainty, and knowing that hunches and first impressions were important in their line of work. Case in point – none of the patrons in the place looked obviously queer to Nix, the way that people like Emory did, with their stylish close-cropped pixie cut dyed in teal and purple, their non-binary enamel pins on their denim jacket, and their interesting eye make-up. 
 
    No, they thought. It means nothing. 
 
    When one of the two bartenders finally made her way to Nix, they made their introduction brief and loud. “Hi, I’m Nix Grennan, a private investigator. Is there a manager here I could talk to?” 
 
    The bartender held her professional half-smile and said something in reply that Nix couldn’t hear over the sound system blaring a soft song at a ridiculously high volume – something about “every bit of beating heart.” She ducked her head through a door behind the bar for a few seconds, and half-smiled again at Nix afterward. 
 
    A moment later, a person in a strikingly white Oxford came out of the back room. They had an unruly mop of dark brown hair over horn-rimmed glasses and a pair of slightly mismatched eyes; both were green, but the one on Nix’s left seemed to have a quadrant that was, of all things, orange. 
 
    “Nix Grennan. I’m a private investigator,” they said. With only a moment’s hesitation, they added, “My pronouns are they/them.” 
 
    “Cin Houghton,” the manager replied. “Cin with a C. My pronouns are whatever.” 
 
    “Is there anywhere quieter we can talk?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Depends on how much time you need.” 
 
    “Five minutes?” 
 
    Cin looked at their watch and then gestured Nix to the room behind the bar. “I’ll have to hold you to that,” they said. 
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    The office behind the bar looked like it was ten percent workspace and ninety percent storage room. There was a chair for Cin and, technically, a second one for Nix – but the second chair was covered in a stack of boxes. Cin made no move to fix this, and Nix knew it was nothing personal – it was that they had five minutes only to spare. 
 
    Nix handed over their phone to Cin, with photos queued up. “I’m looking for this man,” they said. “His name is Jordan Wade, and he’s been missing for several weeks. You can swipe to see more photos if it will help. I have no idea if he’s been in here or not...” 
 
    “Is he even old enough?” Cin interrupted. 
 
    “I don’t care about any potential underage drinking. I’m not with the police and nothing about that matters to me in the least,” Nix assured them. 
 
    “And you don’t even know if he’s been here, so what exactly are you asking?” 
 
    “I’m asking if you’ve ever seen him.” 
 
    “Not that I know of. Ask the bartenders. They interact with customers a lot more than I do.” 
 
    “I will,” Nix agreed. 
 
    “Are you just hitting up every bar, or…?” Cin asked, their tone a little annoyed. 
 
    “Well, no, I’m also hoping that I can talk to the band. Jordan was apparently a fan, and I’m wondering if they know anything about him.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem. They’re just sitting around in the back waiting for the show. Anything else?” 
 
    “Do you have a card, or could I take down your number?” 
 
    Cin’s eyebrow twitched. “Are you asking professionally or personally?” 
 
    Nix, surprised, laughed a little. “I never mix professional and personal,” they said. “But I could hang on to the number for when this case is over.” 
 
    Cin brushed their thumb upwards on Nix’s phone, clearing the photos from the screen and going into the Contacts. They typed in their name and number and handed the phone back. 
 
    “No promises,” Cin said. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Nix said, surprised to feel themself blushing. 
 
    “All right,” Cin said, standing up. “Let’s take you to the back to meet Drunken Aunt Mary.” 
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    Cin opened a battered metal door covered in the remnants of several layers of posters and flyers, all torn and vandalized and pasted over with the next layer. Behind the door was a room that stank of beer and fried foods; it wasn’t a big room, and it was made even smaller by the beaten-up furniture. 
 
    Seated on the back arch of a reddish-orange tufted wingback chair missing half its buttons and one of its legs – a stack of magazines propped up that corner – was a slender young man whose asymmetrical hair and Van Dyke beard were astonishingly black. He had black nail polish, black eye makeup, and a t-shirt with faded logo and words in a font too stylized to read. He had a labret piercing and an eyebrow ring, both with red jewels. His eyes flicked up to Nix and locked on as he took a long draw from a bottle of beer. 
 
    On the equally unappealing, sagging, too-low couch next to him were two men and a woman. One of the men wore tiny half-glasses on his beakish nose and wore his brown hair long and parted in the middle. He had an unbuttoned black shirt over an impeccably clean white tank top, and he was casually thumbing at his phone without glancing up. 
 
    The other man had red hair in the style Nix still thought of as a “high-and-tight,” and a wealth of freckles. His long fingers were twirling a pair of drumsticks in complicated patterns. He also wore a black button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up, but his was fastened. 
 
    The woman at the end of the couch was slumped over the arm in a position that Nix wasn’t sure they had ever been supple enough to achieve. Their hair was as black as the first man’s, and it hung in her eyes. She had piercings in both cheeks, and she had bluish, sparkling eye makeup and lipstick. She wore a tight black sleeveless top that seemed to have too many zippers on it. One arm was covered in an eclectic variety of tattoos, from a pin-up to a Care Bear to a bottle of hot sauce. 
 
    “Drunken Aunt Mary,” Cin said, gesturing Nix into the room. “This is Nix Grennan. They/them pronouns. They’re a private investigator. Be nice.” They left without another word, and everyone in the room stared at Nix. 
 
    “I’ll just get right into it,” they said. “I’m looking for a missing person, and I’m hoping that maybe you might be able to help.” 
 
    “Do we have to talk to you?” said the man on the wingback. 
 
    “Don’t be an asshole,” the woman said half-heartedly. 
 
    “I’m kidding,” he answered with an equal lack of enthusiasm. “But seriously, why us?” 
 
    “He had a few of your albums,” Nix said. “His name was Jordan Wade. Does that sound familiar?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads except the long-haired man who was still thumbing away at his phone. 
 
    “Can I get your names, please?” Nix asked, clicking their pen and pulling their small notebook from their bag. “Before I get too far into this, I just need to know who I’m talking to.” 
 
    The redhead glanced at the man on the wingback before going first. “I’m Kyle O’Rourke,” he said. “I’m the drummer.” 
 
    “No shit,” laughed the woman, mimicking his twirling motions with her own hands. “I’m Ella Browning.” She laughed – a bold, brassy laugh that Nix immediately imagined could be the best sound in the world or the most irritating depending on context – and began miming her own instrument while looking at Kyle. “I play bass.” 
 
    “Maddox Varine,” said the man on the wingback. 
 
    “Come on,” said Ella. “You gotta do the thing.” 
 
    “What?” Maddox asked blankly. 
 
    Ella mimed another guitar and a microphone. 
 
    “The hell is that?” Maddox grunted at her before taking another drink of his beer. 
 
    “And you?” Nix asked the long-haired man, who obliviously kept at his phone. 
 
    “That’s Wilson Chase,” Ella said. 
 
    “Wil,” he corrected her automatically, finally looking up. “Hi, who’s this?” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Ella groaned, but there was humor in it. 
 
    Wil blinked at her uncertainly. 
 
    “Tell him what you play.” 
 
    “Them,” Maddox said. “Tell them what you play.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Ella. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “I’m lead guitar?” Wil said, but it sounded more like a question than a statement. 
 
    Nix held out their phone with photos of Jordan queued up. “Does this man look familiar to any of you?” 
 
    Ella took the phone and she and Kyle put their heads together to look at the photos at the same time. Both looked thoughtful, but Kyle said, “I’m not sure. I couldn’t swear that I haven’t seen him, but I have no idea where.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ella nodded. “Like, he’s a definite maybe?” 
 
    She handed the phone off to Wil; Maddox started to lean down from his perch on the wingback, but before he could get a good look, Wil casually said, “Oh, this is Jordan.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Wil,” Kyle said, laughing. “You idiot. She just asked if any of us knew the name Jordan.” 
 
    “They,” Maddox said again, firmly. “Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nix acknowledged. “It’s all right.” 
 
    “It’s not, but whatever,” Maddox said. “Who is this guy, Wil?” 
 
    “It’s Jordan something,” Wil said helplessly, shrugging. 
 
    “Jordan Wade,” Nix filled in the blank. 
 
    “Right, yeah. That sounds right,” Wil nodded. 
 
    “How do you know Jordan?” 
 
    “Well, he’s been at a bunch of our shows,” Wil said, sliding his own phone into his pocket and holding Nix’s phone up to his right. “You remember him, Maddox?” 
 
    Maddox squinted at the photo and then started laughing. His previously stern bad-ass persona melted away as he pointed at the photo. “Oh, my God. Ella, you have to remember this guy, right? He was singing along at the last one.” 
 
    “Oh, holy shit!” Ella laughed. “That guy! Yes! He started singing when we played ‘Deliver Me’ and…” 
 
    “And he was so bad,” Maddox said, laughing even harder and looking at Nix again. “I mean, full marks for enthusiasm, but I seriously thought he was going to ruin it the rest of the show for everyone. But the guy he was with made him sit back down and shut up.” 
 
    “When was this?” Nix asked. 
 
    The four fell silent as they thought. “That was at Foxpoint Grill, wasn’t it?” asked Ella. 
 
    “Yeah,” Maddox said. “So that would have been – what, some time in mid-May? Like the sixteenth, maybe?” 
 
    “That sounds right,” agreed Kyle. 
 
    “I hated that gig,” Ella complained. “I mean, yeah, most places don’t have a green room like this, but that place was a joke.” 
 
    “Do you know who the person was that he was there with?” Nix asked, cutting off what felt like an oncoming tangent. 
 
    “No,” Wil said. “Sorry. No idea.” 
 
    The others all shook their heads no. Nix made a couple quick notes and then turned to Wil specifically. “Other than his singing along, was there anything that made him stick out to you?” 
 
    The other three all laughed, but Wil didn’t seem to notice. “Good looking guy,” he shrugged. “And he always sat near the front. So kind of hard to miss, I guess.” 
 
    “Did you talk to him much at the shows?” 
 
    “A little bit. He always hung around afterward.” 
 
    “Any of the rest of you talk to him?” Nix asked, but the others all answered in the negative. “Okay. Anything jump out at you from those conversations?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like, was he talking about the music, or did he talk more about himself? Was he looking for drugs and alcohol, was he talking a lot about any particular topic, was he flirting with you?” 
 
    Kyle quietly made an immature “ooooooh” noise at the question about flirting; he stopped when Ella smacked his leg but he looked inordinately proud of himself all the same. 
 
    “I mean, in retrospect I realized he was flirting with me but he wasn’t very good at it. I didn’t even realize it for a while,” Wil admitted. “But, no, after the shows, he’d stick around a little bit and say how much he liked the music, and he bought some albums and had me sign the back of one of them, I think.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said. “Anything else any of you can think of about him?” 
 
    There was a general silence as the four all shrugged and looked mildly perplexed. 
 
    “And mid-May was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “Well,” said Wil, “it was the last time we saw him at one of our shows. We’ve only done a couple shows since then, and they were out in Oswego and Cortland.” 
 
    “But you saw him somewhere else?” Nix asked. 
 
    Wil sighed and seemed to throw a dark glance at his bandmates before he answered. “Yeah, I went on a date with him in June.” 
 
    “You what?” Ella burst in. “You didn’t tell us that!” 
 
    “I don’t talk to you guys about all my dates,” Wil said simply, unperturbed by the overdramatic look of shock Ella was throwing at him. 
 
    “When was this?” Nix asked. “When in June?” 
 
    “First weekend, I think? He must have figured out that his subtle approach was too subtle, and he asked me out. He was cute and I was bored, so I said yes,” Wil said, pulling his phone back out and thumbing through it again. He squinted at the screen. “Yeah, first weekend. We grabbed drinks at Finley’s downtown, and after two drinks I knew it wasn’t going anywhere so I said goodbye and that was that.” 
 
    “Any reason it wouldn’t work out?” Nix asked. Wil hesitated, so they added, “I’m not trying to pry into your life, but he’s missing, and any information I can get about him might help.” 
 
    “He’s missing?” Wil asked, surprised. 
 
    “Hello!” Ella hollered at him. “Earth to Wil, that’s why they’re even here.” 
 
    “Yeah, no,” Wil said. “It wasn’t going to work out because I found out that he was only nineteen – and, no thanks, that’s too young for me. He’s really missing though?” 
 
    “Since the end of June,” Nix confirmed. “Anything he might have said during that date that you think is worth mentioning in light of that?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” Wil said with a small chuckle. “He said he was looking at modeling agencies in New York City, and he was hoping to get a contract with one of them.” 
 
    “Did he mention which one?” 
 
    “I don’t think he even knew which one,” Wil said. “But if he did, and he said something about it, I wouldn’t remember. Modeling bores me, so I kind of tuned that part out.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” muttered Ella, earning herself a sidelong glare from Maddox. 
 
    Wil was still thumbing away at his phone since looking up when his date with Jordan had been, and he gave a small, sharp exhale. “Wow. Yeah. Nothing from him on Instagram since the twenty-eighth of June… or Facebook, or Twitter, nothing. Weird.” 
 
    “You followed him on all those?” Ella said. 
 
    “Yeah, before the date. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t some sort of psychopath or whatever. He seemed pretty boring, actually, so I assumed he just wanted to fuck or whatever. Then I just kind of forgot.” 
 
    “That’s the last day anyone saw him, that I can find,” Nix said. “And I can’t see any of his social media other than Instagram because of his privacy settings. I would really love to be able to see the sort of things he was putting out there.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” said Wil. “I never take my phone on stage with me. If you’re sticking around, I’ll let you look through it while I’m up there. Just, you know, don’t go digging anywhere you don’t have to, and don’t do anything with my apps.” 
 
    “Just swipe right on everyone on Grindr,” Kyle laughed. 
 
    Wil sighed and looked at him. “Like you’re not on FetLife every night until three in the morning.” 
 
    Nix tried not to show their annoyance with the childish bickering. “Thank you,” they said to Wil. “You can trust me.” 
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    Nix hadn’t planned on staying around for the show; the music in the place was too loud for them to think clearly while going through Jordan Wade’s social media on Wil’s phone. Fortunately, there was a patio that was less crowded than the indoor section of the bar, and Nix managed to get the table furthest away from the door. In the interest of not taking up space without being a paying customer, Nix ordered a basket of chicken tenders and a light beer – and as the concert dragged on, they added a disappointing slice of cheesecake and a surprisingly good mocktail to their tab. 
 
    For all the time they spent looking at social media, they felt like there was very little new information about Jordan himself. Nix diligently recorded information about places he had been and created a timeline for his movements in the three weeks prior to his disappearance; they wrote down names of additional friends and acquaintances; and they added a few more notes about Jordan’s apparent interests, but in the end, Jordan’s social media seemed to mostly focus on complaints and observations about life, shared memes and videos, and a definite focus on modeling and photography. He didn’t tend to “check in” to places that he visited, rarely directly tagging them, either, but he did seem to attend a fair amount of live local music performances. The names and dates of those shows went into Nix’s notebook as well. 
 
    So much information, they thought, but so little direction. 
 
    Around 9:30, the live alternative rock stopped and the recorded alternative rock resumed. Nix left cash on their table to cover their tab and a generous tip, and hustled inside to return Wil’s phone to him. Surprised, he said, “Oh, this is just a break. Like intermission. We’re back on in ten.” 
 
    “Twenty,” hollered Maddox from somewhere behind the metal door Wil was holding open. 
 
    “Fifteen,” argued Ella, and Nix could hear the two of them start snapping at each other with growling tones. 
 
    “I think I’ve got everything I can use,” Nix said. “Thank you so much. If you happen to see anything else pop up on his social media…” 
 
    “I’ll let you know. He seemed like a good kid. Just… you know, a kid. Would you let me know if you find anything out?” 
 
    “Sure. And if you think of anything else, or you know anyone else who might know anything at all about him, call me,” Nix said, handing him a business card. 
 
    “Count on it,” Wil said. 
 
    Nix headed for the front door and bumped into Cin on the way. “You’re still here?” 
 
    “Just leaving,” Nix said. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “Got some leads,” Nix shrugged, and handed another card to the manager. “I don’t think I gave you this earlier.” 
 
    Cin smiled. “You did not. Thank you.” 
 
    “If you hear anything, no matter how small…” 
 
    “Sure,” Cin nodded. “And my number’s in your phone. Text me any time.” 
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    Tini greeted Nix at the door as usual, headbutting their ankles and purring at high volume. From the family room came the sound of one of Hannah’s polars. Nix walked in to find Hannah seated in her recliner, watching intently, absently petting Bitsy on her lap. Sprawled on the sofa next to her was Marla, whose lips moved along with the French dialogue on the screen. 
 
    Nix studied the film for a moment. A man and woman, both in hats, were staring hard into one another’s eyes as they spoke. The woman, with impeccable eyebrows and lips, managed to convey such a balance of confidence and tension that Nix found themself impressed with the performance despite having no idea what the dialogue was. Her face was brightly lit, while the man appeared half in shadow. When they kissed, Marla made a small noise that Nix couldn’t quite interpret. 
 
    “Hi,” they said when it seemed that the moment had passed. 
 
    “Oh, hi!” Marla replied, seeing Nix’s attention on the screen. “This is ‘Le Quai des brumes,’ one of my favorites. Have you seen it?” 
 
    “They all kind of blend together for me,” Nix admitted. 
 
    Marla gave an exasperated puff of air. “This is Michèle Morgan!” she said. “She worked with Bogart!” 
 
    “And Sinatra,” Hannah added, her eyes never leaving the screen. “I think it was his first film role.” 
 
    “She has a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame,” Marla said. 
 
    “Well,” Hannah said uncertainly, “so does Judge Judy. So does Judge Wapner.” 
 
    “Michèle Morgan was almost in Casablanca,” Marla said defensively. 
 
    “Did you hear the word ‘almost’?” Hannah asked Nix lightly. “I heard the word ‘almost’ in there.” 
 
    “Is Lane here yet?” Nix asked, a little more loudly than necessary. Hannah paused the movie. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said. 
 
    “I think we would have heard him come in,” Marla agreed. 
 
    Nix gave Hannah a quick kiss and reached over to give Marla’s ankle a gentle squeeze, and then left them to resume their film watching. 
 
    Emory was in the dining room, seated at the table, watching something on their phone. Their leg was bouncing rapidly, weight on the ball of the foot, so that Nix could faintly hear the rattling of the other chairs. Ammit sat on the table, staring at them intently as if trying to psychically force them to supply human food. 
 
    “Hey,” Nix said, bending down to kiss their forehead and then picking up Ammit with a grunt and setting him down on the floor. “When’s Lane supposed to get here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emory said. “Probably soon.” 
 
    “Any plans for while he’s here?” 
 
    “He’s fifteen,” Emory shrugged without looking up from their phone. “I figure I could kind of leave it up to him.” 
 
    “Marla was hoping we might be able to all do something together,” Nix said. “I don’t know if she has any ideas.” 
 
    “I’ll bet she does,” Emory said. “She’s always coming up with interesting stuff.” 
 
    Nix watched them for a moment more and then sat in the chair next to theirs. “Is everything all right?” they asked. “You seem really tense.” 
 
    Emory sighed – a massive exhale that dragged on long enough to make Nix intensely curious what was behind it. “So, I will tell you, and you can tell Hannah if you need to, but I don’t want to talk about it any more than this right now and I will not be taking questions.” 
 
    Ammit leapt into Nix’s lap and meowed for attention; Nix rubbed his head but kept their focus on Emory. 
 
    “Renee texted me to tell me that apparently Lane has started asking questions about his biological father, and that in their fathomless wisdom they encouraged him to ask me.” 
 
    Nix knew, of course, that Renee was Emory’s sister who had raised Lane, but Nix knew nothing of Lane’s biological father. They opened their mouth to say something, but Emory quickly spoke again. 
 
    “Once again, I am not taking questions at this time. This press conference has drawn to a close. Thank you.” 
 
    Nix nodded. After a long enough pause that Emory seemed fully engrossed in their phone again, Nix asked, “Want a beer?” 
 
    “Nope,” Emory answered promptly, still not making eye contact. 
 
    “Vodka?” 
 
    “Stop,” they said, their eyes and voice turning soft. “Please.” 
 
    “Got it,” Nix nodded. “If I get myself a drink and promise to shut up, can I sit here with you?” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to shut up,” Emory said. “Just don’t talk about me at all. Talk about you, or Hannah, or whatever. That would be fine. I’d like the company, just not the focus.” 
 
    Nix got back out of the chair and moved into the adjacent kitchen to pour themself a vodka lemonade. “So I didn’t make much concrete progress tonight,” they admitted. “Got a number of leads that aren’t exactly promising, I guess. And I’m pretty sure I got hit on.” 
 
    Emory immediately looked up, eyebrows raised and smile on their face. “Really? Where? Who?” 
 
    “I went out to Port Icarus to follow up on this band – the kid I’m trying to find was a fan – and the manager of the bar sort of, I don’t know, hinted that I should give them a call.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I’m working a case, but I don’t know. I think the bar itself was a dead end. They were cute in a nerdy sort of way. Maybe a bit young? It was hard to tell.” 
 
    “Did you get a number?” 
 
    “They put it in my phone themself,” Nix said, feeling a slight blush. “And smiled when they handed the phone back.” 
 
    Emory gave a little squeal as if the two of them were in their teens and not their thirties. “Exciting development,” they said in a sing-song voice. “What’s their name?” 
 
    “Cin. With a C.” 
 
    Emory’s smile grew. “Cin Houghton?” 
 
    Nix’s smile vanished. “You know them?” 
 
    “Green eyes with an orange spot?” 
 
    Nix nodded. “That’s them.” 
 
    “I knew them when they were she, so that’s a new development,” Emory gushed, oblivious to the change in Nix’s mood. “But yeah, Cin with a C, cute in a nerdy sort of way, works bars. I know exactly who you’re talking about.” 
 
    “They said their pronouns were ‘whatever’ and I just picked,” Nix admitted. 
 
    “Oh, Cin is cute. And not too young. They’re older than I am,” Emory pointed out. “Like, I think maybe halfway between us? Thirty-four?” 
 
    “They look a lot younger,” Nix said. “How do you know Cin?” 
 
    “We had, I don’t know, five or six dates like a million years ago,” Emory said. “It was fun and all, and no bad history to end it, it just sort of… ran its course. You should totally go for that.” 
 
    Nix took a sip of their vodka lemonade, but decided they didn’t really want it after all. “I’m definitely going to spend some time thinking about it,” they said. 
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    When Lane arrived, it was nearly midnight. 
 
    He entered with a single light knock at the door, and from the kitchen, Nix could hear the double thud of his boatlike sneakers being discarded onto the boot tray. Emory and they got up to meet him at the front door; Hannah had arrived first and was already enveloping him in a hug while Tini roamed around their ankles. Nix noticed how spindly Lane looked next to Hannah; he was all elbows and knees. He hugged back with an awkward, half-hearted adolescent effort, hanging on to a nearly-empty giant tub of movie popcorn in one hand and a large duffel bag in the other. At age fifteen, he was five foot ten, which put him a few inches taller than Nix and a little shorter than Hannah, but Nix realized he was eye-to-eye with Emory. 
 
    “Did you grow in the last two months?” they asked, feeling slightly embarrassed at saying the same sort of thing they used to hear from adult relatives in their own life. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Lane said, shifting his attention to give them a hug, too. Emory held back, waiting to be the last hug. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Emory asked. It was always their first question, and usually Lane answered with an enthusiastic positive, but tonight he shook his head no. 
 
    “I overdid it,” he said, shaking his popcorn bucket. “And I’m totally exhausted. Is it cool if I just go to bed now and I’ll see you all in the morning?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Emory answered. “Marla’s here, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice,” Lane smiled. “Cool. Thanks, everyone. Good night.” 
 
    He vanished up the stairs and a moment later Ammit and Bitsy followed, causing Hannah to make a sound of mock annoyance. 
 
    “Bacon Bit had better not sleep with him tonight,” she said. “She’s my cat.” 
 
    “You want Ammit?” Nix asked. “He could bite your toes in the morning for a change.” 
 
    “All yours,” Hannah said. 
 
    “I’m going to go to bed too,” Emory said, yawning hugely. “Who’s in charge of whatever the family thing is tomorrow? Marla?” 
 
    “There’s a family thing tomorrow?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Marla and I will figure it out,” Nix said. “It won’t be early. Go get some sleep.” 
 
    Hannah went to wake up Marla, who had fallen asleep on the family room couch after the film, to send her up to her bedroom. Emory climbed the stairs wearily. Nix, feeling both tired and awake, returned to the kitchen to finish handwashing a few items and to fire up the dishwasher. 
 
    Hearing someone in the kitchen, Ammit returned from sniffing around Lane to see if there might be a possibility of food distribution. Figgy came running at the sound of the dishwasher closing, meowed twice, and ran off again. Nix shook her head at the cats, and then sat down on the floor with legs crossed and invited Ammit up onto their lap. 
 
    He purred and closed his eyes, pushing his head against Nix’s wrist. Nix continued petting him, thinking about Lane. Lane seemed about as affectionate as Fig Newton; perfectly content to spend time in the same area, but without any obvious need for attention. He was a good kid; he helped out around the house when he was there, was always happy to go along with any plans anyone had, and generally seemed positive, polite, and just mellow. 
 
    Nix wondered if those were traits from his biological father. Or if Renee and her husband Jeff had brought him up to be that way. Or if this was a persona he put on whenever he stayed with them. 
 
    Nix sighed. Emory had never intended to be a parent, which Nix understood, never having had the desire themself; the only one of the three who had ever wanted kids had been Hannah, and she brushed it off now as something that would have been nice but just wasn’t something she wanted to pursue any longer. Nix wondered sometimes if that were really the truth. Hannah was certainly the one who was always the most chatty with Lane, other than possibly Marla. It wasn’t that there was tension, exactly, between Lane and Emory; it was more like there was a general acceptance that they were supposed to be family to one another, and so they were. 
 
    The only time Renee or Jeff ever spoke to Emory was when it directly related to Lane, and even then the communication tended to be via email – not even texting. Nix, who had never actually met either of them, could only imagine what sort of things the two parental figures had said about Emory and their life over the years. 
 
    Nix decided to keep a closer eye on Emory over the next couple of days. Far from her laughing, bubbly self, they had seemed a bit withdrawn from Lane when he arrived. The teenager hadn’t noticed, of course, drowsy and overfed as he was, but Nix had noticed how little Emory had spoken, and had seen Hannah’s subtle, casual, reassuring touch on their shoulder. 
 
    After several minutes of petting Ammit, Nix reached for their phone to check the time. They hadn’t realized how long it had been since they had looked at their phone – they had several email notifications and there was still a voicemail from Sherrie Wade, left during dinner earlier. 
 
    They’d look at the emails tomorrow – around whatever activity they were going to do as a family – but the voicemail gave them a vague sense of guilt, as if they were somehow doing a disservice to Sherrie by not listening to it sooner. 
 
    They punched in their voicemail password and listened. 
 
    “Mx. Grennan,” said Sherrie’s weary, breathy voice. “I got your voicemail. Local bands or musicians? No, not that I know of. I never heard him talk about any concerts; that just never seemed to be his thing. He’s not much of a musician. I tried to get him to play the trumpet when he was in middle school but he’s always been more of an artist, always drawing things and painting a little bit, although we didn’t really have any good paints for him to use. So, no, I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about Jordan and local bands. How are things going with the investigation? I’d really appreciate an update as soon as you can.” 
 
    After a pause, in which Nix could very faintly hear a sharp intake of breath away from the phone, the message ended. 
 
    Nix frowned. Meeting with Drunken Aunt Mary had confirmed for them that Jordan did indeed go to see local bands. He had even tried to sing along – badly, they’d said – so he had some kind of interest beyond merely “here’s a thing to go do.” But Sherrie apparently knew nothing about it. 
 
    Jordan Wade had a life his mother didn’t know. He had talked about trying to make it as a model in New York City. The trajectory of the investigation seemed reasonably clear, and Nix sighed. The odds of this ending in a way that made Sherrie Wade happy had always been low, but hopefully she’d be able to come to terms with her son pursuing a dream – a longshot dream – as long as he was safe and okay. 
 
    Which, of course, I am no closer to proving then I was at the start of this thing, Nix thought. 
 
    They evicted Ammit from their lap (which caused him to complain loudly) and pulled themself up from the floor with a grunt. It was past bedtime. 
 
    They thought about Hannah, and the repeated rain check, but they just weren’t quite feeling it. They thought about Emory, but they knew that pushing too hard too soon wouldn’t be well received. Emory would talk on their own time; they always did. Feeling slightly lonely and defeated, Nix made their way up the stairs. Before long, Tini and Ammit jumped up onto their bed and assumed their usual positions. Nix sighed, knowing that it was only five short hours until Ammit began chewing their toes, but for now it was comforting to feel her weight against their feet. Tini curled up just out of arms’ reach with her back to Nix, purring rhythmically for no discernible reason, and with that comforting sound in their ears, Nix drifted off. 
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    After shooing Ammit out of the room before daybreak the next morning, Nix had closed their door and suffered the indignity of a stuffy room in an effort to sleep without a cat chewing on their feet. Despite Ammit scratching at the door, they had managed to fall back asleep, but they woke around 7:00 feeling like a sweaty mess, and at that point there was no way they were staying in bed. 
 
    After a shower, Nix headed downstairs, which brought all the cats except for Bitsy running to see if they were going to refill their food bowls (yes) and their water (yes) and possibly offer some human food as well (no). They considered starting a stack of French toast for everyone as sort of a weekend treat, but they had no idea when anyone else would get up, and it seemed cruel to wake a teenager so early just for breakfast. Instead, they toasted a bagel and poured some juice and sat down to check their emails from the day before. 
 
    Many of them were the same thing, over and over – people who knew Jordan but didn’t know him really well, with no solid ideas of who his close friends might be, and nobody who could recall seeing him any more recently than a few days before he went missing. Even those recollections seemed sketchy. 
 
    Nix sent off a few dozen more messages to people whose names had come up as commenters on Jordan’s social media posts, and then re-read the responses to see if there was anything they might have overlooked due to sleepiness. 
 
    The one name that kept coming up over and over was Ridley Coudrier, who seemed more and more like a hub of social connections. Ridley lived in the Hawley-Green district of Syracuse, a rapidly gentrifying district in the near-northeast section. A quick online search confirmed an address for Ridley, and more than one of the emails gave his phone number. They had left a message for him previously but hadn’t heard back; at this point, Ridley seemed like he might be a more solid lead than anyone else whose name they had learned so far. 
 
    By 8:45, everyone was up except for Lane, and after some discussion it was agreed that there was no need to wake him until at least 10:00. Nix remembered their own teenage years and the weekend chores they had been assigned, starting at 6:30 sharp; just the thought of it made them tired all over again. 
 
    It was a rare weekend that one or more of the household didn’t have specific plans in place. Between the occasional need for each of them to work on a weekend, Emory’s thriving social life, Hannah’s love of the CNY Regional Market, and the vagaries of their lives in general, there weren’t many Saturday mornings when everyone just puttered around, waking up at their own pace and doing only the chores that were inevitable or that they felt like doing. 
 
    Something about having Lane in the house always slowed their lives down, and not in an oppressive way. Whether he was an excuse to indulge themselves or a reminder that there was more outside of their typical world, Nix wasn’t sure, but they appreciated the way it made them take a breath every now and then. 
 
    While he continued sleeping, Marla and Nix discussed options for the day. The forecast predicted slightly cooler weather, and Marla was itching to get outside, so after some debate they settled on a family hike. Nix knew that Hannah would go along with anything she didn’t have to plan, and Emory wouldn’t put up a fight even if they might not be enthusiastic. Lane was so laid back that Nix couldn’t imagine him fussing about anything he was asked to do. 
 
    Marla, who had been the only one not to see Lane when he arrived, volunteered to be the one to wake him up, and she headed up the stairs with Tini tagging along curiously. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lane made his appearance, his blond hair sticking out at laughable angles and his eyes squeezed shut against the appalling imposition of light. “Hey,” he mumbled upon entering the kitchen and seeing Nix and Hannah relaxing at the dining room table. “Is there coffee?” 
 
    “Oh,” Hannah said. “I didn’t even think about putting that on the grocery list for you. Nobody else here drinks it.” 
 
    “You drink coffee?” Nix asked. “You’re fifteen.” 
 
    “You don’t?” he responded. “You’re…” 
 
    He trailed off, a sheepish smile spreading across his face. Nix raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re… thirrrrrrty… six?” he finished cautiously.  
 
    Hannah burst out laughing, clapping her hands. “You got it. They’re thirty-six, I’m thirty-seven, which means they’re a square and I’m in my prime,” she said. 
 
    “Wow,” Nix said, shaking her head but smiling all the same. “You are such a nerd.” 
 
    “That was a math joke,” Lane said with mock-weariness. “That was a math joke and I don’t have coffee.” He rummaged through the fridge and found the orange juice, and after gauging how much was left in the bottle he decided to forgo a drinking glass. 
 
    Emory came into the kitchen as he was chugging from the bottle and glowered at him for a moment before recomposing their features into neutrality. “Gross,” they said casually. 
 
    “There wasn’t much left,” Hannah offered. 
 
    “It’s still barbaric,” Emory said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Hannah said, turning to Nix animatedly. “I saw this documentary about the Huns, and Attila’s brother Bleda regularly drank directly out of the plastic bottle, and didn’t even rinse it out before putting it into the recycling bin.” 
 
    “You think you’re cute,” Emory drawled, putting their empty tea mug into the sink, “but you’re not.” 
 
    Hannah caught Lane’s eye and mouthed, “I really am.” 
 
    Lane stifled a laugh, stepping to the side to give Emory some room as they looked in the fridge. They came back with a yogurt and sat down next to Nix at the table. 
 
    Nix explained the plan to Lane – and to Emory, who had been isolated in their room most of the morning – and both accepted it with exactly the levels of casual indifference they had expected. They would leave for Salmon River Falls in Oswego County after lunch (Emory offered grilled sandwiches, and Lane’s eyes lit up), and they’d be back well before dinner (which remained undecided). 
 
    Having hiked with Marla before, Nix knew that what would have been a ninety-minute hike without her would probably be three hours with her as she stopped to look at every interesting mushroom and frog along the path. Today, that sounded just fine – although during their time this morning looking over the notes for the Jordan Wade case, they had realized that they had another opportunity for followup tonight. 
 
    Annika Lessie was playing a show at a place called Languid near Armory Square, downtown. 
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    Emory had declared themself to be fractionally taller than Lane and had thus laid claim to shotgun for the forty-five minute drive to Salmon River Falls while Hannah drove. Marla sat between Lane and Nix, and she and the boy chattered through the entire drive. Nix enjoyed listening to even the repeated stories of Marla’s travel, and listened attentively when she’d manage to get Lane to talk about school and new developments in his life. 
 
    While Marla’s curiosity could sometimes feel a bit nosy, it was always well-intended and Lane never seemed to mind; he just carefully crafted his answers if it ranged into a territory he wasn’t entirely comfortable with. 
 
    Nix appreciated Marla’s unabashed questioning of the teenager. Hannah wouldn’t usually think of questions to ask, although if her interest was piqued she would certainly follow up with the tenacity of an attorney. Emory always seemed to appreciate having Lane around, but their conversations never seemed to dig beneath the surface as far as Nix could tell, unless they were having conversations so private that nobody else even knew they were occurring. And as for Nix themself, they felt almost out of place asking for information. As a private investigator, their questions sometimes tended toward the intrusive, and as someone who had never felt the impulse to have their own children, they sometimes felt adrift when talking to them. Lane’s life was so vastly different from how Nix’s had been that it was hard for them to see a common ground basis for conversation. 
 
    Marla didn’t have that problem. Marla had never met anyone in her life who didn’t stop being a stranger within minutes. 
 
    From Marla’s questioning, Nix and the others learned that Lane was considering trying out for the track team when school started up, which was only a month away; that he had finished two years of Spanish and was debating whether to stick with it; and that Renee and Jeff Sefton had been talking about moving within their school district into a smaller house. 
 
    “Why do they need a smaller house?” Emory asked from the front, glancing backward with a slight scowl. “It’s not like they can’t afford what they’ve got.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lane shrugged. “They said they don’t use all the space they have, and something about how if they sold this one they could buy one and not have a mortgage payment anymore? I really didn’t catch the whole thing.” 
 
    “What about your friends in your neighborhood?” Emory pushed. “They just want to move you away from them?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t really hang out with anyone from my neighborhood,” Lane said, sounding a little surprised and a little defensive. “It’s not like I’m out there playing hide-and-seek with the six-year-olds down the street. My friends live like a mile away.” 
 
    “How far away would they be once you move?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lane answered, and Nix heard a rare tension in his voice that they’d never heard before. “I don’t think they’ve picked a place yet.” 
 
    Emory fell silent, and after a pause, Marla managed to steer the conversation back into safer territory, sharing an anecdote of a time she had moved houses as a teenager that fortunately had nothing to do with how close friends were or the size of either house. 
 
    The small parking lot at Salmon River Falls was full to overflowing, but Hannah gave a sharp laugh of victory as she saw a car pulling out just as she drove in. After a few moments of collecting their water bottles and backpacks from the trunk and applying sunscreen and bug spray, they began the gentle hike. 
 
    The Gorge Trail led down to the bottom of the falls, but they had decided to stay on the Falls Trail at the top; Marla had privately expressed concern that although she was in good shape, she wasn’t in great shape, and she had heard that parts of the Gorge Trail were steep and occasionally slippery. After a pretty view of the 110-foot falls near the beginning of the trail, there was an opportunity just a few minutes in for them to explore along the banks of the relatively shallow, peaceful river just a few yards from where it cascaded off the edge. 
 
    “I’m surprised there aren’t fences,” Marla said, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “People do get too close sometimes,” Emory said. 
 
    “It seems like every few years there’s a story about someone going over the edge there,” Nix agreed. 
 
    Hannah and Lane walked right up to a painted demarcation along the exposed rock shelves that warned people not to go any further. Lane snapped several pictures, and even convinced everyone to join him for a selfie with their backs to the falls behind them. Nix imagined the deadly drop only fifteen feet back, and their stomach squirmed. 
 
    The rocks above the waterline extended well into the river, and while Marla, Hannah, and Lane walked upstream a bit, remarking on crayfish and shed snakeskin, Emory sat down on the exposed rock in full sun. 
 
    Nix considered leaving them there and seeing the sights with the others, but their gut told them that Emory needed them more. They sat down as well, and stayed silent. 
 
    After a minute, Emory said, “He hasn’t asked me about his bio-father yet.” 
 
    Carefully, Nix pointed out, “I don’t know that you’ve given him much opportunity to ask.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Emory nodded. 
 
    Nix kept their mouth shut, waiting again. It was against their instinct. They wanted to pry, to get the whole story that Emory had never been willing to share in the three years since she’d joined the household as another permanent partner. 
 
    “I’m not obligated to tell him anything,” Emory said at long last. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Nix agreed. After an extended pause in which they considered a hundred ways to phrase one question, they asked, “Are you concerned about what Renee and Jeff might tell him?” 
 
    To their surprise, Emory laughed a little. “Not really. I mean, at this point he already knows what a fuck-up I was. I wasn’t even two full years older than he is now when I got pregnant, and I’m sure he’s heard plenty of stories about that time of my life from Renee and from his grandparents.” 
 
    “But they won’t tell him who his father was?” 
 
    “They don’t know,” Emory said simply, their eyes and their tone making it clear that that branch of the conversation had reached a dead end. 
 
    Nix could hear Hannah laughing about something in the distance. At a glance, they could see her standing on the trunk of a precarious-looking fallen tree, pointing at something in the water that Lane and Marla were trying to see. 
 
    “I don’t understand why it matters,” Emory said. “Renee and Jeff are a lot of things, but they’re good parents. Why does he need to go trying to find out about DNA donors? He should be grateful to have good parents.” 
 
    “I think…” Nix began, but Emory stood up and kept talking. 
 
    “I mean, look at the three of us,” they said. “Between you, me, and Hannah, we’ve got six living parents and only one who’s worth having in our lives. We don’t go digging into hypotheticals of what could have been different or how they screwed us up. It’s stupid.” 
 
    They walked a few paces away and then suddenly bent double and dipped a hand into the water, splashing some of it over the back of their neck. 
 
    “It’s hot out here!” they yelled to the others. “Let’s get back on the trail where there’s shade!” 
 
    Marla seemed a little disappointed at the sudden change of activity, but Hannah and Lane followed them back away from the rocky shore into the forest. Nix had to scramble to catch up. 
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    On the way home, Marla fell asleep, and Lane and Emory each spent their time on their phones. Nix tried to chat with Hannah from where they sat in the back seat, but it proved too difficult to hear each other over the sound of the highway and Hannah’s neck seemed to bother her as she twisted to look at them. 
 
    When Nix’s phone buzzed, they dug it out of their bag and saw an email from Sherrie Wade, again asking for an update on the investigation. Nix set a reminder on their phone to follow up with her when they got home. That way, they could call – or, better yet, type up a report and submit it along with an accounting of hours spent. 
 
    Clients tended to come in two varieties – the ones who barely looked at the invoices and paid whatever it said, and the ones who wanted a more detailed accounting of minutes and challenged everything. They occasionally received very angry questions like, “How could emailing take you two hours? How slowly do you type?” 
 
    Nix wasn’t sure which Sherrie would be, and they hated that they were spending so much time worrying about Sherrie’s finances compared to the general lack of actionable information being developed. A lot of times, private investigation was just taking the time to look for information that ultimately wasn’t there, but that was never what a client wanted to hear. 
 
    Nix spent the rest of the ride thinking about how they had gotten into this line of work. They’d started as night security at a warehouse that, to the best of their knowledge, had never actually needed night security to respond to anything. From there, they’d taken on a security job at a big box store, which had led to a promotion into a Loss Contol Department, and not long after that they had started working with Pelletier Comprehensive Investigative Services. 
 
    It had been a decent enough job until Nix had pushed further into their gender expression, and the hostile work environment created by Keith Pelletier got to be too much. Nix had struck out on their own, sacrificing the technology and resources in exchange for having more peace of mind. 
 
    And sacrificing the salary and benefits, they thought. Should I have just sucked it up? Everybody has problems at work. 
 
    The arrangement Hannah and PCI Services’ lawyers had worked out in place of a lawsuit had helped fund the beginning of Grennan Investigations, but without better resources at hand, Nix had to take on cases that didn’t hold their interest nearly as much as the work at PCI Services had. It was still decent work, and steady enough that they always managed to keep the business afloat – if only barely – but with PCI Services Nix had always been excited about the cases. 
 
    They had helped uncover fraud rings and international smugglers related to insurance scams, and had found paydirt on crooked politicians and evangelical leaders. They knew that there was big money behind the investigations, and they weren’t innocent enough to think that the people hiring PCI Services were squeaky clean either. They knew that digging up the information didn’t necessarily mean that the perpetrators were punished, or in some cases even stopped, but something about uncovering the truth in those scenarios just filled Nix’s tank. 
 
    Instead, they spent most of their days trying to find people scamming workers compensation, or unfaithful spouses, or just running background checks to see if a potential employee could be a potential embarrassment for a potential employer. It didn’t feel the same. 
 
    And then there were cases like Mal Church. 
 
    Mal was guilty of drug trafficking. There was no question about it. Mal had used Only Game In Town as a distribution point for illegal drugs, and Sam DiMartino had every right in the world to report it to police. From what Nix could tell, Mal wasn’t even in the sort of situation where the illicit income was necessary to survive. Mal had chosen to break the law, and would face the consequences. 
 
    But every time Nix thought about him, they felt sick to their stomach. They weren’t one hundred percent positive, but everything that they had tracked down about Mal suggested that all of their legal documentation listed him as Khena Church, female. He had never filed paperwork with the state to correct his assigned gender or his name. And if he ended up in jail, he would be put into the women’s facility. 
 
    If he had been taking hormones, it was likely that they would be cut off during his incarceration. Other necessary gender-affirming treatments would be denied. Sometimes even antidepressants were withheld. People like Mal were often singled out for violence, and the hell of it was that very little of this would have been better in the men’s facility anyway. 
 
    Nix had done nothing wrong. Mal had done a lot wrong. 
 
    Still, somehow Nix felt responsible. 
 
    And something about Jordan Wade’s case – something Nix couldn’t quite put their finger on – was giving them a similar unsettled feeling. With everything they had learned so far, and with the rapid decline of Sherrie Wade’s money, they weren’t sure they could imagine this case having a happy ending. 
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    Languid’s decor was that of an upscale, relaxed nightclub. The dim lights and velvety seats hinted at decadence and sexual tension; the soft jazz playing through hidden speakers was smooth and slow. 
 
    The fact that Languid was as narrow as a shotgun house and the rock music from the taqueria next door came as a muffled thumping through the walls nullified a fair amount of the effect. 
 
    Once again, Nix paid a cover charge, but there was no wristband to pull at their skin. They looked around at the clientele filling the room. Unlike Port Icarus, Languid drew people who were prepared to spend too much money on cocktails. From the website, Nix had expected to need to look a little sharper; they were glad they’d put on a blazer. 
 
    The hostess looked as if she had come directly from a Central Casting call for a nightclub role – tall, thin, and blonde with confident eyes and tight clothes. She listened to what Nix had to say while still darting her eyes past them in case any new guests were arriving. She shook her head at the photo of Jordan, apologizing tonelessly for not recognizing him and suggesting that they could ask at the bar. 
 
    The bartenders weren’t making an effort to be as cheerful as the one at Port Icarus; they were transactional and efficient, and it became very clear quickly that they were focusing their attention on the people they had singled out as probable big-tippers. When Nix finally got the attention of one of them, a tanned and muscular young man with carefully-maintained beard stubble and a designed-to-be-messy haircut, he was as indifferent as the hostess at Jordan’s photo. At Nix’s request, he alerted the second bartender to look at the photo as well; it took the willowy redhead a good five minutes to come over, but she was strike three. 
 
    “You should ask Pacorro upstairs,” she said, shrugging and walking away to a customer holding up an empty martini glass and smiling without teeth. 
 
    “There’s an upstairs?” Nix asked nobody in particular. 
 
    They found the staircase at the back without much trouble. At the top, they found a room nearly three times the size of the bar downstairs, with a second bar and a stage in the corner. The upstairs had a more art deco feel than the downstairs had, and to their surprise, Nix found they enjoyed the atmosphere. They had never been one for spending time in bars – not like Hannah or Emory had – but this felt almost like a movie set. 
 
    Nix checked their watch; it was forty minutes before Annika Lessie was supposed to perform here. At the bar, the bartenders repeated the disinterested denials of familiarity with Jordan’s picture. The last one pointed out Pacorro at her request and confirmed that he was the owner of the place, and that his last name was Marín. 
 
    Pacorro, like everyone they had seen on staff so far, was good-looking in a way that made Nix a little uncomfortable. Nix struggled against a bias they knew they held – an assumption that a person this concerned with appearance was somehow sinister, or at least shallow. 
 
    He stood in the corner in a suit that seemed somehow both modern and timeless even to Nix’s limited appreciation of fashion. He was holding a rocks glass that was nearly empty, which he used to gesture as he spoke to another man. He had thick brown hair and a full but tidy beard, and extremely white teeth. 
 
    As Nix approached, the other man shook Pacorro’s hand and walked off. Pacorro turned as if to leave in the opposite direction, toward the stage area, but paused as he noticed Nix approaching. He squinted at them slightly as if trying to remember if he should know who they were. 
 
    “Hello – Pacorro Marín?” they said, offering a handshake. 
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage, Miss…?” he answered, shaking their hand. 
 
    “Wow,” Nix laughed, unable to help themself. “People really say that. I thought that was just in classic movies.” 
 
    Pacorro smiled, and Nix had to admit it was a charming expression on him. “It seems politer than ‘who the hell are you,’ don’t you think?” 
 
    “Very much so,” they agreed. “My name is Nix Grennan. And definitely not ‘Miss,’ thanks.” 
 
    “Nix,” he nodded. “That’s a unique name.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard Pacorro before,” they shrugged. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” he asked, gently but firmly pushing the conversation forward. 
 
    Nix explained what they were doing, stressing that they had no interest in the potential that an underage drinker may have managed to sneak in and that none of the bartenders had recognized him anyway, and they showed him Jordan’s pictures. 
 
    “No, I can’t say that I’ve ever seen him,” Pacorro said. “It’s a shame. How long has he been missing?” 
 
    “Since June,” they said. “He seems to have been a fan of a lot of local musicians, which is the main reason I’m here. I’d really like to have a quick talk with Annika Lessie, if I could. Probably five minutes or less.” 
 
    Pacorro pushed his arm forward and carefully nudged his cuff aside with the index finger of his drinking-glass-wielding hand so that he – and they, Nix realized – could look at his Omega Seamaster watch. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” he said calmly. “Let me take you to her. This way.” 
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    Where Port Icarus had a back room filled with boxes and broken furniture and unfortunate smells, Languid had a green room with comfortable chairs, well-lit mirrors, and its own bathroom. 
 
    “My apartment when I was in college wasn’t this nice,” Nix joked to Pacorro when he showed them in. 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed a young man in a suit and tie from where he perched along a windowsill. “I may have to stay here, Mr. Marín.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to stay here,” Pacorro smiled. “Right up until closing time. Nix Grennan, this is Seth Davis-Germaine, Andrew Pearl, and Annika Lessie.” 
 
    The young man who had spoken, whom Pacorro had identified as Seth, eased away from the windowsill to shake their hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch it. Nick?” 
 
    “Nix,” they said. Seth was tall and thin with a bent nose and long lashes. His was the first genuine smile Nix had seen since entering the building, which almost made them suspicious. 
 
    Andrew was also in a suit, but with a necktie unfurled in his hands and heavy glasses on his face. He gave a small sigh but also stood up to shake Nix’s hand, sitting back down again immediately. He smoothed down his beard unnecessarily; it was already lying flat on his strong jawline. 
 
    Annika Lessie looked like a 1920s jazz singer, from the drop-waist dress to the long string of glass beads around her neck to the bob hairstyle. 
 
    “You don’t look like this on your website,” Nix said to her. 
 
    “It’s a wig,” she smiled. “You’ve been to my website?” 
 
    Pacorro stepped back to lean against the wall, swirling the remnants of his drink in his rocks glass and watching. Nix felt a vague surprise; they had expected him to leave. 
 
    “I’m looking for a missing person who had a taste for local music. We found one of your CDs in his apartment, and I’m just trying to find out if you may know anything about him that could help out the investigation,” Nix explained, holding out their phone for inspection. 
 
    Seth shook his head immediately. Andrew leaned forward in his seat but shook his head even before he could see the picture, saying, “I never see anyone anyway.” 
 
    Annika took the phone and stared at it. “I’ve seen him, I think. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Nix pulled out their small notepad. “How are you two connected to Annika here?” she asked the men. 
 
    “We’re her band, basically. Keyboards,” Seth said, pointing to himself; nodding at Andrew, he added, “and drums. She’s the guitarist and singer. Well, except for when we dabble in jazz standards like we’re doing tonight, in which case she’s stand-up bass and singer.” 
 
    “Wait,” Annika said, showing the phone to Seth and Andrew again. “Was this that one guy who kept hanging around Ginger at Baroffio’s?” 
 
    Andrew shrugged disinterestedly, but Seth scrunched up his face. “It could be. I didn’t get a really good look at him.” 
 
    “Who’s Ginger?” Nix asked, pen and notebook at the ready. 
 
    “Ginger Medwin,” Annika said. “She’s a guitar player in my boyfriend’s band.” 
 
    “How long ago was this?” 
 
    “Back a ways,” Annika answered, shaking her head. “Like, late winter, probably. I think they did the Baroffio’s gig in February.” 
 
    “It was February 23,” Andrew said from the couch. “Because that was my birthday weekend, and…” 
 
    “And we took you to the show because we knew Owen could get us half-price drinks,” Seth laughed. 
 
    “Owen?” 
 
    “My boyfriend. Owen Tew. T-e-w,” she spelled it helpfully. 
 
    Nix blinked for a moment, trying not to change expression. That’s not a name, they thought. That’s a pitch count. 
 
    “Owen runs the band Holyhead,” Seth added. “The show sucked.” 
 
    “Seth!” Annika chided him quietly, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Not because of the band, the crowd sucked. Crowds always suck in late February because Syracuse weather always sucks in late February,” he said, his smile never leaving his face. “Anyway, afterward everybody just hung around the bar, drinking and eating nachos, and some guy kept trying to talk to Ginger. This might have been him.” 
 
    “I’m going to need to talk to Owen and Ginger, and anybody else who might have been there,” Nix said, pulling out a couple of business cards. 
 
    “From February?” Andrew scoffed. “Man, I can’t remember that kind of shit.” 
 
    “I’ll get you their numbers,” Annika said. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” Nix said, stressing it politely. “Even if their information leads nowhere, it’s helpful to redirect the investigation.” 
 
    They took their phone back, handed the musicians cards, and took down phone numbers for everyone, including Pacorro, after which he led them back out to the seating area. 
 
    “Are you sticking around for the show?” he asked, gesturing at the wristband on their arm. 
 
    Nix took a long breath and looked around. “You know? I might. I hadn’t planned on it, but there’s something about this place that I’m really enjoying.” 
 
    Pacorro smiled, and this time it felt real. “First drink is on the house. Enjoy yourself. These guys…” he said, shaking his head slightly and thinking about his words. “If there’s better in town, I haven’t heard it. It’s like they were born with the legacy of jazz in their souls.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” Nix said. 
 
    “Why don’t you take that table right there?” he offered. “The waitress will be right over.” 
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    Nix ordered a club soda until the music started, at which point they indulged in a martini; it seemed to go along with the jazz that Annika and her musicians were performing. 
 
    They made a mental note; Seth had mentioned that tonight they were “dabbling” in jazz standards, and Nix wasn’t sure what kind of music they normally played. Tonight, Annika certainly didn’t look like the sort of woman that would be described as a “hot chick with fishnets and tats,” as Tan Xiaosi had mentioned in an email. Nix hadn’t noticed any tattoos on her bare arms or shoulders. 
 
    But it wasn’t her appearance, exactly, that got Nix thinking. It was the overall presentation. From the little that Nix thought they understood about performers, what to wear while performing was always a specific choice – as Annika’s updated “Flapper Jane” outfit demonstrated. So what kind of music was it that Jordan Wade was listening to when he bought an Annika Lessie album? What sort of music was played by the other bands in his collection? Drunken Aunt Mary had been a combination of originals and covers all from the greater rock-and-pop genres; was that what Jordan listened to? Would that help at all? 
 
    If he had gone to New York City, there would be countless bars with countless bands. Would he seek out the comfort and familiarity of this “level” of band, with a style of music that fit a pattern? Or would he break out into something new? 
 
    The more Nix thought about it, the more they felt that the most likely explanation for Jordan’s absence was just that – he had followed his nineteen-year-old dream of modeling and had vanished into New York City. It was a train ride of less than six hours; Nix had done it themself just a few years ago for a mini-vacation. 
 
    The thought that their search for Jordan was likely to result in a dead end the size of the biggest city in America lowered Nix’s mood. After the martini, they slipped away from their table as unobtrusively as they could manage, leaving cash behind. 
 
    “I told you,” said a smooth voice at their shoulder. “First drink is free. You don’t need to pay for that.” 
 
    Nix turned to see Pacorro standing near the door, rocks glass in hand and his neutral smile on his face. 
 
    “It’s a tip,” Nix said. 
 
    “Ah. Taking care of my people. Well, that I can appreciate,” Pacorro nodded. 
 
    Nix appraised him for a moment; they were used to seeing this sort of superficial charm from a lot of people who considered themselves important. The smile didn’t reach the eyes, which darted around, looking for – what? Someone more influential, maybe? 
 
    The glass in his hand was the same as before; they could tell because they recognized the way the top of the swizzle stick had been split from chewing. They couldn’t imagine him letting anyone see him chew it, but all the same he left the evidence where it was most visible. Was he aware? Was it another affectation? His breath smelled of mints, but without the underlying whiff of alcohol; Nix didn’t think he’d had anything at all, and maybe used the glass as sort of personal shield. 
 
    Doesn’t want anyone to comment on him not drinking in a bar he owns? Or doesn’t want anyone else plying him with drinks? 
 
    For a moment Nix had the urge to point out all of their observations to him, and see if he squirmed. Surprised at their own train of thought, Nix did a quick gut check; was there any reason that this negative vibe they got from Pacorro Marín should make them re-think anything about the case itself? Was he part of the investigation? 
 
    Ultimately, they decided that he wasn’t. They just felt one of those subtle negative energies from him, and they disliked him for it. Something in the body language? Something in the way the business presented itself? 
 
    Did it matter? 
 
    “Something wrong?” Pacorro asked. 
 
    Nix took a breath and let it go. “Jazz,” they said. “It always makes me sad, somehow.” 
 
    Pacorro leaned in and lowered his voice. “Confidentially – me too. But we do this once every few months and look around. The place is packed. I’d be stupid not to bring them back.” 
 
    Nix peered around the room; they hadn’t noticed, but he was right. It had filled in with dozens upon dozens of couples dressed far beyond what Nix had ever worn for a night in downtown Syracuse. The customers ranged in age from their twenties to their eighties. 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Marín,” Nix said. “You’ve really got something here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, gesturing with his prop glass. 
 
    “Do you ever bring in any other kinds of local bands?” 
 
    “Most nights, it’s just piano. Still jazz and standards and some classical, but more low-key. Seth up there is one of my regulars. I’ve got three or four others in rotation. But rock and roll? Not my style either.” 
 
    “Well,” Nix said, with nothing left to add. “Thank you again. I really appreciate your help tonight.” 
 
    “Before you go, do you have another one of those business cards?” he said, and they noticed that while his voice stayed smooth and calm, the pace of his words had picked up slightly. 
 
    “Sure,” they said, digging one out and handing it to him. “In case you hear anything?” 
 
    “In case I’m in the business for a private investigator,” he said. “I’ve already got a couple things I’m thinking about. I’ll call you.” 
 
    “Great,” they said, although their gut felt an odd uncertainty about the idea. As they walked away, they said, “Enjoy your drink.” 
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    When they reached their car five minutes later, Nix suddenly realized what they hadn’t noticed before – the one martini they’d consumed had been strong. Either Pacorro had told his bartender to be generous for his guest, or all the drinks at Languid earned their price the hard way. 
 
    Well, damn it, they thought. I’m not driving anywhere at the moment. So now what? 
 
    They sighed and looked around. They were close to Armory Square – within walking distance, in fact, of Only Game In Town. Not that they wanted to go there and let this downhearted mood sink in even more while they thought about Mal Church, and not that it would be open at this time on a Saturday night anyway. 
 
    What else was in this area open this late? Restaurants; more bars; not much else that they could recall. 
 
    Mood. 
 
    Mood was maybe a five or six minute walk. The queer bar where Tan Xiaosi had said he thought he had seen Jordan Wade at a concert in late June. 
 
    Honestly, Nix. What the hell have you been doing? Why wouldn’t you have gone there already? Show his picture around, ask questions. How was this not already on your plan for the night? 
 
    They frowned. It was an oversight, and a big one, but beating themself up was a waste of time. They decided to blame the feeling of self-recrimination on the martini, and started the walk in the direction of Mood. 
 
    While waiting at a crosswalk, they felt their phone buzz. They stepped back from the corner, aware that crossing even with the sign’s permission wasn’t the safest thing to do if they were messing with the phone. The notification said they had a text message from Sherrie Wade. 
 
      
 
    Do you have Venmo or PayPal? 
 
      
 
    Nix responded with a yes and their Venmo contact information; moments later another notification popped up advising them that they had just been transferred a thousand dollars. 
 
    They stared at the screen, nonplussed, eventually texting back: 
 
      
 
    ? 
 
      
 
    The response took several seconds, but Nix re-read it a few times before it really sank in. 
 
      
 
    I started a fundraiser online. Please get me an update by the end of the weekend. Anything at all. 
 
      
 
    Nix swallowed hard. Of course the voicemail hadn’t been enough. They would write a formal report in the morning. 
 
    Pull your head out of your ass and treat this like a job that you can finish, they snapped at themself.  
 
    They walked to Mood. 
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    From the first glimpse of the massive Progress Pride Flag in Mood’s front window and the photocopied poster of a Queerleading Competition scotch-taped to the front door, Nix had no question that they were walking into the exact sort of establishment that Suzanne Osburn had insinuated they would be better suited to. 
 
    For the briefest moment, Nix wondered if their resistance to following up here previously had been a subconscious revolt against Suzanne’s suggestion. They hoped not, but acknowledged the possibility, and walked in the door while pulling up Jordan’s photo to start showing around. 
 
    This wasn’t how Nix thought of gay bars, but they hadn’t really spent much time in many of those. The times Nix had been in gay bars, they had felt almost as exclusionary to them as straight bars. Nix didn’t fit the gender expectations and had received a lot of sideways glances and even sometimes direct comments, very few of which were positive. They could only think of one time when anyone had struck up a real conversation with them, and that man had been quite drunk and probably would have struck up a conversation with a fern. 
 
    This also was definitely not a nightclub, although there was a stage and some very large speakers that indicated the potential for the place to become a bit more raucous than it was tonight. 
 
    Mood advertised itself as a queer bar, and apparently what that meant was that it was just like any neighborhood bar, except that most at most neighborhood bars, a drag queen would attract notice. Here, one sat at a table halfway back, drinking and laughing with friends, and it didn’t matter. People of various gender presentations were scattered throughout the room, from obvious to subtle to unclear to irrelevant, and nobody was attracting excess attention. 
 
    It was just a place to be. 
 
    Nix’s breath caught in their chest and for a moment tears threatened to blur their vision, but they shook their head sharply. 
 
    That martini, they thought, but they knew that wasn’t exactly it.  
 
    There was no obvious security, and no cover charge. The general feel of the place was casual – although not necessarily based on how people were dressed. There was everything here from t-shirts and shorts through a couple in tuxedos. But the few servers that Nix could see circulating around the room were unhurried and generally looked as if they were enjoying their jobs, and not just putting on an act. There was music at a low level – as Nix listened, it changed from a disco hit of the 70s to a mid-90s pop ballad – but the majority of the sound was conversation. 
 
    Nix made their way to the bar. The bartender tried their best to listen to Nix with one ear while filling orders – and for the most part, the customers seemed patient – but eventually they just shrugged and said apologetically, raising their voice over the crowd, “I’m sorry, I’ve never seen that kid before, but feel free to ask around.” 
 
    Their first target was the servers. They apologized for interrupting what was clearly a busy night, and explained their purpose in being there. All of the servers were cooperative, although a couple had to ask her to wait a moment while they ran an order back to the bar before taking a look at the photos; only one seemed to recognize him, and even then said, “I’ve never seen him here, but I feel like I saw him at a party or two before.” 
 
    “At Ridley Coudrier’s?” 
 
    The server’s eyes widened and they grinned. “Yup. Yes. That’s where it was. I hope that helps!” they said, giving Nix a polite nod as they rushed off to respond to a patron’s waving hand. 
 
    Definitely need to talk to this Ridley, Nix thought. 
 
    After that, Nix started the awkward process of interrupting table after table to show the photos on their phone. It became easier after the first few stops, as everyone was willing to at least look at the photos to help, even if some of them were very hesitant about being approached and some of them were far too drunk to be reliable. 
 
    A few patrons recognized him as having been at Ridley’s house. A few others thought they might have seen him at various concerts in the past several months. One remembered him from the clothing retailer where he had worked in Eastwood. A handful of them even knew his name, but after questioning, not one of them seemed to know much about him.  
 
    Nix was just about to give up and go home when a tall, slender person with silver nail polish and sparkling gray eyes came up beside them and gently touched their arm to get their attention. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Zimri Bell – he/him. I’m the owner here. Could I talk with you at this table back here for just a minute?” 
 
    He began walking toward the table without waiting for them, but glanced back to make sure they were following. It wasn’t quite a table that he had picked out, but more of a wall-mounted standing-height shelf. Zimri leaned against the wall and waited for Nix to catch up. 
 
    “Hey,” he said in a gentle, casual voice, “thanks. I had a customer – a friend of mine – who let me know that there was someone going from table to table and interrupting customers, and so I’m just a bit concerned.” 
 
    Nix nodded. “The bartender told me it would be all right,” they said. “I’m Nix Grennan, a private investigator, and I’m trying to track down a missing person, so I’m just showing his photo around.” 
 
    They set their phone down on the table in front of Zimri. He looked at the displayed photo momentarily and then asked calmly, “You’re a private investigator? Not a cop?” 
 
    Nix pulled out their license to show him.  
 
    “Nix Grennan,” he read aloud, nodding. 
 
    “Zimri?” they replied. “Is that an original name?” 
 
    “Biblical,” Zimri said. “Although not one of the good guys.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Old Testament stuff. Betrayal, homicide, mass murder, suicide. He was king of Israel for like a week. I don’t think my parents read that bit,” he smiled. It was clear he had explained this a million times.  
 
    “You could always choose your own name,” Nix suggested. “It’s all the rage these days.” 
 
    He shrugged aside the suggestion good-naturedly. “Thanks for letting me know what you’re doing. I’m sure you can understand my concern.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nix said. “Any chance you recognized him?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zimri said with a small frown and a sigh. “That’s Jordan Wade.” 
 
    Nix’s heart immediately started beating a little faster. “How do you know Jordan?” 
 
    “He’s been in here a number of times,” Zimri said. “I remember him in particular because usually when we get kids under twenty-one trying to get in here, they’re using fake IDs and trying to scam drinks. This kid didn’t do that. He called ahead to ask if he could be on the premises for a band he wanted to see if he promised not to drink.” 
 
    “He called ahead?” Nix repeated. 
 
    Zimri nodded. “Made him kind of memorable,” he said. “The law isn’t actually what keeps him out, it’s just our policy. You can be in the bar when you’re underage, but we just can’t sell or serve you alcohol. So I made an exception to the policy when he came in. He couldn’t drink, and neither could anybody else in his party. They all got a big black permanent marker X on the back of each hand and I pointed them out to the waitstaff as soon as they came in, made sure everyone knew not to serve them. Never had a problem with them, either.” 
 
    “This happened more than once?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Zimri said. “He started coming here back in November of last year when he was still eighteen. After that, I think I saw him maybe once every four or five weeks.” 
 
    “When was the last time?” asked Nix. 
 
    “Late June?” he answered uncertainly. 
 
    “I’ve got an email from a person named Tan Xiaosi saying Jordan might have been here then,” Nix nodded, pulling up the email on their phone. “He said the band had a hot chick with fishnets and tats, and that the opening band was ‘b gotten mab’ – does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    Zimri had actually started laughing a little the moment Nix had mentioned Tan Xiaosi, and he nodded. “Yeah, T.X. tries really hard to push the limits of how much he can consume before we cut him off, and we don’t always win that battle, so, you know, good for him for remembering anything from that night. The ‘hot chick’ he’s talking about can only be Celeste Duval. There was no opening band.” 
 
    “So this ‘b gotten mab’ part?” Nix asked, showing Zimri the email on their phone. 
 
    “I think he’s trying to say ‘begotten, maybe’ – and he’s close. Celeste’s band is called Begat. It’s a horrible name.” 
 
    “Do you know what day they played here?” 
 
    “Yeah, hang on,” Zimri said, drawing his own phone from his back pocket and clicking away. “Here we go. Friday night, June 28.” 
 
    “I’ve got his location confirmed the next night,” Nix said. “But then on Sunday morning, June 30, he posted to Instagram at 5:30 in the morning, and nobody has seen or heard from him since.” 
 
    Zimri shook his head sadly. “I hope he’s all right.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nix agreed earnestly. “You know, none of your staff recognized him.” 
 
    Zimri’s eyebrows twitched upward. “That surprises me,” he said. “I don’t know. Maybe they were trying to protect me because of him being in here underage, but we did everything legally. Maybe the bartenders wouldn’t recognize him, but I would think at least one of the servers would have remembered the kid they couldn’t bring beer.” 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind letting them know it’s all right to talk to me, I’d really like to get more information if anyone knows anything.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Zimri nodded. “Whatever I can do to help.” 
 
    “Any chance you know who he was with any of those visits? Especially the last one?” 
 
    His eyebrows drew together as he thought. “Mayyyyybe?” he hedged. “Depends on who paid for the soft drinks. The receipts will have the credit card names and what table, so, it’s possible? I know right where those receipts would be, though – I could email you tomorrow if I find anything?” 
 
    “I’d appreciate it – and contact information for Celeste Duval?” 
 
    “You got it. Is there anything else I can do?” he asked as Nix handed him a business card. 
 
    “No, just talk to your staff as soon as you can so I can ask some questions and get out of their hair,” Nix said, smiling. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Zimri said, pushing away from the wall and shaking their hand. 
 
    “You’ve got a great place here,” Nix said impulsively. 
 
    The size of Zimri’s smile nearly squeezed his eyes shut. “Thank you. We’re very proud of it. You should come back some time when it isn’t all business.” 
 
    “I definitely will,” Nix said, glancing around and finding themself amazed at how certain they were about that. 
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    After Zimri had spoken to the staff, two of the servers who had previously claimed to know nothing about Jordan Wade admitted that they had served him non-alcoholic drinks and a ridiculous amount of sweet potato fries on more than one occasion, but both swore that they didn’t know anything else about him. They confirmed that they had never seen him outside of concert nights, and they didn’t know the names of any of the people he came with, although they gave loose and entirely unhelpful descriptions. 
 
    Nix thanked them for their help and headed back through the night to their car, surprised at how reluctant they felt to leave Mood. The drive home was quick and quiet, and they found themself far more tired than they had anticipated being. It seemed weeks instead of hours since they’d hiked at Salmon River Falls, but their body reminded them otherwise. It wasn’t even a hard hike, but Nix had fallen out of practice – one more thing they promised themself they would remedy in the future. 
 
    The house was mostly dark when they arrived; when they checked the time they saw that it was already a few minutes past midnight. It still seemed early for everyone to have gone to bed on a weekend – Emory and Hannah both tended to stay up late on Saturday nights in particular – but Nix supposed that the hike may have taken more out of everyone than expected. 
 
    They stepped out of their car and a sudden movement, ankle-high, caught their attention. In the shadows cast by the lights that bracketed the front door, Nix could barely make out the shape of a small animal crouched under a bush. For a moment, they wondered which of their five had gotten loose, until they squatted down, making kissing noises, and saw that it was the gray striped tabby with the clipped ear. 
 
    What had Marla named the cat? 
 
    Nacho, they remembered. 
 
    Cautiously, belly low to the ground, Nacho eased out from under the bush but stayed close to it as though prepared to dart back in at the slightest twitch from Nix. 
 
    “I’m sorry, buddy,” Nix whispered. “I’d offer you something, but I can’t take in another kitty. It would disrupt the very delicate balance we have going on right now.” 
 
    Nacho watched them for another moment, and then ran off into the night without warning. 
 
    “Bye, buddy,” Nix breathed, heading in through the front door. 
 
    Tini tripped them almost immediately, but they caught themselves before falling onto the stairs. When they bent down to pet her, she also ran off. 
 
    “I didn’t even touch that kitty,” Nix whispered after her. 
 
    They went into the kitchen for a glass of water. The dining room light was on and Lane was seated in one chair, feet on another, knees up in the air. He was watching something on his phone with a single earbud in, and he had a family-sized bag of chips open on his lap. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Nix,” he said, gesturing a half-wave at them with a single chip held between his thumb and index finger. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up?” they asked, turning on the tap and grabbing the nearest glass. 
 
    “Not a thing,” Lane answered, but he pulled out his earbud and paused the video on his phone. “Everybody else went to bed.” 
 
    “Why are you hanging out down here?” they asked. “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable up in your room?” 
 
    “The food’s down here,” Lane smiled. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nix said, and drank half the water quickly. “So what did you all do tonight?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” Lane shrugged. “Marla and Hannah wanted to watch a weird old movie…” 
 
    “In French?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Yeah, with subtitles, but I felt like I wasn’t really getting it,” he admitted. “So I just pretty much…” he trailed off and half-heartedly waved his phone. 
 
    “What about Emory?” 
 
    “They said they weren’t feeling good and they went to their room before the movie even started.” 
 
    Nix fought to keep a scowl from their face. They’d bet money that Emory was feeling fine. “So you’ve basically been pretty bored all night,” they said. 
 
    Good-naturedly, Lane grinned. “I’m never bored. There’s no such thing as bored.” 
 
    “You’re fifteen,” they said. “I think you’re contractually obligated to be bored at almost all times, and to say so frequently.” 
 
    “I’m fifteen,” he agreed. “No contract I sign is legal.” 
 
    “Smart kid,” Nix laughed. 
 
    “I mean, this is pretty much what I’d be doing at home anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t get here very often,” Nix said. “We ought to put in some effort for you, shouldn’t we?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Lane said, and Nix could watch his expression carefully shift to neutral. “I guess maybe it depends on whether I’m a guest or family.” 
 
    “You’re family,” Nix said reflexively. 
 
    Lane shrugged. “Then nobody needs to treat me like a guest, right?” 
 
    “Lane,” Nix said, frowning, “do we treat you so that you don’t feel like family?” 
 
    Lane shook his head. “That’s not it. I’m just saying that, like… I know that you’ve all only known me for a few years, and we see each other like four or five times a year, so… it’s kind of a weird thing for all of us, maybe.” 
 
    Nix sighed. “Well, I don’t want you to feel weird here either,” they said. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “No, I’m not saying any of this right,” Lane shook his head. “I feel like I’m making it sound like this bad or whatever, but it’s not. It’s good. I like being here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said, deciding to take him at face value. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I’m afraid I’m going to have to go to bed soon myself, though.” 
 
    “It’s all good,” Lane said. “I know where the food is.” 
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    Emory’s door was closed, which was unusual. Nix could see light coming from under it, and they gently knocked and let themself in. Emory was sitting with their back against their headboard, knees up, poking at their phone. 
 
    “Hey,” they said neutrally, glancing up for less than a second. 
 
    “Hey. You feeling okay?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever it was passed,” Emory said. They sounded sincere, but Nix was unconvinced. 
 
    “Something you ate?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “All right,” Nix said. “Do you want me to close your door?” 
 
    Emory glanced at them with a vaguely offended expression. “Yes?” they said. 
 
    Irritated, Nix left and closed the door as gently as possible before making their way to the bathroom to brush their teeth. By the time they were done, they found themselves physically tense with resentment at Emory’s avoidance and rudeness. 
 
    They went back downstairs. 
 
    “Lane,” they said in the dining room, startling the boy who pulled his earbud out and looked at them curiously, “your mom – Renee. Renee told Emory that you were asking questions about who your biological father was, and I think that’s why Emory is shutting themself away. It’s not a topic they want to talk about and it’s absolutely none of my business getting involved, but I don’t want you going back home tomorrow wondering why they’re being such an asshole.” 
 
    After a pause of a few second, Lane said, simply, “Oh.” 
 
    “And like I said,” Nix continued, the steam emptying from them almost immediately, “it’s none of my business. But I’d rather have Emory upset with me than you feeling lost and confused.” 
 
    “Yeah, no. Thank you?” Lane said questioningly, sounding so much like Emory that Nix shook their head. “So, then, I don’t know if this is something you should tell them or something I should tell them… but it’s not true.” 
 
    Nix waited for more, but that was all Lane said. “I’m sorry,” they said, “but I’m not sure what you mean. What’s not true?” 
 
    “I never asked anything about my so-called father,” Lane said. 
 
    Nix took a deep breath through their nose and let it out slowly, leaning sideways against the kitchen counter. “Was there something that maybe you might have said that would make Renee think you were asking about your father?” 
 
    Lane looked as somber as Nix had ever seen him. “No,” he said, quietly but firmly. “That would just be her lying to Emory.” 
 
    A long minute passed as the two of them said nothing. Lane unplugged his earbuds and wrapped them around two fingers before sliding them off and slipping them into a shorts pocket. He stood from the seat, crumpling the empty chips bag and walking past Nix to throw it into the kitchen trash. 
 
    “So,” he said, not making eye contact, “which one of us should tell them that?” 
 
    “Well, whoever does, it’s going to lead to them being mad at me for talking to you about this in the first place. So it should probably be me,” Nix said. 
 
    “Okay,” Lane said. “Thank you. Could you tell them one more thing for me?” 
 
    “Probably,” Nix agreed. 
 
    “Tell her that I don’t care who the bio-donor was,” he said. “I know who my father is and I love him very much.” 
 
    He took a few steps toward the stairs, but then came back. Nix, who hadn’t moved at all, looked up at him. His face remained neutral – maybe a little soft, somehow, but not obviously distressed. 
 
    “Good night, Nix,” he said, and gave them a long hug that they returned as hard as they dared. “And thank you for telling me what was going on. I was starting to get really worried about Emory. I’ve never seen them like this.” 
 
    “I have, but very rarely,” Nix said. “They’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Lane agreed, finally releasing the hug. “No, but at least now it makes sense. My mom has this kind of effect on people.” His face turned dark, and Nix was struck by how similar his scowl was to Emory’s. 
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    Tini and Ammit, who usually coexisted just fine at the foot of Nix’s bed, got into a spat when Nix tried to go to sleep. It ended with Ammit running out of the room, and Nix could hear her thudding down the stairs. 
 
    “Ammit,” they called softly. “Amaretto?” 
 
    But the cat didn’t return. Nix glared at Tini, who was casually chewing on the nails of a paw. 
 
    “Rotini. Naughty kitty. You didn’t have to chase her away,” they whispered. “That wasn’t very nice of you at all. That’s your family.” 
 
    Tini curled up in a self-satisfied ball and closed her eyes. 
 
    Nix sighed and closed their eyes again. As tired as they were, their mind replayed thought after thought, with no connections or pattern that Nix could see. 
 
    They thought of Nacho hanging around outside the house, looking for – for what? Did it need a home? Food? Or just to satisfy curiosity? 
 
    They thought of the warmth they had felt at Mood, and their disappointment that they’d had a martini already at Languid; Mood seemed like the sort of place that Nix would have more fully enjoyed a drink, and probably some company. 
 
    They thought of Cin Houghton at Port Icarus, and the odd feeling of disappointment they had felt to find out that Emory had briefly dated them. 
 
    They thought of the names on their list of possible contacts for Jordan Wade, and determined to make a solid effort to talk to this Ridley Coudrier person as soon as they could make it happen. 
 
    They thought of Salmon River Falls and the precipitous drop at the edge of the waterfall, the only protection a faded painted warning fifteen feet from a plummet. 
 
    They thought of Mal Church and the admittedly unnecessary guilt they felt about Mal’s difficulty with deadnaming and deadgendering in legal documents, and even though they knew they had no reason to be, they found themself angry with him, too, for getting into that situation in the first place. 
 
    They thought about Marla and her adventures with Deb, and how nice it was to have her around, and how different Hannah’s relationship with her mother was than anything Nix had ever known. 
 
    They thought about the time they had spent working for Keith Pelletier and the fact that they had just never fit in there. 
 
    That’s all we want, Nix thought as they rolled onto their side, finally starting to trickle downward into sleep. We want to know where we actually belong. 
 
    Later, they were dimly aware that there was a new pressure on the bed, and they fell back into sleep with a trace of a smile as Ammit curled up into a tight, purring ball against their chest. 
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    After kicking toe-chewing Ammit out of the bedroom a little after five, Nix slept until almost nine. They woke alone, Tini having wandered off to points unknown within the house as well. After brushing their teeth and showering, Nix sat down to work on the report for Sherrie Wade. On most Sunday mornings, they would have gone down to rummage in the kitchen for breakfast, but today they were determined to get something written up and submitted. 
 
    In spite of their intention to keep things as brief as possible, Nix also felt an opposing impulse to justify the time they had spent on the case; by the time they had finished writing up the formal client report, it was closing in on noon. Their stomach rumbled as they sent the email, and they headed downstairs to rejoin the real world. 
 
    When they reached the kitchen, they saw Lane sitting with Marla and Hannah in the dining room. All were peering down at a board game spread out on the table. There was no sign of Emory. 
 
    “They live,” Hannah said brightly upon noticing Nix. 
 
    “They need food,” Nix answered, opening a bag of bagels. 
 
    “We’ve just started,” Marla said. “If you want in, we can reset to the beginning in thirty seconds.” 
 
    Nix glanced curiously at the game; it was one they didn’t recognize, but that wasn’t surprising. Generally the only time they played board games of any kind was when Marla was around. She always seemed to have a new one every month or so. 
 
    “You know what? Sure,” they said. “I’ll play while I eat. I’ve been working all morning and I need the break.” 
 
    “Working on a Sunday?” Lane said. “I don’t remember you ever doing that before when I’ve been here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I usually don’t,” Nix acknowledged. “This case is taking a lot of my attention lately. Where’s Emory? They didn’t want to play?” 
 
    Lane looked back down at the board and immediately started picking up pieces and returning them to the side, setting up for a fourth player to join. Marla looked to Hannah, who answered, “They were called in to work too, actually. Some sort of emergency involving a sheep. Or a goat. I think.” 
 
    “They left a note,” Lane said absently. 
 
    “A note?” Nix repeated, feeling as if somehow they were missing part of the story. 
 
    “They left before anyone else got up,” Marla explained. “They must have gotten the call very early.” 
 
    Nix felt themself deflating. They looked at Lane and kept their tone as casual as possible. “Damn. I’d been hoping to have a chance to talk with them last night, but it was too late when I went upstairs.” 
 
    Lane glanced up and made eye contact, giving the tiniest nod to indicate that he understood Nix’s meaning. 
 
    The game turned out to be more complex than Nix had anticipated. The rules were confusing at first, but once they started playing it all started fitting together, and Nix found themself enjoying the balance of logic and guesswork as well as the social interaction around the table. They missed having Emory there, but Lane was his usual cheerful self; Marla was full of quips and laughs; and Hannah was quietly focused on the game but still keeping up with the conversation. Nix reminded themself repeatedly to just be present in the moment, enjoying time with family. Sherrie Wade’s case was important, yes, but Nix knew the dangers of falling too hard into work. It was one of the reasons they and Keith Pelletier had butted heads at PCI Services; apart from the outdated, belittling ideas that Keith had about gender and queer issues in general, he was the sort to believe that work was what defined your life. Nix had always been determined to not let that happen to them, even when they went into business for themself. 
 
    Ultimately, Hannah won the game – surprising no one – and Nix and Marla volunteered to pick up and put away the game. Hannah excused herself to the family room, where she intended to “take just half an hour or so for some emails, since we’re all working on Sunday today.” Lane stayed behind and pushed pieces toward Marla and Nix as they filled the carefully-organized box. 
 
    “Do you play board games at home?” Marla asked Lane. 
 
    “No,” he said, laughing. “I can’t imagine my parents sitting down for something like this.” 
 
    “No?” Marla frowned. “Are they just too busy?” 
 
    Lane fidgeted slightly in his chair, but Nix wasn’t able to read him well enough to know if it was the wooden seat or the question that made him uncomfortable. 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” Lane said. “I don’t think my mom could sit through the rules for something like this. I could maybe see her playing something like Uno. Maybe. And my dad can’t sit still. He’s always got to be doing something physical.” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Marla said, with easy acceptance, “that’s a perfectly good reason. I’d be more physical myself if I were twenty years younger.” 
 
    Lane snickered briefly and covered it by clearing his throat and asking, “Did you play a lot of board games with Hannah when she was a girl?” Nix was impressed with how easily he could shift the conversation away from himself when he wanted to; it was a skill they hadn’t quite managed until their twenties. 
 
    Marla paused, placing a few more pieces into the box and glancing briefly at Nix. “How much has Hannah told you about her childhood?” she asked. 
 
    “Not a lot,” Lane said, growing a little pale. “Should I not ask?” 
 
    Marla thought for a moment, and then said, “We didn’t play many board games, no. But when she was sixteen, she and I began spending a lot more of our evenings together, just the two of us, and we played cards. Almost every night, we’d play Gin Rummy or Egyptian Rat Screw.” 
 
    Lane burst out laughing. “Egyptian Rat Screw?” he repeated. 
 
    “I didn’t name it,” Marla laughed along with him. 
 
    “You’ll have to teach me that one.” 
 
    “Find a deck of cards!” she grinned. 
 
    Nix slid the top onto the game box and set it off to the side of the table while Lane hopped up to go grab cards from the family’s game shelves in the family room. 
 
    “You started playing cards with her when she was sixteen,” Nix said. “Was that after her father moved out?” 
 
    “Right after I threw him out,” Marla said, scowling darkly. “Twenty-one years ago and I’d still love to slap that man across the mouth.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    Marla’s eyebrows went up. “Twenty-one years ago,” she repeated. “When I threw him out. The lawyers took care of the divorce without my ever having to go into court to see him.” 
 
    “Wow,” Nix whispered. “Cut off that sharply.” 
 
    “Honey, I don’t burn bridges unless I’ve carefully considered both why and how. And if I could have lit that one up while he was still on it, I would have.” 
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    The afternoon passed in relative peace. Emory came home just before dinner, looking exhausted and smelling of farmland. “If I don’t take a shower before dinner,” they said, “none of you are going to want to eat in the same room as me.” 
 
    Nix realized, belatedly, that they were so used to Emory improvising Sunday evening meals from whatever was still in the fridge and pantry that no one had planned anything. They quickly gathered orders for everyone for delivery from a nearby favorite restaurant and punched it all into their phone. 
 
    Emory was in a better mood after their shower. During dinner, they began telling everyone the story of the emergency sheep surgery for which they had been called to assist. From the moment of their arrival to the moment of their departure had apparently been a comedy of errors, although fortunately none affected the surgery itself. By the end of the tale, Nix was surprised that Emory had come home only smelling moderately foul. 
 
    “So what kind of surgery is an emergency for a sheep?” Lane asked. 
 
    “There are lots of possibilities, but this one was a rumenotomy,” Emory explained. 
 
    “Which is what exactly?” 
 
    “It’s cutting into the first of a sheep’s stomachs to remove a foreign body. In this case, it was plastic bags.” 
 
    “Gross,” said Lane, sounding impressed. 
 
    “Dr. Flores is so good,” Emory said to Hannah. “He knew just the right amount of force. Sheep have thinner muscle than horses and cows.” 
 
    “So it’s kind of a tricky surgery?” Lane asked. 
 
    “It can be if the person doing it isn’t used to smaller ruminants, but I’ve never seen an animal Dr. Flores doesn’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m going to sound like a monster here, but why on earth would someone pay for surgery on a sheep?” Marla asked. “I mean, I can understand family pets – they’re like family. But this is a small farm animal, isn’t it? The cost of the surgery has to be worth more than the sheep, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Emory around a mouthful of cheeseburger. “Veterinary costs aren’t as overinflated as human medical costs, but animals can also be worth a lot.” 
 
    “How much can one sheep be worth though?” Marla asked. 
 
    “Depends on the sheep,” Emory shrugged. “This was a Romanov ram, which isn’t a common breed around here. The only way most sheep farmers make any real money off of sheep is to have more than one lamb per ewe. Romanov sheep can start breeding by four months old and can have as many as six lambs per birth, although the average is around three, I think. And unlike some other sheep, Romanov sheep breed more than once every twelve months – more like once every eight. So Romanov ewes may have over twenty lambs in five years, which makes them a valuable breed – but the Romanov rams are the ones who impregnate the ewes. Maybe thirty or forty at any given time. So even a stupid Romanov ram who eats plastic bags but has good strong genes could lead to over eight hundred lambs in a five year period, some of which will also be valuable Romanov rams that will land the owner a nice profit some day.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Nix said. 
 
    “So what you’re saying,” Lane said slowly, “is that some sperm donors aren’t worthless.” 
 
    Sudden silence blanketed the room. 
 
    Emory, speechless, blinked at Lane, who seemed to be holding his breath. Nix tried not to move but let their eyes dart back and forth between the two. 
 
    A sharp gasping noise caught their attention and they turned to see Marla with her hand over her mouth and her head down toward the table. Hannah, seated next to her, reached out a hand to Marla’s shoulder. 
 
    “Mom?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Marla kept her head down but waved her off. Although her face was hidden by her hand and her hair, Nix could see enough of it to see that it had turned red. 
 
    “Are you choking?” they asked. 
 
    Marla gasped again and then wheezed, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” 
 
    Hannah leaned in closer. “Mom? Are you… laughing?” 
 
    Marla leaned back in her seat, now covering her face with both hands, and began making a drawn-out high-pitched noise almost like a tea kettle. 
 
    Nix glanced at Emory, who was staring at Marla, and was relieved to see the corner of their mouth twitching upward slightly. 
 
    In a squeaky voice, Marla managed to say, “Sperm donors?” She tapped the table with a fluttering hand and continued making the shrill noise. 
 
    Hannah was the next to break, and Nix tried their hardest not to join in but failed. Lane, who had been frozen with an anxious look on his face, said quietly, “It wasn’t that funny.” 
 
    Emory took a deep breath and looked at him. “No,” they said. “Some sperm donors aren’t worthless. But some are.” 
 
    Lane nodded and turned his attention wholeheartedly to the food on his plate. It was a few minutes before Marla fully regained her composure. Emory couldn’t stop themself from laughing at Marla, but they seemed irritated at their own laughter. 
 
    After a long stretch of silence while everyone ate, Emory burst out with her own laughter when Marla softly suggested, “Maybe the wrong ones are choking on the plastic bags.” 
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    A dark SUV picked up Lane at nine in front of the house; nobody rang the bell or even honked their horn, but Lane’s phone had buzzed and he’d given everyone a hug before clomping out the door with a promise to email about the next time he was free for a weekend. 
 
    Nix waited a few minutes and then pulled Emory into their room to tell them about the conversation with Lane the night before. As expected, Emory was furious with Nix. 
 
    “You had no right to tell him that,” they snapped. 
 
    “I know,” Nix said. “I’m sorry. He just seemed so lost and confused, and he didn’t know why you were avoiding him.” 
 
    “I wasn’t avoiding him,” Emory argued, but their voice dropped out of the last syllable. They amended their statement: “I didn’t mean to avoid him, I just didn’t know what to say. But that doesn’t mean you had the right to tell him that I didn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “I know,” Nix repeated penitently. 
 
    “Well, what did he say?” Emory asked. 
 
    “He said he never asked who his ‘bio-donor’ was,” Nix answered. “That he knew who his father was and he loved him very much.” 
 
    Emory seemed relieved, but reluctant to abandon their anger. “Well, by that token, I’m just a bio-donor too. He knows who his mother is and loves her too, I suppose.” 
 
    Nix decided not to engage with that train of thought. Of course it was true, but Lane wouldn’t have asked to start coming around if Emory meant nothing at all to him. 
 
    “So, what? He doesn’t care? Then why did Renee say he was asking about it?” 
 
    Nix paused to let Emory figure it out on their own, but when no revelation seemed to be forthcoming, Nix asked, “Does Renee know who the, uh – the bio-donor is?” 
 
    Emory’s eyes widened and they took a slow breath in. “That bitch,” they whispered. “That manipulative, lying bitch. She knows I won’t tell her and she’s trying to use Lane to find out.” 
 
    Nix hated the word, but again chose their battles. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” they said. “I’m sorry I lost my cool and told him. I know better, and it was unfair of me to add more to your stress.” 
 
    Emory sighed, still glowering, but shook their head. “Okay. I get it. I know you were looking out for him, but just don’t get into that with him, okay?” 
 
    Nix pulled them close and embraced them. “I promise in the future I will talk with you first and I will do my best to stay out of that part of your business.” 
 
    Emory hugged them back. “Sleep in my room tonight?” they asked. Nix nodded assent and they parted a moment later – Emory to their own room, and Nix to the laptop in the corner. 
 
    There was no email yet from Zimri Bell. Nix hoped he hadn’t forgotten to send his promised information, and made a note to follow up in the morning. Tomorrow was going to be another long day of chasing down leads; their notebook was full of so many names that they couldn’t remember how everyone was interconnected without reading their copious notes, and while they’d managed to meet quite a few people who remembered Jordan Wade, so far nobody had admitted to seeing him or hearing from him after he had left his mother’s house on the night of June 29. Sherrie Wade may have been able to fund more investigation, but it was getting hard for Nix to feel like any amount of money would lead to results. 
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    On Monday morning, Nix and Emory got a bit of a late start. When they came downstairs, Marla was throwing a few things into a backpack. “Deb and I are going to go down to Ithaca today,” she said. “A little hiking, a little shopping. I don’t know for sure when we’ll be back, but don’t hold up dinner on my account. Oh, and Hannah said she needed to go into the office today – she already left.” 
 
    Emory sighed. “Thanks to you, I’m not going to have time for breakfast,” they said mock-angrily to Nix. “Love you. Love you, Marla. Gotta run.” 
 
    “You should eat something,” Marla called after them as the door closed with a bang. “It’s not healthy to skip breakfast,” she tutted. 
 
    “Ten to one odds says Dr. Flores brings in muffins or donuts,” Nix said. “He does that a lot if there are emergency surgeries on the weekend.” 
 
    “And what are you up to today?” Marla inquired. 
 
    “Still working the same case,” Nix said. “It’s honestly getting a bit overwhelming – a lot of moving parts – and not one of those parts is helping me to place him definitively anywhere after the last time his mother saw him. The best I’ve done is track him down to where he was the night before that.” 
 
    “So what do you do with all that information?” Marla asked. 
 
    “Ultimately, I had it all over to his mother,” Nix shrugged. “But for now, I find any lead that isn’t a dead end and I see if I can follow it any further.” 
 
    “You sound frustrated,” Marla said. 
 
    “I am frustrated. I feel like I’m spinning my wheels.” 
 
    Marla slung her backpack over one shoulder and reached out to squeeze Nix’s hand. “I’d tell you it’s all going to be okay, but blecch, that’s just trite bullcrap and we both know it.” 
 
    Nix nodded, the honesty making them feel a little better. “Thanks, Marla.” 
 
    “Did you want the trite bullcrap? Deb will be here in a minute or two to pick me up – she’s great at trite bullcrap. I could send her in. ‘Oh, honey, you’re not a private solver, you’re a private investigator – they pay you to investigate, and isn’t that just how it should be?’” she said in a breathy, vapid voice. 
 
    “Is that what she sounds like?” Nix laughed. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, you’ve never actually met Deb. Well… the words sound like something she’d say, anyway. God love her.” 
 
    A horn sounded and Marla winked at Nix and left them alone in the house – with the exception, of course, of four cats. Nix made sure they had food and water and that their litter boxes were clean, and then made themself an egg-and-cheese bagel sandwich that they took up to the desk in their bedroom. 
 
    More emails. More searching online – fishing expeditions in potentially unpopulated waters, they knew. More attempts to reach somebody, anybody, who had seen Jordan Wade on the morning he had posted his Instagram photo on June 30. 
 
    Around 9:30, they reviewed the careful handwriting in their notebook and saw something they had forgotten – they had a physical address for Ridley Coudrier, whose name had come up multiple times during the investigation as the host of parties where people had met Jordan. Ridley had failed to respond to any of Nix’s voicemails or emails; maybe it was time to knock on his door. 
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    The Hawley-Green district of Syracuse had gone through many transformations over the years. Nix knew from reading that it had been home to numerous artisans until it had gentrified in the late nineteenth century – after which the houses gradually fell into disuse and disrepair. In the past few decades, the neighborhood had begun to gentrify again, with restored houses being converted into apartments and small businesses. Nix was familiar with the area; their favorite restaurant, a tapas place, was here. They also knew that Emory had lived here previously in a group that occasionally reached as many as seven in an apartment meant for three. 
 
    Nix, familiar with the peculiarities of the neighborhood, parked along a line of rowhouses and walked two blocks to the address for Ridley Coudrier, aware that the odds of finding him at home were incalculable. They knew nothing about him beyond his reputation as a social facilitator of some kind. It might have been a fool’s errand they were on, but if worse came to worst they could always knock on other doors in the area – canvass for anyone else who might possibly have seen Jordan Wade or know more about where Nix could find Ridley. 
 
    Ridley’s house was a standalone house that had been converted into two separate living areas – an upstairs and a downstairs – and its neighbors were close enough that residents leaning out of their windows might have been able to touch hands across the gap. The yard and porch were well-maintained, but the sidewalk looked as if it hadn’t seen repairs in decades. Heavy curtains covered the large windows. 
 
    Nix looked at the two mailboxes on the exterior wall by the front door. One was labeled “R. Coudrier” and was stuffed with uncollected mail. The other was unlabeled and empty. 
 
    They rang the bell and knocked immediately after, and then stepped back and angled themselves to keep an eye on the door as well as the window. After a few seconds, the edge of the nearest curtain flicked away from the window for a moment and Nix saw a curious eye peering out. In an instant, the curtain fell back into place. Nobody came to the door. 
 
    Nix rang the bell and knocked again and waited. After another forty-five seconds, they did it again. When another forty-five seconds had passed, they repeated the actions another time. 
 
    The curtain flicked again; Nix, ready for it this time, gave a polite smile and wave. Nothing obnoxious – just an acknowledgement that the person inside had been spotted. 
 
    Patiently, Nix continued to ring the doorbell and rap their knuckles against the door every forty-five seconds for the next several minutes. Eventually, the door opened, revealing a tall, scowling man in a short kimono robe. 
 
    “Pardon me,” the man said in a voice overflowing with sarcasm. “I must not have heard you the first eight thousand times.” 
 
    “Ridley Coudrier?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Do you have a warrant?” the man sighed dramatically. 
 
    “I’m not police,” they said. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” the man agreed, looking them over disdainfully. “What the hell are you, anyway?” 
 
    Nix felt themself tense up. The man’s voice struck them as overly affected, as much a performance as it was a method of communication. His tone wasn’t just cutting, it was cutting in such a way that wanted to let you know that you had been cut and assumed you were too stupid to have understood the words; his posture was almost cartoonishly exaggerated. 
 
    “I’m a private investigator,” Nix said, showing their license. 
 
    “And you’ve come to investigate my privates?” the man said, as if it were the first time Nix had heard the joke. His eyebrow then cocked and he added, “Or are you investigating your own? You look like you might not be sure what they are.” 
 
    Nix bit back their response but suspected their face might have begun to flush. “Are you Ridley Coudrier?” 
 
    “You know I am, honey, or you wouldn’t be bugging the shit out of me on a Monday morning at 10:00 when all decent creatures are sound asleep. What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to talk about Jordan Wade,” they said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t,” Ridley said. “So fuck off and keep fucking all the way off.” He made a shooing motion with his hands. 
 
    “Did you know he’s missing?” 
 
    Ridley paused for a long time, a glare frozen on his face. Finally, he said, “Are you the person who kept leaving me those voice mails and emails?” 
 
    “Nix Grennan,” they said. “You want to see my license again?” 
 
    He crossed his arms and sighed. His sassy tone flagged a little as he asked, “You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?” 
 
    Nix raised their jaw and stared back at him. “Definitely not.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and gave the barest shake of his head. “Well, then come in while I get myself some goddamn coffee.” He stepped out of the way of the door and Nix walked past into the house. 
 
    Even with full sun outside, the heavy curtains made it dark inside, and there was only one lamp on in an adjacent room. Ridley gave another dramatic sigh and began flicking on light switches as he made his way to the kitchen in the back of the house. 
 
    “I’d offer you some coffee, but… well, I won’t because I don’t like you,” he said. 
 
    Nix didn’t respond, but followed him back. The kitchen was littered with dozens of empty and mostly-empty liquor bottles, along with ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts. The room had so many competing smells of alcohol, tobacco, weed, and something that strongly reminded Nix of locker rooms that they found themself grateful for the smell of coffee pouring out of the single-serve pod machine, despite their hatred of everything coffee. 
 
    “Big party here last night?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Is that relevant?” 
 
    Nix shrugged. “Several people told me that they met Jordan Wade at gatherings here.” 
 
    Ridley gave a noncommittal nod and shrug. “I have no reason to think they’re lying about that.” 
 
    “Were those gatherings parties like this one?” Nix asked, gesturing at the bottles. 
 
    “Some of them probably were,” Ridley said. “We don’t usually sit around discussing Oprah’s latest book selection here.” 
 
    “When was the last time Jordan was here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can you maybe think about it for a minute?” Nix pressed him. 
 
    He made an ostentatious show of looking toward the ceiling with a finger tapping his lips, whispering to himself, and then said, “I. Don’t. Know.” 
 
    Nix sighed. “The harder you make this on me, the longer I have to spend on you.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know. It’s been a long time. I have a lot of parties, with no special occasion, and no reason to remember anything different from one to another. I don’t know,” Ridley griped, drinking his black coffee. 
 
    “How did you meet him?” 
 
    “He showed up to a party,” Ridley shrugged. 
 
    “Without being invited?” Nix asked. 
 
    “There’s not really an invitation list. I like to socialize; my friends like to socialize here. A lot of times, my friends bring friends.” 
 
    “Who brought Jordan?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either. A guy named Daltynn Jacobsen introduced him to me, so maybe it was him.” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with Daltynn. He said that this is where he met Jordan, and he doesn’t really know him that well.” 
 
    “Well, then, I don’t know what to tell you,” Ridley said dismissively. “Like I said, my friends bring friends.” 
 
    “Did Jordan drink at your parties?” Nix asked. 
 
    Ridley sighed wearily. “Listen,” he said, his tone shifting from sassy to sincere, “there are a lot of gay kids who don’t have safe places to go, okay? And I let them come here if they’re at least eighteen. They’re adults at that point. That is a hard and fast rule here, and we do in fact check ID to make sure. And yeah, a lot of them choose to drink while they’re here. If you think the straight eighteen-year-olds aren’t drinking somewhere too, you’re an idiot.” 
 
    Nix did some rapid calculations. When Daltynn Jacobsen had met Jordan at one of Ridley’s parties, Jordan had still been in high school. Daltynn had said something about watching the Grammy Awards, which would have put the party in February. Jordan’s birthday was in December, so he would have just made Ridley’s stated minimum age limit. 
 
    “I don’t really care about the underage drinking,” Nix said, “unless it may help lead me to Jordan Wade. Did he get drunk a lot?” 
 
    “Not really,” Ridley said. “I saw him drink sometimes but I don’t remember him ever getting really shitfaced.” 
 
    “Would you be able to give me a list of people who attended parties that Jordan also attended?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not. Not even if I could remember,” Ridley said sharply, sounding deeply offended. “People expect privacy here.” 
 
    “Several people had no problem giving me your name in connection with Jordan,” Nix pointed out. “It may not be as private as you think.” 
 
    “Then go get your answers from those people,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not giving you anything like that.” 
 
    “What about names of specific people you may have noticed spending time with Jordan?” Nix followed up. 
 
    “I told you about Daltynn,” Ridley said, “and I probably shouldn’t have even done that. I don’t monitor all my guests all the time. I don’t know who all he talked to.” 
 
    “Did you ever talk with him?” 
 
    “Only a little. Seemed like an okay kid. A little naïve, maybe.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    Ridley set his coffee mug down and crossed his arms. “Just… optimistic, I guess. He seemed to feel like he was right on the verge of doing something big with his life. I don’t know what; I didn’t really listen all that much.” 
 
    “So, basically,” Nix said, feeling disheartened, “you don’t really know Jordan Wade, you don’t really know who might know Jordan Wade, you’re not willing to help me find out who else might have been friends with Jordan Wade, and you don’t remember when the last time was that you saw Jordan Wade.” 
 
    “I hope this hasn’t been as much of a waste of your time as it has been of mine,” Ridley said with a humorless smile. 
 
    Nix closed their notebook and sighed. “I really have no interest in wasting your time, Mr. Coudrier,” they said. “The only thing that matters to me is tracking down Jordan Wade. It would be really helpful to me if you could spread the word among your friends and ask anyone to call me if they know anything at all. I don’t care about any of the rest of this.” They handed him a business card. 
 
    Ridley’s expression remained guarded, but his eyes seemed to lose some of their defiance. “Well, I’ll say something, but I don’t know if any of us can help you. He wasn’t one of the regulars here; he just showed up sometimes.” 
 
     On their way back to the door, Nix accidentally kicked over an empty tequila bottle that had been on the floor just outside the kitchen. “Sorry about that,” they said, which Ridley waved off. “Are all of your parties this well-lubricated?” 
 
    Ridley smirked at that. “Not all of them, but sometimes, yeah.” 
 
    “How do your upstairs neighbors handle that?” 
 
    Ridley stopped walking. “There are no upstairs neighbors,”  he said with a carefully neutral expression. 
 
    “Oh,” Nix said. “Did they move out?” 
 
    “Never had any.” Ridley moved forward again, ushering Nix forward toward the door like a herding dog moving sheep toward their pen. Both of them knocked over more empty bottles as they went. 
 
    Nix tried to keep their own face a neutral as Ridley’s, despite feeling intimidated by the physical maneuvering. They could feel Ridley’s eyes boring into them. Is he angry? Is he afraid? 
 
    Is he dangerous? 
 
    “Really? A vacant living space in this neighborhood?” Nix asked, stepping onto the porch. “This is a popular area, isn’t it? I’m surprised nobody has snapped that up.” 
 
    Ridley’s hard demeanor seemed to return at once. “Maybe it needs to be renovated or something.” He shut the door and Nix heard the deadbolt thunk into place. 
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    Ridley Coudrier’s last words to Nix on the porch kept repeating in their head as they drove back home. There was nothing abnormal about them on the surface, but Nix decided to trust that their hunch was there for a reason and to follow it. 
 
    “Maybe it needs to be renovated or something,” they said aloud, but hearing it again made no difference. It was a perfectly logical reason for there to be no upstairs neighbors… 
 
    But for how long? Nix had no way to be sure how long Ridley had lived there, but wouldn’t a landlord have put in effort to renovate a living space in a neighborhood like that? And in that house? Ridley’s had been one of the nicest houses on the block. 
 
    Of course, if the landlord was the type to ignore the frequent parties that Ridley had, maybe they just weren’t really the sort of landlord who had much interest in the role. 
 
    But still – the upstairs living space could bring in well over a thousand dollars a month, Nix assumed. Maybe half again that much? It had been a while since they’d had to think about rent costs, but surely it wouldn’t have been any lower than that. 
 
    When Nix got home, they opened their laptop back up and began searching for property records, and punched in Ridley’s address. When the results came back a split second later, Nix had some new questions – but at least they understood why Ridley had never had upstairs neighbors. There was no landlord to rent out the space. 
 
    The property had last been sold in 2014 to Ridley S. Coudrier. 
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    Within an hour, Nix had assembled a paper dossier on Ridley Coudrier. It was thin, made up of all the information they had heard about him and all the information they could find about him online. 
 
    They found no social media presence, no professional profile on business websites, and virtually nothing else that had become standard information available about most people. Either Ridley Coudrier had a minimal online presence, or he was fanatical about keeping his privacy. 
 
    Nix had even tried lateral searches – including Ridley’s name and the term “obituary” to see if he was listed as a surviving relative, and similar attempts. Nothing panned out. 
 
    This left Nix with only the information they were able to dig up through professional background search sites. They knew Ridley’s date of birth, prior addresses, and a few names of equally unsearchable family members from Binghamton, a little more than an hour south of Syracuse. 
 
    Nix had his address, of course, as well as the phone number and email that he had indirectly confirmed were his despite his lack of response to any of their contact attempts. They had found and printed a copy of any email or text message in which someone had indicated Ridley Coudrier as a possible source of information related to Jordan Wade. In all, there were more than a dozen people who claimed minimal interaction with Jordan and had referred Nix to Ridley instead. 
 
    Beyond that, they had a write-up of their own impressions of Ridley, and information about his purchase of the house in 2014. It appeared that he lived there alone – although Daltynn Jacobsen had mentioned a roommate moving out a year and a half earlier, but Nix didn’t know if that arrangement had been one of financial convenience or something more personal. 
 
    Nix had the information about what Ridley had spent to buy the property, and from that they were able to extrapolate the likely mortgage payment – but Nix had no idea where Ridley’s money came from. With virtually no online presence, Ridley was very much a mystery to Nix, and one that gnawed at them. 
 
    Finally, Nix had what information they could recall that Ridley had – intentionally or unintentionally – dropped about himself, whether through what he had said or just by letting them into his home. He appeared to be a heavy drinker with an active social life, although Nix hadn’t had any reason to assume differently based on what they’d heard. He liked coffee. He didn’t have anywhere to be at mid-morning on a Monday. He thought of himself as providing a safe place for gay young adults. 
 
    Just gay? Nix wondered. A few of his comments had been obnoxiously transphobic; maybe he had a narrow window of acceptance. 
 
    He owned the entire home but had dismissively spoke of the lack of tenants upstairs as possibly being related to renovations. Was this Ridley just trying to move a conversation along that he wanted over, or was he hiding something? Nix’s gut told them he was hiding something; whether it was his body language or tone of voice or something even less tangible, something about Ridley had told Nix that there was a secret. 
 
    He didn’t care if his guests under the age of twenty-one drank, but he had been very adamant about his guests being at least eighteen, and even had claimed that identification was checked to confirm age. Was that potentially related to something else illicit? Was it possible that there was nothing illicit at all about it, but that Ridley was being extra careful specifically to avoid such negative inferences? 
 
    On impulse, Nix fired off a text message to Ridley, having no expectation that he would actually reply. 
 
      
 
    This is Nix Grennan. Thanks for speaking with me today. I forgot to ask, what do you do for a living? 
 
      
 
    To their surprise, a few minutes later their phone buzzed, indicating a response from Ridley. 
 
      
 
    odd jobs now fuck off im busy 
 
      
 
    Nix cocked their head. Now what exactly did Ridley mean by “odd jobs”? More than ever, they were certain that the man was hiding something. They tapped out another message. 
 
      
 
    When will you be free again? 
 
      
 
    The wait was a little longer this time, and Nix was about to give up and go back to looking over the dossier when their phone buzzed in their hand, startling them. 
 
      
 
    are you asking personally or professionally because i need to know whether to answer fuck off or FUCK YOU FUCK OFF 
 
      
 
    The next time that Nix attempted to send a text, they received a notice that they were unable to text the number, and they realized that Ridley had blocked them. 
 
    Well, then. That was a dead end. But there were other ways to find out more about Ridley and his connection to Jordan Wade. Ridley had been unwilling to share the names of people at the parties, but with patience and time, Nix was sure that they could start assembling a list of names and eventually find out how Jordan had heard of Ridley in the first place, and what he was doing there. More importantly, they could try to find out when the last time any of those people had seen Jordan might have been, or anything he might have said to any of them giving a clue as to where he had been planning on going. 
 
    Nix opened their email program to start sending out more correspondence to the various people who had mentioned Ridley to them, but they noticed something they had previously overlooked – Zimri Bell had belatedly sent the information to Nix that they had requested. Included was contact information for the “hot chick with fishnets and tats” – Celeste Duval – and a very brief list of people who had been with Jordan at Mood during the concert on June 28. 
 
    According to Zimri’s note, he wasn’t sure how many people Jordan had attended with, but there were only two other receipts from his table that night. Nix recognized both of the names. 
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    “Hi there!” Nix said cheerfully, striding into Bailey’s Garage, setting the bell above the door to jingling. “Remember me?” 
 
    Daltynn Jacobsen, who had just been sliding a file into a folder behind the counter, looked up at them and leaned slightly backward, as if bracing himself. 
 
    “That’s a nice touch,” Nix said, gesturing to the old-fashioned bell. “Most places use the electronic tone thing that sounds like a robot trying to get sick. I wouldn’t think you’d be able to hear a sound like that over the noise of all the air compressors and stuff in the back there.” 
 
    “Can I…” Daltynn began, but he trailed off immediately. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the tone, though,” Nix continued. “Rings just high enough that it sounds different from all the chaos in the back or something?” 
 
    “Are you here for a problem with your vehicle?” Daltynn recovered himself. 
 
    “Nope. You listed your workplace on your Facebook profile, so I thought I’d swing by and see if you’d like to revisit anything you’ve told me before. Maybe take another stab at the truth?” 
 
    Daltynn glanced around, but at the moment, there was no one but the two of them in the lobby. Voices sounded on the other side of a large window and Nix could see a pickup truck being slowly lowered to ground level on a lift. “I’m working here,” he told Nix. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Nix nodded apathetically. “So, listen, when you said you had only ever seen Jordan Wade at Ridley Coudrier’s parties, I wondered if maybe it had slipped your mind that you hung out with him at Mood just a day and a half before he vanished.” 
 
    Daltynn shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “No, it’s too late for the lying part,” Nix said. “I’ve spoken to the owner and the wait staff there, and they literally have your receipts from that night at the same table as Jordan. You were there, Andrew Pearl was there. Who else?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” he said, dropping his eyes to the counter and sounding impatient and annoyed. 
 
    “How old are you, Daltynn?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “You’re over twenty-one, right? Old enough to drink? But you were at a bar with someone underage, and the house rules were that nobody at the table could have alcohol. You were at a queer bar on a weekend and you didn’t have a drink, but you don’t remember that?” 
 
    “I’m not much of a drinker,” he shrugged. 
 
    “That’s not what Ridley says,” Nix bluffed. 
 
    “I’m working here. If you want to talk, we can talk later,” he said firmly, leaning slightly in to the counter as if trying to intimidate them physically. 
 
    “I can wait until your break comes up,” Nix offered. “It looks like a great place to sit and hang out.” 
 
    “That’s loitering,” Daltynn said, clearly fishing for an excuse. 
 
    “You can definitely call the police on me, then,” Nix said. “I’m sure your bosses would much rather have squad cars here than give you five minutes to get rid of me.” 
 
    His jaw clenched and he stormed away through the door to the repair area. Nix watched him talk to an older man for a moment, gesturing once toward them. When the older man looked, Nix put on their biggest smile and waved like a loon. The man scowled and said a few words to Daltynn, who came back through to the lobby and said, “Outside. Now.” 
 
    The loss of air conditioning was like a slap in the face with a wet towel as they stepped out onto the sidewalk. Daltynn muttered something under his breath and then glared at Nix. 
 
    “Why would you hide that?” Nix asked, not waiting for him to start volunteering information. “It’s totally harmless, but when you keep it from me it looks suspicious. You see how suspicious it looks, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” he said resentfully. 
 
    “You said you only ever saw him at Ridley’s parties. You said you didn’t know him to the point where you’d hang out with him, you just happened to see each other in similar social circles.” 
 
    “That’s what this was,” Daltynn said. “I wasn’t there with him, I was just there and he was there too.” 
 
    “At the same table.” 
 
    “Yes. It was crowded. I’d rather stay at a table with someone I kind of know than with strangers.” 
 
    “I’m not buying it, Daltynn,” Nix said, not even trying to hide the weariness and irritation in their voice. “To be at Jordan’s table meant you couldn’t get a drink, so even if you didn’t intend to meet him there, even if you were totally fine with not drinking at a concert at a queer bar, something about all that made you feel that you couldn’t tell me about it. You knew that I’ve been looking for him, and you knew that he’s been missing for weeks, but you wouldn’t tell me about that night at Mood. All I want to know is why.” 
 
    Daltynn stared at the passing traffic on the busy road nearby. He wiped ineffectively at the sweat beading on his forehead and upper lip, and used the collar of his polo shirt to dab at the back of his neck. Nix waited. 
 
    “We had a fight,” Daltynn said. 
 
    “You and Jordan?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he snapped, eyebrows raised in a sarcastic who else? expression. “Some pretty unfriendly things were said.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “What was it about?” 
 
    Daltynn puffed out his cheeks and let the breath come out of his mouth noisily. “I told him that he shouldn’t have been there with Andrew.” 
 
    “Andrew Pearl?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was there anyone else with the three of you?” Nix asked, pulling out their notebook. 
 
    “No,” he answered, and the angry energy seemed to drain out of him. Now he just sounded tired and resigned to the line of questioning. “It was like I said – the place was busy and I had gone alone. He recognized me and waved me over to his table. It wasn’t until I got settled in that I realized I was a third wheel.” 
 
    “Jordan and Andrew?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a date,” Daltynn said. “Although from my conversation with Jordan, I don’t know if he realized that.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I pulled him aside when the show ended,” Daltynn answered. “I asked him if he had invited Andrew or the other way around, and he said Andrew had invited him and wasn’t that great? I pointed out, maybe a little intensely, that Andrew Pearl is over twenty years older than him and is seeing someone else. And he just tried to blow me off.” 
 
    “Is it possible it wasn’t a date?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Andrew sure as hell thought it was,” he answered. “He kept reaching for Jordan’s hand under the table. He thought he was subtle, but he totally wasn’t. Plus he tried to get rid of me like halfway through the show. Meaningful facial expressions, little hand waves. He wanted me to leave the two of them alone.” 
 
    “You said Andrew was seeing someone else? Who?” 
 
    “Seth something. He’s a piano player. They’re in a band together, or something like that.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Daltynn,” Nix said softly. “I believe you.” 
 
    “Good,” he huffed. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “But it’s not all of it,” they pressed. “Because you could have told me that before, and you would have come across as being concerned about a younger, maybe inexperienced man falling for the wrong person, and you could have painted Andrew Pearl as the sinister one in this case. But you didn’t. So what happened after your fight with Jordan?” 
 
    Daltynn sighed again. It was beginning to be the sound Nix most associated with the young man. “I went home. I started feeling bad about some of the things I’d said. I’d called him stupid, childish, shit like that. And I was worried that maybe he had gone home with Andrew and might be kind of hating himself. So I waited until the next morning, and then I called him.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he answered, and we talked, and he wouldn’t tell me if he had gone with Andrew or not because it was none of my business – which I know is true – but he wanted to talk about something else.” 
 
    Nix responded with their own sigh. “You’re going to make me ask? You know I’m going to ask what he wanted to talk about, but you’re going to make me actually ask it?” 
 
    “He said he had some big news. That something big was about to change his life, and he was excited, and he needed to tell someone about it even though it was supposed to be a big secret. And he asked if we could get together.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know him that well,” Nix said. 
 
    “I don’t. But he wanted to get together, and I felt bad about how I’d left things, poking my nose in where it doesn’t belong,” he answered, stressing the last part as if to imply that his intrusiveness was a vice that Nix shared. “And I wanted to make sure he understood my concerns about Andrew. So I agreed to meet him.” 
 
    “That day? Saturday?” 
 
    “No, I had to work here on Saturday, and he said he had dinner plans that night. We said we would meet up on Sunday afternoon at Baroffio’s after the brunch rush,” Daltynn said. “He never showed.” 
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    It had gotten worse for Daltynn from there. As he kept trying to disengage from the conversation and return to work, Nix continued pressing him for information. Ultimately, when they had wrung every last bit of information he seemed able to give up, it had become more clear to them why he had been so hesitant to talk. 
 
    Daltynn and Jordan were supposed to have met up on Sunday afternoon. Daltynn had worked on Saturday and had returned home to an apartment where he lived alone. He hadn’t seen anyone between the time he had left for work and Sunday night when he had gotten together with some friends for dinner. When he had gone to Baroffio’s to meet Jordan, he had remained outside in the sunny weather and had texted Jordan numerous times with no response. He had assumed he’d been stood up. 
 
    “And I didn’t tell you,” he had mumbled, “because I can’t account for my whereabouts. I have nobody who can confirm my alibi.” 
 
    Nix had carefully written this information in their notebook and had said, “Do you have reason to think that you need an alibi, Daltynn?” 
 
    He had shrugged, looking like nothing more than a sullen young man. “I don’t know,” he had said. “When I realized he was gone – like, vanished gone – it made me nervous, I guess. And then somebody told me he was supposed to be working on Sunday anyway, but I swear he told me he was going to meet me at Baroffio’s at three.” 
 
    Nix had believed him. They had kept pressure on him, asking him for information about Andrew Pearl, but he didn’t have a lot of information about the drummer. All he would say was that he had heard plenty of negative rumors about the man, but he refused to elaborate, claiming that all of his information was secondhand at best. Finally, Nix had relented and had let him go back into the garage. 
 
    They had driven away, but had stopped in a Wegmans parking lot to think and to plan a next step. They looked over their notepad; they had a phone number for Andrew Pearl, but no other contact information. They tried dialing his number, but it went to voicemail, which is what they had expected. They didn’t leave a message. 
 
    Andrew had his own website that listed his numerous musical accomplishments and jobs. He was a music teacher at a charter school, but they were out on summer break. He offered private lessons as well, also limited to the school year. There was no address listed on the website, and no indication of any upcoming performances within the next few days. 
 
    Nix tried calling Annika Lessie and Seth Davis-Germaine, but they also didn’t answer their phones, and Nix didn’t leave messages for them either. They did manage to reach Pacorro Marín, but he said he didn’t know what any of the performers did when they weren’t playing music in his club. He sounded firmly disinterested and excused himself from the conversation quickly. 
 
    They were only a few minutes from home and they really needed to grab a bite to eat as they had skipped lunch. After greeting the cats yet again and throwing together a microwaved plate of leftovers, Nix went back to their laptop and pulled up some investigative databases. 
 
    Within a few minutes, they were able to fine-tune their searches using his name and cell phone number to find a possible current address. They had to resist the temptation to take the time to do a deeper dive into information about him – with only a bit more time and effort, they knew they could dig up all sorts of information about employment, any civil or criminal court actions, and so on. 
 
    But there’s no real reason to, they told themself firmly. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Their phone rang. Giving the screen a quick glance, they saw that it was Emory, and they smiled as they answered. “Hello, lovely.” 
 
    “Nix, my love,” they breathed. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    “The usual,” Nix grinned. “Mummy bandages and aviator goggles.” 
 
    “Hot,” Emory laughed. “Hey, so, uh… you remember me telling you about the guy I saw at Monty’s?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “So he messaged me again, because, you know, I apparently didn’t make it clear that he could forget about group sex or whatever. I told you he’s into art and stuff, and that includes photography, so I thought as long as I’m having a conversation with him I’d mention your missing kid. I hope that was okay.” 
 
    Nix put down their fork and focused more closely on the call. “That’s fine. Why? Did he know anything?” 
 
    “Not specifically, no, but he said what I think you already figured. There’s really not anybody making a living as a model here in Syracuse. Or I guess what he said was, like – you could live in Syracuse, but the work would probably be in New York City, and if you’re just starting out, you want to be where the work is.” 
 
    “Yeah, that is what I figured,” Nix agreed. “But I appreciate the confirmation. Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure,” Emory said, and their voice took on a gentle quality that Nix rarely heard. “I just hate to see you feeling so down about a case.” 
 
    “I’m not down,” Nix protested. “Just frustrated.” 
 
    “Well, then, that,” Emory said. After a short pause during which neither of them said anything, they continued, “So, anyway, now that he knows for sure he’s not getting a threesome or anything, he’s still trying to see me. He took my questions and turned them around, suggesting – get this – that he would be happy to take some photos of me.” 
 
    Nix heard in Emory’s voice that they were both outraged and flattered. They suspected the outrage was losing. “What kind of photos?”  
 
    Emory laughed. “He didn’t specify, so I’m sure they’d be totally decent and modest. Why are men? Oops, gotta run, Dr. Flores is back. Love you, bye.” 
 
    Nix finished their quick meal and headed back downstairs to put their dishes into the sink. Ammit yowled up at them, hoping for an offering of some variety. 
 
    “Sorry, kitty,” Nix said. “One of those days. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    Andrew Pearl’s possible address was only ten miles away, and when Nix pulled to a stop in front of the house, they were rewarded with clear confirmation. Andrew had a screened-in front porch, and he was visible from the street. 
 
    Nix exited their car and approached on the sidewalk, noticing the perfectly cut and trimmed grass and hedges in the yard. As they mounted the steps, they could see that Andrew was seated comfortably at a glass table, typing rapidly on a wireless keyboard and staring into a large tablet propped up in front of him. He had headphones on and was oblivious to Nix’s presence. 
 
    They knocked firmly on the door, causing Andrew to jump in his seat. He looked up sharply at them, blinking in confusion for a moment with a hand to his chest, and then his shoulders sank. He hit a button on his keyboard and then slowly reached up to remove his headphones. 
 
    “What the hell?” he asked. 
 
    “Sorry to startle you,” Nix said. “I had a few more questions about Jordan Wade and I was hoping you were in the mood to answer them.” 
 
    His eyes flashed recognition as their word choice registered. “I don’t think I have anything to say to you,” he said. “I already told you I don’t know this person.” 
 
    “Your receipt and Daltynn Jacobsen tell me differently.” 
 
    Andrew pursed his lips and took his tablet off of its stand, placing it facedown on the table as if closing a laptop. His movements were deliberate and paced, as if he were stalling for time. Finally, he said, “I’m going to have to ask you to leave my property.” 
 
    “Listen,” Nix said patiently, lowering their voice so that he had to lean forward slightly to hear them, “I don’t give a rat’s ass about why you were there with Jordan. I understand you may not have wanted your boyfriend, Seth, to hear about it, so I thought maybe you’d be more willing to talk now.” 
 
    Andrew leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. “It’s not like that,” he said. 
 
    “I truly don’t care what it’s like,” Nix said as sincerely as they could manage. “You and Jordan had a lot of time to talk that evening, I assume, and I’d like to know what sort of things he had to say. I understand he had something ‘big’ coming up, but nobody seems to know what that was exactly. Did he talk with you about that?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Andrew said. “We met at the bar, he talked about the bands – Annika’s band, and the one there that night. He was excited to see them perform. I don’t know why. They were godawful. The sort of garage band that knows four chords, three drum beats, two tempos, one volume, and zero artistry.” 
 
    It felt like a rehearsed line, and Nix fought to keep their face neutral. “Begat?” they asked. 
 
    “That sounds right,” he confirmed. 
 
    “So he talked about the bands?” they prompted. 
 
    “And that was basically it. Babbling on and on about this song and that song and other bands and the cover art on CDs. And then the music – the so-called music – started, and he kept talking but I couldn’t hear him over the racket.” 
 
    “Was this your first date with him?” 
 
    “It wasn’t – whatever. Yes,” Andrew said, looking away and glowering. 
 
    “How did you meet?” 
 
    “At one of the shows,” he shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you when. He’s just one of those guys who always seems to be around.” 
 
    “And you asked him out to this?” 
 
    “He asked me.” 
 
    “That’s not what he told Daltynn,” Nix said. 
 
    “Then either Daltynn is lying to you, or Jordan lied to Daltynn,” Andrew shrugged, annoyed. 
 
    “Did you have any other correspondence? Emails, texts, other chats? Anything else he talked about?” 
 
    “I never gave him my contact information,” Andrew said. “He asked me at a show if I wanted to go. I said yes. The next time I saw him was at the front door of Mood.” 
 
    “And the last time you saw him?” Nix asked. 
 
    “At the front door of Mood.” 
 
    “Daltynn said he saw you leave together,” they bluffed. 
 
    He took a deep breath and glared even harder. “We did,” he admitted. “For a while. And when we were done, I brought him back and dropped him off.” 
 
    “How long were you gone?” 
 
    “Maybe half an hour or so.” 
 
    Nix nodded. Their gut told them to cautiously back away from that line of questioning. They really didn’t care about anyone’s sex life until and unless it seemed pertinent. 
 
    “Did you make plans to see each other again?” 
 
    “Nope,” he shrugged. “I didn’t see much point to it.” 
 
    “This was just a hookup for you,” they suggested. “No judgment, just clarifying the nature of the relationship.” 
 
    “There was no relationship,” Andrew said. 
 
    “And that’s the extent of what you know about any of this,” Nix said, the slightest edge of a challenge in their tone. 
 
    “It is,” he said, staring them down. 
 
    “All right,” they relented. “Thank you for your time and your information. And you can rest assured, I have no reason to share any of this with Seth.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “It’s not like that,” he muttered. 
 
    “Have a good rest of the day, Andrew,” they said, granting him a phony, exaggerated smile before walking back to their car. He had never left his seat; they had never opened the door. 
 
    They felt his eyes on them as they pulled away. Something nagged at them about the exchange. They’d sensed that they had gathered all the information they were going to be able to gather from him, and there was nothing about it that gave them any further indication of Jordan’s current whereabouts. Andrew had covered up what he knew, but unlike Daltynn, he seemed to have had very little personal dialogue with Jordan. The entirety of their time, if they could believe him, was a lousy date with some quick physicality at the end of it; nothing that had even made him want a second date. 
 
    He had said twice that “it wasn’t like that” when Nix had suggested that it could be kept quiet from Seth. The first time, they had assumed he was going to deny his interest in Andrew, but he had admitted to driving around and he had implied that they had fooled around. Or at least Nix had inferred it and he hadn’t denied it. And it was after that, they recalled, that he had again said “It’s not like that.” 
 
    And he hadn’t exactly been subtle at Mood, from what Daltynn said. He was reaching under the table for Jordan, but not in such a way as to hide it from Daltynn. And it wasn’t like a date at a queer bar in a city like Syracuse would be the best way to keep an affair secret from a gay partner. 
 
    Maybe Seth and Andrew had an understanding. Even with their own non-monogamous family, it was easy at times for Nix to fall into the assumption of monogamy in other people’s relationships. They supposed being hired to gather evidence of cheating may have predisposed them to such a thought process. 
 
    But if that was the case – if Andrew really hadn’t been trying to keep any of this a secret from Seth, and if Andrew really had no more connection to Jordan than what he had described – then why hadn’t he said anything about any of this when Nix had first asked everyone about Jordan back in the green room at Languid? 
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    “Earth to Nix,” Emory said, hands cupped around their mouth. Nix jerked to attention, realizing that their fork had been stuck into their plate of pasta primavera for quite some time without moving. 
 
    “Sorry,” they said. 
 
    “You pulled a Hannah there,” said Hannah. “They had to say your name four times.” 
 
    Nix’s eyebrows raised. “Wow,” they said sheepishly. “I’m really sorry about that. What were we talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing particularly important,” Emory said. “What’s up? Where were you just now?” 
 
    “Is it the case?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Nix lowered the fork to rest against the plate and table, and picked up their glass of wine. “It’s getting to me,” they admitted. “I’ve learned a lot about this kid – what he listened to, where he liked to go, who he hung out with – but I’ve still got a total blank when it comes to the morning of his disappearance. Just an Instagram selfie with nothing of note in the background, untraceable. And then nothing.” 
 
    “Are you at a dead end?” Hannah wanted to know. 
 
    “Not entirely,” Nix said. “I have a list of people I still have to talk to – mostly some local musicians, but also his ex-roommate who doesn’t seem to factor into anyone else’s relationship with him. I’ve got a weird feeling about a couple of the people I’ve already talked to so I may keep trying to shake those branches, I guess.” 
 
    “Any chance you can get traffic cam footage to see where he might have driven?” Emory asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t drive,” Nix said. “No car. Relies on other people and ride-sharing. It would be a long shot to begin with – I’d have to file Freedom Of Information Act requests with pretty specific details about exactly when and where, and even then there’s no guarantee. But when you add in the fact that I have no idea what kind of vehicle he was in when he left his apartment, I’d just be wasting my time.” 
 
    “So just now, when you were off in space?” said Hannah. 
 
    Nix shook their head ruefully. “Just spinning in circles. I need a few hours away from all of this, but it’s just…” they trailed off, gesturing vaguely around their head. 
 
    The three sat in silence for a moment, each returning to their food and wine. After a bit, Emory asked, “So if you had to guess, right now, what happened to him, what would you say?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” Nix answered immediately. “I mean, his phone and wallet were gone, but from looking in his apartment, if sees like he left everything else including his phone charger. I thought meant that he intended to come back, and I’ve just had a really bad feeling that something stopped him from returning. But he was telling people that there was something big coming up. Something life changing. Maybe he just ran off chasing after whatever that something was supposed to be.” 
 
    “You sound like you don’t believe that,” Emory said. 
 
    Nix stalled by taking another mouthful of food and chewing as they thought. After washing down the bite with the last of their wine, they said, “It doesn’t feel right to me, but I don’t know how much of that is my own bias.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Nix chewed the inside of their cheek for a moment before responding. “When I left home, I packed my little hatchback to the breaking point. I took everything that was mine, even if I didn’t want it, and I didn’t leave anything behind. It feels really weird to me that his closets were full, suitcase and duffel bags neatly stored away, and not a single blank space on the wall of photos he had on display. He didn’t even pack his toothbrush. Unless he had a spare,” they said, frustrated. 
 
    “It sounds like your leaving home and Jordan’s leaving home were very different circumstances, though,” Hannah said gently. 
 
    “That’s my point!” Nix said, throwing their hands up. “It feels weird to me, but when I left home, I was moving away from something; if Jordan did indeed voluntarily leave home, he was moving toward something. Maybe that changes your approach. Maybe he had limited space wherever he was going and he took more than I think he did. Or maybe he had replacements for all his stuff.” 
 
    “Or thought he did,” Emory said quietly, looking steadily at their own plate of food. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “I mean kids do stupid things because they believe what other people tell them, sometimes,” they answered, poking at a bit of yellow squash with their fork. 
 
    “You see my point,” Nix said. “I can’t rule out that Jordan didn’t mean to come back.” 
 
    Hannah rose from the table and went to the kitchen for the wine bottle. Emory took another bite of their pasta but seemed to have lost interest. 
 
    “Except,” Nix continued as if there hadn’t been a lengthy pause, “he’d made plans to meet with somebody that Sunday afternoon, and he never showed. If he knew he wasn’t coming back, would he have arranged to meet someone at a restaurant?” 
 
    Hannah shrugged. “That sounds like the sort of mistake I might make,” she offered. “Just a brain fart.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emory said. “I mean, honey? You can be oblivious as hell – but if you were excited about some big event coming up, and that event meant going away and not coming back, would you still make that mistake?” 
 
    Hannah pondered this for a moment. “No,” she said at last. “I really don’t think that I would.” 
 
    The three exchanged hesitant glances. Nix shook their head. 
 
    “Something happened to that kid,” they said. 
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    Marla returned home after eleven, by which point Hannah and Emory had both gone to bed. Nix had devoted their time to chores after dinner. The dishes were done, the floors were swept, the cats had all been brushed against their will, and expired foods purged from the fridge. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” Marla said with her gregarious smile as she found Nix in the kitchen. “Everybody else already asleep?” 
 
    “Afraid so,” Nix grinned back. “You’re stuck with just me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just fine,” Marla said, setting down several bags onto the dining room table and starting to unpack them. “I brought back some treats from Ithaca for everyone. I think Deb might have sat on one of these bags, though.” 
 
    “It looks like you bought a lot of stuff, Marla,” Nix teased, pointing at the number of bags. “Are you trying to spend your daughter’s inheritance?” 
 
    “Like she needs the money,” Marla scoffed, eyes twinkling. “There are just so many fantastic little boutiques down there. I had to get some things. Now, no peeking. I can’t figure out where most of this is going to go, so some of this is probably your Christmas present.” 
 
    “All right,” Nix said. “Well, I hate to break it to you but I’m about to go to bed myself. It’s been a long day and there are more coming up.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s no problem. My coffee should be wearing off any day now,” Marla nodded. “But if you have just a minute?” 
 
    “Sure,” Nix agreed. “What’s up?” 
 
    “While you were out the other night, I had a chat with Lane.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Marla took a seat and gestured for Nix to do the same. “I don’t think he’s very happy at home. I got the impression that his parents are a bit… conservative?” 
 
    Nix hesitated. They had already broken Emory’s confidence once recently, and they really didn’t know what Emory might have told Marla about their sister and brother-in-law. 
 
    “Emory doesn’t really talk about them much,” they said cautiously, “but that would be a polite description, yes.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t let him join the Gay-Straight Alliance at his school, he said,” Marla added. “He said that he was straight, but he didn’t say it defensively, which I thought showed real maturity. But when he broached the subject with his parents, they shut him down.” 
 
    “Is there more to it than that?” Nix asked. “That’s obnoxious on their part, but it seems like a small thing to lead to him being unhappy at home.” 
 
    “That was the only specific example he gave me, but he went on for a while about how they just think so differently than he does, and they talk about how important it is to love everyone but, in his words, they spend a lot of time criticizing everyone else more than loving them.” 
 
    “Marla,” Nix said apologetically, “it’s not that I want to put a stop to this conversation, but this feels like something that you should be talking about with Emory instead of with me.” 
 
    “He asked me not to,” she said bluntly. “I think he was hurt that Emory seemed to be avoiding him this week. He sort of tested the waters by telling me that he had been thinking about whether it would make sense for him to ask to live here.” 
 
    Nix’s jaw dropped. “Jesus,” they said. “Here? No. No way.” 
 
    Lane loved Renee and Jeff, deeply. Nix knew he did; he’d said as much. Except that sometimes, they thought, loving someone and being able to live with them are two very different things. 
 
    “All I did was listen. I promised nothing, I hinted nothing, I offered nothing,” Marla said. “From what he was saying, I really doubt that his parents would even consider agreeing to something like that, and frankly I wasn’t sure what any of you would think of it either.” 
 
    “I mean, I love the kid – we all do – but I’ve literally never thought about this as a possibility before,” Nix said, feeling guilty at how quickly they had rejected the idea. “And I think your first instinct is right – Renee and Jeff would never agree to that.” 
 
     “I asked him if I could talk to Hannah or to you about it. He thought about it, and he said it was okay to talk to you, because he thought out of everyone in this household, you were probably the one who would know best what to say to Emory.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nix said quickly. “He wants me to ask Emory’s permission for him to move in?” 
 
    “No,” Marla answered just as quickly. “He said that he wants to talk to Emory about Renee and Jeff, but every time he tries, Emory avoids him or changes the subject. He was hoping that you would be able to get them to agree to talk to him.” 
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    As much as Nix had managed to focus on domestic tasks to block out their thoughts about the case, it had only been a temporary reprieve. While brushing their teeth, they were running through a list of people they needed to contact the next day. While changing out of the day’s clothes, they thought about things people had already said that might have held as-yet unexamined clues. It was only a week since Nix had first met Sherrie Wade, but their life had been turned upside down – far more than any case had in quite some time. 
 
    Nix thought about their time at PCI Services again. Back there, the resources at their disposal might have made quick work of a case like this; but by the same token, the firm never would have taken on anything of this sort. There was very little profit in it, and unless the client was wealthy, famous, and well-connected, it was very rare for PCI to take on a non-commercial case in the first place. 
 
    Isn’t this what you wanted to do? they asked themself. To be your own boss, set your own goals, help people individually? Or did all of that get sucked out of you by the endless personal dramas of infidelities and petty thefts? 
 
    They realized that they were resisting comfort. They wanted physical closeness to help them re-center, but they had fallen back into ancient habits of keeping this need shunted aside. 
 
    This is stupid. You have not just one person who wants to be good to you, but two. Two people who will say yes. 
 
    After leaving the bathroom, they stood in the upstairs hallway for a minute, considering. There was no wrong answer; they just had to make a decision. 
 
    Quietly, Nix approached Hannah’s door. It was ajar for the sake of the cats, and Nix pushed it open a few more inches and peeked inside. Hannah’s room had blackout curtains, and even from the dimness of the hallway it took a moment for Nix’s eyes to adjust as she slowly stepped into the room. 
 
    They were two steps away from the bed when they could finally make out the dark silhouette of Hannah, sound asleep – with Emory, naked, curled up in her arms. 
 
    Oh, thought Nix. I think Emory got my rain check. 
 
    Defeated, Nix crept back out, earning a tiny meow from Figgy, offended at their failure to offer the expected scritches. They went to their own room and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    They wanted to lie down but couldn’t seem to make themself do it. They were tired; the pillows were right there; Ammit and Tini were already at the foot of the bed, expectantly awaiting their nightly routine. But for whatever reason, Nix couldn’t lie down. It felt like lying down was admitting defeat. 
 
    After several minutes, during which Tini meowed at them numerous times and Ammit headbutted them about their arms and back, a new idea dawned on them. 
 
    The thought felt like a revelation, but one that should have been obvious years ago. Giving quick pats to each of the cats as they stood up, Nix took a breath and left their bedroom, padding softly back to the stairs which creaked underneath as they descended. 
 
    They found Marla seated at the dining room table having a snack that looked like a chocolate-filled croissant. She looked up at Nix, a small crumb dangling from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Her eyes widened at the expression on Nix’s face. Nix wondered what on earth they must look like at the moment. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Marla asked. “Did you forget something?” 
 
    “Marla,” Nix began, surprised to find tears welling up. Knowing what the answer would be to the next question didn’t make it easier to ask. There were too many instances in the past where the question itself created problems. Too many times where the answer “no” would have been easier than the actual responses received, the criticisms and guilt trips and condescension. But none of those instances had anything to do with Marla.  
 
    Sweet Marla. Who was waiting patiently for Nix to speak. 
 
    “Could I maybe have a hug?” they whispered. 
 
    Marla’s eyes widened and she rubbed her hands and face on a napkin quickly as she stood up. “Any time you want one, dear child,” she said, and embraced Nix. 
 
    Nix held onto her fiercely. This small, wiry woman barely reached the top of Nix’s shoulder, but for a few minutes Nix felt the safest they had felt in a very long time. 
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    On Tuesday morning, Nix sat in their coworking office downtown looking over their notes. They had tried working from home, but between Hannah and Marla watching polars and some particularly excessive romping among the feline population, it had proven too distracting. Emory had kissed them deeply before they left, letting them know that they might not be home for dinner, depending on whether or not “this really cute girl from Tinder confirms our plans.” 
 
    Nix still needed to talk to Jordan’s former roommate, Cameron McKean. If anyone might know more personal details about Jordan’s plans, it seemed that he was a likely candidate. 
 
    Nix also still wanted to talk to the members of Holyhead, Regular Basis, and Begat. They had gathered the names of Owen Tew and Ginger Medwin from Holyhead, and with those they had been able to run Google searches and identify other members of the band – Subayah Rizvi and Tedd West-Wright. Regular Basis remained a bit of a mystery, however, with no upcoming dates and as far as Nix could tell a very limited run of prior dates and no updates to their website in several months, possibly a couple years. They had been unable to find even one name directly connected to them – a puzzle that frustrated them to the point where they had considered reaching out again to Jordan’s landlord, Farhan Ayaz, to see if they could get access to the apartment again just to look inside the CD case at the liner notes. As far as Begat went, the only information Nix had so far was the name of the singer, Celeste Duval, and a phone number for her provided by Zimri Bell. 
 
    They wanted to do more digging around both Andrew Pearl and Ridley Coudrier. Both men had made them uncomfortable in indefinable ways and they suspected there was more to them than they were letting on. Ultimately, though, they decided that this was probably more due to their own nosiness and less to do with information that would actually prove useful, and they mentally marked it as lower priority. Slightly lower, anyway; they believed that hunches were important and should be followed, but at the moment they didn’t have any clear ideas on how to do that just yet. 
 
    Nobody had given Nix any contact information for Cameron McKean. Sherrie Wade hadn’t seemed to know much information about him – apparently Jordan hadn’t ever really brought him up in conversation. None of the people that Nix had received responses from in their prior glut of texts and emails had even mentioned him, which led nix to believe that he wasn’t part of Jordan’s social life. 
 
    Still – was it possible to live with someone in an apartment and not get to know them at least a little bit? Nix supposed it was, but thought it was unlikely. 
 
    They ran a social media search for Cameron and found him everywhere. From his pictures he appeared to be a young man, maybe in his early twenties, with thick glasses and limp hair that hung down asymmetrically on his face as if he’d never quite figured out what exactly to do with it. He smiled without teeth, and his clothes always looked a bit rumpled. He could not have been more different from Jordan in terms of how he appeared in photographs, but based on the number of selfies he posted and the large group of friends he often posed with, he didn’t seem to care. Nix respected that. 
 
    They sent him messages on every social media platform they could, including all of their own contact information, and when that was done they moved on down their list. 
 
    Next up was Holyhead. Annika Lessie had promised them contact information, as she was dating lead singer Owen Tew, but nothing had come through yet. Nix flipped through their notebook and found Annika’s number and sent her a quick text to remind her that they still needed the information. After that, they spent some time digging around online but all they could find there was the same website they had found earlier. Nobody had responded to messages they had sent through the contact form, so they didn’t bother trying again. 
 
    They dug through everything they could to find any information at all about the band Regular Basis, but even with the very brief list of prior dates and some very broad social media searches, the best they could find was a handful of blurry photos posted by a member of a bachelorette party that happened to have been at the bar where the band was playing one night about a year prior. It was technically a lead, but nothing that seemed promising at all. 
 
    Nix dug out the phone number for Celeste Duval of Begat and placed a call; it went directly to voicemail and they left a message, trying to keep the sigh out of their voice. 
 
    Begat had a much stronger online presence than Regular Basis. Whoever had put together their website had done a solid job of design. The front page had photos of four young intense-looking people staring directly out at the viewer; they were in black and white, and only the right half of each person’s face was seen, with the rest seeming to vanish beyond an electric blue line. The photos had been taken separately and composited together, showing only the subjects’ faces down to their collarbones. The four faces look was a common one for bands – off the top of their head Nix could name several album covers that focused on faces, from the Beatles’ “Let It Be” to U2’s “Pop” to Queen’s “Hot Space” – but this seemed somehow more reminiscent of a movie advertisement. 
 
    There were several “in action” photos of the band at various gigs scattered throughout the website, and samples of the music that Nix could listen to if they wanted. There was a “blog” section that didn’t seem to be much more than short, meaningless blurbs about what the band was working on and where they’d be next  -- things like “cranking up the volume for a new skullcrushing tune, you’re gonna <3 this one” and “taking the stage at halloran’s tonite at 8 DON’T MISS IT” were the bulk of the messages. Nix noted a surprising number of “likes” on each post; the band must have a bit of a local following. 
 
    After a few minutes of looking through the site, Nix found the button for “click here to book BEGAT” and figured it was worth following to see if any contact information was available. 
 
    The booking page started with a long paragraph above an online form that gave no indication of where the message was going. Nix was disappointed; they had hoped for a button that would link to outgoing email and show who was receiving it, but there was nothing of the sort. They went back to read the paragraph above. 
 
      
 
    DISCLAIMER: BEGAT is loud, intense, and sexy. We love what we do and we do what we love. We’re best in bars but we’ll totally play private events, weddings, birthdays, bar/bat mitzvahs (if your kids can handle a few f-bombs), or for ten bucks we’ll just call and leave an f-bomb on your voicemail. Not responsible for minds being blown, sensations of euphoria, exposure to aforementioned f-bombs, discovery of latent sexual longings in unexpected directions, spilled drinks, dropped food, hearing loss, memory loss, hair loss, pet loss, clothes loss, virginity loss, but totally responsible for melting that one plastic bowl in the dishwasher, I honestly thought it was dishwasher safe, I’m so sorry about that!! 
 
      
 
    Nix looked at the form. It had a payment link embedded in it. After a moment, they filled it in with a request for an f-bomb on their voicemail, paid via the secure link, and closed out of the site. 
 
    They were just about to move down their list again to start digging up information about Andrew Pearl and Ridley Coudrier, but their phone buzzed a text alert. They glanced at the display; it was from Annika Lessie. 
 
      
 
    oops sry forgot 2 give u nmbrs hang on 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Annika texted them two phone numbers labeled OT and GM. Nix transcribed them into their notebook and added them to their phone’s contacts list. 
 
    They dialed the number for Owen Tew first and, as expected, got voicemail. They left their usual message, mentioning that maybe he was expecting their call since they had already talked to Annika. 
 
    Ginger Medwin picked up on the second ring. 
 
    For a moment, Nix was so surprised that someone had answered a phone call that they forgot to say anything. When they recovered, they quickly introduced themself and started to explain the reason for the call. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Ginger said. “Annika said you’d be calling about that. I’m not sure how I can help, but I’ll answer whatever I can.” 
 
    “Great,” Nix said. “Are you available to get together now?” 
 
    “Oh,” Ginger said uncertainly. “You want to do this in person?” 
 
    “If possible, yes,” Nix answered. “Actually, is there any chance that the whole band will be together at some point soon? I could talk to all of you at once, get it out of the way.” 
 
    “We’re getting together this evening at Owen’s house, actually. I’d have to check with everyone to make sure it’s okay, though. Do you know how long it would take?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes, twenty max,” Nix lied easily. 
 
    “Okay, let me check with the rest of them and I’ll get back to you. I’m sure it’ll be all right but I just need to run it past them.” 
 
    “Totally understood. And I don’t mean to put pressure on you but the sooner the better.” 
 
    Ginger excused herself from the call and Nix jotted down a couple notes. They hoped Ginger would follow through. A lot of people gave lip service to agreeing to help and then just let things slide, but based on the tone of her voice either Ginger intended to make good on her promise or she was a better liar than most of the people Nix talked to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Much of the early afternoon was taken up with email and internet searches as Nix continued to reach out to people who had not yet responded to their contact attempts. Their phone buzzed a text alert at 2:40 and they stopped scrolling through their latest search results to take a look. 
 
      
 
    LOL What did you do to piss off Ridley Coudrier LOL??  
 
      
 
    The message had come in from Cin Houghton, the manager at Port Icarus who had introduced Nix to Drunken Aunt Mary. Nix immediately called them; they picked up quickly. 
 
    “You know Ridley Coudrier?” Nix asked without preamble. 
 
    “I think everybody knows Ridley Coudrier.” 
 
    “I didn’t before this case,” Nix said. “Apparently he was a friend of Jordan Wade’s.” 
 
    “The missing kid? Well, I can’t say that surprises me too much,” Cin said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Ridley likes collecting strays,” Cin said. “He thinks he’s doing some kind of service, helping gaybies grow and develop into their full potential, or some such crap like that.” 
 
    “Do you have reason to think Jordan Wade was a ‘stray’ for Ridley to pick up?” 
 
    “I mean, again, I didn’t know the kid, but you’ve got a late teenager who’s gone missing now – that sounds to me like exactly the sort of person Ridley would have brought into his fold. He wouldn’t be the first one of Ridley’s kidleys to move out without warning.” 
 
    “Any reason you think I should be looking closer at Ridley in relation to Jordan vanishing?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Oh! No, not like that!” Cin said quickly. “Ridley’s an asshole but he’s not that kind of asshole.” 
 
    “Well, I definitely agree that he’s an asshole,” Nix said. “He seemed pretty transphobic when I talked to him.” 
 
    There was a rush of sound in the phone, which Nix slowly realized was Cin sighing directly into her microphone. “The thing with Ridley is if he’s upset, he’ll target whatever he sees as a weakness. I don’t think he’s really transphobic, I think he just – I don’t know, uses that as a weapon?” 
 
    Nix chose their next words carefully. “If you’re willing to use anti-trans words or ideas as a weapon, I don’t see how you’re anything but transphobic.” 
 
    “Hey, I agree that he’s an asshole,” Cin said quickly. “It’s why I stopped hanging out with him. Well, that and the fact that his parties just weren’t my idea of a good time.” 
 
    Nix debated whether to press their point, and ended up just staying silent for a moment. 
 
    “That was an opportunity for you to ask me what is my idea of a good time,” Cin said in a tone equal parts teasing and impatient. 
 
    “Hey,” Nix said, ignoring that, “I learned that you also know Emory Vandal?” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Cin said, flustered. “Yeah, I remember Emory. How do you know them?” 
 
    “Emory is one of my partners,” Nix answered. “We’ve been together for almost five years. Lived together for three.” 
 
    “Small world!” Cin laughed. “But that’s Syracuse for you. How are they doing? Are they still doing the vet stuff?” 
 
    Nix was pleased at how easily Cin had turned the conversation from flirting to chatting, and they spent a few minutes talking about Emory politely and fairly impersonally. 
 
    “Well,” Cin said at last, “I’m sure you’ve got things to do. Although you never told me exactly how you pissed off Ridley.” 
 
    “I woke him up and asked him questions,” Nix said. “Why, what did he say? And why did he say it to you?” 
 
    “He sent out a group text,” Cin said. “I think like a hundred people or more got it. And he basically told us not to talk to you if you came around asking questions about him. He said you had some kind of agenda and he didn’t know what it was but it wasn’t good.” 
 
    Nix shook their head, astonished. “Jesus.” 
 
    “You know what? I’ll forward it to you. I don’t know why he thought I’d listen to him. He probably just sent this to anyone he had in his phone in the area.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nix said. “I appreciate you passing it on.” 
 
    “Oh, you know what?” Cin said. “I bet Emory got it too. They know Ridley.” 
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    After Nix had extricated themself from the conversation with Cin, they sat there trying to decide what exactly to do next. Of all the things they hadn’t expected, Emory having a connection with Ridley Coudrier was a top one. Of course, they hadn’t expected Emory to have a connection with Cin Houghton, either. 
 
    Syracuse was a small social circle for queer folx, though, and Emory seldom talked at length about their prior social life. They would occasionally drop a tidbit here or there, but they had always been very selective about what they revealed and what they kept quiet. Nix and Hannah had both discovered early on Emory was much more likely to share information voluntarily than when asked. Nix didn’t even know Emory’s coming out story, although from bits and pieces they had gleaned that it was somehow intricately connected to Lane’s birth and whatever family dynamics had come into play that led to him being raised by Emory’s sister and brother-in-law. 
 
    Emory would talk at length about growing up, and it had taken Nix a long time to realize that while they were sharing personal details, they were managing to avoid sharing relational details. Stories would include phrases like “this girl I was dating once,” and Nix would infer from the generality of it that it wasn’t a serious relationship; only later would they recognize that half of their understanding of Emory’s life before they had met was made up of inferences. 
 
    When pressed directly for details, they had a way of brightly laughing while saying, “Oh, yes, let’s dig up all the trauma!” The subject would be changed with reassurances (“Hey, I’m all good,”) or meaningless deflections (“You know what it’s like”). 
 
    During a stressful night once, a year or so into their relationship, Nix had complained, “I know what your favorite songs were, I know what games you played at your church youth group, I know about the socks you shoplifted when you were twelve and the fact that you never wore them, but I have no idea who was in your life. I don’t know who your friends were.” 
 
    Emory’s response had been, angrily, “I never did, either,” and a door closed in Nix’s face. The next day, they had reconciled, but Emory had added, “It’s like you’re trying to build my origin story. Not every movie needs a prequel.” 
 
    Ostensibly, Nix had let it go. They loved Emory, and Emory loved them, and it was enough to know that. But Nix was curious by nature, and on hard days this lack of knowledge would gnaw at them. Maybe it was building an origin story. How did Emory get to the point where their biological child was being raised by others? What had led up to that? How had their queerness affected a fundamentalist Christian family? Why were they so reluctant to discuss it? 
 
    Nix honored the boundaries, and on more than one occasion had managed to talk themself out of applying their investigative skills online. Instead, they tried to content themselves with the crumbs of information that fell from the things Emory did say. 
 
    They knew that Emory had gotten pregnant young and had been seventeen when Lane was born, but they knew nothing about Emory’s pregnancy, Lane’s birth, or anything else related to that chapter of their life. They knew that Emory had never raised Lane – a job that apparently Renee had insisted on taking – and then there was a long stretch of years that never got much of a mention at all. 
 
    Emory had willingly and easily mentioned their past brief history with Cin Houghton. Maybe they would be just as comfortable acknowledging that they knew Ridley Coudrier? 
 
      
 
    While Nix was pondering this, their phone buzzed again. 
 
    Speak of the devil, they thought, seeing that they had a text from Emory. It let Nix know that they had confirmed a date with that “really cute girl from Tinder” and would not be home for dinner. Nix considered texting back or even calling to ask about Ridley, but decided that it would be better done in person – which might mean late tonight, or possibly not even until tomorrow. 
 
    With nothing more grabbing their immediate attention, Nix took a few minutes to step away from the work. Although they didn’t like coffee, the shared break room area of the coworking office kept bottled water in the refrigerator that was free for the tenants and their customers (“within reason” according to the Comic Sans note taped to the kitchen wall), and Nix was thirsty. They put their phone face down on their desk and headed out the door. 
 
    The break room was mostly deserted; Nix was ignored by a pair of young men seated at a generic round particleboard laminate table drinking giant iced coffees, and acknowledged a polite “hello” from a middle-aged woman filling the room with the smell of her toasting garlic bagel. They took two bottles of water and returned to their office, twisting the cap off of one as they walked. 
 
    Their phone was buzzing when they got back to their desk, and they nearly dropped their water in their haste to pick it up, but as the buzz died they realized it had just been a notification and not a call. They picked it up and looked; Ginger Medwin had responded with an address and a time when Nix could come talk to the members of Holyhead. 
 
    They looked at the time; there were still a few hours before then. They sent back a message thanking Ginger for coordinating the meeting and confirming that they’d be there, and then texted Hannah and Marla to let them know that the two of them would be on their own for dinner. 
 
    After that, they went back to the internet and began searching, once again, for any additional information on Ridley Coudrier. They had already obtained his birthdate from a data-compiling site, and they used this to request a Criminal History Record Search from the state of New York, which they should receive the next day. Next, they searched several databases for information and returned to scouting out social media, trying to think of ways to expand their previous search. 
 
    For someone who knew so many people, Ridley kept a very quiet social media profile. Nix assumed his privacy settings must be at the tightest levels possible, and that perhaps he used alternate names online. Nothing that they tried gave them any glimpse into anything Ridley might have posted on any social media platform they could find. 
 
    They looked for anything that might shed more light on him – news articles, high school sports results or theatre cast lists, college awards, job announcements – but everything came up blank or indeterminate. 
 
    Nix had a moment in which they realized that it was entirely possible that Ridley was doing similar online searches about them. They wouldn’t find much personal information, either, although it would be easy for him to find their business website, which included the physical address of the coworking office. 
 
    Nix had never worried about having their work address online, even with it tied to their name. Very few people other than their clients ever had any idea who they were. People Nix investigated didn’t usually talk to them directly, and often had no idea how Nix’s client had dug up information on them. Even if the subjects did somehow find out about Nix, and even if they were upset with their secrets being revealed, Nix knew that it was extremely rare that anyone would confront them. Media stories of violence were prevalent, and the threat existed, but if people were really as reactionary as the stories made it seem, insurance offices and banks would be attacked with regularity, they figured. 
 
    For the first time, though, they felt wary and slightly exposed. They hadn’t even really been investigating Ridley Coudrier, but somehow he had gotten into his head that Nix was not to be trusted. 
 
    He had shown his weakness, though; his broadcast message had gone to “like a hundred people or more,” according to Cin, and clearly not all of them thought as highly of him as he assumed. Cin, for one, had called him an asshole. Nix was starting to get a picture of Ridley as someone who believed that people loved him or hated him, and might be incapable of imagining someone having a feeling about him somewhere in between those extremes. 
 
    Maybe he’s just paranoid, they thought. Or maybe he has a control issue. After all, he hosts the parties, he brings in young adult “gaybies” allegedly to shelter them… maybe he just doesn’t like anyone in his social circle who doesn’t fit his personal agenda. 
 
    And someone like that, Nix knew, could be entirely benign – or very dangerous. 
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    Andrew Pearl proved to have a far more robust online presence than Ridley Coudrier, but to Nix it wasn’t particularly useful. 
 
    Andrew had been a student in the West Genesee school district and his name appeared in several archived announcements about orchestra concerts, marching bands, and musical theatre performances. He had graduated with honors before going on to Syracuse University; in five years there, he had achieved a Master of Music Education degree. Nix was able to find him listed as a music teacher at a charter school and as an instructor through a local organization for private lessons. He had his own website listing him as a member of The Annika Lessie Trio (which Nix knew was not how they were ever billed at performances) as well as a few jazz ensembles and rock bands. He had been a session musician on dozens of albums over the years, listing himself variously as “drums,” “percussion,” and a large number of specific instruments, only some of which Nix recognized. His list of accomplishments impressed Nix, but none of it interested them. It was too professional, too packaged, too clean. It told them very little about Andrew Pearl as a person, other than his devotion to his craft. 
 
    His social media presence was more of the same; there wasn’t a single post that Nix had access to that wasn’t specifically related to percussion. He had no relationship status listed, and nothing about family. There were no personal photos of him unrelated to drumming, and nothing to indicate that Andrew Pearl existed outside of his music. 
 
    Nix shook their head as they finished reading a newspaper article reviewing a performance of one of Andrew’s jazz ensembles in which he was highly praised for his “blend of blazing technical skill and a fundamental understanding of how to entertain a Friday night crowd.” It was informative if they were trying to write a biography, but it alleviated none of their suspicion. 
 
    They leaned back in their chair and considered their next move; if they couldn’t learn about Andrew directly, maybe there would be something indirectly available. They started a social media search of Seth Davis-Germaine. 
 
    Seth liked Facebook, and Seth also liked taking selfies and candid photos – and Nix was pleased to see that Andrew was in a great many of them. However, he was not tagged as Andrew Pearl; he was tagged as Angelo Sabian. 
 
    Nix quickly clicked on a link to Angelo Sabian’s profile. It was definitely Andrew, and while his privacy settings meant that there were very few things that Nix could see that he had posted, items other people had posted to his wall were visible. In less than a minute of scrolling they found a comment that said “OMG Andrew!” which confirmed his identity, as if they had held any doubt. 
 
    While there were still a lot of photos on Angelo Sabian’s page of him playing the drums, there were lots of memes – funny ones, angry political ones, motivational ones – as well as YouTube videos. Nix learned more from the comments friends made than from the actual posts that they could see, and they began to form a picture of who Andrew Pearl really was. 
 
    The thing was – they liked the guy, or at least his online presence. Far from the disinterested, sullen lump he had been at Languid, and equally far from the tense, hostile cornered animal he had been on his own porch, the Andrew Pearl (or Angelo Sabian) Nix got to know through his Facebook page was someone they might have wanted to hang around. 
 
    Their political views aligned; their sense of humor seemed compatible. Andrew got every bit as angry as Nix did over hypocrites in government and systemic oppression; he liked to turn that anger into attempts to educate people about things they could do to make a difference. He raised money for causes Nix appreciated, and in photos with Seth he seemed to be having the time of his life. 
 
    Nix was sure he was hiding something, but previously they had been hoping to uncover something to do with Jordan Wade; now, they found themself distantly hoping that they wouldn’t. 
 
    They chided themself for the thought. Sometimes people you like do bad things. Don’t lose focus. 
 
    They looked at the time on their phone. They had just enough time to have an unrushed dinner before heading off to meet with Holyhead. They closed Facebook and their browser and started to repack their notebook into their canvas bag when a thought struck them. 
 
    They reopened the browser and pulled up Andrew Pearl’s professional page again and scanned back through the long list of bands he had been part of or had played with as a session musician. Buried in the middle of the list was an entry that they had seen but hadn’t really registered. Andrew had listed himself as “auxiliary percussionist” for the band that Nix had been unable to track down at all – Regular Basis. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Nix had met the members of Drunken Aunt Mary and Annika Lessie, they had felt like they were meeting a band. Meeting the members of Holyhead felt like meeting just a random group of friends hanging out at one of their houses. One of the factors, though, was that it wasn’t just the four band members there; other friends were around as well, including Annika. 
 
    The man who had answered the door had been Tedd West-Wright, and he’d seemed intrigued by their visit – almost like he was half-expecting it to be a prank someone was pulling. Tedd was rosy-cheeked and had expressive eyes, and he wore a tank top decorated with cupcakes and a large rainbow. Nix quickly deduced by his comfort level in welcoming them in that they either were the resident of the house or spent enough time there to qualify. There was a brief appearance by a tall, thin, pale man who leaned in from a doorway to peer at the visitor, waved, and then vanished. “That’s Biscuit,” Tedd said, with no further explanation offered. 
 
    The man that Tedd introduced as Owen Tew looked as if he were spending every moment trying to model for a catalog of overpriced clothes. Every expression seemed calculated, every movement rehearsed for maximum “this is what cool looks like” factor. He had thick, shaggy golden hair and a trim, muscular body poured into a tight T-shirt and jeans.  
 
    Annika sat with him, far less concerned about her appearance. Unlike when Nix had seen her at Languid, she didn’t have on the bob hairstyle wig, and her strawberry blonde hair fell to her shoulders in waves; her top was a shapeless T-shirt and she wore hot pink denim shorts. She also had on a pair of huge glasses that made her look slightly goggle-eyed. 
 
    Ginger Medwin had short, spiky red hair and a wispy sundress. She wore three or four necklaces at once and had beaded bracelets. When Nix approached her, she stood up from her chair and offered a handshake. Nix noticed that she seemed nervous, but without any background on her they didn’t know if that was situational or a generic trait of hers at any time.  
 
    Sitting next to Ginger was a very slight young woman who didn’t get up or introduce herself as Ginger had done. Awkwardly, Ginger said, “This is Tivona. She’s not part of the band.” Tivona gave a half-hearted wave and returned her attention to a bowl of Chex Mix in her lap. 
 
    Tedd continued making introductions by pointing out “Hudson, our sound guy; Weed, who, I don’t know, just shows up a lot; Millie, who I just met, she’s with Weed, so, whatever, she seems cool; Claret, who is everybody’s mom – we do not piss off Claret.” 
 
    “We do not piss off Claret,” chanted everyone else in the room in unison except for Claret herself. 
 
    The last person in the room was Subayah Rizvi, who sat comfortably, barefoot, in an easy chair with one leg over its arm. Her black-and-gold hair framed her face in tight ringlets. She wore a purple tank top and thin black pants held up by silver suspenders, and a large female-symbol-with-a-fist charm hung around her neck. “Just call me Rizvi,” she said in a contralto. 
 
    Tedd began quietly singing “Subayah Rizvi” to the tune of “Eleanor Rigby” and Annika, who was closest, gave him a light smack on the arm to make him stop. 
 
    “This is a lot more people than I thought I’d be meeting today,” they said, addressing the remark to Ginger. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Owen drawled lazily. “Most of them aren’t important.” Tivona threw a piece of Chex Mix in his direction, but it fell short and he never flinched. 
 
    Of course not, Nix thought. Flinching would be uncool. 
 
    They pulled out their cell phone to bring up the photo of Jordan, and handed it first to Ginger. “Annika,” they said, flicking their eyes toward her, “thought that it was possible that this young man might have been hanging around you at a place called Baroffio’s back in February. Does he look familiar at all?” 
 
    Ginger barely glanced at the photo before her eyes widened. “Oh, my God, yes. This guy would not leave me alone,” she said, looking over at Annika. 
 
    “Let me see,” said Tedd, the only person besides Nix who hadn’t taken a seat in the large room. He hustled over to Ginger’s side and took the phone, immediately erupting into laughter. “Oh, my God, it’s that guy!” He showed the phone to Rizvi who nodded, unimpressed, and to Owen, who didn’t so much as shrug. 
 
    Three of the four people crammed onto the couch next to Rizvi – Hudson, Weed, and Claret? – craned their necks to see the photo. Claret nodded silently; Hudson and Weed looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “I was so mad at you,” Ginger continued, pointing at Tedd. “I kept signaling you for help and you just kept laughing your ass off at me.” 
 
    “It was not that bad,” Tedd argued in the tone of voice one might use to downplay someone’s critique of a meal or a movie; the smile stayed on his face. 
 
    “It was totally that bad,” Rizvi said. “You kept telling us to watch to see how awkward it could get.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, you’re such an asshole,” Ginger said, but she was laughing. 
 
    “You weren’t in any danger!” Tedd shook his head, holding up his hands defensively. “You know that if you had been, I would have been right there to lift you up. Like the wind beneath your wings.” 
 
    Rizvi rolled her eyes eloquently. 
 
    “It’s not like you were rushing to her defense either,” Tedd responded. “You were face-first in some girl’s mouth.” 
 
    “Oh, her! Didn’t even get her number,” Rizvi said sourly. 
 
    “Okay, hey,” Nix said, trying to get back on track. “I promised I’d try to take as little time as possible, so, please – what can you tell me about him? And at this point I’ll take anything. Ginger, what was he talking to you about when he wouldn’t leave you alone?” 
 
    “How much he liked the band,” she said in a sing-song list-making voice, “how much he liked my guitar playing, how much he liked my solo on the third song of the set, and on the fourth song of the set, and on the eighth song of the set…” 
 
    “You get too many solos,” Tedd interjected. 
 
    “Shut up, bass player,” Rizvi said. 
 
    Ginger continued, “He wanted to know where we were playing next, and whether we ever went on tour somewhere warmer, and where we got our CDs made. I nearly got rid of him at that point by sending him over to Hudson and Claret but nope.” 
 
    “Was all of the conversation centered around the music?” Nix asked. “Did he ever talk about himself at all?” 
 
    “Oh, he was…” Ginger began, and several voices joined her to finish, “going to be a model.” 
 
    “He asked me,” Owen volunteered in a bored voice, “if I had ever done any modeling, and if I knew any modeling agencies in the area.” 
 
    “And?” Nix prompted. 
 
    “And I told him no, and then he asked me if I was single, and I told him no, and he asked if I wanted to go on a date anyway, and I told him no, and then he wandered off and talked to somebody else,” Owen said, dragging the words out as if talking was an onerous chore. 
 
    “Wait, he asked you out?” Annika said, surprised. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “I get asked out at a lot of shows,” Owen shrugged. “You do too. So what?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you get asked out by guys?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Annika,” Tedd said apologetically, his smile still shining, “gay men exist.” Over the laughter of several others, he shouted out, “Isn’t that right, sugarbuns?” 
 
    Biscuit popped his head back into the room. “Isn’t what right?” he asked. 
 
    “Gay men exist,” Tedd said. 
 
    “Let me at ’em!” Biscuit said lasciviously. 
 
    Tedd laughed and shook his head. “Go away.” 
 
    Biscuit vanished back to wherever he had come from, and Nix looked around at the room, slightly dazed at the rapid-fire conversation. They opened their mouth to continue but didn’t have a chance. 
 
    “Well, he was probably bi or pan or something because he asked me out too,” Ginger said. 
 
    “Hey, Ms. Grennan,” said the man called Weed. 
 
    Immediately, Tivona gasped. “Oh my God,” she scolded Weed. “Mr. Grennan.” 
 
    A hollow silence swelled as Tivona – and everyone else – belatedly realized that they were uncertain of how to address Nix. They let the moment remain on pause for a second, trying to choose between several emotions at once. 
 
    “I apologize for being so unforgivably indelicate,” Tedd said, and his playful smile had been replaced with a neutral, polite, sincere look. “When we got your name, we failed to ask how we should address you.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t volunteer it either,” Nix said, choosing the path of peacemaking despite the frustration it created within them. “It’s Mx. Grennan, actually, but you can all just call me Nix.” 
 
    “Cool,” Tedd said. “We’re sorry, and thank you, and please continue.” He looked around at everyone, gathering quite a few silent nods from most of the people in the room. 
 
    “Mx. Grennan,” Weed said. “This was, like, half a year ago? So why are you asking about him now?” 
 
    “His name is Jordan Wade,” Nix said, “and he’s missing. Nobody has seen him in weeks. I’m trying to find out everything I can about him in the hope that it will help me find him.” 
 
    For the next half hour, the group discussed everything they could think of related to “that weird guy” who had been hanging around them after a miserably bad gig at Baroffio’s. Nix passed around their notebook to get everyone’s name and contact information, and made an effort to copy down every last piece of information they related. 
 
    “He smelled like sandalwood, but, like, with baby powder, too.” 
 
    “He wanted me to sign a drumstick and just give it to him.” 
 
    “He was taking selfies with us in the background over and over, and he’d look at every shot and say something about the bad lighting, as if we hadn’t heard him complain about it five seconds earlier.” 
 
    Each kernel, no matter how irrelevant it seemed, went into Nix’s notebook. At last, when the well seemed to have run dry, Nix thanked them for their time and was about to excuse themself when they realized they had forgotten one hugely important question. 
 
    “That was the last time any of you remember seeing him, right? He didn’t show up at any more of your shows or anything?” 
 
    A lot of mumbled responses told Nix that Jordan’s impact on their lives had been limited to one night, and they closed their notebook and began to return it to their canvas bag. 
 
    “Hang on,” sighed Owen. “I saw him again.” 
 
    Nix wasn’t the only one to ask, “What?” Annika and Ginger both had leaned forward in their seats and were peering at him with unmasked curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “A few of us did, actually. Me, Rizvi, Hudson, and Weed.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Rizvi asked, and the others Owen had mentioned squinted at him just as confusedly. 
 
    “When we went to check out the space at Zurowski’s,” Owen said. “When they were moving.” 
 
    “Okay, back up for me. What was this?” Nix asked. 
 
    “So the agency I work with…” 
 
    “What kind of agency?” Nix interrupted. 
 
    “Modeling.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t do modeling.” 
 
    “I said I told that guy I didn’t do modeling,” Owen said, unabashed. “I had no interest in carrying on a conversation about it with him.” 
 
    “Okay, go on.” 
 
    “So, yeah, Zurowski’s Talent Agency is the agency, Leonard Zurowski is the guy who runs it, and anyway they were moving into a better building, and they thought about having a big opening night party. They know I have a band…” 
 
    “You don’t have a band,” Tedd said, “you’re in a band.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, Tedd, shut up,” Rizvi said. 
 
    “…and they asked me to come see the space to see if it might be a good venue for us to play at the opening night,” Owen continued as if nobody else had said anything. 
 
    “And you saw Jordan Wade there?” 
 
    “I don’t remember that,” said Weed. 
 
    “You don’t remember shit, you stoner,” Claret muttered. 
 
    “I don’t remember that either,” Hudson said, and Rizvi shook her head. 
 
    “Okay, you remember going into the building,” Owen said patiently, and they all nodded. “We took a look at the space and we started talking about where we could set up and whether we could cut back on speakers to save space.” 
 
    “I got bored and went out for a cigarette,” Weed said. 
 
    “And then while we were talking, this guy came in and interrupted Zurowski…” 
 
    “Asking if they were open and were taking on new models,” Rizvi said, her eyes widening. “Holy shit, that was him?” 
 
    “That was him,” Owen nodded, reaching up and scratching his head lightly – or, it seemed, tousling his hair in a motion that Nix was willing to bet he had practiced repeatedly in front of a mirror. 
 
    “He must have walked right past me,” Weed shrugged, and then laughed, turning to Claret. “You’re right, I don’t remember shit.” 
 
    “Hudson checked out where the electrical hookups were and went to the bathroom…” 
 
    “Thank you so much for sharing my peeing history with the group,” Hudson said with a small laugh and head shake. 
 
    “And Rizvi and I stood around waiting for Zurowski to come back, and then when he did we talked and we left, and that was it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we do that gig?” Ginger asked. 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t want to pay us for it,” Rizvi said. “He thought that Owen would be able to talk us into doing it for free since he got so much modeling work.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, you guys, we could have been paid in exposure,” Tedd said with a mock gasp, which most of the people in the room met with laughter and sarcastic booing. 
 
    “So you saw him there, but none of you talked to him?” Nix asked. All of them shook their heads no. “He didn’t recognize you?” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “I don’t think he ever really looked at us. I mostly recognized him because I thought his voice was familiar.” 
 
    “When was this?” Nix asked. 
 
    “June, right?” Rizvi volunteered, looking to the others for confirmation; they all nodded and shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    “Hang on,” said Claret. “I couldn’t go because unlike some people here I have a real job. But I wrote it in my planner.” 
 
    “The planner!” hollered most of the people in the room in unison; Millie and Tivona seemed as nonplussed as Nix. 
 
    “The planner!” echoed Biscuit from somewhere. 
 
    “You’re late,” Tedd scolded. 
 
    “Here we go,” said Claret. That would have been… the afternoon of Friday, June 28.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix’s mind was racing as they drove home. Although it didn’t give them any specifics about what Jordan had done on the morning of Sunday, June 30, when he had disappeared, this new revelation was giving them a stronger picture of what could have happened. 
 
    On Friday afternoon, Jordan had been looking for modeling work with Zurowski’s Talent Agency. On Friday evening, he had been at Mood with Andrew Pearl – and, indirectly, Daltynn Jacobsen – and had been talking about an upcoming life-changing opportunity, but without giving details. On Saturday evening he’d had dinner with his mother; on Sunday morning he was gone. 
 
    They had gotten a number from Owen to call Leonard Zurowski, and had immediately tried it when they got back to their car. Unsurprisingly, it had gone straight to voice mail with business hours. Looking online hadn’t helped; the number Owen had was the main business line. He apparently wasn’t as well-connected to Leonard as he had implied, if he didn’t have a private line. 
 
    Nix had checked the business hours on the website and had already made a note to be at Zurowski’s at the open of business the next morning, at ten. For the first time, they felt as if they might be right on the verge of sorting out where Jordan had gone. 
 
    After parking in the driveway, they looked at their notebook, feeling vaguely overwhelmed by the sheer number of people they had met, wondering if they’d ever keep them all straight. 
 
    Claret seemed like more of an adult than anyone else there. Tivona was clearly in a relationship with Ginger but made no real impression on me. Hudson was quiet and muscular; probably helps him to carry all their sound equipment. Weed  looked exactly like a guy who would be nicknamed Weed. Millie... well, Millie looked like someone who would hook up with a guy nicknamed Weed, they thought, huffing in frustration. And Biscuit? Was his name Biscuit? Did I get his info? 
 
    Nacho the cat was lounging casually on the railing of the small porch on the front of Nix’s home. Tini was in her usual spot in the window, staring intently at the interloper just out of reach. Nix noted with impatience that Emory’s car was gone, which must mean that they were still on their Tinder date. Nix was still torn as to how much to press them for information on Ridley Coudrier, but at the moment the decision was irrelevant; they couldn’t ask questions of someone who wasn’t there. 
 
    For a few minutes, Nix sat in their car, staring absently at Tini who in turn continued staring at Nacho. They thought about calling Sherrie Wade to discuss the latest development, but they very strongly wanted to find out what Zurowski would have to say about it first. Maybe he’d say that he had recommended Jordan for a job in New York City, and Sherrie could decide for herself whether to follow his trail there; as much as Nix wanted to help her, an investigation into modeling agencies in New York City was beyond the scope of what they could reasonably offer. 
 
    Or maybe Zurowski would say they had told Jordan to take a flying leap, and nothing would come of this at all. Either way, it felt cruel to withhold the lead from Sherrie, but crueler to tell her without having some kind of information. 
 
    Nix’s gaze wandered over to Nacho. The tabby seemed calm, even confident, twitching the tip of its tail and occasionally grooming a paw. Although they couldn’t have said why, they felt sure that it was considering whether it should try to go into the house. 
 
    Nix looked at Tini again; she was normally the friendliest cat in the house, but her tail was puffed out and her back was arched. Nix could only imagine how grumpy old Ammit would respond. “Believe it or not, Nacho, you may be safer out here,” they whispered. 
 
    Eventually, Nix realized that they were more or less motionless, and also that they needed to use the bathroom, get some food, maybe take a shower – none of them activities that they could do while sitting in the car. They got out and walked to the front door. Nacho looked up at them confidently, showing no sign of preparing to dash away. 
 
    Nix took a cautious step closer to the cat instead of reaching for the doorknob. At this, Nacho did seem to set an internal periphery alarm, as it crouched a fraction of an inch and leaned just slightly toward the front yard as if preparing to launch itself down from the railing. 
 
    Nix took a very slow step closer, trying to visually inspect it to see if it had any obvious wounds or matted fur that would suggest that it was indeed a stray. It had the docked ear, which Nix knew meant that at one point it had been picked up as a feral cat, spayed or neutered, and re-released into the great outdoors. However, that didn’t guarantee that the cat was still unowned. It could have been adopted since then. 
 
    There were no obvious signs of distress that Nix could see; the cat probably had a home. It probably had a name that wasn’t Nacho. 
 
    They took another step toward the door, and before they were within three feet of the cat, it leapt from the railing and bolted down the road, vanishing into a neighbor’s shrubs. 
 
    Nix went inside, where Tini met them at the door, yowling even more loudly than usual and running figure eights around their ankles as they removed their shoes. They sat on the floor with their back to the wall and Tini leapt onto their lap, headbutting their chin and sniffing at them. 
 
    “Hey, Tini, Tini, Rotini, banana-fana-fofini,” they whispered to her. “Do you smell lots of other people on me? Yeah. I met lots of people tonight. So many people. And some of them smelled funny.” 
 
    Marla came around the corner and stopped short, seeing Nix on the floor. “Well. I thought I heard you come in,” she said. “I see the welcoming committee kitty has already greeted you.” 
 
    “Hey, Marla,” Nix said, gently nudging Tini from their lap and using the wall as leverage to get up. “What are you up to this evening?” 
 
    “I was just about to head to my room with a vodka cocktail and a novel and see how far I could get into both of them,” she said. “Hannah is working – she said she has some big deadline tomorrow that she’s stressed about meeting.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Nix mumbled. “I think I knew she had that deadline and I forgot. I probably should have been here to handle dinner.” 
 
    “Please,” Marla scoffed. “I’m perfectly capable of making dinner for the two of us. I did that for years.” 
 
    Nix nodded and released their breath. “You’re right, I know,” they said. “I’m really glad you’re here, Marla. I feel like I’m not being the best partner to either Hannah or Emory right now.” 
 
    “Well, neither one has expressed even the slightest bit of annoyance to me,” Marla said. “I really wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “You know… normally I don’t,” Nix admitted. “I’m not sure why this case is getting to me the way that it is. I really don’t understand what about it is making me feel like I’m right at the edge of my emotions.” 
 
    Marla tilted her head curiously, watching Nix like she was trying to read them. “Honey… how old were you when you left home?” 
 
    “Seventeen,” they said. 
 
    “And how old was this young man you’re trying to find?” 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    “Do you think that might have something to do with it?” 
 
    Nix leaned back against the wall and briefly toyed with the idea of sliding back down it to sit on the floor again. Tini watched them guardedly, ready to reclaim Nix’s lap. 
 
    “I don’t know,” they admitted. “That was the last time I spoke to my parents.” 
 
    Marla turned and leaned against the wall next to Nix so that they were side by side. “I know a little bit about the whole situation, from pieces you’ve told me and a few things Hannah has let slip. I know that your relationship with your parents was difficult at best.” 
 
    Nix scoffed and twitched their eyebrows. 
 
    “My relationship with my own parents was wonderful,” Marla said. “So I can’t completely understand what it must have been like for you. But Hannah’s relationship with her father… well. I was there for all of it, and I know what it did to her. So I think I have at least a little bit of an idea, even if I’ll never quite get it entirely. And, well, I think Emory’s situation might be as bad? Hard to say, she’s so quiet about it.” 
 
    “So you think I’m emotional because half a lifetime ago I cut off ties with my parents and now I’m working a case where someone may have done the same thing?” Nix asked. “I mean, it wouldn’t take a psychologist to see that, I guess.” 
 
    “You never talked to them again after that day?” Marla asked. “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, honey, but I’m here and I’m willing to listen.” 
 
    Nix remained silent for a few minutes, unwilling to cry. Marla remained patiently by their side, wordlessly waiting it out with them. 
 
    “My parents,” they said finally, “made a lot of mistakes. A lot. And I have a lot of reasons to justify leaving when I did and how I did. It wasn’t just a petulant teenager finding blame where none existed. There was so much blame in that household that getting out was my only option.” 
 
    Marla said nothing, but scooted a little closer so that their shoulders were touching, and leaned with a little pressure. A hugless hug, Nix thought, remembering what they had called that sort of thing with friends in high school. 
 
    “For years, I struggled with the fact that they were… they were just bad parents,” Nix said. “And I did all the counseling and took responsibility for my life and I got rid of the anger I had toward them, or at least I stopped letting it run my life. Because for a long time, any tiny little thing I could think of that they had done wrong went onto this mental list. You know, ‘oh, not only did they do all these hugely terrible things, but they also – I don’t know, they also never remembered that I don’t like crunchy peanut butter no matter how many times I told them.’ Stuff like that.” 
 
    “As long as you were listing their mortal sins, you might as well add in the venial ones?” Marla suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” Nix said. “For years, one of those sins was that when I left home, they never even tried to find me.” 
 
    “And now you’re realizing that you didn’t extend an olive branch?” Marla asked. “You knew where they were, so you could have been the one to reach out?” 
 
    “No,” Nix said. “Well, yes, but no. That’s not it.” 
 
    They stopped talking again and Marla maneuvered her arm so that she could take Nix’s hand in her own. Nix breathed in sharply through their nose and slowly let it out through their mouth. 
 
    “For years,” they repeated slowly, “I was upset that they never even tried to find me. And for the first time… I’m wondering if maybe they did try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after their talk in the entrance hallway, Nix had excused themself to bed, giving Marla a long hug and a whispered thank you. Marla had appeared a few minutes later at their bedroom door with two vodka cocktails on ice and had handed them one with a wordless wink. 
 
    Nix had accepted it but hadn’t touched it. For a long time they watched condensation sliding down the outside of the glass onto the coaster on their nightstand, and they listened to the ice cracking spontaneously in the tumbler. 
 
    Ammit and Tini joined them on the bed, pestering them for attention for a while before settling in. Nix drifted off to sleep with Ammit purring loudly for no reason at the foot of the bed and Tini’s head resting against their wrist. 
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    At 9:55 a.m., Nix parked in the small, well-kept lot adjacent to Zurowski Talent Agency in Fayetteville, one of the wealthier towns in the greater Syracuse area. There were four other cars in the lot – three in the furthest spots from the door, and one gleaming silver Audi in a spot with a large blue RESERVED sign close to the door. Nix took this as a good sign that Leonard Zurowski himself was in. 
 
    Nix glanced briefly at the three other cars in the lot, which they presumed were for other employees in the office. They didn’t know much about cars, but from a glance they could tell that even Zurowski’s staff appeared to be able to afford better-than-average vehicles. 
 
    They took a look at their own sedan; ten years old with hints of rust at the edges from Syracuse winter road salt. Hannah had offered, often, to help Nix get a better car, but it was comfortable and suited their needs, so they had declined. That money could be better spent on vacations, they believed. 
 
    The front door, emblazoned with ZTA in translucent lettering, was locked. There was an intercom buzzer, and Nix pressed it. By peering through the glass, Nix could see a striking blonde woman sticking her head around a corner to look at the door with a puzzled expression. Nix waved and smiled. The woman stepped further into the lobby, and Nix could see that she was holding an oversized mug of coffee in one hand, using the other to lazily stir a plastic stick through it. She squinted at Nix as if not understanding what she was seeing, and she moved to the large desk in the center of the room. She set down the coffee and very obviously looked at her watch and then back up again at Nix. 
 
    When it became apparent that she wasn’t going to move from behind the desk, Nix buzzed the intercom again. They could see the woman huff as she leaned down and pressed a button? 
 
    “I’m sorry, we’re not open yet,” came a slightly squeaky voice through the intercom. 
 
    “I thought you opened at ten?” Nix asked, and then had to repeat it when they realized the intercom required them to press a button in order to be heard inside. 
 
    “It’s 9:56,” said the woman pointedly. 
 
    Yeah, I learned this thing called rounding in second grade, Nix thought. Keeping that to themself, they said, “My name is Nix Grennan; I’m a private investigator. I’m here to talk with Leonard Zurowski.” 
 
    “Mr. Zurowski isn’t in,” the woman said. “He may be back tomorrow, but I’d suggest calling first before making the trip here.” 
 
    Nix glanced at the Audi nearby and pressed the button again. “Are you Linda?” they asked. 
 
    “No,” the woman answered with transparently false politeness. “You have the wrong person.” 
 
    “Lisa?” asked Nix. “Laura?” 
 
    “No,” she said, dropping all pretense. Nix could hear the annoyance in her voice, although it was hard to see if her expression had changed. 
 
    “Okay, see, I had assumed that this eighty thousand dollar car with the vanity plate MR LRZ might be for Mister Leonard R. Zurowski, but since he’s not in until at least tomorrow I thought maybe it was yours, so I was just trying to guess your name,” Nix said. “Give me a hint, here. Mister… Lorena?” 
 
    “Do I look like a Mister to you?” the woman asked. 
 
    “You really don’t want to start that conversation with me,” Nix said. “Listen, I’ll wait until 10:00 if that’s what you need to do, but one way or another I am going to talk to Leonard Zurowski.” 
 
    The woman gave a grim smile. “We open at ten,” she said, and took her coffee and walked away. 
 
    Nix chided themself for their sarcasm. The woman was irritating, but Nix knew better than to piss off gatekeepers like her. They shook their head, determined to make it right when they entered. 
 
    The woman returned to the desk after a minute and deliberately avoided looking at the door. Nix glanced at their phone ever so often and watched it change to 10:00. 
 
    Five minutes after the hour, the woman behind the desk made a show of looking at her watch, making an utterly unconvincing face of surprise, and pressing a button with a flourish. There was a buzzing noise and the door unlocked. 
 
    “Welcome to Zurowski Talent Agency,” the woman said with the most insincere smile Nix had ever seen. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “My name is Nix Grennan,” Nix said, hoping that their own politeness was more believable than the woman’s. “I’m a private investigator. I’m here to talk with Leonard Zurowski.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” the woman repeated. 
 
    “I have a missing person who was seen speaking with Mr. Zurowski less than forty-eight hours before he disappeared,” Nix said, keeping their tone as professionally light as they could manage. 
 
    “All right,” said a baritone voice from beyond a corner. A tall man in expensive-looking clothes entered the room, sizing up Nix with piercing blue eyes. He wasn’t movie-star handsome, but he had a certain charisma to the way he presented himself that caught Nix’s attention. 
 
    “Mr. Zurowski?” they ventured. 
 
    The woman behind the desk gave a small sound of recrimination but Zurowski waved her off without looking at her, and gestured to a closed door on the other side of the room. “Why don’t you come into my office so we can have a little chat?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nix said, allowing him to lead them to the door. He opened it and stood back for them to enter, following them in and closing the door again. He put out a hand for them to shake. 
 
    “Leonard Zurowski,” he said, “but then you figured that out.” 
 
    “Well, I am a private investigator,” Nix joked as he pointed them to a chair across the desk from the one he took. 
 
    “Yeah, that wouldn’t have been very hard,” he said, humorlessly. “What else have you figured out?” 
 
    “There’s a lot I’m still trying to figure out,” Nix said. “That’s why I’ve come here – I’ve got a few questions I’d…” 
 
    “Come on!” Zurowski interrupted them with a broad smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re dying to tell me what you’ve deduced so far. I’m giving you full permission to knock my socks off with a Sherlock Holmes act. I know you want to.” 
 
    Nix stared at him, flummoxed. In all their years as a private investigator, somehow nobody had ever suggested that they do a parlor trick before. Nix wasn’t a big fan of “first impression” investigators; hunches were important, but data was better. 
 
    “That’s not really how I work,” they said. “I just have a few questions about a young man who…” 
 
    He interrupted them again with a sound of annoyance, leaning back in his chair and shaking his head. “I don’t know anything about any missing young man. You’re just wasting your time here.” 
 
    Nix gritted their teeth. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    “You like to put up a good image,” they said. “That’s not a Sherlock Holmes level deduction, considering you do run a modeling agency. It’s a pretty successful agency, based on the fact that you’ve got a free-standing building in an affluent area and a gorgeous car parked right out front where prospective clients can’t miss seeing it. This building was renovated within the past few months, but the furniture is older than that – the upholstery on the seat I’m in is already fairly faded, so you moved this from another location, so it’s not like money was no object in opening your new office. You have a receptionist who probably first came in to get a job as a model but discovered that in a market like Syracuse that’s not likely to pay all the bills even if she is incredibly attractive, and perhaps her attitude didn’t help her much, so you thought you’d employ her as a gorgeous face to impress the clients who just saw your car in the parking lot.” 
 
    Zurowski blinked at them, looking almost annoyed, but he silently gestured them to go on. 
 
    “Making me wait until ten was her idea, but making me wait extra was yours, because you were eavesdropping to see how it went. She took it personally when you finally decided to talk to me. She’s going to give you some crap for that when I leave because she feels like you threw her under the bus. The walls in your lobby are incredibly bare, with no artwork up at all, when I would have expected you to have photos of models who work for you as a sort of testimonial. I assume you probably had those at your last office but the plan was to update them when you moved in here – maybe some new shots, definitely some new frames – but, again, I’m taking a guess that money has become a bit of an issue and that’s what’s holding it up. You’ve got a lot of money sunk into this building, your clothes, your car, and I can only presume you have some plastic surgery done for professional reasons – no judgment on that, it’s a smart investment – but either you really like being a big fish in a small pond or you’re not as successful as you like to portray yourself or possibly both. The trimmings around your wealth are fraying, if you know where to look, and I’d be willing to bet if I ran a vehicle history report on your car I’d find out that you’re not the first owner.” 
 
    During Nix’s speech, Zurowski had gradually leaned forward more and more until his elbows were resting on his desk. He was riveted to what they were saying, his mouth falling open slightly. 
 
    Nix waited. 
 
    He said, “I don’t know if I’m pissed off or impressed.” 
 
    “You’re a widower, and you have at least one niece in the performing arts. Last Friday you went to one of her performances, but you almost skipped it because you have so much to do.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know that?” 
 
    “Am I done jumping through hoops?” Nix asked. “Do I get to ask my questions now?” 
 
    Nonplussed, Zurowski flapped a hand vaguely at them. “Sure.” 
 
    Nix set their phone down on Zurowski’s desk, facing him, with a picture of Jordan Wade displayed. “This young man came to see you about modeling opportunities on Friday, June 26.” 
 
    Zurowski was shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “He doesn’t look familiar.” 
 
    “You interrupted a conversation you were having with Owen Tew about his band performing here…” Nix began, but at that, Zurowski’s eyebrows lifted. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah,” he said, nodding. “That little shit gave me some crap about wanting hundreds of dollars to perform for two hours, as if I haven’t earned him ten times that much for less work.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Owen Tew,” Nix said, their patience straining. “I’m talking about this man, who interrupted that conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember him,” Zurowski nodded. “Skinny little guy, but good facial structure. Real unrefined, though. Amateurish. He really didn’t have any idea how this business works. He seemed to think that just by showing up here he was doing me a favor. He had no resume, no experience, and just a manila folder of photos that I think some of his friends had taken.” 
 
    “Were you planning to meet with him, or was he a walk-in?” 
 
    “No, he was absolutely a walk-in. We tend to get a lot of those – people who think that modeling is just about being pretty and standing still and think that just because they have a nice smile that they’re going to be on a runway in a week.” 
 
    “And he was one of those?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Telling me that he could start any time and asking for a contract to sign. His pictures – I mean, they were all right, but it wasn’t a portfolio. I can’t offer him to clients without a portfolio.” 
 
    “So what did you tell him?” 
 
    “I told him he needed a portfolio,” Zurowski shrugged. “I told him I could see he was a good-looking kid and he clearly had the motivation, so he should go get a portfolio and then call for an appointment and we’d talk.” 
 
    “Did you give him the names of any photographers?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I value my relationships with the photographers that I work with; I’m not going to send them some neophyte to waste their time. He can find them on his own.” 
 
    “How did he seem at the end of the conversation?” 
 
    Zurowski shrugged, looking puzzled. “I wasn’t really taking his temperature or anything,” he said. “I mean, he was polite the whole time. He didn’t blow up or cry or anything, if that’s what you mean. And he left, and I never saw him again.” 
 
    Nix chewed the inside of their lower lip and thought. Could he have taken the idea of getting a portfolio and coming back as his life-changing event? Did he read Zurowski’s brush-off as a promise? 
 
    “Sorry I don’t have more for you,” Zurowski said. “But that’s it. He showed up, we talked, he left.” 
 
    “Is there anything else at all that he said to you that you can remember? Anything about upcoming plans?” 
 
    “Not a thing. Sorry.” 
 
    Nix rose from their chair and offered him a business card. “In case you think of anything or hear from him again, please give me a call,” they said. 
 
    “Sure,” Zurowski agreed with the ease of a man used to making verbal deals that he might or might not honor. “Hey, let me ask you something – that Sherlock Holmes thing you did there. You ever been wrong?” 
 
    Nix met his gaze and frowned. “It’s a guess. It’s always a guess. I knew when you moved in because I’d talked with Owen Tew. I watched your face as I started talking about money problems and your expression made me feel like I was on the right path. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, Mr. Zurowski. If I were, I wouldn’t need to be here asking you questions to find this poor kid.” 
 
    “But the other stuff? Me being a widower, going to see my niece in the play?” 
 
    “I looked through the window of your car,” they admitted. “There’s a plastic flower bag there like you’d put around a bouquet you buy at the grocery store, and packaging for a stuffed toy. Gifts you’d give to a young girl after a performance. Those are usually on Fridays. You haven’t cleaned the junk out of your car since then even though you clearly like a clean car, which tells me you’re busy. As far as you being a widower… the trash is on your passenger seat. You didn’t have anyone with you. But you’re still wearing a wedding band.” 
 
    Zurowski looked at his hand in amazement. “Jesus. You jumped to conclusions, but you jumped to all the right ones.” 
 
    “I played the odds, because you forced me to. I just want to find Jordan Wade.”  
 
    “Well, good luck,” Zurowski said. “He seemed like a nice kid, he was just, you know – naïve.” 
 
    And that’s exactly what worries me, Nix thought as they left the office, ignoring the dull glare from the receptionist. What could he have gotten himself into? 
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    Nix went over and over Jordan’s timeline in their head.  
 
    Friday afternoon, June 28: turned down by Zurowski.  
 
    Friday evening, June 28: at Mood with Andrew Pearl. 
 
    Saturday evening, June 29: having dinner with Sherrie. 
 
    Sunday morning, June 30: posted a selfie, and then… gone. 
 
    By Friday evening he was telling Andrew and Daltynn about an exciting upcoming development, but he was coy with the details. From what Zurowski had said, it didn’t sound particularly as if Jordan should have made wild assumptions about his future as a model. Was it possible something else happened in between his time with Zurowski and his date with Andrew? And if so, was there any way for Nix to figure out what it could have been? 
 
    Nix had left the talent agency’s parking lot without a clear destination in mind. Emory hadn’t come home the night before, and although they had exchanged brief messages to check in with one another, Nix hadn’t seen them enough to talk to them about either Lane’s request or the fact that they apparently knew Ridley Coudrier. Hannah had been up and out of the house before Nix had even gotten up, and Nix in turn had left before Marla had made an appearance. They had spent a little while in their office downtown, mostly doing necessary mundane tasks to kill time before going to see Zurowski, and now they weren’t sure what exactly to do next. They had been planning on reaching out to Sherrie Wade with information, but it still felt premature. 
 
    Nix had to admit to themself that they had assumed someone would have given them information that would have demonstrated fairly clearly that Jordan had headed off to New York City in pursuit of a modeling career, but nothing had made that certain. In fact, after speaking with Zurowski, Nix’s old pessimism that something bad had happened to Jordan had come back with a vengeance. Why would Jordan have been looking for modeling jobs in Syracuse if he planned to rush off to New York City? 
 
    As if on autopilot, Nix returned to their office and sat behind their desk. They pulled out their notebook to see who still needed a follow-up call. 
 
    To their surprise, when they went to link their cell phone to their desk phone, they saw that they had a missed call and a voicemail, from just a moment earlier. They hadn’t noticed their phone ringing, and they squinted at it in confusion. 
 
    The voicemail said, “Hey, this is Celeste Duval, lead singer of Begat. Thanks for your support.” This was following by an ahem noise, and then an incredibly loudly screamed f-bomb as promised from the Begat website. 
 
    Quickly, Nix looked at the caller ID and compared it to their notebook. This was not the number that Zimri Bell had given them for reaching Celeste Duval. Nix pressed the button to call that number back, and it was picked up after one ring. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, is this Celeste Duval from the band Begat?” Nix asked, trying to hide their astonishment and excitement. 
 
    “Yes, who’s calling, please?” 
 
    “My name is Nix Grennan. I’m a private investigator. You just left me a great voicemail.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” muttered Celeste, and then Nix realized she must have pulled the phone away to yell at someone as they heard, “Abe, you asshole, you forgot to star-six-seven my number.” 
 
    “How did you get it to go straight to voicemail?” 
 
    “There are programs,” she answered, uninterested. “We do that because people want the voicemail message. Hey, listen, I appreciate your support but this really isn’t a number we give out…” 
 
    “I got a different number for you from Zimri Bell at Mood,” Nix interrupted. “Did he tell you that I might be calling?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think he said something about it,” Celeste answered. “That’s my other number. And I think you’ve left me messages, maybe, but I don’t check voicemail.” 
 
    Or texts? Nix wanted to ask, but refrained. “Are you familiar with a man named Jordan Wade?” they asked instead. 
 
    “The name sounds kind of familiar, but I don’t know,” she answered, sounding bored. 
 
    “I’d really like to speak with you in person,” Nix said. “I’d be happy to buy you a coffee or something if you’ve got the time.” 
 
    There was a long, protracted sigh from the other side of the call. “You know what?” Celeste said at last. “If you bring me some Tylenol and the biggest, greasiest cheeseburger you can find, you’re more than welcome to come talk to me.” 
 
    Nix got her address, which was to the northwest in Baldwinsville. “I can be there in about forty-five minutes,” they said. 
 
    “Okay, bye,” came the reply, and the call ended. 
 
    Immediately, Nix made another call. 
 
    “Gavin Alfano,” came the familiar deep rumble. 
 
    “Gavin, it’s Nix.” 
 
    “Christ, you better not be asking me to break into any more churches,” he said in a tone that was half joking and half very much not joking. 
 
    “No, but real quick, I need to know where’s the best, biggest, greasiest cheeseburger in Baldwinsville.” 
 
    They could hear Alfano’s smile through the cell phone. “Now this is something I can help you with.” 
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    When Celeste Duval opened her apartment door, Nix fought to stop their jaw from dropping. She wasn’t wearing any of the intense make-up that she wore in her publicity shots on Begat’s website, and her hair was wet from a recent shower, but she had a remarkable figure that was mostly on display. She wore a thin, nearly translucent half cami bralette that stopped just below her breasts, and a lacy red thong. Tan Xiaosi had described her as a “hot chick with fishnets and tats.” The tattoos practically covered her from her shoulders to her toes. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she said as she grabbed the bag of food Nix was holding. “I love you. Oh, my God, I smell fries, too. I love you.” 
 
    She turned her back and walked further into the apartment, which Nix took as an invitation to follow. They took a quick glance at the tattoos on this side of Celeste, and had to remind themself not to get distracted. 
 
    The apartment was small and messy, Celeste set the bag down on a cluttered table, pushing aside a stack of books and papers to do so, and opened the fridge next to it. “Did you bring Tylenol too?” she asked as she pulled out two beers. 
 
    Nix set their small bottle of Tylenol down next to the food. “It’s all right there,” they said. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.” 
 
    Popping the tops off the beer bottles with an opener tied to a nail in the wall, Celeste said, “Yeah, you’re probably totally wasting your time but thanks for the food. Did you get yourself anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” Nix said, reflexively accepting the cold bottle that Celeste pressed into their hand. 
 
    “Well, have a couple fries at least,” she said, sitting down and opening the bag. She inhaled deeply and slowly and closed her eyes. Before she started on the food, she poured four Tylenol into her hand, tossed them into her mouth, and took a huge swig of her beer. 
 
    “Rough night?” Nix asked conversationally. 
 
    “No, it was pretty good,” Celeste said casually, taking a massive bite from the burger. With her mouth full, she said, “Oh, this is perfect.” 
 
    Nix gave her a moment to eat, and prepared their notebook and pen. Celeste seemed ravenous and her eyes were slightly unfocused as she stared down the food as if afraid it was going to run away from her. When she came up for air, Nix started to show her a picture of Jordan on their phone. 
 
    “I need to know if…” 
 
    “So did you, like, pay for the f-bomb on your voicemail just so you could try to call me directly?” Celeste interrupted. “Because if so, you got really stupid lucky. We normally block our number so nobody can call us back. We get weirdos.” 
 
    “Was this guy one of your weirdos?” Nix asked. They winced as Celeste impatiently grabbed the phone out of their hand, obliviously smearing grease and condiments on it. She squinted as if the brightness of the screen was hurting her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, hey, I’ve seen this guy,” she said. “Yeah, no, I never thought he was a weirdo. He’s sweet, I think. Young, though.” 
 
    “You never thought he was a weirdo,” Nix repeated. “So you’ve seen him multiple times?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’d see him around at shows.” 
 
    “So he came to a lot of shows for Begat?” 
 
    “No,” Celeste said, handing back the phone and cramming six fries into her mouth at once. She was able to speak surprisingly clearly around them. “I think I saw him first a few years ago at this all-ages gig when we were Candy Throne. He was like sixteen or something, and he wanted to hang out to talk to us afterward.” 
 
    “Candy Throne?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Celeste said, rolling her eyes and nodding, “there’s a whole sequence. We were Candy Throne but then our bass player quit because of his work schedule, and then we got a new bass player and we were Coast Guard Postcard, and then every time someone in the band left or got replaced or got added we changed our name. After Coast Guard Postcard we were Tree Sap Kneecap which was just the dumbest name, and then Poophole Loophole which I thought was hilarious but let me tell you, you get booked in weird places when you’re called Poophole Loophole, and then Cinderblock Pillow Fight, and then Regular Basis, and then Cratchit’s Crutch, and now we’re Begat. Because it was like that part of the Bible where this guy begat that guy who begat that guy. And it’s a stupid-ass name, but suddenly we had a song that made local radio play and started getting some followers and now it’s like we’re stuck with it, but whatever, you know?” 
 
    Nix had been scrambling to write down the band names as Celeste had rattled them off, but they knew they hadn’t gotten them all. However, one stuck out. 
 
    “Regular Basis?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Yeah, like probably over a year ago at this point,” Celeste nodded, taking a much smaller bite of her burger. 
 
    “And you saw this young man at multiple shows during that time?” Nix encouraged her. “With each of those bands?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it was with each of them or not. I mean, he definitely wasn’t old enough to go to the places we were booked as Poophole Loophole,” she laughed meaningfully. 
 
    “But you remember him.” 
 
    “Sure,” she answered. “I mean, he’s a good looking kid. I thought he was cute, but not in a rob-the-cradle creepy way.” 
 
    “Can I ask how old you are?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve played with a lot of bands in a short amount of time, then,” Nix observed. 
 
    “I mean, it was kind of the same band, but just with different people and names. I mean, I think I’m the only one who was in every…” she trailed off, rotating a hand while trying to think of a word. 
 
    “Incarnation?” Nix suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, sounding impressed. “And I mean we’d change up the songs sometimes. Work on different covers depending on who had what skills. But it was the same band.” 
 
    “Sure,” Nix agreed with a shrug. “Did you ever consider calling yourselves Ship of Theseus?” 
 
    Celeste looked at them blankly, and then resumed eating, looking vaguely annoyed. 
 
    “Never mind,” Nix said. “Jordan had a CD of…” 
 
    “Who?” she interrupted. 
 
    Nix gestured at the phone. “Jordan. The kid whose picture I just showed you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “I don’t think I ever knew his name.” 
 
    Nix felt as though the two of them were only in the same conversation as a technicality, and decided they’d better take a step back and approach it differently. 
 
    “Did you ever talk with him?” they asked. 
 
    “A few times, yeah,” she said. 
 
    “But not to the point where he gave you his name? They weren’t those sort of friendly conversations?” 
 
    “I mean, he might have given me his name at some point, but, one: a lot of people give me their names after a show and there’s no way I’d remember them all, and two: I get pretty hammered after the shows, so.” She shrugged and returned her focus to the food. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nix said. “Jordan – the kid – had a CD of Regular Basis in his apartment.” 
 
    “Cool,” Celeste said with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “Who was in that incarnation of the band, besides you?” 
 
    “Ohhhh, shit,” she said, looking up toward the ceiling. “That’s, like, a trivia question. Isn’t it on the CD liner?” 
 
    “That’s not in my possession.” 
 
    “Hey, Abe!” she yelled, leaning back in her chair and looking over her shoulder.  
 
    Nix watched as mustard dripped from the burger in Celeste’s hand, landing on her ribs just below her half cami, on a part of a grayscale tattoo that might have been a lamppost, a tree, or possibly a dragonfly. Celeste didn’t seem to notice; she lowered the front legs of her chair back to the floor as the two of them heard heavy footsteps approaching. 
 
    A six-foot-four naked man walked around a corner and leaned against the wall, massaging the bridge of his nose with his eyes nearly closed. “What?” he asked, managing to put immense whininess into one syllable.  
 
    Nix tried valiantly not to react to the unexpected presence of nudity, but there was no hiding the surprise on their face. The man’s body was smooth and firm; it was clear that he worked out, but he wasn’t excessively muscled. Unlike Celeste, he had no tattoos; he did have a few body piercings in places Nix had never seen body piercings in person before. 
 
    Celeste, whose back had been turned to him, glanced at him and let out a shriek of astonishment that quickly turned to laughter. She sounded both furious and tremendously amused as she yelled, “Abe, would you put on some clothes? For God’s sake.” 
 
    “Don’t shout at me,” he whined, but he plodded off. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Celeste said, shaking her head at Nix. “He’s such an idiot.” 
 
    Nix stared at their untouched bottle of beer and chose to say nothing at all in response. Abe came back with a towel wrapped around his waist. “What do you want?” he asked accusingly. 
 
    “Who was in the band when we were Regular Basis?” Celeste asked him, the matter of his nakedness now solved to her satisfaction. 
 
    “Oh, geez,” he said. “You. Me.” 
 
    Celeste gave Nix a “wow, what a genius” glance and looked back at him as he continued to think about it. 
 
    “Sophie and Rune?” he finished uncertainly. 
 
    “That sounds right,” Celeste agreed. 
 
    “What about a guy named Andrew Pearl?” 
 
    “Oh, pfff,” Abe said, and both he and Celeste seemed to perk up at the name, although their body language – which Nix was seeing far more of on both of them then they would have anticipated – suggested that they were gearing up to complain about him and not to express fondness. 
 
    “Andrew played some stuff for our album,” Celeste said, getting up from her seat and stuffing the uneaten remains of her food into a trash can. “And he maybe played one, maybe two concerts with us. He was never in the band, though.” 
 
    “He lists Regular Basis among his work experience on his website,” Nix said. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “Oh, I have no problem with that,” Abe said, straightening up so that he was no longer leaning on the wall. “He did the work, and he did good work, and he got paid for the work. What I don’t like about Andrew Pearl is the way he tries to use every bit of that work experience as a bullet point on his fuck-me list.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with the term,” Nix said, “although I think I get the gist of what you’re saying.” 
 
    Celeste, who had found and wiped off the mustard drip on her torso with a napkin, rolled back her shoulders and lowered her eyelids. She began walking slowly toward Nix in what seemed like a parody of seductiveness. Putting on a false deep whispery voice, she said, “Hey, bright eyes. You like this band? Well, I… played some kindergarten music class level instruments on their latest album. That’s right, I’m a professionally recorded musician. I own about sixty-eight different instruments. If you’d like to see them, maybe sometime we could go to my… studio.” 
 
    By this line, Celeste was well within Nix’s personal space. Flustered, they focused on the discussion and tried to look past Celeste’s body to Abe – which, truthfully, was not much of a reprieve. 
 
    “So he’d use shows to hit on people.” 
 
    “I mean, if you want to go cruising, go cruising,” Abe said, annoyed. “But keep us out of it. I’m not his goddamn wing man.” 
 
    “You should have seen his boyfriend rolling his eyes,” Celeste said, lowering herself back into her own chair. 
 
    “He would do this in front of his boyfriend?” Nix asked, surprised. “Any chance this was Seth Davis-Germaine?” 
 
    “The piano player. Yeah. Now that guy was good,” Celeste said, and Abe nodded his agreement. “He’d see Andrew targeting some skinny boy with a nice ass and he’d just shake his head and do his best to ignore him.” 
 
    “Did he hit on Jordan Wade?” 
 
    “Who?” asked Abe. 
 
    Nix tapped at the phone and pulled up Jordan’s photo again, grimacing slightly at the slight sheen of grease left from Celeste’s fingers. 
 
    Abe looked at it and said, “Oh, this kid. Not that I know of, no.” 
 
    “Did you see them at Mood when Begat played there on Friday, June 26?” Nix asked carefully. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I talked to that Jordan kid,” Celeste began, but Abe interrupted. 
 
    “Wait, you asked if we saw them at Mood?” Abe asked, and his eyes widened. “Oh, holy shit, babe, I think that was Andrew at the table with the kid.” 
 
    Celeste stared at him, clearly puzzled. “I don’t remember seeing Andrew there.” 
 
    “He looks different now,” Abe said, looking at a blank wall as if playing back the memory in his head. “Like, think about Andrew, but if he stopped shaving his head and he grew a beard?” 
 
    “Whoa,” Celeste said. “Yeah? Maybe?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nix agreed. “That was Andrew at the table with Jordan.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Abe said, eyebrows raised. “He had glasses, too. I kept thinking he looked familiar but even when I pictured him without the glasses I didn’t put it together until you said that. Jesus.” 
 
    “Well, the last time we saw him was, what, a year and a half ago?” Celeste asked. 
 
    “So you didn’t talk with Andrew at all?” Nix interjected. 
 
    “No, just that kid, Jordan,” Celeste said. “He was there early. I went out to the stage to pre-set a couple things and he waved at me and ran over to talk to me.” 
 
    “What did he want to talk about?” 
 
    “Not much, really,” she said, sounding apologetic. “He said he was looking forward to the show, he was really glad we were playing at Mood because he said it felt like a safe place. He wanted to know if we were hanging around after the show. That was pretty much it before the show, but we talked again afterward.” 
 
    “After the show? Immediately after?” 
 
    “No, I think it was, like, almost an hour after,” Celeste said, thinking. “But I gotta be honest, I was drinking pretty fast so I’m not sure of the timing.” 
 
    That ties in with Andrew taking him on a drive and then dropping him off back at Mood, Nix thought. 
 
    “Do you remember what you talked about?” 
 
    “Not really,” she said. “Like I said, after shows I like to have some fun. It doesn’t always give me the most reliable memory.” 
 
    “He didn’t say anything to you about Andrew?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” she frowned, although the look on her face suggested that “definitely” was perhaps a stretch. “But, wait – I do think I remember him saying that he was going to be working on a project that he thought I’d like.” 
 
    “You specifically? Not the band, but you.” 
 
    Celeste shrugged. “I think maybe.” 
 
    Nix wrote in their notebook and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I was just gonna talk with him politely for a few minutes and then to go back to Abe. He seemed happy and excited, and he was as nice like he always is, and a little clingy like he always is, and I said goodbye and that’s the last time I saw him,” she said. 
 
    “What about you, Abe? Or the rest of the band?” Nix asked. “Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “No, not me,” Abe said. “I had some friends in the crowd who stuck around and I was hanging with them. And the others in the band, they didn’t stick around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m the only one who talked to him,” Celeste agreed. “And that was maybe, like, five minutes.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything else about the project he said he was working on? The one he said he thought you’d like?” 
 
    She tapped her fingernails on her nearly empty beer bottle and thought, staring at the table. “I can’t swear to this,” she said, “but I feel like I remember him saying something about angels. Yeah, I’m pretty sure, because he said I would like it because the project had something to do with angels and he’d seen these while I was on stage.” 
 
    She gestured at her thighs; the tattoos on each of them were of powerful-looking winged angels wielding swords and shields. 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said, writing it down. 
 
    “And that it wouldn’t be public for a while,” she suddenly said, excited to have recovered another moment of memory, “but that he’d be doing this project on Sunday.” 
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    After nearly an hour talking with Celeste and Abe, but gathering no additional useful information, Nix drove back to their office, barely noticing traffic. If Celeste’s alcohol-tainted memory could be relied upon, Jordan had talked about plans on Sunday – the day he had disappeared. 
 
    He had been scheduled for a shift at work at 10 a.m., and his last Instagram update had been around 5:30 a.m.; unless he had planned something after his work shift, it gave him a fairly small window in which to have “big plans.” 
 
    Of course, Nix thought, that’s assuming that he didn’t just bail on work. His big plans could have involved catching a bus or train and never looking back. 
 
    But it didn’t feel right to them. They wanted him to have voluntarily split, because the other options were all unpleasant. The more they learned about Jordan, though, the less likely it felt. He had been optimistic, friendly, hopeful – but he had been so unworldly. If he had learned from Zurowski that he needed a portfolio just to get signed to be a model in Central New York, he had to have figured out that it would be necessary in a bigger market. 
 
    And, truthfully, Nix’s idea that Jordan had wanted to go somewhere bigger had come from a casual comment from Wil Chase, who admitted not knowing Jordan very well. Jordan had joked about being Syracuse’s Next Top Model. He had left belongings behind. He had hinted about big plans, but had he committed to going out of town? 
 
    Although Nix had waffled on whether they thought he had skipped town, they were once again firmly on the side of fearing the worst. And whatever it was, it had most likely happened between 5:30 a.m. and 10 a.m. on Sunday, June 30. 
 
    At their desk in the office, Nix wrote additional notes and observations, and then looked over everything from the prior few days to refresh their memory on any loose ends that might be connected to the latest information they had gathered. Nothing leaped out at them relating to what they had learned from Celeste and Abe, but a name stuck in their head like a nagging itch. 
 
    Cameron McKean had never responded to any of Nix’s contact attempts. From his social media posts, he didn’t seem to have been linked very strongly with Jordan, even though they had been roommates. Nix also knew, from her conversations with Sherrie, that Cameron had moved out a couple of months before Jordan had disappeared. It was entirely possible that Nix was wasting time on a dead end; it wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    However, the whole point to a dead end was that you no longer had to look in that direction. Nix flipped around in their notebook until they found his contact info and remembered that they had never gotten a phone number for him. 
 
    They called the landlord, Farhan Ayaz, and they were pleased that he actually picked up right away. A few moments later, he was able to provide a phone number for Cameron. After hanging up with Farhan, they tried calling Cameron right away. 
 
    A recording said that the number had a voice mailbox that had not been set up yet. Nix disconnected and immediately tried calling him again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    He’s probably going to block my number, Nix thought as she called for the fourth straight time. 
 
    On their eighth consecutive call, they no longer heard five rings before voicemail kicked in; they only heard one. Either Cameron had blocked their number or, less likely, he could have turned on his Do Not Disturb setting. 
 
    That’s not going to work for me, Cameron, Nix thought. 
 
    They found themself feeling actively annoyed, dimly aware but refusing to consider that the reason they had been blocked was their own fault. Cameron was all over social media; somewhere in there, Nix would find where he worked. They had blindsided Daltynn Jacobsen at work pretty effectively; they saw no reason it wouldn’t work on Cameron McKean. 
 
    It took almost half an hour, during which Nix worked up a smoldering resentment, but they found it. From a public post on Twitter, Nix found that Cameron worked for one of the downtown hospitals. From Instagram, they found that he worked for a department called “Patient Services.” And from an Instagram post, they found a selfie of Cameron looking overexaggeratedly sad but with crossed fingers in the foreground, and the caption “oh NO, now I have to work 4/10 shifts and it just so happens that the only available shift is days and it gives me three day weekends every ACTUAL WEEKEND???!? how HEARTLESS of the best bosses ever!!” 
 
    Nix stuffed their notebook back into their bag and began punching the hospital’s exact address into their phone on their way back to their car. 
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    Nix kept a blazer in a garment bag in their trunk. Their style of dress was flexible from day to day – a definite benefit of being their own boss – but they had found that the rare bit of costuming was helpful, and the right blazer made one look professional enough to be ignored in a lot of situations. Two more accessories – a clipboard holding a worn stack of legalese-riddled papers and a lanyard to hold an unreadable paper badge within a deliberately damaged plastic holder – rounded out the look. Nix didn’t know if they would really need any of this, but they weren’t sure where “Patient Services” might be located. 
 
    They entered the hospital and bypassed a multi-windowed reception desk in favor of looking at a large directory on the wall. After reading it carefully for a few minutes, they were disheartened to see no references to “Patient Services.” They put on a pleasantly professional face and selected a window at reception. 
 
    “Hi,” they said brightly. “I’m looking for the Patient Services department.” 
 
    “Patient Services of which department?” the receptionist asked neutrally. 
 
    Nix’s eyes widened. “Patient Services is not its own department?” they asked. 
 
    “A lot of departments have Patient Services,” the receptionist explained impassively. “We’re part of Patient Services for the Administrative division. Are you talking food, surgery, oncology, pediatrics…?” 
 
    Nix glanced at their clipboard as a stalling technique. “Well, specifically, I’m supposed to be meeting with Cameron McKean, but he only told me that he works in Patient Services. I didn’t think to check for more details. That’s my fault,” they said, shaking their head slightly. 
 
    “Spell it?” she asked. 
 
    Nix did, acting as if they were reading it from the clipboard. 
 
    The receptionist typed. A moment later, she said, “Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation.” She pulled a laminated map of the hospital grounds from under her narrow desk and put it on the counter between them, tapping at it with a blunt fingernail and explaining very quickly the steps to get from here to there. Nix followed along and thanked her, setting off for the appropriate department. 
 
    In the Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation section, there were three employees at their own smaller version of the receptionist’s desk. Nix immediately recognized Cameron from his pictures. 
 
    They approached the desk with a smile, and Cameron looked up with mild curiosity. “Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “Hi,” they said, showing their P.I. license. “My name is Nix Grennan and I’ve had a very hard time reaching you.” 
 
    He looked at them without a trace of comprehension on his face. 
 
    “I think you may have blocked my number today,” they continued, and he shook his head with an expression somewhere between confusion and amusement. 
 
    “I haven’t blocked anyone’s number today,” he said. “Are you sure you’ve got the right person?” 
 
    Nix read off the phone number they had pestered earlier, and Cameron’s expression changed. “Yeah, that’s not my number,” he said. “It’s close, but a couple of the digits have been transposed.” 
 
    Oh, Nix thought. I was annoying a random person for no reason. 
 
    “You also didn’t reply to messages I sent you online. I messaged multiple social media accounts to reach you, and…” 
 
    “Oh!” he said, “This is about Jordan.” 
 
    Nix bit back the first reply that came to mind and instead said, “It is, and I would really appreciate a few minutes of your…” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him,” Cameron interrupted. “Like, since I moved out, which was in late April. I meant to get back to you but to be honest it wasn’t really high on my priority list.” 
 
    Nix was momentarily flummoxed. “You understand that he’s missing, right?” they asked. 
 
    “Yeah, your messages said that,” Cameron agreed affably. “But I moved out in April, and even before that we weren’t exactly close.” 
 
    “You were roommates,” Nix said. 
 
    “Yeah?” Cameron shrugged. “Lots of people are roommates for the sake of convenience. He had a place to stay, I needed a place to stay, the rent was the right price.” 
 
    Nix noticed the other employees behind the desk paying attention from their nearby seats. “Can we talk in private for just a few minutes?” they asked. 
 
    Sighing, Cameron got up. “Can we make it quick?” he asked. “I do actually have real work that I’m doing here.” 
 
    He led Nix down a hallway to a small room marked “Lactation” and opened the door. He noticed them looking at the sign. 
 
    “We haven’t had anyone use this for that in months. There’s two chairs and it’s close to the desk. Can we just do this?” 
 
    Nix chose a chair and waited for him to close the door and sit opposite them. “How did you meet Jordan?” 
 
    There was a slight hesitation before his answer that caught their attention. “Mutual friend,” he said. “Knew about the open bedroom in the apartment and thought it might work out. It did.” 
 
    “What was the mutual friend’s name?” 
 
    His eyes wandered toward the ceiling. “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” they challenged him. 
 
    “No, sorry.” 
 
    After a long pause, Nix asked, “Was it possibly Andrew Pearl?” 
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” he answered immediately. Nix believed him, but they hadn’t really expected a positive answer anyway; they had no reason to think Andrew Pearl would have been involved in that – but it set up their next question perfectly. 
 
    “Was it Ridley Coudrier?” 
 
    The slight pause before he spoke and the tiniest changes in his expression told Nix that they were right. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Any suggestions of who else it could have been?” 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know, and I’m not sure how that’s really relevant anyway,” he said, but he still wasn’t making eye contact with them anymore. 
 
    “You got that mass text from Ridley telling you not to talk to me,” Nix theorized. 
 
    “Hmm?” Cameron asked, doing his best to look confused. 
 
    I’ve seen your befuddled expression already, kid, Nix thought. 
 
    “All right,” Nix said. “Then let’s skip past that part for now. Tell me about living with Jordan.” 
 
    “He lived there, I lived there. That’s pretty much it.” 
 
    “Did you have meals together?” 
 
    “Very rarely.” 
 
    “You shared a common kitchen and living space?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was really unusual for us both to be in a room at the same time. I was out a lot, he was out a lot.” 
 
    “What did you two talk about?” 
 
    “Roommate stuff, mostly,” Cameron said. “Whose turn is it to buy toilet paper, have you seen my book anywhere, there’s leftovers in the fridge, help yourself.” 
 
    “He never talked about his aspirations?” 
 
    “Oh, well,” he scoffed, rolling his eyes, “sometimes he did, but I really didn’t listen. To be honest, I didn’t like him all that much. He was fine to share an apartment with, mostly – he cleaned up, never made too much noise, and didn’t feel like we had to be besties. But the few times he talked about anything else, he was just… I don’t know, boring.” 
 
    “What led to you moving out?” 
 
    “I moved in with one of my best friends when a bedroom opened up at her place,” he said. “It put me closer to work, I’m paying less, and I’m living with someone I actually enjoy being around now.” 
 
    “And you haven’t seen him since you moved out in late April,” Nix said, referring to their notebook. 
 
    “Not once,” he said with another shrug. “We didn’t part on bad terms, but we never established good terms.” 
 
    “Did you follow each other on social media?” 
 
    “I mean, I follow everyone on social media,” Cameron laughed. “My sister calls me a friend-whore, but I tell her that whores get paid. I’m a friend-slut.” 
 
    “Cute,” Nix said with a smile as fake as his earlier confusion. “He seemed to post pretty prolifically. Did it strike you as unusual when his posts stopped?” 
 
    “Honestly, I really didn’t even notice,” Cameron answered. “But when you’ve got like three thousand people on your feed you’re not really paying that much attention to who posted what unless you’re pretty tight with them, and like I said, that just wasn’t us.” 
 
    Nix held back a frustrated sigh. Well, they had assumed this was probably going to be a dead end, but they had needed to look. They asked for a corrected phone number and he provided it with a bit of reluctance. Just in case, instead of writing it in their notebook they put it into their contact list and then called immediately, and he jerked as the phone in his back pocket unexpectedly buzzed. 
 
    “Whoops,” Nix said, disconnecting. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Are we done?” Cameron asked, his tone more polite than his choice of words. 
 
    “Yes,” they replied. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    They had no choice but to walk together back toward the desk, which was on the way to the exit. 
 
    “Hey,” Cameron said as he slid back behind the desk, “I do hope you find him. I didn’t like him, but I didn’t not like him. And it’s not like his modeling was bad; he had some great shots. It was just talking to him about it that was boring as hell.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nix said. 
 
    “That last one he sent out was pretty cool though, right? You’ve seen that, right?” 
 
    Nix hesitated and took a couple steps back to him. “Last one that he sent out?” they asked. “I’ve seen the last one he posted on Instagram – it was just a normal selfie.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, hang on!” Cameron said, getting out his phone and clicking away at it. “He sent one out through private messaging, and I have to say, it’s pretty badass.” 
 
    “Nobody else has mentioned anything like this,” Nix said. 
 
    Cameron’s thumbs stopped moving for a second, and he glanced up at her with his real confused face again. “I mean,” he said, stammering, “he – he sent it – he might have sent it to me individually, but I guess I just assumed he sent it to a lot of people? We weren’t friends. Why would he send a picture this good to just me?” 
 
    He handed his phone over to Nix. 
 
    The photo was black and white, and an impressive example of use of lighting and shadows. It vaguely reminded Nix of some of the more dramatic images from the polars Hannah liked to watch, although they had never noticed anything quite so striking in those films. 
 
    The shot had been taken in such a way that the room had ill-defined edges, and uncertain shapes covered the floor, hidden in darkness but discernible as silhouettes. Jordan Wade was stripped and shadowed in such a way as to suggest that he was naked; he was posed as if crucified. Nix didn’t think he was necessarily representing Jesus; there was no crown of thorns, no sign above his head, and no hole in his side, but the light shined brightly on nails that looked to have been hammered through his forearms. His face was clearly visible, but it was tilted back and to the side with closed eyes and a partially open mouth. 
 
    And – even more visually remarkable – he appeared to have massive, battered, riveted metal angel wings. They looked as though they extended from his back and they curved up, over, and behind the arms of the cross. 
 
    It was a glorious, terrifying image. Nix realized they had stopped breathing when they started again. 
 
    “I have not seen this,” they said, carefully controlling their voice. 
 
    …the project had something to do with angels… 
 
    “How can I see when you received this?” they asked, holding the phone toward Cameron shakily. 
 
    He tapped at the screen and some data appeared. “There,” he said. “I got that at 9 p.m. on Sunday June 30.” 
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    Nix had driven for several minutes before realizing that they were going home instead of to their office. For a few seconds, they grappled with panic as they tried to decide whether to get off the next highway exit and turn around or to keep going, but there was just enough traffic flowing around them on I-81 that they took the path of least resistance and continued home. 
 
    Cameron had forwarded them the photo, and they were dying to inspect it on a larger screen, privately. Their heart had barely stopped racing since seeing it the first time. Nobody else had mentioned a photo like this, but of course they hadn’t known to ask specifically about it. Nix had asked people about the last time they’d seen him, or the last time they’d heard from him, or the last thing they’d seen on social media from him. Not once had they asked people about the last photo he had sent them. 
 
    If it was only sent to Cameron – why? Cameron didn’t seem to have any explanation for that. 
 
    Nix knew they had almost frightened him with the intensity with which they had asked questions after seeing the photo. He had stammered out answers, wide-eyed, almost shrinking back. 
 
    No, he wasn’t religious. No, he had no other particular affinity for angels. No, he didn’t do metalwork. No, he didn’t know anyone else who did, and were those wings in the picture even real? No, he didn’t know anything about Photoshop. No, he had no idea who had taken the photo. No, there was no message along with the photo. See? Look. 
 
    He had shown Nix the text exchanges. Prior to the photo, the last message had been weeks earlier and had been Jordan asking about a book of Cameron’s that had been left behind, and Cameron telling him to keep it, chuck it, or give it away. No further communication until the stunning photo of Jordan as a crucified angel. 
 
    Nix had vague understanding of the fundamentals of Christian theology, but had needed to read up on angels. Although the text of the Bible varied widely among Christian denominations by translation and doctrine, angels were mentioned hundreds of times. However, the common public interpretation of angels appearing as humans with white feathery wings was more a matter of artistic tradition than it was based upon texts. Nix hadn’t found anything at all that referenced an angel being crucified. 
 
    When they arrived at home, the house was empty. Emory was working, Hannah had gone into her office for whatever her big deadline had been about, and Marla must have made plans for herself. It was just as well; Nix wasn’t in a chatty mood. 
 
    With the slightest guilt, they closed their bedroom door to keep the cats out. They realized that they were thirsty, but they had already sat down at their desk and didn’t want to give the cats hope for interaction, so they ignored it. 
 
    The photo on Nix’s laptop screen, so many times bigger than it had been on their phone, was somehow even more astonishing. They remembered the word “chiaroscuro” from somewhere in the back of their mind, fairly sure that it described the way light and shadows could intensify the drama of an image. They’d never been particularly interested in most visual art – something about which Hannah had often expressed bewilderment – but individual pieces could capture their attention, and this one had done so. 
 
    Nix was utterly lost. They had no idea what to do with this new piece of evidence. The photo had been sent to Cameron on the date of Jordan’s disappearance, but had it been taken that day, or some time before then? Why was it sent only to Cameron? Why hadn’t Jordan sent this to anyone else, or taken it back to Zurowski? 
 
    The metadata from the picture had been stripped; there was no knowing when it was taken or where from the information that was left. All of the information that Nix was going to get directly out of this photo was sitting right in front of them on their screen, but there was nothing that gave any clues. Even the random-seeming shapes on the floor were too dark for Nix to make out any useful details; they weren’t quite jet black, so they could see vague outlines and forms, but nothing with any clarity at all. The only clear image in the photo was Jordan, nailed to a cross, with angel’s wings. 
 
    Silently, Nix sat contemplating the image, their thoughts going around in circles. Jordan had been so excited about a life-changing project, involving angels, that he was going to start on Sunday. Clearly this was it – but why did he think of it as life-changing? Who had made arrangements with him for the photo shoot? Why had no one seen him since then? 
 
    Nix was aware that a talented photo editor could combine several different images into one, and that it was possible that everything was computer generated – the wings, the cross, the nails in his forearms – but there was something about the way that Jordan’s body seemed to hang from the nails that made Nix uncomfortable every time she looked at him. They supposed that was the point of the piece – to unsettle the viewer – but they found their emotional reaction was strong enough that it was overriding their rational, detached examination of the picture. 
 
    When they heard a car door outside, they saw the time and realized they had been sitting at their desk for over an hour. They shook their head as if loosening the dark thoughts that had gathered, and decided to take a break. 
 
    Although they didn’t feel much like company, they knew that it would be a good temporary distraction from this puzzle. They locked their laptop, the photo vanishing from the screen to be replaced with photos of the four resident cats, and opened the door to go downstairs. 
 
    They had been expecting Marla, but instead it was Emory. 
 
    “You’re home early,” Nix blurted out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Emory said, eyes widening and a slight smile dawning. “Is that cool? Do you have someone here? Do I need to go?” 
 
    Surprised, Nix laughed. “It’s cool. It’s just me and the cats. I just didn’t expect you home so early.” 
 
    “It was just totally dead today, so Dr. Flores asked if anyone wanted to leave early. I’m on call this upcoming Sunday for emergencies, so I thought I’d take advantage of a couple hours,” Emory said, crouching to pet Tini and Ammit, who had started yowling to be fed. “Where’s Marla?” 
 
    “I don’t know, she was already gone when I got here.” 
 
    Emory stood back up and looked at Nix curiously. “You sound like you’re okay,” they said, “but you look like you’re on another planet right now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your eyes are wide, your hair is mussed, I can see that you’ve been chewing on your lip,” Emory pointed out. “Your fingers are fidgety, too.” 
 
    Nix automatically glanced at their left hand and willed themself to stop flicking the tip of their thumb over the pads of the other fingers. They hadn’t noticed themself doing that – and it was a tic they hadn’t seen manifest in a while. 
 
    “Very astute observations,” they said. “Maybe you should be doing my job.” 
 
    “I’ll pass, thanks,” Emory replied, but they smiled. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Weird development in my case,” Nix said. “Just a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “You haven’t found the kid, have you?” Emory asked. 
 
    “No, probably nowhere close,” Nix frowned. 
 
    How do you know Ridley Coudrier, Emory? they thought. 
 
    “Okay, so… just a complicated sort of day,” Emory suggested. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Nix hesitated. Lane wants me to talk to you about your sister and brother-in-law. I want to talk to you about what connection you have to Ridley Coudrier. I want you to stop hiding things from me, whether it’s because you think they’re too irrelevant or you think they’re too big because I love you enough that they couldn’t possibly be either of those. I want you to open up about your past to me as soon as you’re ready, but I want you to be ready now, and I don’t want you to know that I want that. I want you to tell me about your date with the girl from Tinder last night, and I want you to tell me that you love me even though I already know. 
 
    “Just talk to me,” they said, hearing both dismay and relief in their voice. “Talk to me about work or traffic or anything else that you want to talk about. I want to live inside your mind for just a little while; mine’s too loud.” 
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    On Thursday morning, Nix didn’t leave their room when they woke up. They had gone to bed feeling resentful, they had slept poorly, and they had snapped at Amaretto when she had predictably attacked their toes in the morning. 
 
    They knew they were mad at themself, and not at anyone else; certainly not at the poor cat. Emory had gone along with their idea of talking to distract them from everything in their busy mind, but instead of accepting the distraction temporarily and regrouping, Nix had opted to ride it out through the rest of the evening. 
 
    They had enjoyed their dinner with Emory, Hannah, and Marla. Hannah had talked a bit about her deadline and how close she came to missing it; Marla had found more of her endless repertoire of anecdotes, and everyone had laughed over wine and takeout. 
 
    The four of them had spent the rest of the evening watching television, once Emory had convinced Marla and Hannah to forego a polar in favor of a mindless, pratfall-filled game show in which contestants were put through impossible stunts and ambushed with unseen projectiles and bursts of water. It was one of the most brainless things Nix could remember watching, full of instant replays of people taking the brunt of foam-covered battering rams and cheaply-written wordplay from commentators – and they all watched three hours of it, laughing their asses off. 
 
    Every time Nix had remembered all the things they needed to talk to Emory about, they had brushed them aside and refocused on the show. Eventually, Emory had announced that they were going to bed because of another early shift with Dr. Flores the next day. Everyone else had acknowledged their own exhaustion and had gone their separate ways to bed. Nix had inquired about joining Hannah, but Hannah had apologetically asked for one more delay, promising them company the next night. 
 
    Now, lying in bed at staring at a clock moving inexorably closer to 9:30 in the morning, Nix was stuck between cutting themself slack for taking an emotional breather and chastising themself for taking the easy way out. 
 
    Eventually, biology defeated their inertia, and they shuffled down the hall to the bathroom. When they came out, Marla was coming out of her own room down the hall. 
 
    “Well, good morning,” she said. “I thought you must have already gone to work.” 
 
    “No,” Nix shrugged. “Still here.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I just needed to sleep in,” Nix said casually. “I’ve got plenty of work to do but I think maybe I’ve been pushing a little too hard for the past few days.” 
 
    Marla eyed her thoughtfully. “All three of you work so much,” she said. “And none of you have exactly taken easy jobs.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nix said. “I don’t have to put in nearly the kind of hours that Hannah does. And I don’t have to have my hands inside of barnyard animals, so…” 
 
    Marla laughed. “That’s true,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean your job is always easy. You’ve already told me how much this one is getting to you.” 
 
    “I should have worked yesterday evening,” Nix griped, surprised at themself at how easily they were confessing this self-recrimination to Marla. “I wasted three hours watching guys get hit in the crotch with dodgeballs.” 
 
    “Time is never wasted watching guys get hit in the crotch,” Marla said with a smile. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, honey. You deserve to take a breath now and then, too.” 
 
    “I know that you’re right,” Nix admitted, “but it feels so selfish of me to do that when Sherrie Wade is out there right now having no idea whether her son is dead or alive, and she’s paying me good money that I’m not sure she can afford to pay.” 
 
    “Well, you’re only billing her for the hours that you’re putting in, and from what you’ve said you’re doing that at a discount,” Marla reminded them. 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “Listen to me. You grew up going to church, right?” 
 
    For a moment, Nix’s breath caught. Did Marla know something about the case? The image of Jordan as a crucified angel flashed in their mind’s eye. 
 
    “Some of the time,” they managed to say after a pause. 
 
    Marla thought for a moment. “Come downstairs with me. You need to eat something and I need a minute to organize my thoughts.” 
 
    Nix let her lead them to the dining room, where they sat and watched over the counter that divided the room from the kitchen. Marla pulled a carton of eggs from the freezer and a skillet from a cupboard. After she had cracked several eggs into a bowl and started whisking them with a splash of milk, she started speaking. 
 
    “In the Gospels, there’s a story where a woman anoints Jesus with a very expensive oil, and it makes the disciples angry. They yell at her about how she could have sold it and given the money to the poor.” 
 
    “Mary Magdalene, right?” Nix said, thinking back. 
 
    “Debatable, actually, but that’s not where I’m going with this,” Marla said, pouring her egg mixture into the skillet. “Jesus answers the disciples by pointing out the poor will always be with them, but they will not always have him – Jesus. Some assholes out there have twisted the whole thing into excuses to not help the poor, if even Jesus said they’re always going to be there. But Jesus was actually quoting from their holy books. In Deuteronomy, there’s a passage that says ‘There will always be poor people in the land.’ And I can’t remember the rest of it word for word, but it’s a command to be generous to the needy.” 
 
    “So…?” Nix prompted, feeling rather lost. 
 
    “So – oh, this is exactly why I needed to organize my thoughts,” Marla grumbled good-naturedly. “So Jesus wasn’t telling everyone to ignore the needs of others, but to also take the time to be present with the people in your life. At least that’s what I believe he was saying.” 
 
    Nix spoke, hearing the grumpiness in their voice even as they were telling themself to shut up. “Well, okay, but this is the same guy who tells his followers to leave their family and take up a cross and follow him, right? I seem to remember that part pretty well.” 
 
    Marla scowled as she stirred the eggs. “I’m not trying to turn this into a theological argument,” she said. “My point is that you can’t spend so much time trying to solve other people’s lives that you neglect your own. I don’t think you need Jesus to get that part. You’ll burn out. You’ll frustrate the hell out of your family.” 
 
    “It just feels… I don’t know,” Nix said, leaning forward and resting their forehead on the table. 
 
    “It feels unfair that someone is suffering,” Marla suggested. “And they’ve specifically asked you for help, and you feel guilty if you don’t make it your top priority at every moment, because then it feels like you’re contributing to their suffering.” 
 
    Nix straightened up and gawked at her. “That’s exactly what it feels like,” they agreed. 
 
    Marla nodded but didn’t say anything more while she finished the eggs. She divided them between two plates and brought them with her to the dining room table, along with forks and napkins. 
 
    “I know you already know this, or you wouldn’t have been okay with going to Salmon River Falls over the weekend. I’d love to have something wise and meaningful to say to you,” she said. “I’m sure some pastor or therapist or bartender has just the right observation that would put that into perspective for you.” 
 
    “You do pretty well,” Nix admitted. “Did you ever think about being a counselor of some kind?” 
 
    They expected Marla to laugh – either because she was scoffing at the idea, or potentially because she had considered it and was laughing at the twists life had taken instead. Either of those options seemed like something she could expect from Marla. Instead, Marla simply nodded and poked at her scrambled eggs with the tines of her fork. 
 
    “I actually thought about going into seminary to be a pastor,” she said. “Thought about it a lot.” 
 
    “Really?” Nix asked, wide-eyed. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing?” Marla said blankly. “Everything? Life just happens sometimes. It’s not always a big event that takes you in a new direction; a lot of times it’s just a series of tiny events that change the landscape around you.” 
 
    “Well,” Nix said. “I bet you would have been very good at it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nix,” Marla said with a wistful smile. 
 
    They ate quietly after that. Nix tried to focus on the flavor and texture of the eggs rather than the continued swirling thoughts in their head, but it was impossible to make their mind go blank. 
 
    After they had finished their late breakfast, they asked Marla, “So you’ve had that feeling, too? That feeling that taking a break from helping someone who has asked for your help is somehow wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Marla said. “It’s a lovely, comfortable guilt after a while, isn’t it?” 
 
    “So what did you do about it?” 
 
    “For years? Nothing. I just lived with it.” 
 
    “But eventually?” 
 
    Marla rose from the table, collecting the dishes. “Eventually, I saw what damage I was doing to the person who mattered most to me. Hannah.” 
 
    “So what did you do about the person who needed your help?” 
 
    “I threw him out.” 
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    The photo nagged at them. It sat in their mind like a splinter. 
 
    They had driven to the office, more out of a need to change their surroundings for fresh perspective than for any other reason, but the only difference was the noise outside their door was now from humans and machines instead of cats. 
 
    The photo was on their monitor, which was significantly larger than the monitor at their bedroom desk. They felt as if they had memorized the image by this point, down to the aged patina on the metal wings. Zooming in made the details in the light even more detailed, but it didn’t help them at all to distinguish anything that lay in the shadows. 
 
    It was tantalizing and infuriating. It felt like such a huge piece of the puzzle, but in reality all it did was extend the time of the last contact Jordan had made with anyone else Nix had talked to by a little more than fifteen hours. 
 
    It gave Nix a million new questions and no new answers. 
 
    Angrily, they turned off their monitor and slapped their notebook down onto the desk, reading and re-reading all of their handwritten notes to look for any hint of an action they could take to at least feel like they were making progress. 
 
    If they couldn’t make heads or tails of the picture, maybe they should just return to some other issues that had been bothering them. On impulse, they dialed a number they had collected almost a week earlier. 
 
    “Hello?” said a confused-sounding voice. 
 
    “Wil Chase?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Yeah, who’s this?” 
 
    “Nix Grennan. I’m the detective looking into the disappearance of Jordan Wade.” 
 
    “Right, Detective,” Wil said with a bit more confidence that promptly evaporated. “Wait, do I call you Detective? Is that just a police term or a TV thing?” 
 
    “Nix is fine,” they said. 
 
    “So how’s the case going?” Wil asked. “Have you found him?” 
 
    “If I had, I really wouldn’t have any particular reason to call you,” Nix pointed out, doing their best to keep their sarcasm limited to their words and not their tone of voice. “I’m not really in the market for hiring a band at the moment.” 
 
    “Fair point,” he answered pleasantly. 
 
    “So I’ve met with a couple other bands besides Drunken Aunt Mary,” Nix said conversationally. “Do you by any chance know a musician named Andrew Pearl?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Wil said. “I’ve played with him a couple of times. He’s super talented.” 
 
    “Were you ever in a band together?” 
 
    “No, Drunken Aunt Mary’s the only band I’ve ever really been with, but for a while I was doing some session work. Recording for, like, other bands’ demo albums or commercials and trade films, stuff like that. That’s where I met him.” 
 
    “How well do you know him?” 
 
    “Not really well,” Wil answered. “I really only worked with him twice, I think. Both for ad campaigns, if I remember right. Kinda fun, kinda boring, decent paycheck.” 
 
    “What about socially?” 
 
    “I mean, I’ve seen him around sometimes. Like at Pride events or just out at bars. We’ll say hello, but we’ve never hung out.” 
 
    “You’ve never gone on a date with him?” 
 
    “Oh, God, no,” Wil laughed. “He’s totally not my type.” 
 
    “Has he asked?” 
 
    There was a pause, and Nix wondered if they had pushed too far. “Yeah, he asked me out. I said no. What’s this about, exactly?” 
 
    “He had a date with Jordan Wade a couple days before Jordan disappeared,” Nix told him. “It was at a concert at Mood.” 
 
    Again, Wil paused before responding. “Okay,” he said slowly, “and are you suggesting that I ought to know something about that?” 
 
    “No,” Nix said firmly. “To be honest, I’m just wondering if there’s anything about what I’ve just told you that you think should be of any particular interest to me.” 
 
    “You’re asking if I think Andrew could have done something to make Jordan disappear,” Wil said, and his voice was flat and irritated. 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you, Wil. I can’t get a handle on Andrew. I can’t decide what I think about him. I’m basically calling to see if people who know him would vouch for his character or would warn me that I should be concerned.” 
 
    “I don’t really know the guy,” Wil answered dully. “And I really shouldn’t be talking to you anyway.” 
 
    Nix blinked. “Because of Ridley Coudrier?” they asked, more sharply than they had intended. There was silence on the other end and they wondered if Wil had hung up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “I’m not asking about Ridley, though,” Nix said, speaking quickly but managing to keep their voice even. “I know Andrew was a bit of a player; I’m just…” 
 
    “You have a good day,” Wil said, and disconnected. 
 
    Nix barely stopped themself from hitting redial. They knew it wouldn’t do any good, and the impulse was a purely emotional one. They sat back in their chair and tried to detach from the feelings and think logically. They began to dissect the conversation to see if there had been anything Wil had said that maybe should have warranted more attention. 
 
    Wil thought Andrew was a good musician, but definitely not someone he would date. He had started to get protective when Nix had inquired if Andrew had ever asked him for a date, but he was still answering questions. It was only when Nix had asked about his overall character that Wil had withdrawn from the discussion. 
 
    And he had said that he shouldn’t be talking to Nix, which they were sure had to do with the mass-text warning from Ridley. 
 
    Pensively, they dialed another number, which also was picked up. Two in a row, they thought. 
 
    “Hello, Nix.” 
 
    Their voice was almost seductive, Nix thought. “Hello, Cin.” 
 
    “You’re calling me on business again?” 
 
    “Afraid so,” Nix answered, trying to put a smile into their voice. “I hate to ask, but the text from Ridley Coudrier – did it say not to talk to me at all, or not to talk to me if I asked questions about him in particular?” 
 
    “I don’t remember off hand, but hang on,” Cin said, her tone shifting into a more businesslike manner. “Here it is… yeah, it’s not the most specific instructions, but it does say not to talk to you if you come around asking questions about him.” 
 
    “About him,” Nix repeated. 
 
    So either Wil got the text and decided that any part of the conversation that made him uncomfortable was enough for him to invoke Ridley’s warning… or Wil thought my questions about Andrew Pearl were getting too close to Ridley Coudrier, they thought. What could that connection be – and why does Ridley have so much pull? 
 
    “That’s what it says,” Cin confirmed. 
 
    “Huh. Okay. That’s all I need. I really appreciate…” 
 
    “Hang on,” Cin said. “I happen to have a very rare free Friday evening tomorrow. Any chance you’d like to get a drink with me?” 
 
    Nix felt their jaw dropping slightly and had to fight a stammer. “I’d like that,” they answered, more quietly than they had intended. 
 
    “There’s a bar called Mood. Do you know it?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Meet me there at 7:00?” 
 
    Nix swallowed hard. “I’ll be there,” they said. 
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    Hours later, Nix flexed their wrists. They’d spent a lot of time making calls, most of which had gone unanswered, and a lot of time sending emails. They’d never quite had proper hand positioning for typing, and it made their forearms ache a bit. 
 
    The few responses they had received had proven unproductive. Nobody seemed to know anything about Jordan’s specific plans for a photo shoot, or who he might have used as a photographer. For all Nix knew, the photo might have been taken just about anywhere that Jordan could have gotten to in one day. They didn’t know how long it would have taken to set up a photo like this or to do any subsequent editing, but apparently it was a fast enough process to send the photo to Cameron McKean by 9 p.m. 
 
    Nix looked at the time. There was nothing more for them to do tonight, they realized reluctantly. Marla was right; it was so easy to feel guilty for setting aside work when the work involved trying to help a mother find her son. 
 
    But Marla was also right about how becoming obsessive about the case held the potential to hurt the people they loved. They needed to go home again, and to have dinner with the family. The idea of two nights in a row of not working on the case gave them a sour stomach, but they knew this was all the more reason to do it. They texted Marla. 
 
      
 
    I’m heading home in a few minutes. Has anyone discussed dinner plans at all? 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, they had their response. 
 
      
 
    H said she hadn’t thought about it at all. E is pulling in now. I’ll ask. 
 
      
 
    Nix waited, hoping that maybe Emory wouldn’t have planned anything either. It seemed like a good night to get takeout. 
 
      
 
    E has no idea and looks tired. Want spaghetti? 
 
      
 
    Nix smiled. Marla was probably already thinking through what veggies in the fridge weren’t too old to be unsalvageable and whether there was any Parmesan. 
 
      
 
    Better idea, I’ll bring home Selene Taverna. Usual orders for everyone? 
 
      
 
    Nix closed out of their email program, once more seeing the photo of Jordan. The nails really looked as if they were piercing Jordan’s forearms right between the radius and ulna; it made Nix’s own aching wrists hurt even more just to look at them. 
 
      
 
    Usual orders with a huge THANK YOU from all of us!!! 
 
      
 
    Nix dialed the restaurant from their favorites menu to place the order and to give their debit card number from memory. They figured they could stop at the liquor store on the way to pick up the food, just in case Marla had burned through the rest of the vodka already. 
 
    As they reached to turn off their monitor, they paused, hand hovering in the air, as they looked one more time at the photo. They were not an expert by any measure, but if they’d had to bet, they would have said that the photo had to have been edited, probably by a professional or at least a very talented amateur. However, there was no obvious signature or copyright on the image. 
 
    Is that unusual? they thought. Wouldn’t someone want to take credit for this piece? Or did they just send it to Jordan before adding that? 
 
    It didn’t seem likely to them that a piece this artistic would remain anonymous, but even when magnifying portions of the photo a chunk at a time they couldn’t see any indication of a signature. They spent so long looking that they were surprised when their phone buzzed. It was a text from Selene Taverna that their food was ready. 
 
    Quickly, Nix shut down the monitor and grabbed their keys. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix carried the bags of food to the front door, looking around for Nacho, but there was no sign of the stray. Tini met them as they came in the door, purring loudly and turning aggressive circles around their ankle. Hannah rescued the bags from their hands, and they bent down and scooped up the surprised calico. 
 
    “One day,” they said sweetly, “you’re going to go right under my feet and I’m going to flatten you accidentally.” 
 
    Marla, passing by, said, “Goodbye Rotini, hello Lasagna?” 
 
    “You bought more vodka?” Hannah called from the dining room. “Why, Nix Grennan, are you flirting with me?” 
 
    Nix set Tini down and stepped out of their shoes. Tini followed them into the dining room where Ammit was already yowling ineffectively, seeking an invitation to the feast. 
 
    “Is Emory upstairs?” they asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Marla said, helping Hannah with distributing the food. “They didn’t say much when they came in and went straight up. I didn’t notice them coming back down.” 
 
    “I’ll get them,” Nix said. 
 
    They went up the stairs and down the hall to Emory’s room, where the door was closed. They raised their hand to knock and noticed that their heart was racing slightly, which gave them pause. It wasn’t from the stairs; while Nix wasn’t the epitome of health, they’d never had any trouble with a single flight of stairs. 
 
    They realized that they were nervous about interacting with Emory. They were walking on eggshells around one of the two people they loved more than anyone else in the world. 
 
    That couldn’t continue. 
 
    Nix knocked on Emory’s door and opened it a crack without waiting for a response. “Dinner’s here. Hi, I love you,” they said, peeking in. 
 
    Emory, who was lying on their bed with their eyes closed, smiled drowsily. “I’ll be right down,” they said in a sleepy voice. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nix asked. “If you’re not feeling well I could put it into the fridge.” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” Emory said, rubbing their eyes and propping themself up on an elbow. Their voice was already picking up its usual chirpiness. “It was just a lot of peopling today and most of it was kind of ugh. I’ll be down in just a minute.” 
 
    Nix hesitated a moment. Was it better to ask them if they could have a talk later, or would that set the stage for Emory to be anxious all through dinner? 
 
    If I ask them to talk later, I can’t back out of it, and I need to not back out of it, they thought, but then reminded themself, Or I could just be an adult and choose not to back out of it. 
 
    “All right. See you in a minute. But if you’re not down in ten I’m eating your dolmades.” 
 
    “Like hell you are,” Emory laughed, starting to sit up. 
 
    “You’ll have to wrestle me for them,” Nix teased. 
 
    At that, Emory’s eyes widened. “Maybe I’ll wait ten minutes, then. That could be fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marla dominated the conversation during the first half of dinner, and although it was as full of hilarious anecdotes as ever, Nix found themself almost feeling a little resentful at her monopolization of the conversation. Thinking it through as they ate their moussaka, they recognized that their tension was starting to leak through and to color every interaction they were having. 
 
    This is not a Marla problem, they reminded themself. This is a Nix problem. 
 
    Eventually, Marla either ran out of steam or realized that her spanakopita was going to be cold before she’d eaten half of it, and she stopped talking. Hannah, who had already devoured most of her gyros, picked up the slack. 
 
    “Everything okay at work today, Emory? You came home looking a little defeated.” 
 
    Nix smiled around their fork. Hannah had put real effort into learning to read Emory’s moods – something that none of them had ever really discussed, but that made Nix happy. 
 
    “We had to euthanize a couple animals today,” Emory said, looking down at the table. “And we had a few clients who could maybe use some lessons in human decency.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, love,” Hannah said. 
 
    “No, I am not accepting pity,” Emory shook their head. “I am accepting a refill on vodka lemonade.” 
 
    “I got you,” Nix said, standing up and taking both their glasses to the kitchen counter. The four of them had collectively finished the last of the prior vodka bottle with their first round of drinks (which Hannah had insisted on pouring so that Marla’s heavy hand wouldn’t knock them all flat), so Nix had to open the new bottle.  
 
    “How about either of you?” Emory said, their tone brightening. “Hannah, how was your work?” 
 
    “We had to euthanize a couple corporate attorneys today,” Hannah said, imitating Emory’s tone and expression. “There was a really big celebration.” 
 
    After a moment, Emory burst out with laughter. “I hate you,” she said without malice. “Don’t give me hope like that.” 
 
    “Work was good. I hit that deadline and so now I’m just kind of gearing up for the next steps, which means that I occasionally have seven or eight minutes where I’m not thinking about ninety things at once,” Hannah said. “In fact, I’m thinking of maybe taking a few days off in a couple of weeks. I’m pretty sure I could swing that without too much chaos happening at the office.” 
 
    “You should,” Marla said. “You deserve it.” 
 
    “Do you think we should plan to go somewhere?” Hannah asked. “I mean, anyone who can take the time and wants to go?” 
 
    Emory’s eyebrows rocketed upward. “I’m in!” they said enthusiastically. 
 
    Marla nodded; she didn’t need to say anything. They all knew she was always interested in a road trip. 
 
    Nix shrugged as they carried the drinks back to the table. “I’d love to if I can work it out, but I honestly have no idea how much longer this case can go.” 
 
    “I thought you said the client wouldn’t be able to afford much more?” Emory asked. 
 
    “She set up an online fundraiser,” Nix said. “I guess it’s been effective, because she sent me more money when I hadn’t even asked yet.” 
 
    “How was work for you today, then?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Nix chuckled. “Not nearly as interesting as yesterday.” 
 
    “Did we talk about work last night?” Emory wondered aloud. “I don’t think we did.” 
 
    “Yesterday, I played Sherlock Holmes for an asshat in an expensive suit, bought a burger for a mostly naked woman who did not warn me about her entirely naked possibly-boyfriend-roommate or his horrifyingly visible piercings, talked my way into a hospital ward where I probably didn’t belong, and got the last known photo of my missing person, which happens to be an impressive piece of artwork,” Nix said. “It was a very full day.” 
 
    The others at the table had all frozen in place, listening to her. The only sound for a moment was Ammit, attempting to bribe Hannah with loud purring at her ankles. 
 
    “Suddenly my draft of a response to a Motion to Dismiss for forum non conveniens feels oddly boring,” Hannah said wryly. 
 
    “You bought a burger for a mostly naked woman?” Emory asked, amused and baffled. 
 
    “I want to know more about the piercings,” Marla said. 
 
    “Mom!” Hannah objected over Emory’s laughter. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Nix whispered. 
 
    The pace of the rest of the meal slowed as the four of them talked and laughed, and Nix focused on taking the time to appreciate what she had. This was family; this was what they had wanted their entire life, and they had it now. 
 
    They watched as Emory brought up a story of the most hectic day they had ever had at work, which had apparently involved accidentally leaving a client’s gate open, letting out multiple curious baby goats who were just learning to headbutt. They half-listened to Emory’s story; the rest of their mind was occupied in thinking about how much they had grown to love them, and how the fear of bringing up difficult subjects was unnecessary. Emory loved them, too; the two had spent years together. 
 
    It would be uncomfortable, perhaps – but it would be okay. 
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    After dinner, Emory had announced their intention to go to their bedroom to read for the rest of the evening. After a few minutes, Nix had followed them up the stairs, followed closely by Figgy who had inexplicably abandoned her post at the living room window. 
 
    Emory’s door was open, and they were lounging in their old, beat-up recliner. It was the smallest bedroom other than the guest room that Lane sometimes stayed in, but Emory had been clear when they had moved in that this was the room they wanted. Their closet and one small dresser that doubled as a nightstand were full of clothes; a tall bookshelf was crammed two layers deep with novels and veterinary texts; the bed and the recliner took up most of the rest of the room. 
 
    The only decoration on the walls was a group of photos. Nix remembered the unfortunate argument that had led to them being put up on Emory’s wall in the first place, when Nix had admitted their fear that Emory’s lack of “homey” touches might mean that they were emotionally prepared to leave at any time. Emory had hung the photos the next day; Nix had talked to their counselor about their previously unrecognized insecurity. 
 
    Although Emory never specifically talked about them, Nix had seen some of the photos change in the last several months, but only to a more current photo of the prior subjects. Nix had been pleased to see this; to them, it meant that the gesture of putting up the photos in the first place had been something Emory had taken, and still took, seriously. 
 
    There was a photo of Emory with Lane; others of Emory with Hannah, Emory with Nix, and Emory with Marla. There were photos of the cats, and several other candid photos with various combinations of the people and animals of the household.  
 
    The photo that Nix liked best among them was one that Nix themself had taken on the one occasion that they had accompanied Emory to a veterinary visit, with Dr. Flores’s permission. Nix had been between cases with a lot of down time and had expressed curiosity about what a typical day was like for Emory at work, and the next thing they knew they had been driving with Emory to a horse farm somewhere in the Finger Lakes region on an emergency call-out. 
 
    Nix had observed as much of the surgery as they could stomach, which had turned out to be very little, and had then waited at the car for it to be done. What seemed like days later, Emory had come out of the barn that had become Dr. Flores’s makeshift operating room and had wearily gone to stand by a nearby horses’ paddock. Their scrubs were darkly stained and their recently-dyed blue hair was lank and had sprung free from their small ponytail to hang down over their face, but something about the scene had struck Nix as powerful. They had surreptitiously snapped a photo, and then several more as one of the horses in the paddock had come over to inspect the newcomer at the fence. The photo that had made it to Nix’s wall showed Emory resting her forehead on the horse’s nose. It was easily one of the luckiest shots Nix had ever taken. 
 
    On their own dresser, Nix had a framed picture from the same session, taken a moment later, as the horse had licked Emory’s hair and ear, their face contorted in a rictus of disgust. It wasn’t nearly as clear a shot and it wasn’t even centered, but Nix loved it. 
 
    Emory noticed Nix in the doorway and their eyes lit up. “Hey, babe,” they said, sliding a finger in between pages of the book they were reading and halfway closing it. “What’s up?” 
 
    Nix hesitated a moment, taking a breath, and then entered the room and closed the door behind them. Emory lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “I love you,” Nix said. 
 
    Without taking their eyes off of Nix, Emory stretched out for a bookmark on the dresser and slid it into the book to replace their finger. “This feels like it’s about to be something that’s either really good or really bad,” they said. 
 
    Nix sat on the bed, tucking a leg up under themself and watching Emory. “I find myself in a really awkward position,” she began. 
 
    “Your foot will fall asleep like that, yes,” Emory joked, but there was no humor on their face. 
 
    Nix allowed a small smile to acknowledge the joke. “I have a couple separate things I need to talk to you about, and both of them involve areas that you usually keep very private.” 
 
    Emory blinked a few times, but they slowly nodded. “Okay,” they said hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m really not sure how to do this,” Nix admitted. “In the past, I’ve always given you space because you’ve asked for it and I love you and respect that need. But because we’ve never clearly outlined where the limits are on discussing difficult topics, I’ve realized that I’m afraid to even mention them for fear of…” 
 
    When Nix trailed off, Emory looked down to the book in their lap and volunteered, “For fear of triggering a trauma response. Yeah, no, I get that.” 
 
    Nix held back a sigh. “Okay, I’m glad you understand,” they said gently. 
 
    “I do, but the thing is that I don’t know if I can outline where the limits are,” Emory admitted, still staring downward. “Some days it might not matter so much. Some days it might matter more. A lot depends on what the conversation is. There’s too many variables for me to make it simple for you and Hannah.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Nix acknowledged. “So what happens if I tell you what I want to talk about and it’s enough to hurt you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t have a lot of practice with that to know what happens, other than obviously I’d probably apologize the next day for whatever I end up saying or doing,” Emory said glumly. 
 
    “Apologize?” Nix asked, stunned. “If I push you to talk about something that triggers you, I think I’d be the one who owed you an apology.” 
 
    “Can we just get to it?” Emory blurted out. “Okay? I know you love me, you know I love you, nobody is intentionally hurting anyone, but, Nix, what the fuck is it?” 
 
    “Well, one of the things is about Lane,” Nix said. 
 
    Emory’s face froze for a moment before shifting to a look of confusion. “Lane?” they asked. “I’ve given you the impression that I’m not willing to talk about Lane?” 
 
    “In general, you will,” Nix said, “but certain things having to do with the rest of your family definitely seem to be off limits.” 
 
    “So this isn’t just about Lane, but about the rest of Lane’s family,” Emory said. “Okay. So far, I’m all right, I think. Tense and anxious because you still haven’t gotten to the fucking point, but other than that…” 
 
    “He apparently felt like you were avoiding him last weekend when he was trying to talk to you about Renee and Jeff.” 
 
    Emory slowly licked their lips and gave one solemn nod. “Considering Renee was being manipulative and trying to get information that’s none of her business, my avoidance of Lane is, in my considered opinion, her fault.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” Nix said, “but I don’t know if Lane is aware of what exactly happened there.” 
 
    Emory huffed out a breath through their nose. “I have a strict policy of not bad-mouthing my sister or her husband in front of Lane. Like I said before, they’re a lot of things, but they’re good parents, and I don’t want his opinion of them to be tainted by my opinion.” 
 
    “I know you don’t get along with Renee personally,” Nix ventured cautiously. 
 
    “Renee and Jeff Sefton are shallow, narrow-minded, bigoted brainless sheep and it’s a miracle that Lane seems to have a more worldly awareness than they will ever have,” Emory said sharply. “But they are good parents.” 
 
    Nix thought for several seconds before attempting their next sentence. “If you think they’re bigoted and brainless and all that… how is that compatible with being good parents?” 
 
    “Lane is clothed, fed, sheltered?” Emory said, and it was clear that they couldn’t understand any other way of seeing it. “He’s happy, he’s healthy, and he’s clearly getting by without absorbing their toxic attitudes.” 
 
    “I think it’s those toxic attitudes you’re mentioning that Lane has been struggling with,” Nix said. “Love, to an extent I agree with everything that you’ve said, but being healthy and fed and clothed seems like a low bar to clear.” 
 
    “Seems like it,” Emory muttered. “Listen – I don’t want Lane telling me about his philosophical alienation from Renee and Jeff, because I will get mad at the two of them, and I will badmouth them in front of him, and I don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Emory, I’m getting all of this information secondhand,” Nix admitted, “but the impression that I get is that he’s unhappy enough at home that he was considering moving out of their house.” 
 
    “He’s fifteen years old,” Emory pointed out. “He can’t just leave. He’s not thinking of running away, is he?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Where would he even go?” 
 
    Nix inhaled deeply, and before they could say anything they saw the realization dawn on their partner’s face. 
 
    “Here?” Emory asked, sounding horrified. “But I’m not… I never…” 
 
    “Love, this is why you need to talk to him,” Nix said gently. 
 
    They let Emory sit silently for several minutes. When at last Emory looked up, they somehow looked as if they had aged a few years. 
 
    “Well,” Emory said, “I think I have a hell of a lot to think about, but I would not consider myself triggered.” 
 
    “Good,” Nix said. “I’m glad.” 
 
    “But you said you had a couple separate things,” Emory said. “So there’s more.” 
 
    “Are you up for more?” Nix asked. 
 
    Emory considered the question, their eyes wandering back and forth almost as if reading. “I think I’m at least up for hearing what the thing is that you want to talk about,” they said. “I’m not going to promise more than that.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Nix said. “I wanted to talk to you about Ridley Coudrier and what you know about him.” 
 
    Emory blanched. 
 
    Nix waited. 
 
    “Why?” Emory finally asked. 
 
    “Because it appears that he’s somehow connected to my missing person’s case,” Nix said. 
 
    Emory closed their eyes and shook their head wearily. “Of course he is,” they muttered, continuing more loudly, “And you think I have information that you can’t get anywhere else?” 
 
    “Let me tell you a little of what I do know,” Nix said. “I know that Ridley has lived in his house in Hawley-Green since at least 2014 when he bought the property. I know that you lived in Hawley-Green a few years ago before you moved in here, so you would have had at least a little overlap as neighbors. I know he’s well-connected in queer communities, although I had never heard of him before this case.” 
 
    “Well, be fair,” Emory said, avoiding looking at Nix, “you don’t exactly make a lot of proactive effort to be part of the local queer community.”
Nix paused; the comment had been delivered with a healthy layer of snark, and it stung, but they couldn’t really say that it was untrue. They let it slide. 
 
    “And Cin Houghton told me about a mass text that Ridley sent out about not talking to me if I came around to investigate him, and Cin seemed to think you might be in the group of people who got it, which tells me that there’s a good chance that you know Ridley personally.” 
 
    “Knew,” Emory said. “Haven’t seen him in years.” 
 
    “How did you…” Nix began to ask, but Emory held up a hand and cut them off. 
 
    “I didn’t know Ridley well, I don’t want to know Ridley well, I don’t even have the same phone number as I did when I lived in Hawley-Green so I didn’t get any such text, and I don’t think there’s anything I could tell you that you couldn’t get from someone else.” 
 
    “Any particular people you think I should be asking?” 
 
    “No, sorry. That’s all I have to say. I’d really like to get back to my book.” 
 
    Nix sat motionless for a moment, trying to decide what to do. “I’m sorry for pushing…” they began. 
 
    “It’s all good, I just want to read. Would you close the door on your way out?” Emory said, opening the book to the marked page and glaring down into the text. 
 
    Nix extracted their foot from underneath them and shook it before setting it down on the floor. They left the room, leaving Figgy inside with Emory as they closed the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emory didn’t come out for the rest of the night, and Nix wasn’t sure whether to ask Hannah or Marla to check on them. They hadn’t seemed traumatized by the conversation, but it had definitely ended more abruptly than Nix could feel entirely comfortable thinking about. 
 
    And, truthfully, Emory probably had been right when they had said that anything they knew about Ridley, Nix could probably get from somewhere else. Nix was fighting hard against the impulse for self-recrimination for that one. Ridley had called for a lockdown on discussion, and a lot of people seemed inclined to fall in line. That meant that Nix’s job might be hard – not impossible. Turning to Emory to discuss a time period in their life that they had always avoided discussing had been selfish at best. 
 
    Beating themself up about a poor decision wasn’t going to help, and it seemed that even approaching Emory with an apology at the moment might not be the best idea. Nix made a mental note to send Emory a text the next morning; it wouldn’t be the only way they’d try to make it right, but based on experience they assumed it was the safest way to open that door. 
 
    Despite Hannah’s statement at dinner that she had a lot less work than usual, she was on her laptop in front of the television most of the evening, although instead of a polar she had on a documentary about homosexuality in Iran. Nix was interested in the few minutes that they saw, but preferred to start it over from the beginning at some point, and left Hannah to work and watch with Bitsy curled on her lap as usual. 
 
    Marla had gone to bed early; Nix suspected she’d had a bit too much of the vodka lemonade. Nix also suspected they had drunk more than they should have, too; although they weren’t noticing any physical symptoms of intoxication, the conversation with Emory had left them feeling disproportionately glum. 
 
    They started questioning whether it was such a good idea to have plans to get together with Cin Houghton at Mood. Nix wasn’t even entirely sure why they had said yes to the invitation. They were attracted to Cin, and Emory had even encouraged them to consider following through on the mild flirting, so it wasn’t like seeing Cin would be wrong, but something about it just didn’t sit right and they couldn’t quite figure out why. Maybe because they had met Cin while investigating a case that still wasn’t closed; maybe because Cin knew Ridley, and Nix knew that they were going to have a very hard time to not turn what was almost definitely a date into a thinly veiled interrogation. 
 
    All of these thoughts had occupied Nix’s mind as they sat on their bed, propped against their headboard, trying and failing to read a book. A quick look at the clock told Nix that they had been staring at the same two pages for well over forty minutes without absorbing a single thing. 
 
    Giving up on the book, Nix figured maybe she should go to bed early, too. She felt down and tired; there was no reason not to. Thirty minutes later, with teeth brushed, lights out, and two cats already settled in for the night at the foot of their bed, Nix was still entirely and unwillingly awake. 
 
    They got up – earning two befuddled, annoyed looks from Tini and Ammit – and carried their pillow down the hall into Hannah’s unoccupied room. They stripped off their pajamas and slid under Hannah’s satiny top sheet without turning on the light. A moment later, Tini tentatively hopped up onto the bed, and upon finding neither Figgy nor Bitsy in their usual nighttime spots she curled up and immediately fell asleep again. Within ten minutes, Nix was asleep too. 
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    When Nix woke in the morning, they could tell from the condition of the bedsheets and the half-full mug of water on the nightstand that Hannah had slept in bed with them, but they had no memory of her arrival or departure. Feeling vaguely disoriented, they showered and dressed for the day before going downstairs. 
 
    Hannah was in her chair, Bitsy on her lap, working away at her laptop with the television off. She glanced up and smiled at Nix, saying, “Good morning,” and then returned to her work. 
 
    “What time did you come to bed?” Nix asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Hannah said. “Maybe half past one?” 
 
    “What time did you get up?” 
 
    “Half past five.” 
 
    “Aren’t you exhausted?” 
 
    Hannah considered it momentarily, and then shook her head. “Not really,” she said. “I took a walk around the block this morning while it was still cool. I might be tired later, I suppose.” 
 
    “Did you try to wake me?” Nix asked. 
 
    “No, you were so sound asleep,” Hannah said. “I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    Nix held back the sigh that they felt clawing its way forward. Hannah had already tuned back in to her work, so Nix left the room and headed for the kitchen.  
 
    It didn’t take a detective to know that Emory had made themself berry pancakes for breakfast; there were dishes and ingredients scattered across the counter and a hastily scrawled sticky note on an upper cabinet saying they had lost track of time and would clean up when they got home. 
 
    Ammit began meowing vehemently at Nix and headbutting their ankle; they took a look at the cats’ food bowls, which were empty. They refilled them, which brought all the cats running other than Bitsy. Nix reached out to give a few scritches to Ammit, and they felt an unfamiliar bump on the back of the cat’s neck. 
 
    To Nix’s fingertips, it felt like a tick, but none of the cats ever went outside; they leaned in for a closer look. Ammit struggled to get away, wanting to eat. 
 
    After a few seconds, Nix huffed and picked Ammit up to take her to the kitchen counter where they would have better light. It took only a moment to discover that the bump was, of all things, a popcorn hull caught in her thick fur. Nix pulled it out carefully and set Ammit back down on the floor. 
 
    Ammit yowled at them reprovingly. “I know you get in trouble for being on the counter,” Nix agreed defensively. “But it was necessary. I needed more light.” 
 
    Light. 
 
    Is there a way to get a little more light on the photo of Jordan? they thought. 
 
    “Hannah,” they said, ducking back into the living room, “do you know anything about editing digital photos?” 
 
    Hannah looked up from her laptop and Nix could see her absorbing and contemplating the question for about five seconds. “I know zooming, cropping, and filters,” she said. “Beyond that my knowledge leaves practical and becomes theoretical.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nix said, unsurprised. They started racking their brain; who did they know who might be familiar with digital photography and editing? They couldn’t approach Leonard Zurowski; despite his years in the business of print model representation (and presumably either direct knowledge of editing or solid contacts), Nix was uncomfortable seeking help from him. They weren’t sure if he was as innocent as he claimed as far as knowing where Jordan was. 
 
    A few minutes of online searching proved frustrating for Nix; there were a hundred thousand links about photo editing, many of which assumed that they already had certain software installed. They found the sheer volume of information to be rattling. 
 
    Besides, they told themself, I’m not looking to become an expert at this; it’s got to be faster to find someone who can help me than to try to learn this myself. 
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    In the coworking office, Nix knocked on a door just a few yards away from the communal printer. The door, labeled Tartan Queen Graphic Design, was open. A young woman with swamp-green hair and at least a dozen facial piercings sat behind a desk with four huge monitors mounted in a square on the wall opposite her. From Nix’s angle, they couldn’t see what was on the screens, but the woman hit a button and the sudden change in their glow told Nix that she had blacked out the monitors. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Pointing back over their shoulder with their thumb, they said, “I’m Nix Grennan, I have the office just…” 
 
    “Outside the double doors, I know,” the woman said. “You don’t come in the communal area often.” 
 
    Thrown off guard, Nix said, “I didn’t think anyone would really notice that.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” the woman said, a little sardonically. “I mean, it is a coworking office, but you don’t seem to have a strong desire to cowork. Not trying to call you out or whatever, it’s your life and your job. Just saying, you’re kind of the hermit of the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nix said, suddenly at a complete loss. “I guess maybe old habits die hard.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the fucking truth,” the woman nodded. “Anyway, what’s up?” 
 
    Nix took a deep breath. “I have a digital photo, and I’m trying to find out if there’s a way to lighten it up.” 
 
    “Lighten it up?” the woman asked. “I mean – just lighten it? For any particular goal?” 
 
    “Just clarity,” Nix said. “It’s a black and white photo with a lot of emphasis on shadow, and I’m trying to see what’s hidden in the shadows. If that’s possible.” 
 
    “I mean – yeah,” the woman said. “That’s real easy. Unless it was clipped, there ought to be a way to see something at least.” 
 
    “What does ‘clipped’ mean?” 
 
    “Like, utterly destroying the pixels and replacing them with just black. It’s like deliberately taking data out and no matter how much you lighten it, it would be black-black-black.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s clipped,” Nix said uncertainly. “There are hints of details, but just not anything I can make out clearly.” 
 
    “Let me see,” said the woman. 
 
    Nix produced the image on their phone and handed it over. The woman’s eyebrows raised and suddenly Nix noticed that her forehead seemed to have, of all things, bulging protrusions like the nubs of horns under the skin. Their jaw dropped involuntarily. 
 
    “This is sick,” the woman said, and her appreciative laugh made it clear that she wasn’t using the term the way Nix would have. “Yeah, you could make this lighter, no problem.” She looked back up at Nix and noticed their eyes flicking over her face. 
 
    Nix noticed her noticing and felt themself blush. “Sorry.” 
 
    “If I didn’t want people to notice them, I wouldn’t have them,” the woman shrugged, smirking slightly. 
 
    “Are those implants?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Subdermal. Silicone,” she answered, and Nix realized belatedly that she was doing something with their phone. A moment later she handed the device back to them and gestured for them to come around the desk. 
 
    Nix moved next to her and watched as the image of Jordan appeared on one of the large monitors on the wall. The woman muttered lightly to herself as she did several things with a keyboard, a mouse, and a peripheral device Nix didn’t recognize that involved a stylus and a pad. Within less than three minutes, Nix watched the photo’s contrast tweak bit by bit until many of the details in the shadows were at last distinguishable. 
 
    “I like the high-contrast version,” the woman said, “but this is pretty damn cool, too.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Nix said. 
 
    “That’s, like, literally the easiest thing anyone is going to ask me to do today,” said the woman. “Here, I’m sending the updated image back to you.” 
 
    Nix felt their phone buzz and checked it to be sure the image was there. They continued to stare at it on the woman’s monitor for a few moments, so engrossed that they forgot briefly that they were intruding upon another business’s time. 
 
    Eventually the woman gave a polite but obvious cough, and Nix started in surprise. “Oh,” they said. “Sorry about that. I should let you get back to work.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Well, yes. But no worries, that was a nice little diversion. And I’m always happy to help out a coworker.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nix said, feeling oddly admonished. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Arcadia. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You too. One last question – do you know anyone in the area who takes pictures like this?” 
 
    Arcadia laughed. “If only,” she said. “I could really use someone with that kind of an eye. If you find out who it is, send them my way.” 
 
    Nix returned to their office, thinking a mile a minute about the details that were revealed by Arcadia’s brief edit. Most of the random shapes on the ground appeared to be various items of mostly indistinct junk, but in the background there was graffiti and architectural details. 
 
    They would have time later to study the image in depth; for now, they needed to get to their car. 
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    After grabbing their keys, Nix locked their office and started down the hallway, but a last-second impulse sent them into the common area to grab a water from the fridge. Pushing aside someone’s sharp-smelling leftovers to reach the free bottles, Nix ignored the growling of their stomach; there would be time later, and they had a granola bar in their bag. 
 
    “Detective?” said a light voice somewhere behind them. They turned, closing the fridge, and saw a face that seemed familiar but out of context, somehow. 
 
    “Nix,” they said automatically. 
 
    “Right,” said the woman. “Edie Claret. We met at Tedd’s house on Tuesday.” 
 
    “Oh! Right, just three days ago,” said Nix, the face and voice finally clicking. Immediately, she noticed two others from their meeting with Holyhead nearby. Each was carrying two black rough-textured boxes by their sturdy handles. 
 
    “Hudson, Weed,” Claret called out. “It’s Nix, the detective.” 
 
    “Oh, hey!” Weed said as the two men approached, his smile wide and amused and his eyes seemingly fighting to focus. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “My office is here,” Nix stammered, caught off guard. “You’re not here looking for me?” 
 
    “Happy coincidence,” he said slowly. 
 
    Nix was almost impressed that they couldn’t smell anything on him. “So what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Hudson knew a guy here who does custom detailing on equipment,” Claret said. 
 
    “And portable light rigs,” Hudson nodded, his attention seemingly elsewhere as his eyes wandered the room. 
 
    “And portable light rigs,” Claret nodded. “So here we are with some speakers the band wants modified to, and I quote, ‘look more badass.’” 
 
    “Looks like you got the heavy ones,” Nix observed to Hudson, whose speakers outstripped even their biggest suitcases in size. 
 
    “I’m the sound guy,” he shrugged. “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “I can’t even lift one of those things. Hudson has the truck and the muscles,” Claret smirked. “I have the working knowledge of the customization specifications and the budget.” 
 
    “And you?” Nix asked Weed, whose speakers were smaller than Hudson’s but still larger than they would have wanted to carry around. “What do you bring to the table?” 
 
    His smile grew even larger. “A generally unmatched array of people skills and a certain talent for bartering.” 
 
    “All right, these are getting heavy, even for me,” said Hudson. “I’m going in. Weed?” 
 
    “Right behind you.” 
 
    They strode across the common area to a door Nix had never paid any attention to, knocked, and entered. Claret had stayed behind, standing with Nix and watching them carry the heavy loads. 
 
    “You need portable lighting?” Nix asked. “Don’t the venues normally provide the lighting?” 
 
    “Yeah, Hudson’s got some idea about Holyhead producing its own outdoor concert series, and he’s got Owen and Rizvi all worked up about the idea, and Tedd’s got money to burn, so here we are.” 
 
    “So, I hate to interrupt your business here,” Nix said, “but have you thought of anything else since Tuesday? Or has anyone said anything else?” 
 
    “No, sorry,” Claret said sympathetically. “It got everyone rattled, though. After you left, Rizvi was going on about what a hard thing it was that the kid disappeared and she hoped you’d find him, and Hudson was like, ‘Oh, come on, that kid’s dead somewhere by now,’ and Millie and Biscuit got involved in arguing, and… well.” She trailed off, puffing air through her lips as a sort of vague punctuation. 
 
    “You recognized Jordan’s picture right away,” Nix remembered. “Was there anything that stood out about him? Anything at all? Even if you think you’ve already told me, I’d appreciate hearing it again.” 
 
    Claret’s face sagged. “Honestly, what I remember most about him was how much he kept acting a little too familiar with everyone. I don’t know how much the band itself really noticed, because they’re all – and I say this with love – pretty stuck on themselves and they eat up the praise from fans. It makes them feel like they’re bigger than they are, or something. But I watched how hard this poor kid was trying to act like he was in tight with them. I think he was just looking for a place to belong. And I hope that wherever he is now, he’s found it.” 
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    Nix muttered curses to themself as they entered the tower that held PCI Services. They had hoped to catch Keith Pelletier at his daily cappuccino and muffin visit to the lobby kiosk, but traffic had not worked in their favor; they hadn’t even managed to park until 9:36, and by now Keith would have made his way back up to his offices on the tenth floor. On the off chance that the barista was unusually sluggish, Nix eyed the line, but he wasn’t there. 
 
    They got onto the first available elevator and pressed the button for the tenth floor, preparing themself mentally for how to try to smooth-talk their way past whatever gatekeeping receptionist Keith had at the front desk. Based on what Nix recalled of Keith’s hiring tendencies, they would be more skilled at the gatekeeping aspect of the job than at the receptionist aspect. 
 
    When the elevator doors opened on the tenth floor, Nix made their way to the large lobby of PCI Services – a room extensively made over from neutral office space into something that was supposed to give potential corporate clients an impression of both “stability and innovation,” as Keith liked to preach. 
 
    The receptionist greeted Nix with a practiced professional smile. “Hello,” she said. “Welcome to PCI. How may I help you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Keith,” Nix said, deciding on the spur of the moment that the best way to approach this was to simply act as if they belonged there. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Pelletier isn’t in the office today,” the receptionist said. She was still the epitome of professionalism, although Nix thought they saw bafflement on her face. 
 
    “I worked here for a long time,” Nix said with a polite smile. “I know that’s his standard line.” They glanced up and saw the nearly opaque dome of a ceiling-mounted security camera, and gave it a polite wave. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the receptionist said with the faintest edge of impatience in her voice, “but Mr. Pelletier is truly not in the office today. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “When do you expect Mr. Pelletier to be in the office next?” 
 
    “Is he expecting you?” 
 
    Definitely not, thought Nix. “He’ll want to talk to me,” they said, hoping they sounded convincing. “Do you have a way to get a message to him?” 
 
    “I can certainly pass a message along,” she answered, taking up a thin stick pen and positioning it over a large notepad. 
 
    At a loss for words, Nix fumbled over their words. “I guess tell him that Nix Grennan came by and that it’s imperative that we speak as soon as possible.” They handed a business card to the receptionist, who read it with no change in expression. 
 
    “That’s all?” she asked. “It might help spur a response if he has some idea what this is about.” 
 
    “He’ll know,” Nix said. They realized that in actuality Keith might not really have any idea what Nix was doing back so soon, a mere eight days after they had told him that if he did them a favor he probably wouldn’t see them again for another two years. In that case, though, Keith’s curiosity and paranoia might lead him to call faster. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to get this right to him. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    Deflated, Nix shook their head and left. 
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    Where the hell was Keith? The old joke had been that you could set your watch, your calendar, and possibly your compass by Keith Pelletier. At the beginning, when their working relationship had been healthy, Nix had given him a hard time about being so predictable when he was in the business of demonstrating the dangers of predictability. 
 
    Of course, anything was possible. New patterns can emerge from necessity, they supposed. Maybe he had turned over a new leaf. Maybe he was ill. Maybe a loved one was ill. There were a million possible reasons for him to have broken a schedule that Nix had known from prior years. It was just damned inconvenient that he was doing so today. 
 
    Back at their coworking office, Nix sat motionlessly in their chair, staring at the wall without seeing it. 
 
    Private investigators in the movies never have this problem, they thought resentfully. Every little piece of evidence is something that springs them into action, and they can always reach the people they’re trying to reach. 
 
    Nix tried inspecting the photo of Jordan, lightened by Arcadia the horned graphic designer, but after several minutes they had to admit that their eyes were crossing from fatigue. They hadn’t realized how tired they actually were. Despite having slept soundly in Hannah’s bed, Nix didn’t feel particularly well-rested. 
 
    Trying to fight off the sleepiness, Nix began writing an email update to Sherrie Wade, although they couldn’t think of too many ways to spin the news of “lots of information but no clear leads” into something positive. They thought about mentioning the photo, torn by the idea that it might create a false hope in a desperate woman – but that withholding it until later might be seen as an even deeper cut to someone who so badly wanted any scrap of information about her son. 
 
    The email unfinished and unsent, Nix closed their laptop and stood up. They crossed the small office and locked the front door and turned off the lights. Just inside the door, unseen from the hallway, was a couch more suited to a house than an office. It had been Nix’s before they and Hannah had moved in together, and until Nix had opened their own office it had waited for them in a storage unit. 
 
    Nix settled into the familiar shape of the cushions and closed their eyes. No one was getting billed right now, and their brain was not going to allow them to make much progress anyway. They cracked one eye back open and checked the time on their cell phone. 
 
    I should set an alarm for twenty minutes, they thought. 
 
    They set it for two hours instead. 
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    Nix went home at 5:00, feeling defeated and guilty about the lack of work they had completed. Not for the first time, they wished that they had a partner in the business, but the idea was unfeasible for so many reasons – not least of which was the struggle to stay afloat. But it would have been nice, they thought, to have someone against whom they could bounce ideas. Different viewpoints and backgrounds brought new insights; sometimes just talking things through out loud caused new avenues of investigation to appear. 
 
    Nix had limited confidentiality agreements in their contracts with private clients. With the corporate clients – background searches and the like – there were always non-disclosure agreements and laws that determined what Nix could and could not discuss with anyone else. With individuals, though, Nix felt strongly that sometimes information had to be shared in order to get people to talk about personal knowledge. The confidentiality form given to these clients was purposefully written to be more reassuring than binding. It granted Nix freedom, and made them feel a bit better about occasionally talking to their family about the cases they were working on. 
 
    At the same time, though, Nix had very mixed feelings about discussing cases with their family. Emory didn’t always listen well if they got bored; Hannah could fixate too much on minutiae that weren’t relevant, and Marla’s questions were often a bit out of left field. 
 
    Nix realized as they parked that they hadn’t told anyone about their plans to go out for a drink this evening. It probably wouldn’t be an issue, they knew, but it wasn’t like them to forget to add things to the calendar and give their partners at least a verbal notice too. Figgy and Tini were in the window, and both turned to look at Nix as they walked to the front door. Nix glanced around for Nacho, but there was no sign of the stray; when they looked back at the window, Figgy was alone. 
 
    Tini, of course, greeted Nix at the door enthusiastically. Nix gave her a cursory pet, called out a general hello, and went straight upstairs to their room. Half an hour later, they came back downstairs in nicer clothes. They headed for the living room, but it was empty; a moment after, they found Hannah and Marla in the kitchen, looking through the refrigerator and discussing dinner plans. 
 
    “Hey there,” they said. “Sorry for the late notice, but count me out tonight – I’m about to head out.” 
 
    Hannah turned from the fridge and did a small double take at Nix’s outfit. “Are you meeting someone?” she asked bluntly. There was no emotional weight that Nix could detect to the question – it was purely seeking factual information. 
 
    “I am. I forgot to put it on the calendar. I’m sorry,” Nix admitted. “I don’t think I’ll be late.” 
 
    Even though the plan they had made with Cin was for “a drink,” Nix had decided while driving home that they needed to have dinner out on their own. There was no logical reason to do it, but the impulse was strong enough that Nix hadn’t wanted to fight it. 
 
    “Okay,” Hannah said simply. “Have fun, be safe.” 
 
    Nix turned to leave but then turned back and asked, “Is Emory home yet?” 
 
    “No,” Marla said. “They called maybe twenty minutes ago and said they’d be home a little late.” 
 
    “So it’s just us for dinner?” Hannah asked her. 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    Hannah’s face lit up. “I bought mac and cheese today.” 
 
    Marla smiled and Nix grimaced. The two of them had a bizarre concoction involving mac and cheese, tuna fish, curry powder, and often random vegetables. It had apparently been a staple in their household when Hannah was a child; Nix didn’t even like being in the vicinity when it was made. 
 
    “You two knock yourselves out,” they said, and blew kisses on their way out of the kitchen. 
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    Truthfully, Nix hadn’t left themself time for a decent dinner. Between the plan to meet Cin at Mood at 7:00 and not leaving the house until nearly 6:00, it would have been impossible to stop anywhere with actual wait staff. 
 
    Nix had automatically started driving in the general direction of Armory Square with the idea that there would be something simple between home and Mood, but nothing grabbed their attention and they ended up parking at Mood well before they were supposed to meet Cin. They considered going inside, but it felt somehow tacky to have dinner at the same location as the later date, so they got out of the car and started walking toward the string of bars and shops down the road. 
 
    The smell of a gyro shop caused them to stop in their tracks, and when they peeked in the door and saw only two people in line and a lot of free tables, the decision was made. For the next twenty minutes, Nix deliberately thought of nothing but the gyro – the tenderness of the lamb, the slightly scorched edge of the soft pita, the tang of the tzatziki sauce and onions. They found themself uncharacteristically emotional at the end of the fast, simple meal, and realized that they had been doing a very poor job of taking care of their basic health. They were sleeping less and occasionally missing meals – of course they were feeling down. 
 
    They ducked into the bathroom and used a travel toothbrush and toothpaste that they always carried in their canvas bag. They popped a couple of breath mints into their mouth as they left the gyro shop and headed back toward Mood. Glancing at their phone, they saw that they should be just about perfectly on time; they wondered if Cin was the sort to show up early, on time, or late. 
 
    The answer, as it turned out, was late, but not egregiously so. It was 7:08 when Cin arrived, and Nix waved to them from a table not far from the bar. Cin had worn a sleeveless top and palazzo pants, and Nix found themself wondering if their own choice in clothes was all right. 
 
    Not the point, Nix, they chided themself. Cin isn’t here to have a drink with your clothes. 
 
    “So sorry to keep you waiting while you’re...” Cin paused, their mismatched eyes lighting up as they gestured to their surroundings, “already in the Mood.” 
 
    Nix laughed despite themself. “Wow. Entering with a dad joke. Strong opening gambit. Risky.” 
 
    “Hey, if you like dad jokes, I’ve got millions of them.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t like dad jokes?” Nix asked with a smile. 
 
    “I’ve still got millions of them,” Cin admitted, “but I might keep some in reserve. I mean, gosh, this is just a first date, but are you already trying to change me?” 
 
    Nix was saved from having to think of a reply when the server appeared to take their order. Nix asked for a prosecco, and Cin asked for a double Blade and Bow, neat, with a water back, and then asked Nix if they had eaten. 
 
    “I did,” Nix said. “Not long ago.” 
 
    “I’m going to get a basket of fries,” Cin said, almost apologetically. “The day got away from me and my meal schedule got all screwed up.” 
 
    After the server had left, Cin leaned forward and put their elbows onto the table. The orange streak in their eye was very visible in the room’s lighting, and Nix wasn’t sure if staring at it would be awkward or if it would just look as if they were really paying attention. 
 
    “So,” Cin said, “let’s clear the elephant out of the room right away. You told me that Emory is one of your partners and that you live together. That implies that you have at least one additional partner. And, obviously, you agreed to a date with me tonight. So how does it all work for you?” 
 
    “It’s pretty straightforward with us, really,” Nix said. “Emory and Hannah and I are together. I love both of them, they love me, they love each other. But we’re all free to date other people.” 
 
    “Date?” Cin asked. “What happens if it becomes serious?” 
 
    “Well, there’s serious and then there’s serious,” Nix said. “We haven’t really had that come up, so we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, I guess. But in general, I think we’d all be pretty supportive of each other.” 
 
    “Do you talk a lot about your dates?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say a lot,” Nix said. “I tend to talk to Hannah a bit more; Emory prefers privacy, most of the time.” 
 
    “That doesn’t worry you?” 
 
    “I respect their needs,” Nix said, feeling slightly annoyed. The question seemed to have been innocent, but it felt judgmental. 
 
    “I get that,” Cin said quickly, holding up their hands defensively. Nix was impressed at how easily Cin seemed to be able to read them. “Let me try to rephrase that. I’m in an open relationship too, and I’ve been in a number of them before. The only times they’ve ever failed for me have been when there wasn’t very clear communication.” 
 
    Nix relaxed somewhat. “We communicate clearly. Emory has told us what their boundaries are; we’ve accepted those boundaries. Sometimes we do have to have conversations that test them, but if it doesn’t seem necessary, we don’t violate that.” 
 
    Except when you just tried to get information from them about Ridley Coudrier, they scolded themself. 
 
    “Cool,” Cin smiled. “I mean – it might make it a little awkward in that we both know the same person but I’m not sure if I’m allowed to talk about them?” 
 
    “Well,” Nix said thoughtfully, “Emory encouraged me to consider asking you out, and there’s no way they would have assumed that we wouldn’t talk about them at least a little bit. So I think you’re in the clear to share your version of events if you want to.” 
 
    “They encouraged you to ask me out?” Cin laughed. “That tracks. We parted on decent enough terms, we just weren’t a particularly good fit.” 
 
    “Any chance you’ll tell me why?” 
 
    “To be honest, I really don’t know. On paper, the two of us should have clicked – but for whatever reason, there just wasn’t any spark between us.” 
 
    “That’s more or less the impression I got from Emory, too,” Nix said. “Fair enough.” 
 
    The server returned with their drinks, and their conversation lapsed for a moment. Nix tried to remember how they had handled first dates before; eight months shouldn’t have wiped out their entire memory of how to hold conversations. 
 
    Cin, however, seemed fairly confident in their ability to keep things moving. “So is being a private investigator anywhere near as glamorous as it looks in the movies?” 
 
    Nix laughed. “I’m guessing you already know it’s not or you wouldn’t have had that playful smile on your face while you asked,” they said. “No, most of my work is running background checks on potential employees, asset checks related to prenuptial agreements or insurance subrogation, surveillance for workers’ compensation cases…” 
 
    “Surveillance sounds kinda cool,” Cin said. 
 
    “It’s so much boredom,” Nix confessed, surprising themselves with the enthusiasm in their voice. “When you see a police stakeout on TV, it’s always two partners either having an interesting conversation or an interesting argument, and then the action happens. With surveillance, you get an assignment with a budget limiting you to maybe four hours in which you try to find an inconspicuous parking space to stare at their house in case they’re going to come out of it to do some very obvious strenuous physical work that you can try to catch on camera. Half the time they may not even be there, which proves nothing and wastes your time and your client’s budget. There’s nobody to talk to and you can’t read a book or play a game on your phone because you have to just keep watching.” 
 
    “That does sound painfully dull,” Cin laughed. “Do you ever catch anyone, though?” 
 
    “In the past couple years, I’ve had one surveillance assignment that was ultimately deemed successful. I got a guy chopping firewood in his backyard for half an hour while he was claiming that he was so injured that he could barely get out of bed. Actually, on that one, I was the one who suggested the surveillance in the first place. I was assigned to run an insurance check on him and he had an average of one claim for injury every eighteen months.” 
 
    “Insurance fraud,” Cin said. “Good catch.” 
 
    Nix accepted the compliment, resisting the temptation to go into detail about how even catching someone at a scam like that didn’t necessarily mean much of anything in the long run. Instead, they said, “So what about you? What constitutes a good day as a bar manager? I mean, it’s about the tips if you’re a bartender, but managing?” 
 
    “I do tend the bar itself at times,” Cin agreed. “But it’s a business, first and foremost. Managing the inventory, scheduling personnel on shift work, interviewing potential employees, contract revisions, blah, blah, blah. For me, I actually look forward to the boring nights. Any night where I don’t have to threaten to throw out an unruly customer or assign someone for special clean-up duty in the bathroom is a good night.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Nix said. “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “At Port Icarus, probably at least once every couple of weeks, unfortunately. It’s not the greatest bar in town, in case you didn’t notice when you came in, but there’s only so much I can do to change it with limited resources and an owner who believes most of the budget should go to importing craft IPAs that all taste the same.” 
 
    “So what’s keeping you there?” 
 
    Cin shrugged. “Inertia, I guess? It can be a challenge sometimes, but it’s a comfortable challenge.” Their tone remained light, but their eyes scanned the tabletop as if looking for something that wasn’t there. They took a small sip of their bourbon, following it with water, and changed the topic. “So how are things going on your case with the missing kid?” 
 
    “Well, part of the problem is that he’s technically not a kid,” Nix said. “He’s an adult capable of making his own decisions, and it’s really not clear if that’s what happened or not.” 
 
    “But you don’t think it is,” Cin observed. “You think something happened to him.” 
 
    Nix sighed. “Truth is, I go back and forth on that enough that it’s driving me up the wall. I want him to have left town voluntarily, but I just have the strongest feeling that he didn’t.” 
 
    “You don’t think he left town, or you don’t think he left voluntarily?” Cin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nix replied. “The whole thing has become so frustrating. It’s been hard to leave work at work.” 
 
    “I’m sorry – should I not have brought it up?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Nix said, waving their hand dismissively. “But it would be great if we didn’t talk about him tonight, I think.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve covered Emory, my job, your job, and the basics of our primary relationships, I think,” Cin said. “And we’re not even through our first drink. Is that a good sign or a bad sign?” 
 
    “It may depend on whether we find other things to discuss.” 
 
    “I’ll admit, I’m impressed that you haven’t asked anything about my eye,” Cin said with an air of confidentiality. “Most people don’t hold off quite so long. I was starting to wonder if you weren’t really inquisitive enough to be a private investigator.” 
 
    “I looked it up after I met you,” Nix admitted. “Sectoral heterochromia.” 
 
    Cin burst out laughing – a loud but melodic laugh that Nix found they rather enjoyed hearing. “It is indeed heterochromia,” they said. “I like to say it’s the only thing hetero about me.” 
 
    “I don’t like asking people things about their appearance that may cause them discomfort,” Nix said. “But I hate not knowing.” 
 
    “God, you are a detective, huh? I’m fine with it,” Cin said, still smiling. “I’d get colored contacts or something if I weren’t. Lots of people seem to find it attractive, actually – which I don’t understand at all, but I’m not about to complain.” 
 
    “So is it related to an underlying medical condition?” Nix asked. “Not to pry, but – I suppose to pry. I understand sometimes it can be a sign of various other issues.” 
 
    “Nope,” Cin said. “Completely clean bill of health.” They winked exaggeratedly and Nix found themself blushing. 
 
    When the fries arrived, Nix asked for a second glass of prosecco. Cin offered to share, and even though Nix wasn’t particularly hungry after the delicious gyro earlier, they smelled too good to pass up a few of them. 
 
    “So what I really want to know more about,” Cin said after a little more small talk, “is what’s going on between you and Ridley Coudrier.” 
 
    Nix hesitated. They really hadn’t wanted to talk about work and to think about Jordan Wade, but on the other hand they were intensely curious about what anyone might be able to tell them about Ridley. “Well, like I told you before, I had learned that my missing person was somehow connected to Ridley, but when I tried to ask him questions, he shut me down. Next thing I knew, you were texting me about his message.” 
 
    “I mean, with Ridley, maybe you really rattled him or maybe he was just feeling particularly bitchy,” Cin said. “He’s a drama queen. Loves being the center of attention, loves having everyone fawn all over him. Like, he thinks he’s some kind of queer royalty here.” 
 
    “I’d never heard of him before all this,” Nix said. 
 
    “I bet that drove him crazy, too,” Cin laughed. “I mean, it surprised me that you didn’t know anything about him. He’s involved with just about every gay organization and charity in the area.” 
 
    Nix shook their head slightly. “I’m not all that involved in many gay organizations,” they admitted. “I find a lot of them to be centered on cisgender and binary issues.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not wrong,” Cin agreed. “I’m just saying that he’s, like, everywhere in the local queer community, and that’s clearly of his own volition.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning that I’m not sure anyone really invites him,” Cin said. “He’s just very proactive about being involved. And, truth is, he does a lot of really good things for the groups he’s in – organizing, fundraising, all that sort of stuff. He’s an asshole, but he’s like the asshole you want on your side because he’s effective.” 
 
    “I know the type,” Nix said. “Honestly, my main concern about him is that when someone is so reluctant to have a private investigator asking questions about a missing person, it makes me wonder why.” 
 
    “Well, I told you about the way he sort of collects gaybies. I don’t know this for sure, but I’ve gotten the impression that sometimes he’s helping some of them get out of really shitty home situations. How was the home situation with your missing person?” 
 
    “I’ve seen no evidence that it was bad.” 
 
    “But have you been really looking?” Cin asked. “I mean, at the risk of getting too personal, I don’t know if anyone would have realized how bad things were for me as a kid if they hadn’t been really looking.” 
 
    Nix sat with that idea for a moment, taking a few more fries and thanking the server as their second glass of prosecco arrived. “Was that how you met Ridley?” they asked. “Were you one of his rescued gaybies?” 
 
    “No, not quite,” Cin said. “I’d gotten out of my home situation a few years before I met Ridley.” 
 
    “What about Emory?” Nix asked, feeling their heart pound as they asked the question. This was thin ice territory for sure; despite their earlier reassurance to Cin that Emory certainly expected the two of them to talk, this felt like more of a personal push than they suspected Emory would be okay with. 
 
    Cin seemed to realize it too, and took a slow sip of bourbon to stall for time. “I can’t say with certainty what brought Emory to Ridley’s parties,” they said carefully. “But I can at least assure you that Emory was never under Ridley’s thrall. I mean, I didn’t know Emory for a long time, but unless they’ve changed dramatically, I can’t really envision them being the type to tolerate anyone as demanding and self-centered as Ridley Coudrier.” 
 
    Nix laughed at that. “No, you’re right,” they said. “That wouldn’t fit the Emory I know either.” 
 
    “So, I don’t know,” Cin continued casually. “Ridley’s not my favorite person on the planet. I could see him helping someone out of a bad situation, especially if he thought they’d be grateful – he loves people kissing up. But I can’t see him doing anything that would hurt anyone. So I guess if you think Ridley is involved somehow with your case, the question I’d be asking is whether the missing person had a home life they were desperate to escape.” 
 
    Nix considered this as they changed topics to easier, more casual conversation. Jordan lived alone after Cameron left. The only remaining “home life” that he had was what appeared to be a positive relationship with his mother. There hadn’t been any signs that he was running from anything – but was it possible Nix had overlooked something? 
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    Nix had felt very clear-headed even after two glasses of prosecco; Cin had shown no signs of intoxication after her double bourbon. Nix was surprised that despite their attraction to Cin, they didn’t feel any particular desire to kiss them at the end of the date, and they had felt an odd mix of relief and disappointment when Cin hadn’t tried.  
 
    They were home before 10:30, but everyone else seemed to have wound down already, so after doing a few chores, Nix had climbed into bed and pulled up an old, disused dating app on their phone. The evening with Cin had made them wonder if their old profile was still out there, and what they’d even said about themselves.  
 
    UPDATE YOUR PROFILE, the app said. Dutifully, they began to do so, but stopped when they reached a section asking for hobbies and interests. 
 
    “Hell,” they muttered. “What are my hobbies and interests?” 
 
    They had previously listed biking and going to concerts, although at the moment they could only remember a very limited number of opportunities for either of those activities in the past several months. 
 
    “God, I’m exciting,” they frowned, turning off the phone and putting it on the charger. 
 
    Predictably, Ammit woke them in the dark with an attack on their toes, and their startled thrash had the side effect of knocking Tini off of the bed. After that, Nix was unable to get back to sleep, and they grumpily went downstairs to make some tea. 
 
    It was a warm Saturday morning, with the promise of more heat to come. Nix fed the cats while they waited on the kettle, and tried not to glare at Amaretto too much. If they really wanted to stop the vicious little jerk from chomping on their feet, they could close their door at night before she came in, but she’d lose the companionable feeling of Ammit behind their knees on colder nights. Besides, the bites normally came around 5:00; today, the cat had apparently slept in an extra fifteen minutes. Maybe they should have been grateful. 
 
    Inevitably, Nix began thinking about the case, and the photo, and the unsuccessful attempt to waylay Keith Pelletier the day before. Where could he have been? He was such a creature of habit, and his absence at the office on a Friday afternoon had baffled them. They poured boiling water over a tea infuser ball and sat down to wait. 
 
    Could it have been something serious? They had considered illness, because Keith was the sort who would go out of his way to schedule predictable appointments – doctors, dentists, auto repairs, and so on – on weekends. 
 
    Specifically on Saturday afternoons, they realized. Because on Saturday and Sunday mornings, they’re up at the crack of dawn to get an early tee time. 
 
    Before things had gone sour between them, Keith used to bore Nix nearly into a stupor talking about his love for golf. They knew he had originally taken it up purely for the social-professional connection it provided, which was something Nix despised. It felt like a way that the wealthy – mostly wealthy white men – would create professional relationships while keeping plausible deniability even to their own consciences that they weren’t intentionally excluding others less privileged. They had expressed this to Keith exactly once, and he had dismissed the idea with a laugh, and had predictably pointed out that although he usually was golfing with business contacts, he had grown up poor and that “one of my usual foursome is Chinese – it’s not a white sport, Grennan, and it’s racist of you to suggest it.” 
 
    Tea forgotten, Nix hustled up the stairs to get their phone off of the charger on the nightstand and began looking up the names of the golf courses in the area, racking their brain for any fragment of memory that might tip them off as to which course Keith might be on. Only a few of them sounded familiar, and one in particular stuck out. 
 
    Sunrise was at 6:11. It was 5:32. Nix took a shot that the clubhouse would already be open, and they pressed the link to dial. 
 
    “Danforth Hills,” said a friendly, probably caffeinated voice. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you’re open,” Nix said in a carefully gentle tone. “I’m calling to double check a tee time for my boss, Keith Pelletier – but I’m a little panicky because I don’t remember if it’s for today or tomorrow. Is he supposed to be there today at 6:45?” 
 
    “Just a second, I can check that for you,” said the voice. Nix could hear the click of a mouse. “No, I don’t have him at the 6:47 slot.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Nix said. “I really screwed this up.” 
 
    “Wait a second – hang on, here he is. No, he’s at 7:10 today. You said Pelletier, right?” 
 
    “Thank you!” Nix said, laughing with feigned relief. “Yes. He must be at 6:45 the next day at the other course. Oh, thank goodness. Thank you so much.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, they had mapped out an approach to Danforth Hills. They had never been on an actual golf course in their life, and they were surprised to see how easy it would be to just walk across it; the parking lot was adjacent to a public road, and from a “street view” they could see a clear path from the parking lot out into the course itself. They wouldn’t even have to go past anyone in the clubhouse. 
 
    They would have thought that there would be a fence to keep out the riff-raff. It was hard for them to imagine that teenagers weren’t running amok on the grounds at night, even in a well-heeled community; there must be some kind of security. 
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    They found a parking lot at a public playground half a mile down the road from the entrance to the golf course. They walked by a pair of young women chatting on a bench while ostensibly supervising their toddlers on the equipment, and ducked into a wooded area several yards beyond. When they came out the other side, they compared the surroundings to the map on their phone and determined that they were in sight of part of the fourth hole of the Danforth Hills course. 
 
    Waiting took far longer than they expected, but almost fifty minutes after they had taken up a vantage spot from which to spy on the course without being easily seen, they spotted Keith Pelletier and three other men on a golf cart coming around a curve on the small paved road. The men were talking quietly, interspersed with occasional boisterous laughter, and when they parked the cart they filed off to surround the tees, which were about thirty yards from where Nix was standing. 
 
    The angle from which Nix approached put them more or less behind the men – not intentional, but not bad for making an impact, they thought. They maneuvered so that at the final few steps they’d be coming up to Keith’s side. He must have heard their footsteps despite the soft grass, because a few seconds before they arrived he glanced back and saw them. 
 
    The color drained from his face and his jaw dropped. “Where the hell did you come from?” he asked without preamble. Nix let the question hang for a moment as the other three men turned to see who he was talking to. 
 
    “This a friend of yours?” asked one of them, a gray-haired stout man who looked as if he had never had a happy moment in his life. 
 
    “No,” Keith said before Nix had a chance to interject. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh – hey there. Ross Vu, isn’t it?” Nix asked, recognizing one of the foursome. “We’ve never actually met in person. I’m Nix Grennan.” 
 
    Ross was bewildered, but offered them a handshake. “You don’t look at all like I had imagined you,” he blurted out. 
 
    “You look exactly like I had imagined you, but I cheat. As an investigator, I look up everyone who ever hires me just to make sure it’s on the level. Keith taught me that, actually,” they answered conversationally, smiling as if there were nothing unusual about the situation at all. 
 
    “I understand my friend Sam DiMartino reached out to you about a case with his game shop?” Ross nodded diplomatically, still clearly trying to make sense of the situation. “Did that work out?” 
 
    “More or less,” Nix said, fighting to keep the smile on their face. “I took the job, he got the answers he wanted. Thanks for the referral.” 
 
    “Aw, Ross, are you cheating on Keith with another investigator?” joked the fourth member of the group, whose teeth were brighter than the golf ball he was tossing from hand to hand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Keith demanded, moving to put his back to his friends while speaking quietly to Nix. 
 
    “It’s funny – there’s no fence, no signs warning people away, nothing. It’s like they’re inviting people to just randomly wander onto their grounds in such a way that they could conceivably be innocent of trespassing just due to lack of awareness,” they said, just as quietly. 
 
    Keith reached out and gripped their wrist firmly. “You need to leave, right now.” 
 
    Nix dropped all pretense of friendliness. “You want to stop touching me, right now.” 
 
    Startled and abashed, Keith released their arm. Nix decided to count to three in their head before saying anything, but Keith wisely spoke again quickly, when they were only starting to think about “two.” 
 
    “I apologize,” he said, managing to sound irritated and contrite at the same time. “That won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Damn right it won’t,” Nix said harshly. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want Scout. I tried to reach you at your office yesterday, but you were out.” 
 
    “You’ve already called in that favor,” Keith said. “You said I wouldn’t see you again for two years.” 
 
    “Knowing me, I probably said ‘probably,’” Nix shrugged. “But as it turns out, I have one more picture to run through, and it’s really important that I get this.” 
 
    They could see the gears turning in his head. They had just offered him a way to agree while feeling as if he were coming out ahead; if he could just see it to take advantage, they’d both finish the day feeling better about things. 
 
    “How important?” he asked. “Important enough to make you promise to leave me the fuck alone after this?” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    “It’s exactly that important, Keith.” 
 
    “Hey,” called the grumpy man. “You two done making out? Some of us want to play golf here.” 
 
    Keith held up a palm aimed vaguely behind him. “I’m gonna finish this round, Nix,” he said. “And then you can meet me at PCI. You use Scout on your one photo. And then we’re through.” 
 
    “That’s a deal. How long does this take, anyway?” 
 
    “Usually about four hours.” 
 
    Nix was the one to be surprised now. “Four hours? For this?” they asked incredulously. 
 
    “Meet me at the office at 1:00,” he said. “I’m going to have lunch when the round is over.” 
 
    Nix scowled, but the deal was made; impatience was just an annoyance. “Fine,” they agreed. “PCI Services at 1:00.” 
 
    They loudly told him and Ross Vu goodbye, ignoring the other two men, and imagined the confused expressions on their faces as they walked back into the woods. 
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    The PCI Services offices were officially closed on the weekends, although Nix knew from experience that it wasn’t uncommon for salaried employees to come in on occasion if they had a particularly involved case or just wanted to wrap up some loose ends. However, the front door of the office was locked and only an employee’s security badge would grant them access, so Nix stood in the hallway by 12:55, waiting for Keith to arrive and let them in. 
 
    He didn’t arrive until 1:06, and Nix knew it was a deliberate choice on his part to be late. Mr. Punctuality had probably arrived in the parking lot ten minutes ago and just waited to prove a petty point. 
 
    When he arrived, he alternated between glaring at them and acting as if he were ignoring them. He didn’t say a word as he unlocked the door and led the way to the same station Nix had used before. They had moved the photo to their thumb drive before leaving the house that morning, and it uploaded instantly to the monitor in front of them. 
 
    Despite his annoyance, Nix could see in her peripheral vision that Keith was leaning closer to get a better look. “Jesus,” he whispered. 
 
    “No, just an angel,” Nix muttered, dragging the image into the “Origin Photo” frame and starting the search. 
 
    In the time between ambushing Keith and getting in to PCI Services, Nix had spent a lot of time with internet searches. They had studied the photo and puzzled briefly over the fact that the nails had been placed in the image as if they pierced through the forearms, between the radius and ulna. Every image Nix could remember of Jesus on the cross or of post-resurrection Jesus had showed the wounds on the palms of his hand. They even had a vague recollection of singing a hymn that involved the word palms, although a brief search of that led them to millions of pages about Palm Sunday. 
 
    From what they could understand, a lot of scholars believed that the actual entry point for the nails was lower toward the wrist, between some of the carpal bones. They’d spent a few minutes looking up lunate, capitate, hamate, and triquetral bones before deciding that no matter how much time they had to kill, this would bore them to death. The palms made for dramatic pictures, but the weight of a human body could not have been supported by nails placed there. Among the carpal bones, the ligaments were thicker. 
 
    A few sites, though, had suggested the placement between the two forearm bones, although their strongest evidence had to do with a Biblical prophecy that “Not one of His bones shall be broken,” and not any particular confirmation from history or anatomy. Ironically, it was entirely possible that the intracarpal placement would not have broken the bones. Chipped them, perhaps; dislocated them, definitely. The placement in the photo was probably either based on the more religious interpretation, then, or was just an artistic choice. 
 
    Nix had also spent some of their time looking up anything they could find related to crucified angels. As far as they could tell, there was nothing in any religious text or variation thereof in which an angel had been crucified, but plenty of artists had used the idea in their work. Most of these artists were modern, and in Nix’s opinion most of them were uninteresting. Still, it wasn’t a particularly original idea, from what they could see. 
 
    It’s not the idea, they thought. It’s the execution. The involuntary pun made them shake their head. 
 
    With only one photo to search, Scout returned a response in under a minute, putting an end to Nix’s rapidly jumping train of thought. They clicked to see the results, and there was one single hit, marked with a “34% possible” rating – a low number, but better than they had expected. 
 
    There was one area of the photo of Jordan that was outlined on the screen; with the brightened images in the background, a vague bit of graffiti on a wall behind the cross had been matched with another photo; in the other photo, it was much easier to see, but none of the graffiti around it matched. 
 
    Nix looked back and forth between the two images; the new photo was blurry and looked as if it had been taken in the middle of the night with a simple flash on a cell phone; there was junk on the floor, but not as much as there was in Jordan’s photo, and certainly not arranged to make an interesting foreground silhouette. And of course, there was no giant cross; it was an empty room. The only thing that might match was that one bit of graffiti. 
 
    “How the hell did that get a thirty-four?” Keith muttered, saying aloud exactly what Nix was thinking. 
 
    Still, though. 
 
    Nix saved the result as a .pdf file, transferred it to their thumb drive and ejected it, sticking it back into their bag. The place had been identified only with geographical coordinates, and Nix wasn’t able to plot those out in their head, and saw no reason to do that here with Keith. 
 
    They stood up and started heading for the door, assuming correctly that Keith would follow them immediately. “So we’re done,” he said. “This is it, no more.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Nix agreed, knowing that although they meant it, it had the very real potential of becoming a retroactive lie. 
 
    “Grennan,” he said, opening the door to let them back out into the hallway, “you better never show up while I’m golfing again, or…” 
 
    “Or what?” they snapped, meeting his gaze. “Think about your answer, Keith.” 
 
    He didn’t drop his eyes, but his tone softened slightly. “I really am sorry that I grabbed your arm on the course, Nix.” 
 
    “That was your one freebie,” they said, so quiet that he had to lean in to hear them clearly. “That non-disclosure agreement was deliberately put on a very delicate patch of thin ice, and you just about stomped on it. The money wasn’t the only condition you have to honor. You ever touch me again, and…” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Nix left without another word. As they got to their car, their phone buzzed a text alert, and then two more in succession. 
 
      
 
    I’ll see if its possible to get you access to Scout (& only Scout) so you don’t have to come here anymore 
 
      
 
    may need to sign a contract for that though 
 
      
 
    and maybe another nda, I’ll ask legal  
 
      
 
    Nix almost felt bad for the guy. It seemed like he really did just want to be left alone. They couldn’t blame him; if Nix had treated someone the way Keith had treated Nix, they wouldn’t want to face that person again either. 
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    Nix had opted to go back to their office rather than looking up information on their phone, for the benefit of the larger screens and full keyboard. Although it was a Saturday afternoon, the coworking office was full of people and noise. Nix fumbled for their key, thinking that they might need to put on headphones. 
 
    They had been so focused on their locked door that they were badly startled by hearing “Hey! Nix Grennan!” called out in the hallway just outside their door. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” said a familiar-looking man, who had jumped back a couple of feet himself when Nix had yelped in surprise. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “No, no problem, I was just…” Nix trailed off, their heart pounding loudly in their ears. 
 
    “You work here?” said the man. 
 
    “I – sometimes. I’m sorry, I’m forgetting your name.” 
 
    “Zimri Bell,” he said. “I own Mood?” 
 
    “Yes!” Nix said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m glad you agree,” he laughed. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I just went completely blank after you startled me. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I just had a meeting,” he said vaguely, gesturing toward the common area that Nix rarely ventured into. “Do you know any of the folks with Gentle Epicure?” 
 
    “No, sorry,” they said, not sure why they were continuing to apologize. “Gentle what?” 
 
    “Epicure. Vegan gourmet food. You should really get to know them, they’re the most wonderful people,” Zimri said encouragingly. 
 
    “I eat meat,” Nix said, still feeling vaguely whiplashed. 
 
    Zimri laughed. “Oh, so do I, but do yourself a favor and try their chocolate raspberry torte anyway sometime. You’d slap your mother for another bite.” 
 
    Nix bit back a reply and tried to refocus their thoughts; what was the politest way to exit the conversation? 
 
    “So how are you?” Zimri asked with a friendly smile. “Have you had any luck finding Jordan Wade?” 
 
    “I’m still working on that,” Nix said. “Like, right now.” 
 
    Missing the hint, Zimri continued, “That’s rough. And nobody has seen him?” 
 
    “Not in the past seven weeks.” 
 
    He shook his head, wide-eyed. “I can’t even imagine what that must be like for his family.” 
 
    “Well,” Nix said awkwardly, “that’s why I’m doing this job.” 
 
    Zimri nodded, and then took a breath and narrowed his eyes. “Hey, do you have just a few minutes?” 
 
    “Honestly?” they sighed. “Just a very few. Hang on, let me unlock it and you can come in and have a seat.” 
 
    Once they were seated, Nix considered offering a beverage, but the impulse passed in half a second. They really weren’t looking for Zimri to stay. “What can I do for you?” they asked in their best businesslike tone. 
 
    “So a couple of my servers are apparently a little freaked out that they talked to you the other night about your case,” he said in a voice that sounded like he was delivering mild bad news, like apologizing for being out of a requested appetizer. 
 
    Nix frowned. “Because they got a text from Ridley Coudrier?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s the sitch there?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t have the slightest goddamn idea,” Nix huffed. “He was abrasive from the moment I met him, and I don’t think I asked anything particularly personal or accusatory. I was just looking for information about Jordan, who had definitely been at some of his parties. The next thing I know he’s telling half the queer people in Syracuse not to talk to me.” 
 
    Zimri heaved a mighty sigh and rolled his eyes, resting one silver-nailed hand on his cheek. “Well, there are drama queens and then there’s Ridley. He can’t bear to not be the center of his own little empire.” 
 
    “I really don’t think I did anything to threaten that,” Nix said. 
 
    “Oh, no, it wouldn’t matter if you did or didn’t,” Zimri protested. “If Ridley thinks he can play it like you’re somehow threatening him, he expects he’ll be able to rally his little fanbase around him.” 
 
    Nix leaned back in their seat. “Not a lot of love lost between you two,” they said. “Is there some history there?” 
 
    “Nothing specific,” Zimri said. “I’m not his biggest fan, and he’s not mine, but it’s annoyance more than antagonism.” 
 
    “I understand he takes in ‘gaybies,’” Nix said. 
 
    “I hate that term,” Zimri grimaced. 
 
    “I’m happy to drop it,” Nix said immediately. “My point is, a lot of kids eighteen and up seem to congregate to him, from what I’ve been told, and that concerns me.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing about Ridley. He’s pretty much a hundred percent motivated by praise and flattery. Sometimes that means getting eighteen-year-olds to love him because he provides them with easy access to booze and maybe drugs and sex. But sometimes it means getting eighteen-year-olds off the street and set up with a new life. I absolutely believe that he’s doing even the good things with selfish rationales, but if it’s still a good thing…” Zimri trailed off, shrugging exaggeratedly. 
 
    Nix considered him for a moment. “Have you ever been to one of his parties?” 
 
    “A couple, a long time ago.” 
 
    “Any idea what’s upstairs in his house?” 
 
    “Not for sure, but if I had to speculate, he probably lets some of his younger friends crash there.” 
 
    Nix considered the possibilities, tapping their fingers on the arm of their chair in a rhythmless beat. 
 
    “You’re thinking Jordan might have ended up there?” Zimri asked. 
 
    “It seems a stretch,” Nix said, “but it might explain Ridley’s reaction.” 
 
    “Or it really could be that he just wants to manufacture a reason to act martyred and gather his flock,” Zimri reminded them. “But, hey, there’s one other thing. I sent you the names of the people that had receipts at Jordan’s table that night.” 
 
    “Daltynn Jacobsen and Andrew Pearl,” Nix confirmed. 
 
    “Yeah, Andrew Pearl,” Zimri said, and he sounded like he was warming up for a speech. 
 
    “He’s not too fond of me either. What about him?” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t too happy to find out he was even in my place,” Zimri said. “I know for a fact that three years ago he was involved in a very violent assault against a good friend of mine.” 
 
    Nix leaned forward. “Go on?” 
 
    “No charges were ever pressed, so there’s no police report, but he beat up my friend with a rubber mallet and left him there bleeding on the floor.” 
 
    “You saw this happen?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, but I saw the injuries.” 
 
    “Were there any witnesses?” 
 
    Zimri scowled at her. “Are you a cop now?” 
 
    “I’m a private investigator,” they said with mild incredulity. “You think I’m not going to ask questions?” 
 
    “He – my friend – told me all about it. Andrew pressured him for sex; he said no. The next thing he knew Andrew was screaming about how he’d led him on, and calling him a liar, and then he picked up a rubber mallet and hit him in the face with it.” 
 
    Nix dutifully wrote some notes while Zimri was talking. “What’s your friend’s name?” 
 
    “I can’t give you that,” Zimri said. “He doesn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “So I can’t get him to corroborate it,” Nix sighed. “Listen, it’s not that I don’t believe you, but what exactly do you want me to do with that information?” 
 
    “I’m just letting you know that if Andrew Pearl was interested in Jordan Wade, you should be looking at him really hard.” 
 
    Nix nodded. “All right,” they said. “I do appreciate the tip. I promise I will consider that well. Now, I really do hate to rush you out, but there’s some work on the case I really need to get to.” 
 
    Zimri rose and offered a handshake. “Well, thanks for your time. Really, try the torte sometime. If I’m wrong about it, I’ll buy your next drink at Mood.” 
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    Thimbleweed Road. 
 
    The data from Scout’s picture match, once translated from geographical coordinates to a marker on a map, had been along a stretch of an old country lane called Thimbleweed Road, in Lysander. It was about four miles from the Lysander Pilgrim Holiness Church, but Nix hadn’t been able to match up the marker on the map with any particular building. 
 
    The satellite view of the area showed large stretches of wooded land and a handful of farm properties. The location marker itself seemed to be in the woods, which Nix couldn’t understand at all, considering the photo was distinctly indoors in a large room. 
 
    From the satellite photos, the nearest building to the marker was a little more than a tenth of a mile away. Nix had switched over to a street view and taken a better look at the building. It appeared to be an old farmhouse, set well back from the road, but there was no farm to speak of around it, and the house itself appeared to be in an advanced state of disrepair. 
 
    The porch was half-collapsed and overgrown with thick weeds; most of the once-white paint had flaked off of the clapboard siding over the entire front of the house. A large section of the house had been reduced over time to nothing but the framework, and many of the studs tilted at precarious angles. The entire building looked as if it were waiting for one good blizzard to take it down entirely. 
 
    It didn’t look big enough to hold the room in which the photo had been taken, but all Nix could figure was that perhaps there was some creative editing or camera tricks involved. Nix rotated the street view as much as they could, but it was clear that the truck taking the images had only made one pass down this relatively disused street. The data on the image said it was only a year old; Nix assumed that today the house would look similar, or – more likely – worse. 
 
    They couldn’t find a house number, and unlike the houses that started about three quarters of a mile down the road, this one didn’t have a mailbox. It had to have been abandoned for a long time, they decided. 
 
    Nix had debated calling Gavin Alfano again. He’d been such a help to them when they needed to look at the interior of the church – but ultimately, that had been a bust, and he had clearly been uncomfortable with the request. Could they press on his charity again so soon? He had joked about it with them, but they could read his agitation through the light tone. They couldn’t ask him again. Especially not when they weren’t even optimistic that this was the right building. Scout had been wrong before. And possibly the metadata from the matching picture had been wrong; that might explain why the map marker was in the woods. 
 
    They’d spent over an hour trying to learn everything they could about the property. Unlike the Lysander Pilgrim Holiness Church, they couldn’t find any indication that this decrepit house was the location for any underground parties. It didn’t mean that it wasn’t, of course, but there was just nothing to suggest it – and, frankly, the house was in far worse shape than the church had been. It looked dangerous. 
 
    They knew what they were going to do before they admitted it to themself. There was no reason to spend so much time staring at different angles of the beat-up old house unless they were planning on going there themself. 
 
    They left the office and started driving home, but the sinking feeling in their gut made them stop only a few miles shy. They sat in their parked car in the lot of a Wegmans, watching shoppers coming out with their groceries and trying to figure out if they were taking themself into or out of their plan. 
 
    After twenty minutes of sitting in the midst of unfocused thoughts, Nix turned the key in the ignition and began driving to Lysander. 
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    Nix was hesitant to park in front of the numberless property. It was a long stretch of road that hadn’t been repaved in years. While at the moment there didn’t seem to be anyone around other than the occasional local driving through, they imagined the response if a OCSD patrol car happened to drive through and see a random vehicle in front of a deathtrap like that. 
 
    Eventually, they parked about a quarter of a mile away at a small pull-off that was adjacent to a lazy creek, hoping it would look as if someone had stopped to wade or fish. Of course, maybe this would be like the church with Gavin, and no police would go by anyway, and they were being paranoid for no reason. 
 
    They opened their trunk and rifled through the various “emergency” belongings they always kept in there. Their hand rested for a moment on a pair of jeans. They were wearing linen pants; the thicker denim fabric would be better for this sort of excursion. They’d have to try to change in the car. They also grabbed a pair of hiking boots and rummaged for their headlamp, scowling when they came up blank. They’d had it back in the church. What had they done with it? They had a vague memory that perhaps they had brought it inside the house to look into replacing a battery or maybe a bulb. 
 
    Without the headlamp, they selected a thick, heavy flashlight. Thinking that they would look suspicious carrying it on such a bright, sunny day, they also selected a small backpack and stuffed the light into it along with a first aid kit. A few minutes later, they were walking down the road toward the house. 
 
    Should they have told somebody where they were? What if they went inside the house and the floor gave way beneath their feet, hurtling them into the basement? How would anyone know where to look for them? Scowling as they walked, they took their phone from their pocket and found the coordinates; they texted them to Hannah with a message. 
 
      
 
    Text me in one hour please. If there’s no response, I might be in a building at this location. 
 
      
 
    Their phone buzzed as they rounded a slight curve and the house came into sight. Hannah had replied. 
 
      
 
    OK 
 
      
 
    Nix knew from experience that the best way to get into places you didn’t belong was to act like you did, but they couldn’t help but look around them warily as they approached the building. They were in clear view of anyone who might be passing by, but they hadn’t seen another vehicle since driving onto this road. 
 
    They found themself looking at the tall grass around them as if expecting to see footprints or trampled plants that might indicate a recent presence, and they had to remind themself that if Jordan had been here, it would have been almost two months prior. 
 
    The porch wasn’t quite as ruined as it had appeared in the street view photos. The front edge of it was utterly wrecked, but it was in better shape closer to the front door of the house. The stairs up to the porch, however, were nothing but rotted debris. 
 
    Nix carefully pulled themself onto a part of the porch that seemed reasonably sturdy, then let out a relieved sigh when nothing cracked underfoot. 
 
    This is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid. 
 
    The front door was either locked or jammed from the pressure of uneven walls. Nix wasn’t sure if they were disappointed or relieved. As they had turned the knob and pushed with a forearm, they’d had a brief vision of the entire structure collapsing on top of them. 
 
    Not that that wasn’t still in the realm of possibility. 
 
    They hopped down from the porch, listening for creaking or cracking, but the only sound was the rustle of leaves in the light wind. Keeping an eye on the house as if it were a wild animal preparing to pounce, Nix walked around the side to the rear. 
 
    Here, even more of the house was reduced to framework, and Nix could see into the building. As bright as the sunlight was outside, there was enough dirt and shadow inside the wreck that it made it hard for them to understand what they were seeing. Making sure they were ought of the line of sight from the road, Nix stepped to the edge of the structure and retrieved their flashlight from the backpack. 
 
    The house appeared to have been emptied of most of its belongings. Nix could make out the shape of a table of some sort that had been tipped over – by what or whom they couldn’t begin to guess – and a flat shape that might have been the tattered remains of a rug. There wasn’t an odor of mold or mildew, which Nix guessed might mean that such things had already come and went. The grass that was growing in some places even inside the house seemed to bear that out, although Nix wouldn’t pretend to have a good understanding of how nature would reclaim buildings. 
 
    There just wasn’t anything here that looked anything like the photo Nix had spent so long studying. The ceiling wasn’t high enough for a cross to have been set up here, even in the areas where the upstairs floor had rotted through, leaving gaping holes. 
 
    You’re assuming the cross was actually set up, Nix reminded themself. For all you know, there’s no such cross and the entire thing was a creative photo edit. Hell, for all you know the entire photo is a composite from different places and the matching graffiti was cut and pasted right into it. 
 
    They frowned. Were they risking their safety for the sake of their curiosity? There was nothing here to see. Going inside wouldn’t change that. They took a deep breath and let it out slowly; this was just another dead end, and it was time for them to acknowledge it. 
 
    Maybe it was even time for them to give up. Tell Sherrie Wade what they knew and let her decide what to do with the information. 
 
    With a combination of reluctance and relief, Nix stepped back from the house and started to walk around to the front again, stuffing the flashlight back into the pack. They’d been there for less than ten minutes, but it had felt like much longer. 
 
    At the corner of the house, they stopped walking. 
 
    Some of their nerves had been about their safety, but some of it had been about the fear of being caught. If they were wrong – if somehow this building was the site of the photo and they were just missing it because their concern for their personal safety was preventing them from seeing the right spot inside the house – wouldn’t Jordan and whoever was with him have been concerned about the same thing? 
 
    If they had needed to carry photography equipment – presumably including things like tripods and light gear – not to mention the cross (if it existed), would they have done so parked as far away as Nix had parked? Would they have walked down the road boldly with that equipment, approaching the house in full view of anyone who might drive by during an early Sunday morning? 
 
    It was possible, of course, they knew. And it had a lot of conditionals – if they had a lot of equipment, if this was the building, if they had parked on this road. 
 
    Not entirely sure what was plucking at their mind, Nix turned slowly on the spot and looked around at the land around them. It was wild and overgrown, with grasses and wildflowers in some areas that were nearly as tall as Nix themself, and various trees encroaching on land that they were fairly sure had been used for farming previously. Nix wasn’t sure how quickly trees grew, or how long this property had been untended, but it felt very much like the land was being reclaimed by a jealous nature god. 
 
    Land this chaotic is the spiritual opposite of a golf course, they thought wryly, remembering the impossibly precise, smooth levels of the grass at Danforth Hills. 
 
    Why was that pressing on their thoughts? 
 
    They stared at the trees again and tried to remember the satellite images they had looked at earlier. Although the trees were closer to the house than they would have expected from those photos – which, admittedly, might have been a few years old – there had long been an established wooded area there, Nix recalled. It was just growing. On the other side of the woods was another road whose name escaped them at the moment. They had a vague memory that the road behind the woods had a few small businesses on it – possibly a hair salon or something like that? 
 
    What if they had come here through those woods? Nix thought, thinking of how they had surprised Keith Pelletier on the golf course. They could have parked on the other road where a car would be less suspicious and then cut through the trees. 
 
    Except, they argued with themself, if you’re assuming they were carrying all that photographic equipment, that wouldn’t exactly be easy. 
 
    But easy isn’t necessarily a factor. A determined photographer would do that. Wouldn’t they? 
 
    They stood, staring at the woods and feeling as if there were one more thing they ought to be considering, but unable to remember what it was. Impulsively, they began walking through the tall grass toward the woods. More than once, they were grateful that they had changed into jeans as thorny plants snagged at their legs. Their heart skipped a few beats when they scared some unseen animal in the underbrush who squealed and rattled through the wildflowers as it fled. 
 
    As they approached the woods, they thought they could see glimpses of a large shape like a building beyond the trees. 
 
    Am I already coming out onto the other street? they wondered, confused. Unless the landscape had changed even more significantly than they thought, the satellite photos from a few years ago suggested that there was a lot more distance before reaching the other road. 
 
    But as they stepped past the nearest of the younger trees, they could see the shape more clearly. It stretched at least two standard stories high, and it was a faded, rusty red. 
 
    A barn, Nix thought, feeling stupid and muddled. This was a farmhouse once upon a time; the property has a barn. 
 
    Their breath felt as it were taking up too much space in their throat as they walked faster toward the barn. It seemed ancient, and the trees that had grown up around it attested to the fact that it had been abandoned long before the house had. Nix found themself wildly imagining what a generation or two of homeowners must have thought about this unusable building in the back of the property, as if that mattered at all anymore. 
 
    The barn was in danger of collapse, like the house, but possibly it was holding up slightly better. Nix wondered if the shelter of the trees played a part in that, or if it were something about the differing architecture. Almost immediately, they recognized that they were trying to think about anything other than what they were doing; they’d noticed that tendency in themself  before when they were scared and tense. 
 
    There was a huge gap in the roof, but the walls seemed primarily intact. As Nix took the last few steps of their approach, they scanned for an obvious way in like missing sections of wall, but to their surprise one half of the massive front double door was ajar. 
 
    Cautiously, they slipped through the gap and waited for their eyes to adjust. Even with a section of roof missing, the sunlight coming in was mottled from tree branches above and only reached one corner of the barn, which appeared to be mostly empty. Nix thought they spotted an old piece of farm equipment that they couldn’t name, but it was just as possible it was just a pile of rusty junk. 
 
    The odor in the barn was unpleasant, but not strong. It smelled like wood rot and wild animals. Since entering, Nix had frightened a number of birds out of the rafters, and had seen a squirrel running its wavelike motion across the floor. 
 
    They retrieved the flashlight from the backpack again and took another careful step forward while flicking it on. The beam felt weak; it might have been more helpful if there had been no outside light at all coming in, but it did help give some illumination to the scene. 
 
    The barn had a few stalls built along the side, and Nix glanced into each of them as they passed. There were some broken bottles and general detritus scattered around, and chills went down their spine as they saw the back of each stall covered in graffiti. 
 
    One spray-painted message said simply, “WOODDAWG WAS HERE 9/9/2002.” Nix considered it for a moment; nothing covered over that tag, so maybe the reason they couldn’t find any references to this being an underground party location was because nobody came here anymore. 
 
    The entire barn creaked in the wind, and Nix’s heart resumed racing; they tried to focus on their breathing, and with their free hand pulled out their phone to be ready to take photos if necessary. 
 
    Had Jordan Wade been in this barn with his photographer? If so, where had he gone from here? Was there anything here to help Nix find his trail? 
 
    As Nix continued toward the back of the barn, they stepped carefully, finding shards of glass crunching underfoot on the wood plank floor. Their flashlight swept over the wall, and they froze. 
 
    The graffiti from the photograph – illegible if a word, unrecognizable if a drawing – stood out clearly and brightly. Nix had spent enough time staring at it this afternoon to know for sure that it matched. This was the location of Jordan’s last known photograph. 
 
    On an impulse they couldn’t fully understand, they took out their phone and set the flash for their camera. They took their own photo of the location, their eyes flinching at the sudden brightness. 
 
    Nix slowly, methodically, moved the flashlight beam across the ground in search of anything that might be useful. At one point, some of the planks in the floor had been forcibly stripped away, broken off raggedly at rotted points in the wood. In this gap, a large hole had been dug into the dirt. It extended down for what Nix estimated to be at least two feet. 
 
    Enough to start setting up a cross? 
 
    Even as Nix was imagining what else might have been necessary to stabilize such a prop, how sturdy it would have to be to support a model’s weight, how the model would manage to stay on it, what editing might have to be done – even as they had all those thoughts pass through their mind in a matter of seconds, they continued moving the flashlight across the floor, moving it in parallel with their camera as they took additional photos. 
 
    Considering the graffiti and the location of the hole, Nix extrapolated where the photographer must have been standing to take the photo. They stepped to that spot and aimed the flashlight at the wall opposite, adding the flashlight built into their phone in their other hand. 
 
    They could imagine the cross in the hole, Jordan posing as a crucified angel on it, and the graffiti from the photo matched perfectly. The debris from the foreground of the photo wasn’t there, but Nix had assumed that the photographer had probably arranged it specifically to get the shot they wanted and then had presumably either kicked it out of the way and left it behind, or packed it up to clear it out. 
 
    Well, Nix thought. You’ve found the spot for the photo. Not that it’s giving you a lot of information yet, but it’s something. Forward progress. 
 
    They looked around the area from the photograph for a few minutes longer, but there was nothing else recognizable, and there was nothing obvious like footprints that they could see – only stains and discolorations that could have been anything. 
 
    Simultaneously satisfied and dissatisfied, Nix put their phone back into their pocket and began walking back to the double door, finding a line of stalls on this side of the barn as well. Dutifully, they began turning their flashlight into each of them as they passed, idly noting the graffiti on each. 
 
    About halfway down the row, their light picked out a small, pale tree branch sticking out of a stall. They glanced up to see if it could have fallen through a hole in the roof, but it was solid above them. They shined the light on the branch again and realized what they were actually seeing. 
 
    No, they thought frantically. No, no, no, no. 
 
    Slowly, reluctantly, they took a step closer and once again turned on their phone’s light as a supplement. It wasn’t a small tree branch; it was a long bone. They turned their lights to the inside of the stall. 
 
    A human skeleton, stripped of all flesh by scavengers and insects, past the point of decomposing stench, lay in disarticulated pieces on the dirt floor. 
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    Nix sat on the ground next to their car, staring at the dry dirt on their boots and hearing nothing. 
 
    They had managed to stay calm and rational upon seeing the human remains in the barn, and had quickly left the building. Once outside, they had been unable to get a signal on their phone, and had walked back toward the road, refusing to think about anything but getting a connection. 
 
    They had called the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Department to report finding a body and had given them a description of the location as best they could, explaining that no, they would not stay on the phone until someone arrived, but they would stand near the property and flag down any patrol car that came. They had called Hannah next. 
 
    By the time police arrived, Nix had gotten back to their parking space a quarter of a mile from the house. They had waved at the first OCSD vehicle as it drove slowly up the road with no lights or sirens. They couldn’t decide if it meant they weren’t taking any of their call seriously, or if they had believed when they had said, “The body is already skeletonized; there’s no emergency.” 
 
    No emergency. True or not, they hated that those words had come out of their mouth. It felt wrong. 
 
    The sheriff’s deputy behind the wheel had listened to Nix’s directions to the nearby house and barn, and had simply said, “I’m going to ask you to stay where you are. Another officer will be with you momentarily.” 
 
    More police arrived in short order, and Hannah had only been a few minutes beyond that. She had parked in front of Nix’s car and had rushed to them with a cold bottle of water and a long embrace. Nix had explained nothing over the phone other than needing her there as soon as possible, but as the story tumbled out, Nix had felt their legs growing weak. They had pulled out of the embrace to sit in the dirt. 
 
    Fire trucks and ambulances had joined the police vehicles up the road. Nix looked at them with vague annoyance. They wouldn’t help. The ambulance was too late by weeks. 
 
    I could have left, they thought. Nobody has even spoken to me since that first deputy. I could still leave. 
 
    Hannah, crouched beside them where they sat, was thinking along the same lines. “We could go home,” she offered. “I can make arrangements for you to go to the station later to make your statement. I’ll go with you if you want.” 
 
    “No,” Nix said, barely registering the words. “I want to get this over with.” 
 
    They waited for nearly twenty minutes before anyone gave them any more notice. Two men in the uniform of the OCSD approached on foot from the direction of the house. 
 
    The older of the two, a weathered man with a heavy gray mustache, looked at Nix and Hannah with a neutral expression under large wire-rimmed sunglasses. “Are you Nick Grennan?” he asked them. 
 
    “It’s Nix Grennan,” Hannah said, standing up. “I’m Hannah Eskridge. I’m their attorney.” 
 
    The younger one grimaced. He was tall and lanky and for some reason the uniform on him reminded Nix of a scarecrow in ill-fitting discarded clothes. He took off his hat and ran a hand over his clean-shaven head. “You think you need an attorney?” he asked Nix, who was still sitting on the ground. 
 
    “What more do you need from them?” 
 
    “Them?” asked the younger deputy. 
 
    “Singular them,” Hannah said testily. 
 
    “Wait,” said the older one. “You’re that P.I., aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m friends with Gavin Alfano,” Nix said dully. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen you,” the older one nodded; he didn’t sound like he felt anything in particular about it, just that he was acknowledging a fact. “I’m Detective Christensen. This is Detective Healy. What can you tell us?” 
 
    Nix explained that they had been following a lead on a missing persons case that had led them here, their discovery in the barn, and their walk back to their car. Christensen and Healy listened patiently, and Nix noticed Hannah watching the detectives carefully. 
 
    “Tell me again how you knew you’d find a body here?” Healy asked at the end of Nix’s explanation. 
 
    Hannah put a hand on Nix’s shoulder, and they could feel it quaking slightly. They glanced at her, and her face was reddening. 
 
    “If you had been listening carefully, Detective Healy,” Hannah said in a taut, careful voice, “you would know that there was no expectation of finding a body. They hoped to find information that would lead them to finding a missing person.” 
 
    Healy didn’t even look at her, but continued speaking to Nix. “So you trespassed on private property and conveniently happened to find a dead body.” 
 
    “There was nothing convenient about it,” Nix hissed, but Hannah gripped their arm tighter and they fell silent. 
 
    “Detective Christensen, is there a reason your colleague has chosen to be immediately aggressive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Christensen said. “The reason is that he’s an asshole.” 
 
    Healy’s head jerked sharply toward Christensen, who scowled at him darkly and gestured for him to leave. With an angry shake of his head, Healy stalked away, walking back toward the abandoned house a quarter mile away. 
 
    “Listen,” Christensen continued without an apology, speaking directly to Nix, “the fact is that you did trespass…” 
 
    “Even if you arrested them, the most you have is criminal trespass in the third degree,” Hannah said. “Which would be easily downgraded to just trespass, which isn’t even a misdemeanor. Don’t waste your time.” 
 
    Christensen stiffened. “I’m pretty sure an arrest doesn’t look so good for a private investigator’s license…” 
 
    “Stop posturing, Detective,” Hannah said. “Trespass is a maximum of fifteen days in jail and a two hundred fifty dollar fine, and for a first offender trying to find a missing person who was ignored by every police department in the area? Who led you to a homicide in your own backyard? What do you think a judge is going to do with that?” 
 
    Christensen glowered at her, pursing his lips. 
 
    “Cut the shit,” Hannah said, but her tone was soft and friendly, as if offering a favor to the detective. “What is it that you really want from this conversation? Because for us, this is a voluntary service being provided to you, and we’re happy to leave at any time.” 
 
    Detective Christensen sighed. “What the hell happened in there?” he asked in a near whisper. “Do you think that’s your missing person?” 
 
    Nix looked at Hannah, who nodded at them to go ahead and answer. “I don’t know,” they admitted, gripping Hannah’s arm to help themself up off the ground. “I’m as positive as I can be that this is the last known place that he was seen, but he’s only been missing for seven weeks, and that body… is that even possible in seven weeks?” 
 
    Christensen frowned. “I’m gonna have to leave that to the experts, but I think it is, yeah. That barn has to get hot as hell with this summer heat, and it’s open to whatever animal might want to get in there.” 
 
    “It didn’t smell like I thought it was supposed to smell,” Nix said, finding themself feeling dizzy and sick. 
 
    “At some point, there’s nothing left to decay,” Christensen said, sounding almost apologetic. “I don’t know. The staties have a solid crime lab nearby. We’ll see what they find. Now, tell me, why are you so sure this is the last place your missing person was seen?” 
 
    Nix explained about the graffiti on the wall and the photograph of Jordan that they had gotten from his former roommate. They pulled up both the original photo and the edited, lightened one in which the graffiti was found and showed their phone to the detective. They then had to explain the idea of Scout and how it had led them to this specific location, belatedly realizing that the marker on the map that appeared to be in the woods was probably resting right on top of the barn that couldn’t be seen on the satellite map. 
 
    At the detective’s request, they forwarded the photos to his email address, adding Hannah’s email address onto it as well at her insistence. 
 
    “Did you take any photos when you found the body?” Christensen asked. 
 
    “No,” Nix said. “Maybe I should have, but I just wanted to get out of there.” 
 
    He asked several more questions about details that seemed irrelevant, as Hannah pointed out more than once, but Nix understood what he was doing and went along with the process. They dutifully confirmed that they were the owner of the car they were next to, and they were typically the only one who drove it, and although Hannah was opposed to the idea they even handed over their hiking boots. 
 
    “You’re going to find my footprints all over the barn,” they said, “but I didn’t touch anything. Not even the door, which was already open a few feet.” 
 
    “We’ll still need to take your fingerprints,” Christensen said. “Can you come to the station tomorrow for that, and to make a formal statement?” 
 
    Nix realized they were still holding the water bottle Hannah had brought them, and that it was unopened. Pulling open the stopper, they said, “Can we make it an afternoon appointment? I’m not going to sleep very well tonight.” 
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    Nix didn’t remember driving home, although they were certain they must have, since both their car and Hannah’s were in the driveway. They didn’t remember what they had done with they had come in. They assumed Tini had greeted them at the door. 
 
    This detail swelled to occupy their mind. Tini always came to the door. Why couldn’t they remember Tini at the door? They always gave her pets at the door, even when it was inconvenient – carrying groceries, or buried in winter clothing, or just exhausted. It was simultaneously a chore and a pleasure to be greeted by the friendliest of friendly cats at the door, and heavens knew Nix needed something friendly. So why couldn’t they remember Tini at the door? 
 
    They wanted to ask Hannah if something bad had happened to Tini, but they were afraid that the answer might be yes and they couldn’t handle that right now. They were also afraid that the answer might be no and that their concern would make Hannah worry about their mental state. 
 
    “Mom!” Hannah said sharply – a tone Hannah almost never used, which caught Nix’s attention. “Now is not the time!” 
 
    Nix realized that while they had been sitting at the dining room table – how had they gotten to the dining room table? – Marla had been fussing and chirping, but Nix had no idea what it had been about. 
 
    “They could have been killed,” Marla said insistently, and Nix picked up the thread. 
 
    “I was never in any danger,” they said, but almost immediately they questioned if they had said it out loud; their voice had been so quiet. 
 
    “Mom,” Hannah pleaded. “They know you’re concerned, and later on you can lecture them if you want to, but I am begging you to give Nix some space. Please.” 
 
    Nix suddenly found herself in a tight embrace, and they blinked as the smell of Marla’s shampoo clouded around her. They hugged back, neither of them saying a word, and when Marla finally let go she left the room. Nix was surprised to find tears on their cheeks, and for a moment they were unsure whose they were. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about her,” Hannah said softly. 
 
    “You don’t control your mom,” Nix said. “Besides… it’s nice to have someone worry a little too much sometimes.” 
 
    They were stunned at how casual the words sounded coming out of their mouth. As if it were just a day. They looked up at Hannah’s face, surprised to see that she looked shocked, as if she had been slapped. 
 
    “I don’t mean that you aren’t worrying,” they began. 
 
    “You were supposed to sleep with me last night,” Hannah said suddenly. Nix had to think for a moment, and then remembered that Hannah had promised Friday night company. 
 
    “You were already asleep when I got home,” they protested. 
 
    Hannah blinked. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I honestly have no idea why I brought that up, except I was thinking about holding you.” 
 
    Nix found her stumbling honesty disarming, and merely nodded. 
 
    Hannah set a glass in front of them. “I made it strong,” they said. “Take it easy.” 
 
    Obediently, Nix took a sip of a drink they didn’t remember requesting. It was a vodka lemonade, without much lemonade, but with mint. The simple and unusual gesture from Hannah, who for all her wonderful qualities was not often tender, brought fresh tears into Nix’s eyes. They blinked them back, wiping at the ones that managed to get out. “Thank you,” they said. 
 
    For long moments, neither one said anything, until at last Hannah offered, “You don’t know for sure that it’s him.” 
 
    “Come on,” Nix responded immediately. “What are the other options? That Jordan and his photographer went through an entire photo shoot with a rotting body in the same barn? That they left and by sheer coincidence someone else died in there soon enough after to go through an entire decomposition down to a skeleton? How long does that take?” 
 
    Hannah looked almost guilty as she responded, “The fastest on record I was able to find was about three weeks in a hot Tennessee summer with full exposure to the elements and scavengers – so I do think that it’s possible.” 
 
    “Of course you would have looked that up,” Nix sighed, hanging their head. “So, okay, you want me to pretend that by coincidence someone else went into this long-abandoned, mostly-hidden remnant of a barn and just died?” 
 
    Hannah frowned and fiddled with her own drink, which was much more yellow than Nix’s. “What if it’s not Jordan?” she asked. “What if it’s the photographer?” 
 
    Nix gawked at her. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” they asked, astonished. 
 
    Hannah looked back at Nix uncomprehendingly. 
 
    “If that’s the photographer, I can’t think of any reason that Jordan would be missing unless he was responsible.” 
 
    Hannah’s hand came up to cover her mouth. “I didn’t think that through. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not fragile,” Nix said, despite feeling excessively so at the moment. “You don’t have to apologize for everything.” 
 
    The two sat for the next several minutes in silence, occasionally taking a sip of their drinks. Nix realized that Ammit was sitting in one of the other chairs, watching the two of them expectantly. 
 
    “You knew a lot about trespassing laws,” Nix said. “You’re not a criminal lawyer.” 
 
    “I looked it all up on the way,” Hannah said. “That was the only thing I could see them trying to bully you for.” 
 
    “They weren’t bullying me,” Nix began. 
 
    “They were,” Hannah said firmly. “Because they’re cops and that’s what cops do.” 
 
    “I have friends who are cops, and are we really going to have this argument right now?” Nix snapped, a little harder than they intended. 
 
    “No,” Hannah capitulated. “You know how I feel, I know how you feel, and I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Nix stopped themself from telling her again not to apologize. “You looked it up on the way?” they asked. “While speeding?” 
 
    Hannah slumped back in her seat, defeated, and took a large swallow of her drink. “Guilty. You should go lie down, Nix.” 
 
    “In a minute,” they said, showing how much was left of their own vodka lemonade. 
 
    Ammit meowed a query and hopped up onto the table in search of a snack. Hannah stretched for him and began scratching him behind the ears. “How long do you think it will be before they can identify the remains?” she asked Nix. 
 
    Nix shrugged. “I mean… there’s no fingerprints or birthmarks or tattoos when there’s no skin left,” they said, feeling suddenly detached from the entire experience. “I didn’t get a good look at the skull because I didn’t want to, but it looked fairly intact, so maybe they might be able to get dental records? But I don’t know. If it takes a DNA sample, I think they can get that from the bones but that takes weeks at least.” 
 
    “God, that’s terrible,” Hannah said. “What do you do in the meantime?” 
 
    Nix felt the urge to scream at her, Not now!, but this was Hannah just trying to understand and process so that she could be supportive, and Nix knew that. 
 
    They drained their glass and set it back down on the table for someone else to worry about, standing up to head for the stairs. “In the meantime,” they said, “I lie down for a while. And when I get up, I call Jordan’s mom.” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” Hannah said, grabbing their hand as they started to walk past. 
 
    Nix stopped, not looking her in the face, and squeezed her hand as hard as she could. Hannah stood, pulling Nix close and holding them in strong, steadying arms. “I’m so, so sorry,” she whispered. “I love you so much, Phoenix.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
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    When Nix awoke, vaguely surprised to find themselves in a loose t-shirt and underwear, it was a few minutes past two in the morning. Dismayed, they clutched their sheet in fists so tight they felt brittle. They hadn’t meant to sleep through the rest of the day. They were supposed to have called Sherrie Wade, or even driven to find her. Now it was hanging over their Sunday. 
 
    Why didn’t anyone wake me? they thought angrily, but even as they held on to the feeling, they knew it hadn’t been carelessness that had kept their family at bay. The family knew that they needed to sleep. 
 
    But although Nix felt more physically rested, they didn’t feel like the sleep had helped their emotions. They wanted to cry, to scream, even to find someone to hurt. 
 
    No, they thought. Not to hurt someone. I’m so tired of people being hurt. 
 
    They lay in the darkness for several minutes, listening to the soft breathing of Amaretto and Rotini, snuggled together at the foot of their bed. They were hungry and thirsty and sore. And they had to go to the bathroom, which was at least sufficient motivation to get out of bed. 
 
    Despite trying not to disturb the cats as they sat up, their heads jerked up in unison and they glared at Nix – Tini on full alert, Ammit with a squinty, sleepy look that reminded Nix of how Hannah sometimes woke. 
 
    “Sorry,” they whispered, and left the room. 
 
    Twenty minutes and half a pint of ice cream later, Nix found themself slumped over the dining room table, forcing themself to be as quiet as possible while weeping. Their thoughts were rattling around loosely; they could barely keep track of all the places their mind went, seemingly at random at times. It was as if every sad thought they’d ever fought had come back to crowd around them. 
 
    They knew that there was a chance that the body wasn’t Jordan Wade. That determination would hopefully come soon – they refused to imagine the possibility that it might not be possible to know for sure. But in their gut, they couldn’t imagine a way that it wouldn’t be Jordan Wade. Would I feel better if it’s not him? they thought. Would that even be fair to whoever it was? Why should Jordan Wade’s life be worth more to me? My only connection to him is that I’m making money off of his disappearance. 
 
    But the sorrow wasn’t only for Jordan, or even the people like Sherrie that he left behind. It wasn’t even entirely for themself and all the ways this had affected them. It was somehow for everything, and their uncertainty that everything was ever going to get better. 
 
    For the first time since they were thirteen, Nix felt a sharp stab of guilt that they didn’t believe in the things they had been taught in church. Back then, they had wanted to believe so badly but couldn’t ever reach the point of faith and acceptance they had seen in their friends. Now, they just wished that they could believe that there was a plan, a purpose, a reason for every single thing that happens. 
 
    Their phone was still upstairs in their bedroom, and they considered whether they should email Sherrie Wade now. They had planned to call her during the evening, but it didn’t make sense to call in the middle of the night. As much as Sherrie wanted the information as soon as possible, there was no point in waking her, especially when the two options were that her son was dead, or her son was still entirely missing. Nix’s sickening certainty wasn’t proof, either. 
 
    Should I try to see her in person instead of calling? Nix thought. There were dozens of reasons why the answer seemed like it could be yes, and dozens why it could be no, and despite having slept for hours already Nix found themself feeling exhausted again. 
 
    They threw out the ice cream container and put the spoon into the sink, and then trudged to the foot of the stairs. Tini had taken up space about halfway down the staircase, as if torn between staying with Nix and the comfort of the bed. 
 
    The idea of going back to bed was suddenly, overwhelmingly, what Nix did not want. They turned around and unlocked the front door, pulling it open to gauge the outside weather through the screen. It was warm without being hot, and a dry breeze rustled the trees slightly. 
 
    Nix stepped out onto the porch, closing the screen behind them carefully to make sure Tini couldn’t slip out to explore. They sat on the stairs, elbows on their knees, hunched forward with hands clasped. 
 
    They stared vacantly at a tree in the yard, watching the leaves drift slowly to and fro, and trying to see if they could match up the feeling of wind on their arms and neck with the timing of the leaves’ movements. For a while, they let themself rest in the sensations. The street was silent, with only the barest hint of traffic noise from the nearest major road, which seemed to always have cars running up and down it except in the worst winter weather. The street lamps cast pockets of light up and down the neighborhood. The air felt as good on Nix’s arms as the steps felt uncomfortable underneath them. They leaned to one side to allow their forearm to graze against the metal railing beside the steps, just to experience the sensation. The night smelled green in a way that they wouldn’t be able to describe, but that felt right. 
 
    A flicker of motion in their peripheral vision caused them to sit up a little straighter. It was low to the ground, and small; probably a squirrel. But at this time of year, there was a chance of skunks in the neighborhood, and Nix shifted their weight to be prepared to get up and go back inside. 
 
    They squinted at the nearby bayberry shrub, and they thought they could spot a pair of reflective eyes underneath. As they watched, the eyes moved closer, and the shadowy shape resolved into a gray striped tabby cat. 
 
    “Nacho?” Nix whispered. 
 
    As if it recognized the moniker Marla had given it, the cat slinked out from under the shrub and cautiously approached closer to Nix. It didn’t meow at them, and it didn’t come close enough for them to attempt to pet it; it simply watched them as it walked up to a spot a yard away from the foot of the steps, and sat down. 
 
    “When I was little,” Nix whispered so quietly they almost couldn’t hear themself, “I would have thought that you were some sort of sign sent by God. Or at least I would have wanted you to be.” 
 
    Nacho continued staring at Nix, moving only the tip of its tail. 
 
    “I would have spent a lot of time trying to figure out what God might want to tell me. What kind of holy message you were. There was a woman at my church – I forget her name – who told me that God always signs His handiwork. I don’t know what she was really telling me, but I used to look for signs all the time. Sometimes I’d even convince myself that I had found one.” 
 
    Nacho looked away as if supremely disinterested. 
 
    “I think that’s why I have so much trouble trusting my gut now,” they admitted. “Does that even make sense?” 
 
    When Nix stood, Nacho fled down the street. After relocking the front door, Nix fond Tini still on the staircase, waiting for them to return to bed. Dutifully, Nix climbed the steps, Tini running in front to get back into bed before they arrived. 
 
    At the top of the steps, though, Nix turned in the direction of Hannah’s room instead. The door was mostly closed, as usual, and the blackout curtains were effectively making it challenging to find their way to the bed. 
 
    For the second time in less than a week, Nix found that Hannah already had company. Emory was naked, in Hannah’s sleepy embrace; Nix held back a sigh, feeling the disappointment like an ache on the inside of their ribs. They turned to leave, but they heard a whisper behind them. 
 
    “Nix?” Emory breathed softly. Nix turned back to see them squinting, their head tilted up from the pillow. “Honey, what do you need?” 
 
    Nix knew what they were asking, and the implied offer in case Nix was seeking distraction. It wouldn’t have been anything emotionally fulfilling, probably, but Emory had a way of making physical intimacy appealing even when Nix was down. 
 
    Still, Nix felt the catch in their throat. “Nothing,” they said. “I just need sleep.” 
 
    “Get in,” Emory yawned, patting the bed. “It’s okay, you can sleep here.” 
 
    For a moment, Nix hesitated. It wouldn’t have been the first time that they had slept in a bed with both of their partners, but it hadn’t happened for a long time. They tried to remember if there was a reason or if things had just sort of shaken out that way, but they were too mentally drained to put any real effort into figuring that out. 
 
    Gratefully, they crawled into bed; it was the only king size in the house, and they fit comfortably on Emory’s other side. Figgy and Bitsy both complained at the shifting bedscape beneath them, but they settled back down quickly. 
 
    Emory twisted underneath Hannah’s arm and reached out to put their own arm around Nix. “Hannah told me,” they said, their eyes shut and their lips barely moving. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Nix meant to say something in response, but the impulse passed as they drifted back into sleep. 
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    When they woke up again, Nix was disoriented for a moment at being in Hannah’s room without Hannah. Instead, Emory still lay in the bed next to them, and it took Nix a few moments to remember how this turn of events had occurred. 
 
    It took another moment before Nix realized that what had awakened them had been the doorbell. They listened hard, but it was difficult to hear anything from all the way downstairs over Emory’s loud breathing, which Hannah always said was as close as you could get to snoring without technically being a snore. 
 
    They started assembling their scrambled thoughts into a more coherent narrative. It was Sunday morning; Hannah’s clock said that it was just barely past 8:00. It wasn’t surprising that Hannah was already up that early on a weekend, but it was surprising that someone would be ringing their doorbell. 
 
    Nix experienced a strong sinking feeling, but rather than getting up to find out if they were right, they simply pulled themself closer to Emory, who sleepily wrapped their arms around them. They waited. 
 
    They heard the front door close and wondered for a moment if maybe they had been wrong about everything, and the doorbell had been something completely unconnected to them and their case. A second later, they heard Hannah’s footsteps on the staircase, and their moment of relief jackknifed back into anxiety. 
 
    When Hannah entered the room, there was enough light from the hallway that Nix could see the tension in her expression. “Nix, honey,” she said, “are you awake?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Nix said. 
 
    “One of the detectives from yesterday is here,” she said. “Christensen. I reminded him that you were already scheduled to go in this afternoon to make a statement and provide fingerprints, but he said he really needs to talk to you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he just call?” Emory muttered, propping themself up on one elbow. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I prefer this in person, actually,” Hannah replied. “It’s a lot easier for me to be a part of the conversation. At the station would be better, but, honey, it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Give me five minutes,” Nix said. “Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    “Make it ten. They can sweat it out,” Hannah said. 
 
    “They?” Emory asked. “Is Christensen a singular they?” 
 
    “Not as far as I know,” Hannah said. “No, he’s not alone.” 
 
    “Not that asshole Healy, is it?” Nix grimaced. 
 
    “No,” Hannah sighed. “He brought Gavin Alfano.” 
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    We’re not off to a good start here, thought Nix. 
 
    Hannah had demanded to stay with Nix while they spoke to the police, to act as a buffer and if necessary as an attorney. They both knew her expertise had nothing to do with criminal law, but the police didn’t. 
 
    Emory had insisted on being a witness as well, and it was clear that their interest wasn’t prurient; Emory just had an even stronger dislike of cops than Hannah did. Even a reminder that she was supposed to be on call for Dr. Flores didn’t make a dent in their resolve. 
 
    It had started badly at the door. 
 
    “Hello again,” Detective Christensen had said, bearing a polite smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Gavin Alfano stood a pace behind him, looking vaguely dismayed with his eyes lowered. “May we come in?” 
 
    “Do you have a warrant?” Emory had asked immediately. 
 
    After a tiny pause, Christensen’s smile had widened; Nix assumed it was supposed to be charming and reassuring, but it failed on both counts. “Do I need one?” 
 
    Emory was standing so close to Nix that all Nix had needed to do was flex their fingertips to touch Emory’s leg firmly, a message to stand down. 
 
    “I’d really rather not have a whole conversation through a screen door,” Christensen had said. 
 
    “You remember you told me to come to the station,” Nix had answered as neutrally as they could. “Any particular reason you’re here at my house on a Sunday morning?” 
 
    “You’re not in trouble, Nix,” Gavin had said, his deep rumble uncharacteristically quiet. He had fixed his eyes on them as he spoke, moving his head in the slowest of nods. 
 
    Hannah had noticed it, too, and had raised an eyebrow at Nix; Nix had sighed and scooped up Tini so that the screen door could be safely opened, and the men had come inside. Christensen removed his wire-rimmed sunglasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket. His eyes weren’t as friendly as the rest of his face. 
 
    Nix, Emory, Hannah, Gavin, and Christensen were now seated around the dining room table, all with glasses of water. Marla, never one to be comfortable if she were left out of things, hovered in the kitchen, divided from the rest of them by a counter. She looked ready to leap over it if she needed to. 
 
    Hannah had fallen into a professional mode, her face carefully pleasant but firm, her hands folded in her lap. Emory was slouched in their seat like a sullen teenager, glaring daggers at Christensen in particular. Nix felt that it was maybe a bit much, but on the other hand there was no reason to let the detective feel too comfortable. 
 
    “I appreciate you giving me – giving us – this opportunity to speak with you,” Christensen said, gesturing at Gavin, who was looking down at the table. “Alfano tells me that it would be best if I just cut right to the chase with you. We need to know who else you’ve told about the body that you found.” 
 
    While Nix was still processing the statement – they didn’t know what they had been expecting, but that wasn’t it – Hannah spoke up. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say just yet,” Christensen said, his tone conveying an apology that wasn’t found in his expression. 
 
    This guy would make a terrible poker player, Nix thought. 
 
    Hannah sighed. “Of course you’re not.”  
 
    They noticed Gavin looking up from the table slowly, and he twitched one eye at them before looking back down and picking up his glass of water. Was that a wink? Nix thought, and glanced at Hannah for confirmation, but she had apparently missed it. Is Gavin trying to tell me things without Christensen noticing? 
 
    “Other than the police, the only person I specifically spoke to was Hannah.” 
 
    “Hannah Eskridge,” Christensen said, reading off of a small notebook Nix hadn’t seen him produce. “And since nobody else here seems surprised, I assume then that you, Hannah, must have told both of them?” 
 
    Hannah took two breaths through her nose before responding; to those who didn’t know her, she might have seemed nervous, but Nix knew that Hannah was analyzing the statement, considering if any traps were being set out. “I did tell them, yes.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Christensen asked. “Wouldn’t you have wanted to maintain attorney-client privilege?” 
 
    Hannah’s lip jumped slightly, and Nix knew she was pushing down a smile. “Nothing I said to anyone else was a privileged communication,” she said simply. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Christensen said with a shrug. 
 
    Emory gave the tiniest snort in response; Nix looked at them, and their face said, So glad we got your blessing on that, O Arbiter Of Reasoning. 
 
    “May I ask what you told them?” 
 
    “You don’t want to split us up and shake us down separately? Make sure our stories match up?” Emory asked, earning reproachful looks from her family and an expression of bewilderment from Christensen. 
 
    “Nobody here is a suspect, miss,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” they snapped, leaning forward and putting a hand on the table. 
 
    Nix covered it with their own, still looking at Christensen, and said, “For the record, my title is Mx.; Hannah accepts miss or ma’am; and Emory is Emory. No title. No miss, ma’am, sir.” 
 
    “I apologize,” Christensen said with a grave nod. “It was an honest mistake.” He looked back at his notebook and read, “Emory Vandal.” 
 
    They blinked, but said nothing else, slumping back into their seat with their lips pursed. 
 
    “That must be tough,” Christensen mused aloud, and Nix watched Gavin as he looked up from the table to raise an eyebrow at the detective. They decided it must mean that Christensen had strayed from the plan of discussion. “I mean, if you’re out shopping, customer service people probably call you ‘miss’ or something all the time, right? Do you have to have this sort of conversation every day?” 
 
    “Hey,” Gavin whispered at him, warning him to shut up. 
 
    “No,” Emory said with mock politeness. “Customer service people get the benefit of the doubt. Cops don’t.” 
 
    Christensen seemed to absorb that information, looking down at his notebook again as if reading additional information there. “Again, I apologize,” he said carefully. “This is a pretty new area to me. Gavin was trying to explain some of it to me on the way here. Non-binary, AMAB, AFAB…” 
 
    “ACAB,” muttered Emory. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Hannah said gently. 
 
    “Not helping. It’s like I’m a cop,” Emory said sarcastically. 
 
    Nix watched as Gavin put one knuckle onto the back of Christensen’s wrist and tapped it slightly before resuming his original position. For a moment they wondered if Gavin were giving secret signals to both them and Christensen, but then realized that it seemed to be just a quick nudge to try to keep the detective on track. 
 
    “I will try to do better,” Christensen said, choosing to direct this to Hannah. He sounded as if he were repeating a line he had memorized rather than making a real promise. He looked to his right, toward the kitchen. “Marla Eskridge, right? What title should I use for you?” 
 
    Marla drew herself up to stand straight, staring lasers at Christensen every bit as hard as Emory had been, and with the greatest of clarity and diction said, “Your Fucking Majesty.” 
 
    Emory’s shriek of laughter scared Nix so badly that they tilted in their seat, but soon it had caught up to Hannah as well. Nix relaxed into it, noticing that Gavin and Christensen both seemed nonplussed and Marla hadn’t even cracked a smile. 
 
    As Emory and Hannah settled back down, Gavin looked up at Marla and asked, “Could I bother you for another glass of water?” 
 
    “To get back to my question,” Christensen said uncertainly, a half-smile on his face, “what did you tell the others?” 
 
    Hannah nodded; she’d had enough time to examine the question the first time it was asked. “I told them that while investigating their missing person, they had found a body in an abandoned barn in Lysander, and that we were concerned that it was probably the person they had been looking for.” 
 
    “And everyone here knew that the person you were seeking was Jordan Wade?” Christensen asked Nix, glancing again to his notebook as Marla returned with Gavin’s water. 
 
    “Yes,” Nix said. “There have to be dozens of people who know that at this point. I can’t exactly try to find a missing person in secret.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Christensen nodded. “So you four all knew. Who else?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell anyone else,” Nix said, wondering if they should be letting Hannah answer on their behalf. “I came home, had a stiff drink, and went to bed.” 
 
    “Who’s your client?” asked Christensen. 
 
    Again, Gavin looked up from the table and nodded slightly at Nix before looking down again. They were sure of it now; he was trying to help them without Christensen being aware. But why? 
 
    Hannah also nodded at Nix, who said, “His mother. Sherrie Wade. She hired me a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell her?” 
 
    Nothing from Gavin. 
 
    “I came home. I had a stiff drink because I was so shaken up by finding a skeleton. I debated contacting her, but I kept telling myself that I didn’t know for sure if it was him. I went to bed. I ended up sleeping all the way up until you two arrived.” 
 
    Well, except for a midnight snack and an attempt to commune with a stray cat on my porch steps, they thought. 
 
    Christensen threw a quick look at Gavin, who continued staring at the table and drinking his water. “Okay,” he said. “What about you, Miss Eskridge? Did you tell anyone else?” 
 
    The only sign Nix saw that Hannah was surprised by the question was in her hands, which were still folded in her lap. One thumb tapped the back of the other as she considered the question. 
 
    “No,” she said at last. “I didn’t talk to anyone else about it.” 
 
    “And you?” he asked Marla. “Can you think of anyone you might have told?” 
 
    “The only person I would have told is my best friend Deb, but I didn’t talk to her at all yesterday evening,” Marla answered. “No, I didn’t tell anyone. I expect I would have mentioned it when I call her later today – should I not do that?” 
 
    “We’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything just yet,” Christensen said. “And, uh… Emory?” he asked, and Nix thought they noticed him brace himself in case Emory responded negatively to the question. 
 
    Then Nix noticed that Gavin had looked them square in the eye and had very slowly moved his head from side to side. He was shaking his head “no.” 
 
    No? No what? Am I supposed to warn Emory not to answer? 
 
    But Emory was already answering. 
 
    “No,” they answered calmly. “I got home late, Hannah told me what happened, I checked on Nix and she was sound asleep, so I decided to go to bed too.” 
 
    Gavin’s lips parted and he seemed to be carefully letting out a held breath. He finished off his water again and looked at Nix, who tried to give him a subtle questioning look. He nodded faintly. 
 
    Whatever this is about, he’s going to explain, they concluded. 
 
    “So this information didn’t leave this house,” Christensen summarized, looking to them all for confirmation. Everyone agreed that it had remained among the family. “And, begging your pardon, but if worse came to worst and you had to swear to that in court, you’re sure there’s nobody you can think of that you might have told?” Again, everyone nodded and reiterated that they hadn’t shared anything with anyone. 
 
    “Well, for the time being, I’m going to ask you to please continue to keep all of this to yourselves,” Christensen said. “I know that’s asking a lot, but this is going to be a very difficult investigation as it is, and we don’t know for sure whose body we’ve got right now.” 
 
    “I have to talk to Sherrie Wade,” Nix blurted out. “She needs to know that there’s a possibility that…” 
 
    Christensen held a hand up. “Someone is speaking with her this morning, if they haven’t already.” 
 
    Hannah quickly covered Nix’s hand with her own. 
 
    “We understand,” Gavin spoke up, “that you have understandable business reasons to speak with her about this. And, personally, I know you would have preferred to be the one to break the news. You feel the responsibility; I get that.” 
 
    Christensen was nodding along sympathetically to what Gavin was saying, and Nix felt an urge to tell him off. He clearly hadn’t thought about that aspect at all before. 
 
    “I’ll make sure she understands that the decision was taken out of your hands,” Gavin continued, and Christensen squinted at him in puzzlement but said nothing. 
 
    “It’s not important,” Nix said. And right then, it wasn’t. Gavin was right – they did feel the responsibility to tell Sherrie, but would it really matter? She was about to learn that her son’s body might have been found; was there any point in worrying about whether she would blame Nix for not being the one to break the news? At worst, Nix would feel guilty for not shouldering the burden, and for being grateful that they didn’t have to. And if a bit of guilt was their share of the pain from this situation, they were still getting off easy, and they knew it. 
 
    “This couldn’t have been a phone conversation?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “No,” Nix answered before Christensen could. “Sometimes face-to-face is necessary if you’re trying to catch lies.” 
 
    With nothing else to ask, Christensen and Gavin offered handshakes to everyone; Emory remained in their chair with arms folded, but everyone else said their goodbyes. Christensen apologetically explained that Nix would still need to come to the station to give a formal statement. At the door, Hannah scooped up Tini again and reached for the screen door handle. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry,” Gavin said, looking hard at Nix, “but I’ve had a lot of water this morning. Could I possibly use the facilities before we leave?” 
 
    “Sure,” Nix said, catching on immediately. “I’ll show you where it is. Follow me.” 
 
    They rounded a corner with Gavin tagging along, and they could hear Christensen leaving the house. 
 
    “You’re retired! What are you even doing here?” they asked quietly. Even with the detective walking to his car, Nix didn’t want to risk anything being overheard. 
 
    “He brought me in specifically because of you,” he answered. “Said he needed help figuring out whether to trust you, and he said I’d know if you were acting unusual. I agreed because this whole thing makes me nervous.” 
 
    “What was with all the mysterious glances?” 
 
    “I needed to get your attention and I didn’t know what else to do. We’ve got a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “Something to do with Emory?” Nix asked, a knot forming in their stomach. “I noticed you shaking your head.” 
 
    He frowned. “Look, you know me. If things actually were to lead back to Emory on this, you know I wouldn’t protect them for you.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But Christensen… look, he’s a good cop, but…” 
 
    “The phrase ‘he’s a good cop, but’ is exactly the reason why Emory and Hannah don’t like you, Gavin.” 
 
    “But Emory has a record and I don’t want Christensen looking at them unnecessarily.” 
 
    Nix felt as if the floor had vanished beneath them. 
 
    “Emory?” 
 
    Gavin raised both eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “You never told me anything about that,” Nix mumbled. 
 
    Gavin blinked at them. “You didn’t know?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t exactly run criminal history reports on my partners, Gavin,” they said, dazed. 
 
    “It’s not even that bad,” he began, but Nix waved him off. 
 
    “Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me anything about it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed reluctantly, “but, Nix. You’ve got to find out if Emory lied to Christensen about whether they told anyone else about this, and if so, you’ve got to tell me. Not him. Me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Okay, look. Officially, it could be a while before we can prove whether this body is Jordan Wade,” he said. “I mean… you saw the body.” 
 
    “I’ll never forget that,” they said, trying to sound bravely sarcastic but instead hearing their voice shake. 
 
    “I know,” he said, looking as if he wasn’t sure whether to offer a hug or just keep talking. He chose the latter. “The easiest methods are out – fingerprints, birthmarks, tattoos, that stuff. The body is with the Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office, and they’ll do what they can if they can get dental records, but otherwise we’re talking trying to get DNA from the bones and then weeks of…” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured all of that, Gavin,” Nix said impatiently. “You said ‘officially’ you don’t know? Is there an ‘unofficially’ part of this?” 
 
    “Unofficially, everyone is convinced it’s him, and that someone out there knows that his body was found.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Sometime around midnight,” Gavin said, sliding his phone out of his back pocket, “someone contacted the Syracuse Police Department and sent them this.” 
 
    Nix looked at the image on the phone. It was the photo of Jordan Wade as a crucified angel, with a caption: “Make him famous.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gavin left after a couple more minutes of conversation. Nix went up to their room and wandered aimlessly around the room, fidgeting with their belongings as if tidying up, but never moving anything more than an inch or two. The door was closed and they half-hoped and half-feared that someone would knock. There was too much to process. 
 
    After several minutes, they checked the charge on their phone – low, but not worrisome – and texted Emory. 
 
      
 
    Are you free? 
 
      
 
    The reply came back in seconds. 
 
      
 
    y, r u offering 2 pay? ;D 
 
      
 
    Nix hesitated before responding. What would they even say once they were speaking face to face? They had always respected Emory’s boundaries, but this felt bigger than that. Nix felt like they were the one hiding something now, and it seemed like at a minimum, Emory had a right to know that Nix knew. 
 
      
 
    Can you come up to my room, please? Not for sex. 
 
      
 
    The response was a little slower this time. 
 
      
 
    ur loss. mine 2. b right up 
 
      
 
    Emory entered curiously, and perhaps a bit warily. Nix realized that the only places to sit in the room were on the bed and on the office chair at their laptop. They gestured to the bed and said, “Hey, would you sit down for a minute?” 
 
    Emory froze. “The fuck,” they said, and Nix wasn’t sure if it was a question or some kind of commentary. 
 
    “Please?” Nix asked. 
 
    They were definitely on their guard now, and when they sat they took only the edge of the bed, as if prepared to burst away at a full run. Nix lowered themself into the office chair and tried to figure out how to start. 
 
    “If you’re going to chew me out about being rude to a couple of cops,” Emory started to say, and Nix shook their head. 
 
    “Gavin told me why they were asking if any of us had told anyone that I thought the body in the barn was Jordan Wade,” they explained. “Last night, the photo of Jordan as an angel was sent to the Syracuse Police Department by someone who said they had received it anonymously.” 
 
    “What?” Emory shook their head, confused. 
 
    “Someone – Gavin doesn’t know who, he’s not in the loop enough – got a copy of the photo in their email from some kind of anonymous dummy account. They forwarded it to SPD. It had a caption - ‘Make him famous.’” 
 
    “Meaning Jordan?” Emory asked. “Make Jordan famous?” 
 
    “That’s my assumption; the emailer was anonymous.” 
 
    “So…” Emory said slowly, putting it together, “yesterday, you found a body that you’re positive belongs to Jordan even though it may not be officially identified for a long time… and then last night, someone coincidentally anonymously forwarded the last known photo of Jordan to someone else and said to make him famous.” 
 
    “That’s the shape of it, yes.” 
 
    “That’s not a coincidence,” Emory said softly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The person who sent the photo…” 
 
    “Knows something about Jordan’s death,” Nix finished for them. They were unwilling to say that it was probably Jordan’s killer, as they wanted to hang on to the slim possibility that there was another explanation, but the thought hung in the air anyway. 
 
    “And that person waited until the body was found.” 
 
    “But how did they know that the body was found?” Nix nodded, completing the logical process. “They think someone leaked the information.” 
 
    “They don’t think you had anything to do with it, do they?” Emory asked, their face becoming suddenly stoic and their tone eerily calm. Nix thought they could see a vein pulsing near Emory’s jaw. 
 
    “I don’t have any reason to think so,” Nix said. “Gavin wouldn’t have come here if they did.” 
 
    “If they told him,” Emory scowled slightly. “Maybe your friend is all right but most cops are liars.” 
 
    “Gavin said that it was very important that I ask you if you were truthful with the detective,” Nix said. 
 
    Emory considered them for a long moment, breathing slowly. “Me, specifically,” they finally said. “Not Hannah or Marla.” 
 
    “You specifically,” Nix confirmed. 
 
    “This is insane,” Emory said. “I honestly feel like I ought to be really pissed off right now but I’m too surprised. Am I a suspect?” 
 
    “No,” Nix said. “Gavin doesn’t think you had anything to do with it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t?” 
 
    “I don’t think Detective Christensen is leaning that way either, but that’s what Gavin was concerned about…” 
 
    “I meant you, Nix.” 
 
    Nix’s jaw dropped. “Of course I don’t think you were involved.” 
 
    “Then what the hell is this conversation?” Emory asked, and Nix could see the anger start to kindle. “I said I didn’t tell anybody, but you’re questioning me on that?” 
 
    “Because I  wasn’t the one who asked you, Emory,” Nix said, hearing their own voice raise more than they wanted it to. “You tell me you didn’t share the information with anyone, I believe you, but you didn’t tell me that, you told a cop that, and I absolutely know that you would be willing to lie to a cop.” 
 
    Emory’s mouth snapped open but they closed it again, blinking rapidly. In a very small voice, they said, “Okay. That’s fair.” 
 
    Nix puffed out a burst of air. “Jesus, Emory,” they said. “I don’t think you did anything wrong, even if you did tell someone about  Jordan’s body. I don’t think you would have been tipping off a murderer. You’re so ready to be offended that I might think something that awful about you, you never stop to think whether I could think something that awful about you. At worst, if you told someone, it could be the start of a chain of people that would lead somewhere, and that’s what I’m trying to find out. But you didn’t tell anyone, so that’s it. There’s nothing else.” 
 
    Emory slumped, sinking further into the mattress, finally taking their weight off of their legs. “Well, for the record, then,” they said, staring at the wall past Nix’s head, “I’m saying this to you and not a cop. I didn’t tell anyone. If there’s a leak, it’s not me.” 
 
    “I believe you. Thank you.” 
 
    “Personally I think it’s every bit as likely that the leak is a cop,” Emory said. 
 
    “I’m sure Gavin and Detective Christensen have considered that possibility, too,” Nix said. 
 
    “But, okay,” Emory said, taking a deep breath, “why me? Why did Gavin want you to double-check with me and not with Hannah or Marla?” 
 
    Nix absently plucked a pen from their desk and started twiddling it among their fingers. Cautiously, they said, “He warned me that Detective Christensen sometimes takes a more aggressive approach with people who have criminal records.” 
 
    Emory’s eyes closed. Their fingertips plucked at a loose thread at the edge of Nix’s top sheet; Nix reflexively started to tell them not to, but there was no point bringing another conflict into things, no matter how minor. Plus, Nix realized, I probably need new sheets. 
 
    As Emory remained silent for several seconds longer, Nix felt compelled to add, “I didn’t ask for any details. In fact, I told him not to tell me anything.” 
 
    Emory nodded slightly. “Thank you,” they said so quietly that Nix wasn’t entirely sure they’d heard correctly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter at all to me,” Nix said, although it wasn’t strictly true. 
 
    “It matters to me,” Emory said, heaving themself up from the bed and leaving the bedroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emory was gone from the house by the time Nix went back downstairs a few minutes later. They hadn’t told Hannah or Marla where they were going, and they didn’t respond to texts. They were supposed to be on call for Dr. Flores; Nix hoped that was the reason they’d left. 
 
    Sherrie Wade called Nix’s cell phone shortly before noon. Nix, feeling more ashamed then they had felt in years, let it go to voicemail. They agonized over it for an hour before listening to it. 
 
    “Mx. Grennan,” Sherrie’s wavering voice said. “The police tell me that you may have found my son’s body. They asked me so many questions. I need to talk to you. Please.” 
 
    They held the phone and stared at Sherrie’s number, starting to type it in repeatedly, deleting it repeatedly, and screaming at themself for letting their own emotions get the better of them when Sherrie was dealing with something so much worse. 
 
    They knew they needed to talk to Sherrie. They didn’t understand why they couldn’t make the call. 
 
    Hannah took Nix to the OSCD station to make their statement. Although their fingerprints were already on file from obtaining their private investigator’s license, Nix consented to give another set. When that was done, they went home, and Nix finally worked up the nerve to call Sherrie Wade. 
 
    It went to voicemail. Nix fumbled their way through an apology for being hard to reach, and then offered to meet Sherrie in person, and promised to make it work on Sherrie’s schedule. 
 
    They didn’t receive a call back by the time they were going to bed. The rest of the day had been an uneventful blur. Nix had set aside a number of other lower-pressure corporate cases to devote their attention to Jordan Wade, but they didn’t have the mental capacity to take those on at the moment; they watched some television with Marla, and ate dinner more for sustenance than pleasure, and Tini and Ammit came to bed with them as usual. 
 
    At one in the morning, Nix awakened to find Emory sitting at the foot of the bed, petting Ammit. 
 
    “Em?” they whispered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Emory whispered back, but her whisper was harsh and sloppy. “Are you sleeping? Are you tired? I’m tired.” 
 
    The smell of alcohol hit Nix next, and she flinched at its intensity. “Did you get a ride home?” they asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Emory nodded and then stopped petting Ammit in order to hold onto the bed. “Yeah, we have to get my car tomorrow. Can we get my car tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll help you with that. Honey, go to bed.” 
 
    “I’m tired,” Emory agreed. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Nix asked reluctantly. 
 
    “I wasn’t done. I’m tired of being the screw-up,” Emory said. “And I’m still the screw-up tonight.” 
 
    Damn it, thought Nix. “Emory, honey,” they began. 
 
    “No,” Emory said, slowly but steadily rising to their feet. “Nix, I’m drunk, but I’m not wasted. I don’t need help going to bed. I’ve already got myself a big-ass bottle of water that I’m going to drink before I let myself go to sleep, and I don’t need you to help. I just… needed to see you before I went to bed. Because I’m tired of being the screw-up, and I screwed up, and you still love me, and I needed that.” 
 
    “You’re not a screw-up,” Nix said wearily, knowing that in this state Emory wasn’t even going to remember the reassurance. 
 
    Emory stopped in the doorway and looked back at them. 
 
    “Lane can’t live here, Nix.” 
 
    Before Nix’s midnight-muddled brain could follow the conversational turn, Emory had left the room again. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    twenty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sherrie had given Nix her home address, unwilling to meet anywhere else after the news she had received from the police. Nix had entered her home, unsure of what to expect. It was a modest, tidy home; almost everything seemed to be neatly organized and maintained, except for a bed pillow on the couch and a trash can half-full of tissues nearby. Sherrie was slow to speak and shuffled like a zombie. Monday morning traffic noises drifted from the road through Sherrie’s open windows, and Nix felt that there was almost something wrong here. Conversations like this were supposed to happen on overcast days, in dimly lit rooms, with the roll and rumble of a newly-birthed thunderstorm approaching. Today was sunny and gorgeous, and the only sound competing with commuters came from hundreds of birds in the neighborhood trees. 
 
    “The police told me that you found him,” she said tonelessly. “I don’t know if I should thank you or if I hate you.” 
 
    “I know,” Nix answered. 
 
    Sherrie caught Nix’s eyes, and Nix regretted having said that, but Sherrie looked away first. “I wish I weren’t so self-aware,” she said thoughtfully. “Because I know how much I want to scream or cry – or both – but I also know that I don’t want to do that in front of you. And so instead of doing what I want to do, I’m holding back, and I think I hate myself for that.” 
 
    “You can scream or cry if you want to,” Nix offered, feeling the hollowness of the offer even as the words came out. 
 
    “You’re not my therapist,” Sherrie sighed. “You’re not even my friend. So, no. I just want you to tell me what you saw.” 
 
    Nix nodded, and proceeded to describe the scene in the barn, avoiding mention of the more gruesome details while still telling all the pertinent points. 
 
    “How did you even know to look in a barn in Lysander?” Sherrie asked mildly. 
 
    The answer to that question led to another, and then another, until Nix realized that it would make the most sense to start at the beginning, which they did, cutting out anything that struck them as their own editorializing. Sherrie listened without comment as Nix spoke, and then gave a few slow, deliberate nods at the end. 
 
    “The police told me that they weren’t sure yet if it was him,” she said. “I had to give them his dentist’s information, just in case.” 
 
    Nix said nothing, but nodded. 
 
    “But it’s him, isn’t it?” Sherrie asked. “You found what was left of him in that barn.” 
 
    Nix swallowed hard. “I think so, ma’am, yes.” 
 
    A baffled expression slowly took over Sherrie’s face. “You said something… about Jordan being on a date?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nix confirmed. 
 
    “With a man?” 
 
    Nix paused; Sherrie’s voice held barely any inflection, to the point where Nix had wondered if she’d been taking sedatives, but there was something about the slight emphasis she had given the word “man” that had caught Nix’s attention. “Yes,” they said. “The night before he had dinner with you.” 
 
    Sherrie shook her head slowly. “No, that isn’t right,” she said. “Jordan wouldn’t have been on a date with a man. Jordan isn’t gay.” 
 
    Nix bit their lower lip and took a steadying breath. “From multiple sources, I believe Jordan was somewhere in the pansexual or bisexual area.” 
 
    Or asexual but panromantic, or demisexual, or a hundred other possibilities, they thought, but it was clear that now was not the time. 
 
    “He would have told me,” Sherrie insisted flatly. 
 
    “I apologize, but I’m confused. When you hired me two weeks ago,” Nix said, feeling as if they were stepping into a field of landmines, “you told me that sometimes in school Jordan had been bullied for his sexuality.” 
 
    Sherrie shook her head and her eyebrows drew together. “Jordan was a sensitive boy who didn’t like sports and didn’t always know how to talk to other kids,” she said, quietly but sharply. “They called him queer, usually when they were pushing him around in the locker room. That doesn’t mean that he was queer.” 
 
    Nix held their tongue. This is grief, they reminded themself. Let the woman grieve. 
 
    But they found themself tensing too many muscles. Sherrie was grieving for a version of Jordan that fit her expectations. Who was going to grieve the person that he was? 
 
    “You misunderstood me. My son was not gay. So it couldn’t have been a date,” Sherrie continued. “He may have just gone with a friend. I know he had gay friends. He was open-minded and had that creative streak. I bet he would go to a gay bar with them for a concert. That would make sense.” 
 
    “It’s entirely possible,” Nix said. Floundering for anything more to say, they surprised themself by offering, “I could go back and check in on that if you would like me to.” 
 
    “There’s hardly any point to that, now,” Sherrie said, and for the first time there was an edge of emotion in her voice. “Unless they come back and say that there’s a miracle and it’s not my son, I think your job is done.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Nix said. “I’ll put together the final billing statement. I’m sure you’ll have a credit coming back to you.” 
 
    “It was donated money,” she said, and once again her voice had slipped back into a neutral that was almost worse than if she had been shouting at Nix and blaming them. “Most of it from one anonymous person. Almost all of it was anonymous. I can’t give it back.” 
 
    “I can’t keep it,” Nix said. 
 
    “I don’t want it,” Sherrie shrugged. 
 
    Nix immediately decided that it was pointless to discuss this aspect with her right now; she’d get a refund of any overpayment whether she wanted it or not, and Nix could find a way later to encourage her to use it for funeral expenses or something similar. 
 
    “Was there anything else you wanted to know?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Did you take anything?” 
 
    Nix wasn’t sure they had heard correctly. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Did you take anything?” Sherrie repeated, eyes hardening. “The police said they didn’t find my son’s clothing, his wallet, his phone, the chain he always wore around his neck. The chain that I gave him and he said he would keep for the rest of his… Did you take any of that?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Nix said. “I didn’t touch anything in that room and I didn’t take anything.” 
 
    Sherrie said nothing, but continued looking at Nix skeptically. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Nix asked helplessly. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sherrie answered after a long pause. 
 
    “I’ll write everything up in my final report,” Nix said. “And you can always call if you have any questions.” 
 
    “Sure,” Sherrie said, waving one hand vaguely in the air, and Nix didn’t think she had heard a word of it. 
 
    With nothing more to say and Sherrie in no condition to follow normal etiquette, Nix found a reason to excuse themself. Sherrie didn’t walk them to the door, but stayed slumped on her couch staring at a blank TV on the wall. 
 
    She had to have suspected this was a possible outcome, Nix reminded themself as they got back into their car to head home. She had to have assumed from the start that her son might not come back home alive. 
 
    Maybe that’s why it’s easier for her to accept that her son might be dead than to accept that he might be queer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week passed. Nix found themself stumbling through their days, unfocused and distracted. 
 
    One day, they caught themselves starting to pour dry cat food into a litter box, and they asked Hannah to take over responsibility for feeding the cats for a while. 
 
    Another day, struck by a sudden sense of loneliness in the middle of the afternoon, they had called Emory. 
 
    “Nix, my love,” Emory had answered. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    Unable to think of an answer, Nix had started to cry and disconnected the call.  
 
    After several days, Nix knew they had to get out of the house. With no other ideas and with business responsibilities stacking up from neglect, they opted to go to the coworking office. 
 
    Now, eight days since Gavin and Detective Christensen had visited their home, seven days since they had spoken to Sherrie Wade, Nix sat slumped forward in their chair with their head nearly on their desk, listening to their voicemail.  
 
    Ross Vu from Allendale International had left a message about a simple background search that he needed to have run on an employee who was making noise about filing a discrimination complaint. A former client who had previously hired Nix to investigate his ex-husband (a case that had come up blank) was calling about reopening the case. Distractedly, Nix realized they had missed at least two other messages while letting their mind wander. 
 
    They hung up the phone and looked at the couch in the corner. Maybe it was time for another nap. They’d been taking a lot of naps lately. 
 
    Just as they were starting to slothfully rise from their seat, there was a knock at the door. A contrite-looking Gavin Alfano was at the door, in a T-shirt and khaki cargo shorts. 
 
    Nix blinked and, to their surprise, found themself smiling slightly. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your knees before,” they said. 
 
    Gavin looked down at his legs. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to unleash all this raw sexuality in your workplace.” 
 
    Almost against their will, Nix laughed. They finished getting out of their seat and Gavin came over to hug them. Nix found themself focusing on things like the texture of his T-shirt against their cheek and the twinge in their lower back after sitting so poorly for so long; it was easier than thinking about why Gavin was here. 
 
    They gestured at the guest chair for Gavin, resumed sitting in their own seat, and waited. 
 
    “I’m not here in any official capacity,” Gavin said, lowering his body into the offered chair clumsily. “But I am here about the Jordan Wade case.” 
 
    Results from dental records had taken a couple of days, but the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Department, in conjunction with the New York State Police, had officially confirmed Jordan’s identity a few days earlier. A request for anyone with information to come forward had been briefly on the news – but only briefly. 
 
    Detectives Christensen and Healy had reached out for additional information more than once. Hannah had interceded each time, pointing out just how thorough Nix’s statement had been. There was no more useful information left to give them. The police had photocopies of Nix’s notebook pages, forwards of texts and emails – essentially their entire file for the case. 
 
    “I had to tell them about the church,” Nix said. “But I didn’t tell them that you were standing guard for me.” 
 
    “You could have,” he said. “I knew what I was doing. I’ll take my lumps.” 
 
    “I’m really hoping you’re here to tell me that there’s an update,” they said. “You’ve heard something through the grapevine?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Gavin answered gently, and the vaguely guilty look on his face made Nix’s heart sink. “I do still hear things through the grapevine. Since Lizzy died and Sandy moved off to college, some of the guys come around sometimes or have me over for cookouts. You know how it is.” 
 
    “I’m really glad you have that kind of support,” Nix said. “It’s been a tough few years.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gavin nodded. “Well.” 
 
    “So they talk shop,” Nix prompted him. 
 
    “They talk shop,” he agreed. “And this is the biggest thing that’s happened for police in Lysander in I don’t know how long, so there’s a lot of gossip.” 
 
    “So? What have you heard?” 
 
    Gavin’s sigh was so massive that Nix noticed a few papers on her desk actually fluttering slightly. “Bottom line? They got nothing, Grennan. They got jack shit.” 
 
    Nix shook their head. “No leads? Nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing worth a damn,” he said. “The body was so… well, you saw it. You know.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    “They didn’t recover all of it,” he said. “They think some of the bones may have been taken away by scavengers.” 
 
    Nix’s stomach lurched; they weren’t sure how Gavin could speak about it so easily, but then again they had never been a cop. Maybe this was how he got by – through compartmentalizing. 
 
    “But the bottom line is that they don’t know how he died. There’s no evidence. No blunt force trauma to the skull, and there’s not much else that the bones could tell them.” 
 
    “What about the hyoid bone?” Nix asked. “That could show if he’d been strangled.” 
 
    “Yeah, I watch crime shows too,” he said, not unkindly. “Inconclusive.” 
 
    “How could that be inconclusive?” 
 
    He sighed again, but more gently. “A lot of the bones had tooth marks,” he said apologetically. “Coyotes or foxes or, you know, whatever.” 
 
    “What about in between the arm bones? Any evidence of scrapes from nails?” 
 
    “Nix,” he said gently. “There’s nothing conclusive.” 
 
    Nix broke eye contact and stared at their desk, reaching for their bottle of water. They read novels. They watched TV. None of this should have been surprising – but it all felt very different when they were the one who had found the body. When they were the one who had imagined finding him alive. 
 
    “Okay,” they said at last. “So what does that mean for the investigation?” 
 
    “I don’t know this for sure,” he said, “but I imagine it’s going to lose steam pretty fast, and it’s going to wind down.” 
 
    “They’re going to give up?” 
 
    “Not officially,” he said. “But in practical terms?” He shrugged, looking as hopeless as Nix felt. 
 
    “What about the photo?” they asked. “That had to have been sent or posted by the photographer, right? Have they tracked that back to anyone?” 
 
    “So far that’s coming up blank, too, but they did say they’re trying to work that angle. They’ll subpoena communications companies to try to track the photo to its source. I don’t know, Nix, I’m not tech-savvy at all, but from what I understand it’s possible they might never be able to trace it all the way back to the source.” 
 
    “But they’ll try, right?” 
 
    “To a point, yes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nix objected. “You’ve got a homicide in your backyard. Why wouldn’t they be making this priority number one?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” he said. “They can’t even say with certainty that it was a homicide.” 
 
    Nix’s jaw fell open. “There’s a photo of him taken in that barn, showing him hanging on a cross,” they said. “His body is then found in that barn weeks later. And on the night his body is discovered, the photo mysteriously starts circulating. That isn’t suspicious to anyone?” 
 
    “It’s suspicious as hell, but if there’s no evidence to rely on, there’s not a whole lot anyone would be able to do,” Gavin argued. 
 
    Nix was surprised at his defensiveness. He had never seemed like the sort to give up, and the fact that he was trying to justify his former colleagues doing so didn’t fit with their image of him. 
 
    “So, what?” they asked. “The theory will be that he finished with the photo shoot, chose to stay behind when the photographer left, and then just randomly died?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” he replied. “But the thing is, that location’s a bad location, Grennan. It used to be a shooting gallery.” 
 
    It took a moment before they realized what he meant. “Heroin?” they asked. 
 
    “Among other things,” he said. “I was sent there a number of times myself, rounding people up to go to the jail or to the hospital. Jordan Wade is not the first body that’s ever been found in that barn. And, I hate to tell you, a lot of those people were gay.” 
 
    Nix looked at him curiously. 
 
    “I’ve already told you about rounding up gay men in that grove of trees a couple miles off. Well, when they stopped going there, some of them – the more hardcore into drugs and cruising for sex – they started using that barn.” 
 
    “But you said the barn ‘used to be’ a place like that.” Nix pointed out. “Not that it still is.” 
 
    “The working theory right now is that Jordan Wade and at least one other person went into the barn to take that photo, and maybe other pictures too. Maybe someone knew it from its old reputation, maybe it’s just a coincidence. And when they were done, maybe they got high. Maybe Jordan overdosed and died, and whoever else was there got scared and took off.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of maybes,” Nix said. 
 
    “Yeah, but look at it the other way,” Gavin answered. “Let’s say they finished the photo shoot. Why kill the model? Right now, there’s nothing the detectives know of that’s putting motive on anybody. It makes just as much sense – more sense – that he died accidentally, maybe from drugs, and whoever else was there panicked and left the scene.” 
 
    Nix’s mouth felt dry and their eyes stung. “But releasing the photo publicly that night?” 
 
    Gavin shrugged. “I don’t know why anyone would do that whether the death was homicide or accidental,” he said. “I don’t know why they’d release it at all.” 
 
    Nix shook their head slightly. “It’s a beautiful picture,” they suggested. “Pride in their work?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Gavin said, and the way his voice had dropped in volume told Nix that he really had nothing left to say. 
 
    “Do you know who it was who turned in the photo to SPD? They said that they had received it anonymously, but maybe that person was actually the photographer.” 
 
    “I don’t know, no,” he said. “I’m sure they’re looking very closely at whoever it was, but that’s not something they’ve talked about.” 
 
    “There’s no evidence that Jordan Wade was into drugs,” they pointed out. 
 
    Sadly, he answered, “There’s no evidence of much of anything.” 
 
    Nix ran out of things to say, and they finished their bottle of water absently. Gavin waited patiently, and finally they nodded at him. “Okay,” they said. “Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    After several seconds, he asked quietly, “Do you have suspects?” 
 
    Andrew Pearl? they thought. Ridley Coudrier? Except that I’ve got nothing to point to but hunches and leaps in logic. 
 
    “Persons of interest,” they answered glumly. 
 
    When the silence had lingered, he rose to leave, and when Nix didn’t get up to hug him he stood there awkwardly for a moment. “Again, I’m not here in any official capacity,” he said. “I’m not representing the police. I’m here as your friend. I’m probably not supposed to tell you any of this, but I felt like you deserved to know.” 
 
    “So you’re not here to see how I react this time?” they asked bitterly. “To report back on whether I was being trustworthy?” 
 
    Gavin looked hurt. “I explained that I agreed to that because I wanted to warn you about Christensen’s interest in Emory’s record.” 
 
    Nix blushed. “I know. I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.” 
 
    After a moment, Gavin nodded again. “Don’t worry about it. I know this has got to be tough.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You know,” he said, sounding a little brighter, “for a moment or two, when I was at your house, I almost felt like I was the private detective, you know? I know it’s probably nothing like what you really do, but it was just weird to have no official authority but to still be investigating a possible crime, you know?” 
 
    “You’d probably be a good private eye,” Nix said. “But you’d probably be bored with most of the work.” 
 
    “I’m retired,” he reminded them. “Boring is good sometimes.” 
 
    Nix finally got out of their seat and acquiesced to another hug. Gavin held it a little longer than usual. 
 
    “You take care of yourself, Grennan,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dinner that night, Marla announced that she and Deb had plans to take another trip on the upcoming weekend – this time to Cleveland, Ohio, a roughly five-hour drive. She pointedly asked Nix if they wanted to go along as well. 
 
    “When I was your age, Cleveland was a punchline,” she said. “But they’ve got the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, and there are wonderful restaurants there now, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I’ve fallen behind on some work,” Nix said. “I think I need to stay here and keep plugging away at it.” 
 
    “Well, what’s the point of being your own boss if you can’t set your own hours?” Marla asked, pouring an ungodly amount of vinaigrette on her salad. “That ought to be one of the perks.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is,” Nix said affably, flicking their eyes toward Hannah, who had looked ready to interrupt. “I really can’t, though. I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    “Well, suit yourself,” Marla said. “The offer’s open to you, too, Emory, if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I’m on call this weekend, but thank you. You aren’t asking Hannah?” Emory said with a devilish smile. 
 
    “I’ve already asked her,” Marla scowled. “She said she didn’t want to spend time with me.” 
 
    “That is not what I said,” Hannah protested with a small laugh that sounded more like annoyance than amusement. “What I said was that I thought it was a good thing that you had the opportunity to get away from us sometimes.” 
 
    “I can read between the lines,” Marla insisted. 
 
    “You can apparently also write between the lines,” Hannah said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Marla demanded. 
 
    “It means you’re inventing reasons to be upset that none of us are going with you,” Hannah said, and she sounded so perfectly calm and reasonable that Emory and Nix looked at each other, wide-eyed, waiting for Marla’s inevitable infuriated response. 
 
    However, Marla simply set her fork down in her salad and said, “I just thought someone might enjoy this trip, that’s all.” 
 
    Emory tapped her own fork lightly on the side of her salad bowl and asked thoughtfully, “Marla? Is there some kind of problem going on between you and Deb?” 
 
    “No,” Marla said, a shade too quickly. “No, there’s no problem, it’s just that Deb…” 
 
    “Deb what?” Hannah asked, now focused and concerned. 
 
    “She met someone,” Marla admitted reluctantly. “Some man. On some dating app. I didn’t even know Deb knew how to use dating apps. But apparently she’s been on a couple dates and, well, I don’t know how much longer she’s going to want to go on these trips with me.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent for a moment, processing the information. When Hannah remained quiet, Nix spoke up. “But she’s going on this one, right?” 
 
    “On this one,” Marla agreed. 
 
    “So it sounds like you’ll have a good opportunity to maybe talk about that,” Nix pointed out. “Let her know that you’re worried about that. You two have been friends for a long time. Don’t you think you owe her a chance to hear what you’re worried about?” 
 
    Marla looked into her salad bowl and pursed her lips. 
 
    “Unless,” Emory said slowly, “you don’t want to have that conversation because you’re worried about what she might say.” 
 
    “None of you are able go to Cleveland,” Marla declared, stabbing at a mandarin orange in her salad. “Can we move on to talk about something else, please?” 
 
    Nix and Emory looked to Hannah, who gave a slight shake of her head, and then announced, “So, Roger, my co-worker who broke his fingers in that bicycle accident a few weeks ago? He’s back at work now.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” Emory asked uncertainly. 
 
    Hannah smiled and gave her a brief grateful nod. “He’s trying to make up for lost time by immediately overextending himself,” she said. “I had to threaten to break his other fingers if he wouldn’t keep them out of my amicus briefs.” 
 
    “You told a colleague to keep his hands out of your briefs?” Emory smirked. “I hope you spoke to HR.” 
 
    Marla choked back a laugh, and Hannah winked at Emory. The conversation around the table went back to a normal pattern, and nobody brought up Deb or Cleveland again. 
 
    Nix repeatedly found herself thinking about Emory’s insight into Marla’s reluctance to talk to Deb. They had said, “Unless you don’t want to have that conversation because you’re worried about what she might say.” 
 
    There was no question of Deb’s devotion to Marla, or Marla’s to Deb. So what would Marla be afraid of hearing? 
 
    That Deb had a new devotion that outranked her. 
 
    Which seemed to be something Emory understood. 
 
    Nix reached out and rested their left hand on Emory’s right arm while Hannah was talking with Marla about a movie they might watch the next day. Emory looked at them curiously. 
 
    “I love you,” Nix whispered. 
 
    Emory looked puzzled but pleased. “I love you too,” they whispered. 
 
    “Forever,” Nix added. 
 
    The smile didn’t leave Emory’s face, but their eyes became wary. Still whispering, they said, “So are you, like, dying of cancer or something, or are you just feeling mushy?” 
 
    I just wish you could trust me completely, Nix thought. 
 
    They didn’t realize that they hadn’t responded until they noticed Emory’s eyebrows rising sharply and their smile vanishing. 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Nix whispered quickly, withdrawing their hand. “Just mushy. I promise.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Nix,” Emory whispered back, shaking their head with a tiny smile. “Eat your salad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix glanced at the clock. It was a few minutes after midnight. The house was quiet, and Ammit and Tini were already on the bed, waiting for Nix to lie down with them. Instead, Nix was sitting in their chair, which wasn’t the most comfortable place to sit, but it helped keep them awake. 
 
    Their excuse to themself for why they wanted to stay awake was the fantasy novel in their hands, but they had read and re-read the same two or three pages a few times without absorbing a thing. There just seemed to be too many things and people to keep track of, but then again, that seemed like their life lately, too. 
 
    The bed was inviting, and they weren’t sure why they were punishing themself through denial. Sleep would be a good thing. Sleep was always a good thing. The cats were waiting. The pillows were waiting. This should have been a no-brainer. 
 
    They opened their laptop. 
 
    The ridiculously large number of emails in their inbox made them feel perversely justified at their self-imposed false insomnia. They hadn’t looked at their email since before Gavin had come to the office late that morning, and dozens of emails had come in since then. They knew that several of them would be spam, and many more would be “newsletter” advertisements from various merchants and services they had frequented in the past. Now was as good a time as any to start unsubscribing from a bunch of those. 
 
    Roughly twenty minutes and three dozen emails later, they saw an email from the screen name arrrimapirate. For a moment, they tried to remember who that belonged to, but clicking on it expanded the name to Tan Xiaosi, and they remembered his earlier correspondence, pointing him toward Mood and the “hot chick with fishnets and tats.” 
 
      
 
    hey isnt this ur boi? 
 
      
 
    There was a .jpg file attachment, and when Nix pulled it up they weren’t surprised to see that it was the crucified angel photo. They fought back against the tears that always seemed to be imminent lately and wrote back. 
 
      
 
    Yes, that’s Jordan Wade. Did you by any chance send this photo to the police? 
 
      
 
    They felt suddenly far less enthused about their mission to clear out the rest of their emails, and they started to close their laptop, figuring on maybe getting a response from arrrimapirate in the morning. Before their fingers reached the screen, however, a new email arrived. 
 
      
 
    no shd i? 
 
      
 
    No, should I? Nix translated, feeling a little bit older than ever. 
 
      
 
    Where did you get the photo? 
 
      
 
    They waited for an answer, hopeful that it would be as fast as the last response. A minute later, it came. 
 
      
 
    txtd 2 a shit ton of ppl 2d ago but i ddnt c it til now its a sweet pic tho ngl but is this like how he died or ? 
 
      
 
    Nix knew that “ngl” was “not gonna lie,” but they had to re-read the text a few times to confirm that Tan Xiaosi hadn’t specified who had texted it. 
 
      
 
    Who texted it? What did they say? 
 
      
 
    The wait was longer this time, or at the very least it felt like it. Ammit poked her head up from the bed, watching Nix as if reading their level of nerves. 
 
      
 
    rc sent it & sd he wntd 2 no if ne1 else got it 
 
      
 
    Tini’s head popped up from the bed as well, and she gave a slight chirping noise that sounded like a question. 
 
      
 
    RC = Ridley Coudrier? 
 
      
 
    The waiting was interminable. Tini hopped down from the bed and began walking in figure eights around Nix’s ankles.  
 
      
 
    y Ridley so is this how jw died?? 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    twenty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” 
 
    Nix held up a cardboard drink carrier with four cups of coffee. “I couldn’t remember how you preferred your coffee, so I brought you a variety,” they said. 
 
    Ridley Coudrier glowered at them from his doorway, his kimono gaping open to the waist and his eyes bloodshot and grumpy. “You think this is getting you in the door?” 
 
    “This and a very humble ‘please,’” they answered. 
 
    “You know what time it is?” 
 
    “You weren’t happy when I showed up at ten on a Monday, so I’m here at eleven on a Tuesday.” 
 
    “I heard the news,” Ridley said. “I know Jordan Wade is dead.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nix said softly. “He is.” 
 
    He showed no sign of moving, even as his eyes drifted over the coffee in front of him. “You know the police have been here four times already? Four. And I didn’t let them in either. Why should I let you in? Because you brought coffee?” 
 
    Nix held up a bag in their other hand. “And fresh croissants.” 
 
    They couldn’t tell if the flash in Ridley’s eyes was annoyance or amusement, but after a long pause he stepped back from the doorway to let them in. They pointed toward the kitchen, and Nix carried the coffee and croissants to the counter. 
 
    “Four cups of coffee,” Ridley muttered. “Which one is yours?” 
 
    “None of them,” Nix said. “I hate coffee.” 
 
    “Are you for real?” 
 
    “I’ll take a beer if you’ve got one,” they said. 
 
    Ridley’s eyebrows rose. “Are you for real, for real?” 
 
    “I’ve had a very hard month, Ridley,” Nix shrugged. 
 
    They had no particular interest in a beer; it was a calculated move to keep him just a little uncertain, and it seemed to be working. He opened his refrigerator and withdrew two bottles. “IPA or stout?” 
 
    “Stout,” Nix said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ridley pried the top off and handed it over. “How did you know I liked croissants?” he asked, sounding almost like he was challenging them. “I mean, bringing carbs to someone is a risky move.” 
 
    “I’m a private investigator, Ridley,” they said. “I asked questions. You may have told a lot of people not to talk to me, but at least a few of them couldn’t see a reason not to tell me about your absolute, all-time favorite brunch options.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ridley half-whispered. “You went to Labor of Loaf?” 
 
    Nix gestured to the bag and Ridley snapped it off the counter and buried his face in the opening, inhaling fiercely. He peeked at them from over the top of the bag. 
 
    “I don’t know why you were so reluctant to talk to me before,” they said, “but I swear to you, the only thing that matters to me is whatever you can tell me about Jordan Wade. That’s it.” 
 
    Ridley pulled his face from the bag and crushed the top closed, setting it back down on the counter. “I told you. He was here sometimes. I didn’t really know him. I don’t know what else you want me to say.” 
 
    “Did you ever see him doing drugs?” 
 
    He reopened the bag of croissants and withdrew one, and Nix could feel their own mouth starting to water at the buttery smell. 
 
    “There are drugs and then there are drugs,” he said unhelpfully. 
 
    “Heroin?” 
 
    He looked at them with a disbelieving, horrified expression, as if she had just slapped a baby at its baptism. “I don’t allow shit like that in this house,” he said. 
 
    “Again,” Nix said carefully, “I’m not trying to accuse you of anything at all. I’m just trying to get any smidgeon of an idea of why Jordan Wade was found dead in a falling-down barn that police tell me used to be a hangout for gay drug addicts.” 
 
    Ridley shook his head. “The only drugs I’ve ever seen anyone bring to my house are more social drugs,” he said. “Weed, usually. Molly, once or twice, but even that I discourage.” 
 
    “Discourage?” Nix asked. “It’s your house. You could insist.” 
 
    Around a mouthful of croissant, he said, “They’re going to do it anyway. I’d rather they do it here where I can keep an eye on them and make sure they’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “But not if it’s harder drugs.” 
 
    “There’s a line,” he insisted. 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said. “I believe you. It’s noble of you to want to care for people like that…” 
 
    “Oh, cut the shit,” he groaned, rolling his eyes. “You brought me croissants and coffee, you don’t need to get your nose further up my ass, okay?” 
 
    Nix laughed. “Yeah, I was laying it on a little thick,” they agreed, taking a drink of the stout. 
 
    “Truthfully – I didn’t know Jordan Wade well at all. I know he mingled when he was here, so he probably talked to a number of people, but I wouldn’t have kept track of who, so I don’t know how else to help you out here,” Ridley said, peeling layers of croissant and tucking them into his mouth. “Besides – not to be crass, but you found him. So what else are you looking for?” 
 
    Nix debated telling him what Gavin had said, about how the lack of evidence was likely to stymie the police investigation – but Ridley was likely to share that information among his circle of friends and acquaintances, and Nix didn’t want anything working its way back to Gavin. They decided to stretch the truth slightly. 
 
    “I saw the condition of the body,” they said. “I’ll be surprised if there’s much evidence for the police investigation. And if there’s no physical evidence, pretty much all they have to investigate are people who provided them with information in the first place.” 
 
    “Which is, like, you and his mother,” Ridley said, but the cup of coffee he was lifting to his lips seemed to freeze in mid-air. “And me,” he added. 
 
    “Yeah. I know you had to be the one who sent them the photo. You did the right thing,” Nix assured him. “But, yeah – they’re going to run out of people to look at real quickly, and you and I are on the top of a very short list.” 
 
    “Why would I send them the photo if I had anything to do with it?” Ridley asked, and Nix could sense an edge of frantic energy starting to roil within him. “I got it anonymously. I told them that.” 
 
    “Sure,” they agreed, “but they’re going to ask how you even knew the photo was a police matter.” 
 
    “He was crucified,” Ridley sputtered. 
 
    Relentlessly, Nix pushed, “And how do you know it wasn’t just camera tricks? Creative editing?” 
 
    Ridley’s face fell slack. “Was it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Nix answered sadly. “But you know they’re going to ask questions like that.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to police,” he said, setting the coffee down with a slightly shaky hand. “I never want to talk to police.” 
 
    “So talk to me,” Nix said. “I don’t think you had anything to do with this. I don’t know you very well, Ridley, but I suspect that if you had taken a photograph that amazing, you wouldn’t have sat on it for weeks. You would have shown everyone.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and seemed to regain some of his overconfident snark. “I feel vaguely insulted that you’re calling me a show-off, but it doesn’t mean that you’re wrong.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt that someone named Tan Xiaosi told me that you were asking people if they’d gotten it too.” 
 
    “God,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I’d forgotten T.X. was even on that distribution list. He’s an idiot.” 
 
     “Ridley – did you really get the photo anonymously?” 
 
    He grunted with frustration. “I really did. And I went against everything I preach about how to interact with cops and I forwarded it on to them, and I told them I got it anonymously. I should have trusted my instincts. Never talk to a cop. Damn it. ” 
 
    “How did you get the photo?” 
 
    “Email,” he said. “I tried to reply and it bounced back. I turned that information over to the cops. It probably went through some anonymizer service or VPN relays or something. There are lots of ways to hide yourself online. I don’t know if anything is a hundred percent untraceable, but…” 
 
    “But it might as well be as far as we’re concerned,” they finished for him. They took a longer drink from their beer. 
 
    “Well,” Ridley said sourly, “you’re really ruining the experience of this croissant for me.” 
 
    “Can you think of anyone at all who you saw talking to Jordan at your parties, maybe more than once? Daltynn Jacobsen?” 
 
    Ridley shrugged. “Maybe?” 
 
    “Jordan was into local bands. Anyone like Wil Chase? Andrew Pearl?” 
 
    Ridley’s eyes flashed. “Andrew Pearl?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If Jordan Wade was talking to Andrew Pearl, it certainly wasn’t at one of my parties,” Ridley said, back in full diva mode. “That piece of shit isn’t allowed inside my house.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    According to Ridley Scott, Andrew Pearl used to be a regular at his parties, until multiple people started reporting back that he was making them uncomfortable. They had called him “creepy” more than once. The other description that had stuck out to Ridley had been “greasy, in a spiritual sense.” 
 
    Ridley had confronted him privately, as their friendship was a longstanding one and he wanted to give Andrew the benefit of the doubt. Andrew had been surprised and humbled at the conversation, and he had assured Ridley that he would pay more attention to how he was coming across to other guests. 
 
    Two months later, one of Ridley’s guests had found a very-drunk Andrew attempting to pull skinny jeans off of an extremely-drunk and entirely-unconscious man in one of the bedrooms. Ridley had been summoned with a shout. Andrew had slurred out what he must have thought was an excuse: “I wasn’t going to do anything. I just wanted to see.” 
 
    Someone – Ridley couldn’t remember who – had volunteered to take Andrew away, and Ridley had let him go, more concerned at that moment with the welfare of the twenty-year-old in the bedroom. 
 
    The next morning, the young man had been horrified to learn what had happened the night before, and was very clear that he had never given any kind of permission to anyone for anything of the sort. Ridley had driven to the apartment Andrew had lived in at the time and had screamed at him until the manager of the complex had threatened to call the cops. 
 
    “He claimed not to have remembered anything,” Ridley had said. “But over the next few weeks, I heard more and more stories of him making clumsy advances on people – thankfully conscious people – and apologizing the next day for what he did while he was drunk.” 
 
    Ridley refused to divulge the identity of the young man, but he did swear that it had not been Jordan Wade, and Nix didn’t press him. 
 
    To the best of Ridley’s knowledge, the undressing incident was the worst that it had ever gotten, but he admitted that he was haunted by the thought that maybe things had happened that he had never found out about. Since then, he had been much more vigilant about making sure everyone knew of his zero-tolerance policy. 
 
    Considering Ridley’s reputation for drunkenness himself, Nix was skeptical that his parties were as universally respectful as he was insisting, but they had kept their thoughts to themself. 
 
    When they asked him if he knew anything related to Zimri’s story about Andrew beating someone with a rubber mallet, Ridley pursed his lips. “I mean, I heard it from someone who knew someone who knew someone, and even then there were some real questions about what happened. A rubber mallet? Like a big-ass hammer? Or like one of those sticks you use to play the xylophone? Could he have done it? Yeah, I think so. Did he? Honey, I don’t know and I don’t want to know.” 
 
    At the end of their conversation, Nix had successfully persuaded Ridley to unblock their number. They could tell he was shaken up by the realization that he was a potential suspect in Jordan’s death. 
 
    Nix found themself once again in their car, driving to their coworking office, thinking more about the case than about the road. If Gavin was right, the OCSD detectives were going to lose motivation on this case, as bizarre and high-profile as it currently seemed. It sounded like the police were already predisposed to think that Jordan had gone into the barn to get high, and had possibly overdosed – and the lack of physical evidence suggesting anything else was going to make prosecution a nightmare even if they did somehow trace the photograph back to someone. 
 
    The photograph was the key to this, Nix was sure of it. 
 
    Why send it to Cameron McKean on that Sunday – the date Jordan had posed for the photo, and presumably the day he died? Cameron and Jordan weren’t particularly close; they weren’t even roommates anymore by that time. And the photo had come from Jordan’s account – meaning the photographer must have had Jordan’s phone. 
 
    If the photographer had intended to get a reaction out of Cameron – to frighten him or to get some other response – they had misjudged the relationship between him and Jordan. Which meant it probably wasn’t someone who knew Cameron, and may not have known Jordan well. 
 
    So then the photographer had tried again, once the body was found, by sending the photo to someone they must have assumed would respond. A reasonable and accurate assumption, Nix thought as they realized they’d been stopped at a stop sign for a solid forty seconds. Relieved to see no one waiting behind them, they resumed driving. 
 
    Don’t forget, they thought, they didn’t just send Ridley the photo. They sent the instructions, too: “Make him famous.” That’s probably what they had been hoping Cameron would have done. 
 
    The photo had been sent to Cameron from Jordan’s phone, but it had been sent to Ridley from an anonymized email account. Did that mean the photographer no longer had Jordan’s phone? It seemed logical. 
 
    And what had Ridley done with the photo? Turned it over to the police – and then disseminated it to dozens of people to ask if anyone knew anything about it. By now, there was no way of knowing how many people had seen it. Nix hadn’t been watching the news, and had been avoiding social media. The photo had to be out there by now, right? 
 
    With a sharp stab of horror, Nix realized that it was very likely that Sherrie Wade had seen the photo by now. 
 
    So the anonymous photographer wanted the photo publicized. To what end? And why, after sending it initially to Cameron McKean all the way back on June 30, had they waited until August 17 to send it out again? Why wait until the body was found? And how did they know the body had been found? 
 
    Unless they hadn’t waited, Nix thought. Maybe someone else got the photo after Cameron but before Ridley, and I just don’t know about it yet. Who else might they have sent it to? 
 
    The fact that it hadn’t been sent to Sherrie might suggest that they hadn’t been sending it to tease or torment anyone sadistically – but it could also be that the photographer just had picked Cameron more or less at random and had disposed of the phone before getting Sherrie’s contact information from it. 
 
    The longer Nix thought, the more possibilities they could think of, until it all blurred together in a knot of maybe. They arrived back at their parking lot and got back out into the sweltering late-August heat. The stout they’d drunk was really more suited to winter, they thought. That might have been a mistake. 
 
    The theories didn’t stop bouncing around in their head when they were back in their office chair, trying unsuccessfully to work on some invoices. Sending the photo to Ridley had been very deliberate, they were certain. But saying that this photographer knew Ridley better than they had known Cameron wasn’t a particularly helpful thought for narrowing down a suspect pool. Ridley was extremely well-connected in the area, from all accounts. 
 
    The main questions that kept pestering Nix as they stared at the wall with unfocused eyes were: why did the photographer want the photo to be so widespread, especially considering that it could be held as evidence against them? And, assuming the timing of Nix’s discovery of the body and Ridley’s receipt of the photo weren’t some preposterous coincidence, how did the photographer know that the body had been found in the first place? 
 
    Nix fired off a quick message to Ridley. 
 
      
 
    You asked a lot of people if anyone else had gotten that photo. Did anyone say yes? 
 
      
 
    They held onto their phone for a few minutes, hoping for a reply, but it didn’t come. Frowning, they set it down and picked up the next invoice on the stack. After looking at the page for a minute, they set it back down, no longer sure if they were the one billing or the one being billed. The paperwork could wait. 
 
    Although what was there to do in the interim? 
 
    Feeling at wits’ end, Nix paced around the small office, half-heartedly taking a swipe at some dust here and there with a facial tissue, and trying to talk themself both into and out of the idea of lying down on the couch. They thought about going home and couldn’t find any reason to go or any reason not to, and inertia won out. 
 
    Finally, they left their office and walked through the common area to knock on the open door of Tartan Queen Graphic Design. Arcadia glanced up from her computer and waved Nix in with one hand. Immediately she repositioned the hand to hold up a “wait a second” finger, and Nix froze in the doorway, unsure how to reconcile the two contradictory commands. 
 
    “Annnnd… save,” Arcadia said, leaning back in her seat with a satisfied smile. “Come on in, have a seat!” 
 
    “Oh. Hey. Thanks,” Nix said, realizing that they hadn’t really planned a social visit, but after Arcadia’s comments about them being a bit of a hermit, they felt an odd need to change that impression. Even though they knew it was true. 
 
    As they sat, Arcadia continued, “You’ve got good timing. I’ve been busting my ass on this project for like five hours now and I need a break.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you need to go get a drink or use the restroom or anything?” Nix asked, surprised to hear how awkward they sounded even to their own ears. 
 
    “No, I’ve done those breaks, I just mean the human contact breaks. So. Spill it. That photo was the real deal?” 
 
    “Your hair used to be green,” Nix blurted out. “It’s blue and purple now.” 
 
    “Your detective skills are razor sharp,” Arcadia teased, but when Nix didn’t respond, her face took on a concerned expression. “Honey, are you all right?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Nix said, shaking their head sharply as if the fog of distraction could be jarred loose physically. “Yeah, um. Yes and no. The photo was helpful. The information you gave me helped me find him. Thank you.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she grinned. 
 
    “Um,” Nix said, and then nothing else. They sat there, unmoving and silent, looking just past Arcadia’s face. In their peripheral vision, they saw her smile fade as they realized Nix’s emotional state. 
 
    With an abundance of caution, Arcadia began asking questions, and to Nix’s surprise they felt all right answering most of them. Although the young woman’s demeanor acknowledged the gravity of the situation, Nix never got the impression that she was gathering gossip. What was even more of a comfort was that Arcadia didn’t seem to try to be a comfort. She asked questions and she listened, but she didn’t focus on the emotional impact. She just let Nix tell the story on their own terms, and getting it all out as facts without indulging in their own feelings about it was like setting down a heavy bag at the end of a long walk and realizing just how much effort it had taken to carry. 
 
    When they had finished recounting the story, or anyway the parts of it they felt like sharing, they took a deep breath and reached for their phone. It wasn’t in their pocket and they realized that they’d left it back on their desk. They glanced at the office’s gothic wall clock. “Jesus,” they said. “I’ve taken up way more of your time than I intended.” 
 
    “It’s all good,” Arcadia said reassuringly. “I think I took up your time. I don’t think you came in here to tell me all about… well, all of that.” She looked at Nix curiously. 
 
    “No, right,” Nix agreed. “I wanted to ask you if you knew anyone who took photos like that one, but as I’ve been sitting here talking with you, I think I asked you that before.” 
 
    “You did,” Arcadia nodded with an apologetic half-smile. “And unfortunately, I don’t.” 
 
    “I haven’t watched the news,” Nix admitted. “What are the police saying about it?”  
 
    “They’re saying it was an accidental overdose. Mostly the news is focused on the anonymous photo. Better visuals, I guess.” 
 
    “An overdose,” Nix repeated, “not a homicide.” 
 
    “But you don’t think so.” 
 
    “I honestly have no idea what I think anymore,” they sighed. 
 
    But that’s not true, they told themself. You do think that this photographer was responsible – whether they actively killed Jordan or whether they left him to die. 
 
    They wrapped up their conversation with Arcadia and apologized again for the interruption, feeling foolish that they had only come to ask a repeated question and had instead stayed for the better part of an hour, talking. The young woman smiled and waved it off, promising that if nothing else it had made her day far more interesting. 
 
    Back in their office, Nix picked up their phone and saw that they had a response from Ridley. 
 
      
 
    Not 1 
 
      
 
    Nix had to re-read their question – had anyone told Ridley they had seen the photo before he had sent it out? – and while the answer was disappointing, it wasn’t surprising. 
 
    They leaned back in their seat, thinking again of the endless loop of questions. Someone who didn’t know Jordan particularly well, but had been able to get Jordan excited about a photo shoot. Zurowski Talent Agency had told him to get a portfolio if he wanted to be a model; of course he had jumped at the chance for an artistic concept photo shoot like a crucified angel. It would give him a chance to show off his well-toned body and to start building up his collection of photos to show Zurowski. 
 
    And this someone also had to have known that Ridley would do what they wanted – sending the photo out. Nix wondered if the photographer was happy with the promulgation of the photo on the news, or if it ate at him that his name wasn’t attached to the work. Wouldn’t they want credit? The message had said “Make him famous.” Not “Make me famous.” Would this photographer be content with remaining anonymous? 
 
    Would this photographer be content with just one photo? 
 
    Even if the person who had taken the photo of Jordan hadn’t meant for him to die, they were at best reckless. Would Jordan’s death be a wake-up call for them? Or would they push ahead with more photos of other people, risking their lives too? 
 
    Were people like Detective Christensen thinking about these things too? Or were they just content to close their case? 
 
    Thinking of how Gavin had described Christensen as “a good cop, but” reminded Nix of how Cin Houghton had more or less described Ridley Coudrier as “a good guy, but” – and how after one morning of conversation, Nix could see that point of view. Ridley would never be on their list of friends; he crossed lines Nix found inappropriate and even morally reprehensible. But when he was choosing to be cooperative, it was hard to actively dislike him in the moment. In pretending to be friendly with him, Nix had almost forgotten the nasty things he had said to them the first time they had met. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    But very few people seemed to have good things to say about Andrew Pearl. Ridley didn’t like him, with good reason. Celeste Duval and Abe had praised his musicianship but their opinion of him was no higher than Ridley’s. Nix had even thought they had sensed some tension backstage at Languid when they’d met the band, although they couldn’t recall a specific reason – just an overall impression that at the very least Annika Lessie was at times fed up with Andrew’s personality. And Zimri Bell had flat-out accused him of being viciously violent. 
 
    A vague idea began to take shape. They texted Ridley. 
 
      
 
    You want to tell your fan club they can talk to me now? 
 
      
 
    A minute later: 
 
      
 
    oops ya hang on 
 
      
 
    Another minute after that: 
 
      
 
    ok word is out 
 
      
 
    u o me more xonts tho 
 
      
 
    Nix flipped through their notebook to find the number they wanted, and they dialed Wil Chase. 
 
    This time, when he picked up, he knew who was calling. “Detective Grennan,” he said. “I hope you’re calling to get info on the next Drunken Aunt Mary show, because I’m really not sure what else I might have to tell you.” 
 
    “This is a quick and easy one,” they promised. “You were telling me a bit about Andrew Pearl before.” 
 
    “Not really, but go on,” he said. 
 
    “All I want to ask is if you happen to know whether Andrew had any particular interest in photography.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Are you asking about porn?” Wil asked. “Or are you asking about, like, photography photography?” 
 
    “Well, I was asking about general photography,” Nix said carefully, “but if you have information about Andrew Pearl and taking pornographic photos…” 
 
    “No,” Wil said quickly. “Not as far as I know. I was just trying to figure out why on earth you were asking that. Although now that I’m saying it out loud, I assume this has to do with that photo of Jordan Wade.” 
 
    “So is that no on the porn, or no on any photography?” Nix asked. 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge, Andrew Pearl isn’t into photography of any kind,” Wil said. 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said, once again feeling disappointed but not surprised. It had been a long shot. 
 
    “But I think his boyfriend does some,” Wil said, his voice subdued. “Photography, not porn. Seth Davis-Germaine.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    twenty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seth didn’t answer his phone, and he didn’t respond to texts. Nix hadn’t really expected him to, even though they had tried to make sure their messages were casual. There was no telling whether the gossip chain had gotten word back to him already that Nix was curious about his interest in photography, although Nix wouldn’t have thought that Wil Chase had enough interest in rumors to have passed that along to anyone. 
 
    Nix mentally went through everything they could remember about Seth Davis-Germaine. Piano player for Annika Lessie. Personable and even charming. In a relationship with Andrew Pearl, who was at best decidedly less personable or charming. Talented. Pacorro Marín had mentioned that he was also a solo pianist at Languid sometimes. 
 
    The Languid website didn’t advertise the specific musicians on weeknights, Nix discovered. They tried calling Pacorro as well, and had to leave a message on his voice mail. They texted him for good measure, hoping that there was a chance Seth might be there later in the evening. 
 
    Seth’s web presence was less developed than Andrew’s; Nix found a number of references to him, but he didn’t seem to have his own musician’s site like Andrew did. He was listed as a pit musician for a number of community theatre productions, and other music-related information was out there as well, but nothing about photography that Nix could find. He was on a number of social media sites, but his privacy settings were such that Nix couldn’t find out much more about him. 
 
    At the end of the day, they went home for dinner. Emory made portobello burgers on their backyard grill, and Marla had thrown together a pasta salad. As they ate, Hannah said for the millionth time that she was going to buy a picnic table for the backyard so they could enjoy the summer air. Marla, as expected, argued for the millionth time that it was too hot and there were too many mosquitoes, and by the time the temperature was cool enough to enjoy eating outside it would be “only a week until the snow falls,” and soon the two were debating the merits of living in Central New York in the first place despite both knowing that they were unlikely to ever move. 
 
    Nix’s phone buzzed and they nearly dropped their burger in their haste to check the message. As they had hoped, it was from Pacorro Marín. 
 
      
 
    As a matter of fact, yes, Seth is playing at Languid tonight. Will I see you there? 
 
      
 
    Emory nudged Nix, who looked up to see them asking wordlessly what was going on. Hannah and Marla were still arguing the pros and cons of living in Syracuse and didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “It has to do with the case,” they said softly. 
 
    “I thought the case was over,” Emory replied, keeping their voice low and glancing at the oblivious women on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Nix said. “Are you busy tonight?” 
 
    Emory’s eyes widened marginally. “No, why?” 
 
    “Want to get dressed up?” 
 
    The expression on Emory’s face – puzzled and excited at the same time – lifted Nix’s spirits. They weren’t even sure why they were asking Emory to go along, other than the feeling that it would somehow do both of them some good. 
 
    “On a Tuesday?” Emory laughed. 
 
    This response was louder than expected, and Hannah and Marla stopped debating how far away one could move and still have access to Wegmans grocery stores. “What’s going on?” Marla asked. 
 
    “I think Nix and I have a date?” Emory said. 
 
    Hannah smiled. “Good!” she said. “You two deserve a break. Where are you going?” 
 
    “Languid, downtown,” Nix said. 
 
    “Fancy,” Marla said. “Deb and I have been talking about going there. Of course she’ll probably go with her new guy, now.” 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes slightly and then resumed arguing with her mother, this time about how she ought to handle the new factor in her friendship with Deb. 
 
    “I’m excited,” Emory said. “Last-minute dates are kind of hot.” 
 
    Nix laughed, thinking, I’d rather have a week’s notice, but I’m glad you’re happy. 
 
      
 
    I’ll be there. Table for two, please? 
 
      
 
    They were surprised at how quickly the response came back. 
 
      
 
    Best available. Enjoy. 
 
      
 
    They were surprised to find that they were looking forward to it, too. They hadn’t really thought of it as a date – they’d just had an impulse to bring Emory along, and they knew that on the way there they’d have to explain that at least part of the time would involve trying to pin down Seth for information. But Emory’s excitement always had a tendency to be infectious, and Nix found themself thinking about what they ought to wear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
     Nix always felt a little bit outshined by Emory when the two of them went out, although it didn’t bother them more than just on a surface level. It was an odd combination of vague embarrassment and pride in showing off their partner, and the added element of chasing down a lead about Seth added even more adrenaline to the mix. 
 
    The hostess at the door seemed to be expecting the pair, greeting them warmly and starting to lead them to the stairs before Nix had even given a name. Pacorro must have given her a heads-up, and must have done a remarkable job of describing Nix’s appearance. They weren’t entirely sure if they were complimented by that, but the hospitality couldn’t be questioned. A second hostess slid behind the welcoming podium seamlessly. 
 
    Nix watched out of the corner of their eye to see Emory’s expression as they entered the upstairs part of the bar, and they weren’t disappointed. Their jaw dropped – even more than Nix had predicted – and their eyes widened. 
 
    “This is fancy,” Emory whispered as the hostess led them to their booth, which was by a window from which they could watch the street beyond. The layout of the table seating area had changed, and although the piano was still technically on the stage, it was off to the side. The music wasn’t intended to be a show tonight – it was just an overall part of the experience of an evening at Languid. 
 
    Seth was already playing, the music lovely and gentle; it was just faint enough to not overwhelm conversation among tonight’s noticeably smaller crowd, but clear enough to be heard. Nix took a moment to appreciate the balance, wondering if it was Seth’s skill as a pianist that made the volume so perfect, or if there was something about the sound system or the design of the room. For a moment, they almost forgot that the main reason to be here was Seth. 
 
    Nix watched Emory taking in the art deco features of the room. Tonight, Emory had worn a charcoal suit over a white dress shirt with the top two buttons undone. Nix could see a bit of their collarbone, and they lost a few moments thinking about kissing it. A server interrupted their thoughts, arriving to take their order. 
 
    Once they had selected their drinks and the server had departed, Emory looked at Nix with a half-smile. “Okay,” they said. “What’s the deal? Why are we out at an expensive bar on a Tuesday night?” 
 
    “Take a look at the piano player,” Nix said. 
 
    Emory craned their neck to see. “Okay?” 
 
    “That’s Seth Davis-Germaine. I learned earlier today that he has an interest in photography.” 
 
    They waited to give Emory time to put two and two together. It was clear when it happened; their smile vanished and they leaned forward over the table, whispering conspiratorially. “Like the photo of your missing person?” 
 
    Nix shrugged. “I don’t know for sure,” they said. “But I do know that two days before Jordan went into that barn, he was on a date with the piano player’s boyfriend. Who may or may not have violent tendencies.” 
 
    Emory’s eyes flicked around for a moment, as if they were checking to see if they were being overheard. “So what are we doing here?” they asked. 
 
    “Gavin told me that the police are leaning toward deciding that it wasn’t a homicide,” Nix explained. “That barn apparently used to be a place where gay men would hide out to use drugs. Their current theory is that Jordan and his photographer went in there, took the photos, then got high and Jordan overdosed.” 
 
    “What?” Emory asked, baffled. “Why would they go straight to overdose and rule out murder?” 
 
    “There’s no evidence,” Nix frowned. “Nothing conclusive. And they can’t come up with a motivation for murder. Gavin assures me that the case isn’t closed, but it’s probably not going to get the resources it would get if there was any solid evidence to follow.” 
 
    “God, I hate the police,” Emory muttered. 
 
    “So as far as what we’re doing here – I’m hoping to get a chance to ask him a few questions.” 
 
    “Is he dangerous?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Nix said, putting more confidence into their voice than they felt. “At least not in public like this. But it’s not like I think he’s going to break and confess – I just want to see if I can get him to say anything that will give me a chance to dig deeper. Or, better yet, maybe he’ll say something I can take to the detectives. The boyfriend is a suspect too – and the boyfriend has a temper.” 
 
    They knew it sounded weak. They felt like they were wandering in the woods without a compass or map, and trying to promise someone else that they had a destination in mind. It hadn’t sounded so hollow until it was spoken aloud, and now Nix had to fight the feeling that they were being foolish. 
 
    “So… what about me? Why am I here?” Emory asked. 
 
    Nix sighed. “No specific reason, except that I wanted you here,” they admitted. 
 
    Emory nodded faintly. “That’s enough for me,” they said. “I like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix, wanting to stay sharp, had been pleased to find fancy non-alcoholic drinks on the menu. The Colotov Mocktail had turned out to be a sweet-and-spicy delight. They were just about to place an order for a second one when the piano playing ended on a soft, jazzy chord, and Seth spoke into the microphone in a gentle, smooth voice. 
 
    “Thank you so much for listening. I’ll be back in twenty minutes with more. Please enjoy your time at Languid.” 
 
    “Showtime?” Emory asked. 
 
    “Now’s as good a time as any,” Nix agreed. 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    “Just stay here,” Nix said as faint pre-recorded music filled the gap where Seth’s piano playing had been. “Order me another?” 
 
    “Are we staying?” Emory asked, surprised. 
 
    “Well, unless the piano player on the second floor of a classy bar is going to attack me in the green room, nothing much is going to change tonight,” Nix said wryly. “And I’m on a date with a knockout.” 
 
    “I’m ordering some food, then,” Emory said. “They have black truffle fries. I’ve always wanted to try black truffle fries.” 
 
    Nix nodded absently and strode across the bar in the direction of the door to the green room. They half-expected someone to stop them or at least question them, but no one did. 
 
    The green room was as they remembered it, but there was no sign of Seth. For a moment, they looked around frantically to see if there were any open windows. Had he seen them? Was he actually trying to flee? The brief panic passed as they recalled that the green room had its own bathroom – and sure enough, the door was closed. Well, that made sense. Nix sat in a chair and waited. 
 
    Two minutes later, the bathroom door opened and Seth stepped out, jumping slightly at seeing them in the room. He hesitated, his hand still on the door, and he squinted at Nix curiously. 
 
    “Hello,” he said falteringly. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here.” 
 
    “Hi, Seth,” Nix said. “Nix Grennan. We met a couple of weeks ago, right here.” 
 
    “Right,” Seth said, his body relaxing. He smiled uncertainly. “What brings you back?” 
 
    “I’m actually here on a date,” Nix said. “My partner’s waiting for me to come back, but I just had a few quick questions. I know you’re on a break, but could I take just a minute with you?” 
 
    “Sure,” he shrugged, his confidence restored. He sat in a seat opposite Nix and gestured for them to go ahead. 
 
    “Great, thanks. First – do you know Ridley Coudrier?” 
 
    He blinked and his smile grew wider, as if he were amused by the question. “I know of Ridley Coudrier, but I don’t think I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting him in person. I don’t hear the greatest things about him.” 
 
    Nix had been expecting a yes; it seemed that virtually every young queer person they’d talked to in the area had some connection to him one way or another. They had to reevaluate their approach to the next questions, as a yes would have given Seth an easy and convenient cover for why he might know about the photo of Jordan. With a no, if Seth were the photographer, any questions about photography would be a clear signal that Nix was asking about his involvement. 
 
    “No worries,” they said, waving it off. “How about Wilson Chase? Are you familiar with him?” 
 
    “Wilson – Wil? Yeah, I know Wil Chase. We’re not close or anything, but I’ve played with him a couple times. I forget the situations – either commercials or fill-in gigs somewhere.” 
 
    “Ever see him socially?” 
 
    “I mean, yes and no,” Seth shrugged. “Again, not to the point where I feel like I know him or anything, but, you know, we’re both working musicians in a tough market, so we know a lot of the same people. I’ve seen him at some parties, or karaoke out in Solvay.” 
 
    “Do you know if he has any interest in photography?” Nix asked, feeling their pulse pounding in the veins in their neck and hoping it wasn’t visible. 
 
    Seth looked intrigued. “Not that I know of,” he shrugged, “but, I mean, again, we’re not really friends.” 
 
    Nix put on a disappointed expression. “Okay,” they said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Can I ask what this is about?” he asked as they started to get up from their seat. 
 
    They tried to look gently apologetic as they said, “It’s confidential. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He let his shoulders slump in defeat, but his smile showed that he wasn’t really bothered. “All right,” he said with an exaggerated sadness in his voice. “Well, I hope you’re enjoying yourself tonight.” 
 
    “Unless…” Nix said thoughtfully. “Do you know anything about photography?” 
 
    His smile never faltered as he shrugged again. “I enjoy it, but I can’t say I know anything about it,” he said. “I’ve been sort of half-assing my way through teaching myself about it, but I’m only using a smartphone.” 
 
    “Really?” Nix asked, trying to think of what else to ask. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve read like two-thirds of a book about it, and that was like a year ago, so…” he trailed off, laughing. 
 
    “So not an expert,” Nix said. Is he lying? Did I just tip him off? 
 
    “Not even close,” he said, palms up in surrender. 
 
    “Did you know Andrew Pearl was on a date with Jordan Wade two nights before he died?” they asked, surprising themself with the question. 
 
    His smile vanished and he leapt from his seat; they stood up too, pulse pounding harder. His head jerked toward the door, making sure that it was closed. “Shh,” he hissed, looking scared. 
 
    The reaction was not at all what Nix had expected. Anger, maybe. Denial, probably. Confusion. But not fear. They froze, unsure of what to say. 
 
    He looked back at them and puffed out a frustrated breath. “Jesus,” he whispered. “Yes, I know they were on a date.” 
 
    “You both denied recognizing him when I was here before,” Nix said. “It was Annika Lessie who sent me chasing after Ginger Medwin and the band Holyhead. But you knew who he was?” 
 
    Seth looked sheepish. “We should have called you afterwards,” he said. “We just couldn’t say anything at the time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Pacorro. He was still in the room.” 
 
    Nix blinked. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Seth sighed and checked his watch. “Okay. Have you ever heard the term ‘ethical non-monogamy?’” 
 
    Nix couldn’t help it; they laughed. “Yeah, you could say I’m familiar,” they said. 
 
    “Well, Andrew and I do that. We see other people. But he started seeing Pacorro and… well, he screwed up, and he wasn’t as clear as he should have been when they started dating.” 
 
    “Andrew and Pacorro?” Nix asked, baffled. 
 
    “Yeah, but Pacorro wants it to be exclusive, and he also doesn’t want anyone to know,” Seth explained. “He doesn’t even know about Andrew and me, and we’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    Nix shook their head, feeling utterly lost. “You’re going to have to explain that to me.” 
 
    “Pacorro’s okay, but he wants Andrew to himself. And we’re inclined to let him think that’s what he has.” 
 
    Nix crossed their arms. “Oh, yeah,” they said. “You really keep the ‘ethical’ in ‘ethical non-monogamy.’”  
 
    “I know it’s not right,” Seth said. “Right now… it’s a financial decision.” 
 
    “Pacorro’s a sugar daddy,” Nix concluded. “And you don’t want that to dry up.” 
 
    Seth looked miserable. “Something like that,” he admitted. 
 
    “If Pacorro found out about Andrew going on a date with Jordan Wade…” 
 
    “I think he’d scream,” Seth said. “He’d be furious. He’d be hurt. But if you’re asking if I think he’d do anything to Jordan – no. I think he’d be more likely to do something to Andrew, and even that I kind of doubt.” 
 
    Nix glared at him. “You should have told me about this earlier.” 
 
    “I know,” Seth said. “But Andrew asked me not to. He doesn’t seem like it, but he’s a very private person.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have the best reputation, you know,” Nix said. 
 
    “That’s in the past,” Seth said. “He’s sober now.” 
 
    “It’s not in the past for some other people,” Nix pointed out. “Ridley Coudrier…” 
 
    “Ridley Coudrier is a drama queen,” Seth interrupted, his tone polite but firm. “I know what you’re talking about and that whole thing was misinterpreted and blown out of proportion.” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with some other musicians who aren’t too fond of him, either,” Nix said. 
 
    “He’s not for everyone,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve also heard that he gets violent.” 
 
    Seth took a slow breath. “An isolated incident, and I guarantee you don’t have the full story,” he said tightly. “And if you’re insinuating that he had anything to do with Jordan Wade…” He trailed off, unable to find the words to complete the sentence. 
 
    “Did he come home after his date with Jordan?” 
 
    “It wasn’t even really a date,” Seth argued without energy. “But yes, he came home. Told me about it.” 
 
    “And after?” 
 
    Seth shrugged. “We went to bed.” 
 
    “And the next day?” 
 
    Seth squinted at them. “We got up early and went to Buffalo for a family reunion. Mine, on my mother’s side. Are you looking for witnesses here? An alibi?” 
 
    “Show me some of your photos,” they said, switching topics again to rattle him more – see if anything else useful shook free. 
 
    Baffled, he reached into his inner jacket pocket and retrieved his phone. After a moment he handed it to them and let them swipe through several images. He was right about his level of skill – it was better than maybe the average person could do, but there was nothing Nix could see that suggested that Seth Davis-Germaine was capable of the artistry of the crucified angel piece. 
 
    It was possible that he was bluffing, of course. Maybe he had specifically selected a folder of less-than-solid photos and had showed them that instead of his best work. 
 
    But something stuck out that caught Nix’s attention. After swiping back and forth through several images, they stopped and pointed to a small hard-to-decipher semi-transparent icon that appeared somewhere in every photo. They asked, “What’s this?” 
 
    He looked where they were pointing and actually blushed a little. “Oh,” he said. “I didn’t learn much about editing, but I guess I got a little egotistical when I started. I taught myself how to make a watermark. That’s my initials, kind of stylized. SDG. I took the idea from Johann Sebastian Bach – he also wrote SDG on his work, so you’ll find music manuscripts in his handwriting with that on there. For him, it meant Soli Deo Gloria – ‘glory to God alone.’ Graupner and Handel did that, too. My parents actually chose my first name to give me those initials. They were musicians, too. So… yeah. I’m kind of signing my work there. Maybe a little too obviously, I guess, but I don’t know yet how to make it more subtle.” 
 
    His babbling washed over Nix as they considered the ramifications. If he had taken the time to edit watermarks onto these photos, it was at least a little easier for them to believe that these probably were his best shots. 
 
    But what about the crucified angel image? 
 
    Make him famous, they thought. Except it’s more about trying to make the image famous, isn’t it? What if there’s a watermark? 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Nix rejoined Emory at the table, their drink was waiting for them. Emory leaned in and whispered, “So what happened?” 
 
    Nix gave them a small shrug. “Nothing definitive, but I don’t think he’s the guy,” they said. 
 
    “I don’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved,” Emory said. “I didn’t like the idea of you possibly being in a closed room with a killer.” 
 
    “Just do me a favor – if he shows up on one of your dating apps, swipe left,” Nix said. Instead of laughing as expected, Emory nodded and assured Nix that they would definitely do that. 
 
    Moments later, Seth Davis-Germaine was back at the piano, starting a new set. Nix and Emory watched him from their booth, and if the man had been rattled by Nix’s questions, he showed no sign of it now. He never seemed to look away from the piano or the middle distance in front of him, and the expression on his face always seemed to be one of contentment – almost as if he were there with nothing but the music, and everything else around him didn’t exist. 
 
    “He really loves what he’s doing,” Emory said. 
 
    “Don’t tell the others, but he’s my favorite one to bring in,” said a gentle voice from behind them. Nix and Emory turned, and Nix recognized Pacorro Marín. Once again, he had a mostly-empty rocks glass in his hand, with a slightly-chewed swizzle stick in it. His smile was warm and seemed genuine, but Nix still had a prickling of dislike for him that they didn’t fully understand. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, holding out his free hand for Nix to shake. 
 
    “Pacorro,” they acknowledged; his hand was warm and his grip firm without being aggressive. “This is my partner, Emory.” 
 
    “Pacorro Marín,” he introduced himself, shaking their hand as well. “Are you enjoying yourself tonight?” With nothing but a gesture and a facial expression, he asked permission to join them, and Nix scooted to the side to allow him to sit, curious about his reason. 
 
    “It’s amazing here,” Emory said honestly. 
 
    “What do you think of the fries?” he asked. 
 
    “I think they’re probably pretty fantastic,” Emory said with an awkward smile, “but I think I’ve learned tonight that I’m not the biggest fan of black truffles. Although the curry ketchup is amazing.” 
 
    “When the chef wanted to put that on the menu year-round, I argued that black truffles were supposed to be a winter item. The summer truffles are a completely different item – and I mean it’s not even the same fungus. He told me that I was falling for marketing gimmicks, that summer truffles were a better value and more accessible to the average consumer, that once it was infused into oil I wouldn’t know the difference,” Pacorro said, and Nix found that despite their lack of interest in the topic, something about the way Pacorro spoke kept them and Emory hanging on every word. “I made him set up a blind taste test – which took weeks just to find the items he wanted to use. You know what I learned? I don’t like black truffles either.” 
 
    Emory laughed. “Okay, I’m kind of relieved then.” 
 
    “It’s all a matter of taste. I like some of the finer things. I can tell you which is the top kaluga caviar, where to get an exquisite Bordeaux, the best way to prepare Kobe beef. But I have to say, my favorite fries in the world, that I’ve ever had, are from a little place up in North Syracuse and I’m about eighty percent sure they buy them pre-cut and frozen,” he laughed. 
 
    “You have a remarkable talent for putting people at ease, Pacorro,” Nix said, keeping their voice and expression warm. “That’s a real skill.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a hospitality industry. The point should be giving people a good experience,” Pacorro shrugged humbly. He looked thoughtful for a moment and then added, “I saw a little bit of that from you when you were here before, talking to the musicians.” 
 
    “A little bit,” Nix agreed. “In my line of work, there’s a balance between making people comfortable and making people considerably less than comfortable.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” he nodded. “I came over here to say – I saw the news, and I suppose both congratulations and condolences are in order. It must be very hard to have a case close that way.” 
 
    “It was,” Nix said, freezing their expression but feeling their wariness rocket to new levels. 
 
    “If I may ask – the news reports mentioned that the police were contacted anonymously about the body. Was that you? Did you successfully track him down?” 
 
    Nix’s stomach churned. “It was me,” they confirmed. “I didn’t call anonymously and at some point I’m sure it won’t be anonymous anymore. I just haven’t seen the need to speak with the media.” 
 
    “No, I don’t blame you. At some point, though, the 911 tapes will probably come out,” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    Except I didn’t actually call 911, Nix thought. I called the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Department directly. I don’t even know if that line is recorded. 
 
    “Sure,” they said noncommittally. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry you had to deal with that. It’s a horrible way to end things, but a real credit to your abilities as an investigator that you were able to find him like that. I’m sure it gave closure to his family. Your ticket is on the house tonight,” he said, breaking eye contact as if embarrassed to make the gesture. “I want you to enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t let me pay for anything here yet,” Nix pointed out. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but…” 
 
    “Oh, I’m buttering you up,” Pacorro nodded, his eyes coming back to meet theirs and a smile tugging at one corner of his mouth. “I told you last time that I may need a private investigator. If it helps any, think of this as a business dinner. It costs me less than it would cost you, and I can probably write it off or something, I’ll find out. Just tip my server generously and we’ll call it good. Okay?” 
 
    He rose and offered his handshake to each of them in turn. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nix said, acquiescing. 
 
    “Yeah, thank you,” echoed Emory, a little more enthusiastically. 
 
    He turned from the table and watched Seth for a moment, then turned back to them with a grin. “I love this piece,” he said. “Beethoven. Sonata Pathétique. Seth is just so good.” 
 
    After he left, Emory looked at Nix questioningly. 
 
    Nix shrugged. “I haven’t quite figured him out yet,” they admitted. “Something doesn’t sit right with me about him, but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “He’s a show-off,” Emory said quietly, glancing around for eavesdroppers. 
 
    “Definitely that,” Nix said. “My gut tells me not to trust him.” 
 
    “Well, you know what I’m going to do?” Emory asked. “I’m going to order more food. It’s on the house. Want anything?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Nix answered. 
 
    “Oh, neither am I,” Emory said. Nix laughed and took another drink from their Colotov Mocktail. Emory continued in a whisper, “Oh, I love caviar and fancy wine and fancy food and yet I’m so humble I eat fries like a plebeian.” 
 
    “Stop,” Nix whispered back, laughing despite themself. 
 
    “He’s so full of it. That music that he said was Beethoven? I know that song. It’s Billy Joel.” 
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    “I should have paid you,” Nix said. 
 
    Arcadia blinked at them with a distinct lack of focus in her eyes. “I’m going to need more context,” she said. “And probably more caffeine.” She lowered herself into her seat and reached for a shiny black travel mug. Nix noticed that her nails were short but polished perfectly. 
 
    “When you lightened up that picture for me,” Nix said. “You’re in here trying to run a business and I hit you up for a favor like I was a relative instead of a stranger.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Arcadia said, putting her elbow on the desk and resting her head on her hand. She unconsciously massaged the skin on one of her subdermal implant horns as if it were giving her a headache – which, for all Nix knew, might have been true. “It was a quick job, and a good chance to meet a fellow coworking… coworker.” 
 
    “I’d like to hire you now,” Nix said. 
 
    Arcadia looked vaguely confused. “You have a graphic design need?” she asked. “I mean, the logo on your door is pretty plain, but I figured you just wanted a pretty standard sort of appearance. Respectable.” 
 
    “No, it has to do with that picture,” Nix said. “I’m wondering if it has any kind of watermark.” 
 
    Arcadia took a sip of her coffee and made a face at it, setting it back down. “I mean,” she said slowly, “yeah, that’s something I could look for, but just because I might not find something doesn’t mean it’s not there. There are probably forensic graphics analysts or…” 
 
    “I’m just going to be very honest with you,” Nix said. 
 
    “Good,” Arcadia answered. 
 
    “I can’t afford them, and I’m assuming I can afford you – because you’re not a forensic graphics analyst. And I’m also assuming that you might be willing to get to it faster than an expensive professional would.” 
 
    “You realize this is also something you could probably do yourself,” Arcadia said. 
 
    “I do,” Nix agreed. “But I think you’re more likely to see if something sticks out than I am, and frankly you have better graphics programs and monitors. I’d like to know your rates.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they had reached an agreement, and Arcadia politely asked Nix to leave so that she could focus on the work. On the way out the door, Nix said, “Oh, I just remembered – I have a few photos that I took myself of the location of this shoot. It doesn’t have the cross or the junk in the foreground, just the background. Would that be useful to you at all as part of this?” 
 
    “It can’t hurt,” she answered, already starting to manipulate the image on her screen. “Send them over.” 
 
    Back in their office, Nix tried to focus on more of those damned invoices. Wednesday mornings in the office were often distracting, as several of the coworking offices ordered pastries from a nearby coffee shop every week. It was referred to by some of the folks as “Hump Day Hiatus,” and as far as Nix could tell it meant that almost everyone who was there to work took an extended break to sit and eat and socialize. Nix’s usual routine on those days was to put their earbuds in and listen to podcasts while handling more administrative tasks. 
 
    Today, they stared at their stack of past-due paperwork and scowled. This isn’t like you, Nix, they scolded themself. You’ve never put off so much for so long. Shake it off, and get it done. 
 
    For the next half hour, they did just that, handling some filing, accepting a couple of assignments for background checks, issuing payments on a pair of invoices that really should have been addressed a few weeks earlier, and sending reminder invoices of their own to clients who were apparently as careless with submitting payments as Nix themself had been. 
 
    They were feeling good about the progress they were making, and enjoying listening to a podcast that was focusing on the intersection of gender theory and etymology. A knock on their door interrupted them, and they looked up hoping to see Arcadia. Instead, it was Gavin Alfano again. 
 
    “Hey, Grennan,” he said. 
 
    “Wow,” they said, pulling their earbuds out and hitting pause on their phone. “Twice in three days.” 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    “Of course you may come in,” Nix scowled. “Don’t be an idiot. I’m not going to pretend I’m overjoyed to see you, considering every time I’ve seen you lately, I’ve left the situation feeling really unsettled.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, sitting and picking at the leg of his shorts. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to start becoming an omen of ill fate,” Nix teased. “I like you. So what the hell is it this time?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know what?” Gavin said, shaking his head slowly and staring at their desktop, “Maybe this isn’t the right time.” 
 
    Nix frowned and reached across the desk to grab his hand as he leaned forward to stand up. “Hey,” they said. “The last couple times I’ve seen you, you’ve been really quiet. That’s not like you.” 
 
    He looked up from the desktop but didn’t meet their eyes. His lips worked for a couple seconds before he said, “Are you saying I’m loud?” 
 
    “I’m saying there are jet airplanes that don’t make as much noise as you do,” they teased. His responding chuckle was barely a puff, and Nix squeezed his hand. “Gavin – what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m not here about the case,” he said. “I don’t really know any more about that than I did on Monday. Haven’t seen any of the guys in a few days.” 
 
    “You’re here just – on your own?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m retired now, Nix, I gotta fill my days up somehow,” he shrugged. He had begun to rock slightly back and forth in his seat – without realizing it, Nix presumed – and they took a slow breath. It had been a long time since they had seen Gavin look this distressed, and all they could think of to do was wait to see if he would explain what was on his mind. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything more for a few minutes, Nix asked, “You want a muffin or something? There are tons of them in the main room back there.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I want a muffin,” Gavin said, his usual bluster returning to his voice. “Lead the way. Let’s get fat and happy.” 
 
    The abundance of pastries was absurd, as Nix knew that it would be. Every week, if they came in to the office on a Wednesday instead of working at home, there would be at least a full box left when they were departing. They had never taken any home because they had never participated in the social aspect, even though they doubted anyone would have minded. Gavin picked up two muffins and helped himself to a single-serve coffee before they went back into Nix’s private office. 
 
    They watched him take a single bite that removed almost half of the first muffin, a banana coconut monstrosity that Nix just knew was going to leave a lingering scent in the office after it was gone. While he was chewing, they picked at their own orange cranberry muffin and asked, “So what’s really going on, Gavin?” 
 
    He nodded as he was chewing, which took some time. After washing down the mouthful with the breakroom coffee, he said, “Yesterday was the anniversary, of, uh…” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Nix said, eyes flicking to their desktop calendar. “I didn’t even think about that. Liz passed three years ago.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, and a thousand emotions passed over his face in three seconds. He inhaled deeply through his nose and out through his mouth. “I was home with her that day. The last two years, I’ve worked that day, deliberately. This year?” He shrugged sharply. “Can’t.” 
 
    Nix stayed silent, waiting for him to decide what he wanted to share. He plucked a flake of coconut from his muffin and put the miniscule piece on his tongue before carefully chewing it up and swallowing. “It’s not like I was expecting any of the guys to call me, exactly,” he said. “I don’t expect them to keep track of the dates in my life. I wouldn’t be able to remember things like that for them, probably.” 
 
    “Nobody called?” 
 
    “I mean, family did. I heard from my brother out in Utica, my one cousin that grew up with us. Even got a call from Lizzy’s brother, which was nice. I tried calling her mom, but she’s in a facility and, well,” he trailed off. 
 
    “What about Sandy?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gavin said, and he smiled broadly. “Yeah, Sandy actually called me before I called them, which… I was really proud that Lizzy and I had brought up a kid so thoughtful. And then I was really guilty that I hadn’t been the one to reach out first. And then it was just good to hear their voice.” 
 
    Nix’s head tilted to one side. “You said ‘them.’ Has Sandy officially designated that as their pronoun now?” 
 
    “Oh – yeah. Yeah, about a year ago. Turned twenty-one, finished college in three years, flat out, that kid. Told me their pronouns and that they were headed to Colorado for grad school.” 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to have that talk,” Nix said. “The one yesterday, I mean, but that one a year ago sounds important too.” 
 
    “That’s really because of you,” Gavin said. “If you hadn’t straightened me out on this stuff, God only knows what dumb crap I would have said. I mean, I did say a lot of dumb crap, but you stopped me from saying worse.” 
 
    “Give yourself some credit,” Nix insisted. “You put in the effort to learn. You came to me, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, like that wasn’t an awkward conversation. ‘Hey, person who’s showed up twice now on the periphery of cases I’m working. You’ve said that you’re not either of the genders that I’ve heard about and my son tells me that he’s not either, so can I talk to you about genitals?’” 
 
    Nix laughed out loud at his exaggerated summary of the question that had essentially started their friendship. “You were awkward, but you were sincere,” they said. 
 
    “Awkward but sincere. Well, there’s my tombstone for you,” he smiled. He broke off a big chunk of his muffin and pushed it into his mouth, and then continued talking around it. “Anyway, I really don’t know why I came here today, except that I couldn’t do another day at home, and I wanted to see how you were doing, I guess. But again, as long as I’m here, thanks for all you did for us in helping us understand our kid. I know Lizzy appreciated it. We just… didn’t want to lose our kid to our own biases.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nix said. 
 
    Gavin regarded them and then asked hesitantly, “You don’t talk about your parents, ever. Are they still alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nix said honestly. “It’s been almost two decades since I least had any contact with them.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Gavin said softly. “Can I ask – was it because of…?” 
 
    “Gender?” Nix asked. “Actually, no. I was out of the house for over eight years before I started figuring that out about myself. I never questioned my gender when I lived with them. Not that I think they would have been too accepting of it, but I guess we’ll never know.” 
 
    “So what was it?” 
 
    “Honestly, they were just toxic people. They were emotionally manipulative, dishonest, all-around terrible people. The opposite of you and Liz,” Nix said. “Maybe someday I’ll share some stories with you, but all you need to know is that when I left, I think they were more upset that a source of income had dried up than anything else.” 
 
    “Income? How old were you?” 
 
    “Seventeen,” they said. “But let’s not talk about them right now, okay? Today, let’s take some time, enjoy our muffins, and you tell me a story or two about Liz Alfano. Would that be all right?” 
 
    “That would be perfect,” Gavin smiled. 
 
    Nix lost track of time as they let him talk. He wasn’t as nuanced a storyteller as Marla, but the joy with which he talked about Lizzy made it easy for them to keep listening. At some point, Gavin broke apart his second muffin – an apple cinnamon – and gave half to Nix. 
 
    Gavin was regaling them with a story of their first Christmas with Sandy, and they were finishing the last of their muffin half, when there was another knock on the door. 
 
    Arcadia’s eyes were much more awake than they had been first thing in the morning. She smiled as she said, “I think I’ve found what you’re looking for.” 
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    “Okay, so what the hell is that?” asked Gavin, who had invited himself along to look at Arcadia’s screen. On it was a seemingly random black shape that bore no resemblance to anything Nix could think of. 
 
    Arcadia shrugged helplessly. “That, I can’t tell you. But I compared the photos you took, Nix, with the angel photo, and I zoomed about as far in as I could to compare the two in the areas where it looked like comparisons could be made.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nix asked. 
 
    “I mean, obviously the crucifix and the wings and all that – they weren’t going to be in your shots, so there was no point comparing those parts. And all the junk that we could see in the foreground when we lightened up the angel picture?” 
 
    “When you did,” Nix said. “I wish I had your skill with that.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you,” Arcadia said. “The point is, that junk…” 
 
    “Wasn’t there when I was there,” Nix finished for her. “That doesn’t leave you with much, does it?” 
 
    “Well, look,” she said, clicking through some images. “Here’s some graffiti in the angel picture – and here’s the same graffiti in your picture.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Gavin said. “So if something didn’t match up…” 
 
    “Then it meant I should take a closer look. Sometimes it was just a matter of the lighting. There was some heavy lighting in the angel picture that threw some unique shadows over things. That was most of what I was looking at, for, like, an hour,” Arcadia said. 
 
    “But then?” 
 
    “Then I found this spot here. Watch what happens when I change things like the brightness and contrast and so on,” she instructed them, and then proceeded to move digital sliders that altered the photo. She moved them quickly and then slowly, and Nix watched the features on the screen change as she did so, other than the one black shape. 
 
    “It’s always there,” they said. 
 
    “It is. At first I thought it was just something that was naturally a lot darker than anything else in the room, but eventually I realized that those pixels, in that shape, had been deliberately clipped during editing.” 
 
    “Clipped,” repeated Nix. “You told me about that before.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Gavin. 
 
    “Those pixels, and those pixels only, were cut out of the photo and replaced with just black. It’s completely black, and there’s no information for a photo editing program to read other than ‘make this pixel black,’ so no matter what I do, it’s black.” 
 
    “And you think that’s the watermark?” Nix asked. 
 
    “I do,” Arcadia said. “There’s nothing in your shots that look like they’d need to be covered up for the angel photo, and even if there were, this person clearly knows how to edit well.” 
 
    “And this isn’t good editing,” Gavin said; Nix recognized that he was actually asking, despite his tone suggesting otherwise. 
 
    “I mean, there are a hundred other, better ways to get rid of something you don’t want in a shot if you want it to be there – but like I said, if I can rely on your photos, Nix, then I don’t see anything on that back wall that the photographer would have needed to get rid of. Especially not in this shape.” 
 
    She pulled up Nix’s photo again, side by side with the black and white angel photo, and Nix could see what she meant. “Okay,” they said, “so if this wasn’t there to hide something the photographer didn’t want us to see, it was put there because the photographer did want this to be seen. So why make it so hard to see? And what is it?” 
 
    “A lot of times watermarks aren’t obvious,” Arcadia explained, sounding slightly surprised that they didn’t already know this. “They can be used to prove copyright infringement cases or things like that. They can be buried in photos so it doesn’t disrupt the image, but it could still link it back to the creator.” 
 
    “So like a digital version of a paint pack or RFID in a ransom bag,” Gavin suggested. 
 
    Nix and Arcadia blinked at him. “You a cop?” Arcadia frowned. 
 
    “Used to be,” Gavin said. 
 
    “So I was right,” Nix said softly. “This photographer wants credit for this shot, but at the same time can’t afford to be identified.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time an artist became famous anonymously,” Arcadia said. “Almost nobody knows who Banksy is and he gets art installations all over the world.” 
 
    “This is incredible,” Nix breathed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re going to do with it,” Arcadia said. “That’s a weird shape. Doesn’t look like anything I’ve seen.” 
 
    “It’s like a knobbly sideways question mark,” Gavin said. 
 
    “There’s one more thing, actually,” Arcadia said. “When I figured out that this area was clipped, I tried something on a hunch – something I learned back in high school.” 
 
    “You were doing this in high school?” Nix blurted out. 
 
    Arcadia ignored the question and clicked on her mouse a few times. “Watch what happens when I fill the watermark with a different color.” The tiny, odd shape suddenly switched from black to a neon lime green, but then Nix looked closer as Arcadia zoomed in even more. 
 
    “There’s still some black,” they said. 
 
    “Yup,” Arcadia agreed. “One pixel wide in a color that’s so close to black that it’s basically undetectable.” 
 
    “So it’s definitely not just a bad editing job – that’s deliberate,” Gavin said, impressed. 
 
    “I think it’s more than that,” Arcadia said. “That looks like more than just a squiggle to me. It looks like handwriting. Bad penmanship, maybe, but writing.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Nix said, squinting and leaning closer. 
 
    “What does it say?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “It looks like it says ‘His,’” Nix said. 
 
    “Does that mean anything to you?” Arcadia asked. 
 
    Nix’s mind raced. Could it be a brand name, like Tartan Queen or Languid? Could it be a twisted reference to God, claiming this crucified angel as His? Or even a claim of ownership by the photographer, referring to himself in the third person? 
 
    “Gavin,” they said. “You have to get this information to Detective Christensen. It may not be much, but it’s something. You can’t let him give up on this.” 
 
    Gavin’s face was grim. “I’ll do what I can,” he said. “I’m just worried that even if you’re right, if there’s no physical evidence… 
 
    With some effort, Nix held down their annoyance. “I know that’s a possibility, Gavin, but there definitely won’t be any if they stop looking.” 
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    Two days passed with such grating indolence that Nix felt themself becoming uptight and hostile to even the most well-meaning attempts at conversation. Nix had stayed home on Thursday rather than going into the coworking office in the hope that being at home would make them more comfortable, but it didn’t. They had texted Gavin so often that he had finally called to promise that he would call them the second he heard anything more from his former colleagues, even if it was just a rumor. 
 
    They had spent hours on Google and other search engines trying to get an idea of any connection between the word “His” and local photography, with no luck. They had tried finding anything that resembled the watermark’s shape online, but without a good way to describe it or any idea whether it actually represented anything, that search had proven fruitless almost immediately. They had even tried using some reverse-image searches to see if the watermark appeared anywhere else, but all in vain. 
 
    Could it be something as simple as a mark of possessiveness? “His” to indicate ownership? Seth Germaine-Davis had described Pacorro Marín as demanding exclusivity from Andrew; might he have a sense of proprietary rights? Could he have killed Jordan out of jealousy? Seth hadn’t thought so, but Seth seemed to have his head in the sand about a number of things. And someone as wealthy and charming as Pacorro might have been able to convince Jordan that he had a modeling opportunity. 
 
    It felt like a stretch, but it was at least something for them to think about – which they did, over and over and over. 
 
    Nix was grumpy enough at Thursday night’s dinner that Hannah – sweet, oblivious, optimistic Hannah – had put her fork down with a clatter and had asked, “What the hell has gotten into you tonight, Nix?” and Marla hadn’t said a word to defend them. 
 
    On Friday morning they had apologized to everyone and smoothed things over, but by this point the idea of driving to the coworking office felt like it was just too much to do. Nix stayed in their room, managing tiny bits of paperwork here and there and half-heartedly attempting new versions of the same old searches. 
 
    They heard Deb’s car in the driveway, and heard Marla calling a goodbye into the house as she lugged her suitcase out for their trip to Cleveland, but they didn’t leave the room. Afterward, they kicked themselves for that, and their mood continued to grow fouler. 
 
    In the late afternoon, they lay on their bed; Ammit perched on the windowsill looking out at the birds and squirrels. From habit, they picked up their notebook and began re-reading everything they had written down throughout the course of the investigation. 
 
    They stopped almost immediately, staring at an entry they had made after gathering the initial information from Sherrie, which included their impressions and opinions for possible places to start. 
 
    Sherrie Wade told you, “Jordan wouldn’t have been on a date with a man. Jordan wasn’t gay.” 
 
    She said that you had misinterpreted her saying that he had been bullied and called queer – that you had just inferred that he actually was queer, but she denied that. 
 
    You knew she was wrong, but she seemed to really believe that her son was straight. 
 
    But when you got this case… 
 
    Nix jumped up from their bed and checked the time. It was nearly 5:00. If things hadn’t changed much in the past couple years, Nix knew where they needed to go. 
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    Daylight Investigations was in Fayetteville, not too far from Zurowski Talent Agency. Approximately three blocks from Daylight Investigations was Gaspar’s, a “boutique wine bar,” and from Nix’s three or four prior visits they had deduced that it was pretty much just a bar that had a lot of pretentiously expensive wines and inflated prices on domestic beers. That didn’t stop Suzanne Osburn from going there every Friday with a few coworkers to celebrate the end of the work week. 
 
    Nix entered and scanned the room, spotting Suzanne immediately and politely waving off the hostess as if they were joining a party that was expecting them. 
 
    “Hi,” they beamed at Suzanne as they approached the table. “You and I are going to talk. Where would you like that to happen?” 
 
    Suzanne’s jaw dropped, her eyes widened, and her pupils constricted. Her coworkers – all professionally dressed women with expensive hairstyles – glanced from Suzanne to Nix and back again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Suzanne said in a condescending tone, “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, barging in here and…” 
 
    “If you think you went overboard telling me off in D’Agustin’s a couple of years ago, just wait until you see what I can do,” Nix whispered very close to Suzanne’s ear. “I’ve been in a really bad mood for a while now, and you actually have a chance to ameliorate things right now. You and I are going to talk.” 
 
    “Well,” Suzanne said, loudly enough for her tablemates to hear, “you are so right. I’m so sorry I forgot about our appointment. Let’s duck into the hallway for a moment, shall we?” 
 
    Nobody was fooled by the display, but her coworkers allowed her to save face as she rose and tick tick ticked her way across the floor in her stilettos, leading Nix to a hall that ended in bathrooms and a coat rack. She looked as if she wanted to boil over, but to her credit she kept her voice calm as she asked, “What exactly is this about?” 
 
    “You referred Sherrie Wade to me,” Nix said. 
 
    “Yes, and you’re welcome,” Suzanne said sarcastically. 
 
    “You said it was because of her son’s ‘lifestyle,’ if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Suzanne huffed an angry-sounding sigh. “If that’s an outdated word, mea culpa,” she said. 
 
    “How did you know Jordan Wade was queer?” Nix demanded. 
 
    “His mother told me,” she answered incredulously. 
 
    “No, she didn’t,” Nix said. “His mother didn’t know.” 
 
    Nix watched her carefully as she processed that. It was entirely possible, they knew, that Suzanne had simply made the same inference that Nix had made from what Sherrie had said. On the other hand, Nix had been primed to believe it based on what Suzanne had said, so how she reacted to this might tell Nix nothing, or it might tell them a lot. 
 
    “Well, she must have,” Suzanne stammered. 
 
    Nope, thought Nix. Not buying it. 
 
    “You knew Jordan Wade before Sherrie contacted you, didn’t you?” they asked. 
 
    “No!” Suzanne yelped, and immediately she knew she had protested too much. Her face turned red and her mouth puckered. “I knew of him. I didn’t know him.” 
 
    “How did you know of him?” Nix asked. 
 
    She turned her face away and Nix could see a battle raging within her. The best thing to do, they decided, was to wait it out. 
 
    “I knew of him,” she said at last, “because he used to be very close with my son.” 
 
    “By ‘very close,’ you mean…” 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t want to know,” she snapped. “I know they were friends. I don’t know how they met. It’s not like they went to the same school or church or anything. Who knows how kids meet these days? Facebook or something, probably.” 
 
    “But Sherrie Wade didn’t know that?” 
 
    Suzanne shrugged. “I never asked him about his parents, he never volunteered any information. I assumed he had been telling her where he was when he was hanging around my house, but when she started telling me about the case, I realized who he was.” 
 
    “And you still didn’t say anything.” 
 
    She had no answer to that. 
 
    “You didn’t want to help your son’s friend?” 
 
    “I have no interest in getting involved in anything to do with your kind of lifestyle,” Suzanne said sourly. 
 
    Nix bit their tongue and counted to five before continuing. “What did Jordan and your son talk about?” 
 
    She made a scoffing noise. “God only knows. They were into music and both of them seemed to think they’d be male models someday. That’s all I ever heard them talking about. Not that I was around them that much. And that was before I found out Jordan was gay.” 
 
    “Well… queer, anyway,” Nix muttered. They took a deep breath and asked their next question as neutrally as they could manage. “Was your son into photography?” 
 
    “What are you implying?” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Not taking photography, no. But he always wanted to pose for photos. I understand he did eventually get some modeling jobs, too.” 
 
    “You understand he did?” 
 
    “He stopped talking to me when I divorced his father,” Suzanne answered sullenly. “I don’t exactly keep tabs on his life at this point. He’s legally an adult.” 
 
    “Is your son queer, Suzanne?” 
 
    Her silent glare answered the question for them. 
 
    Nix dragged out their phone and scrolled quickly through their photos. They found the one they were looking for – a photo of the framed picture from Jordan’s apartment that showed him and another young man smiling at the camera. SNTM – “Syracuse’s Next Top Model” – had been written on the photo in permanent marker. 
 
    “Is this your son on the right?” Nix asked. 
 
    Suzanne looked at the photo and frowned, nodding. 
 
    “All right,” Nix relented, putting away the phone. “Thank you. The only other thing I’ll need from you is your son’s name and contact information.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Jordan Wade is dead,” Nix said. “So, yeah, really. I knew your son’s name, once upon a time when I was investigating you, but it’s slipped my mind.” 
 
    Suzanne began patting herself down and Nix immediately presented her with a pen and a pad of paper. She took it and wrote something down and then handed it back. 
 
    Nix reviewed it. A name and a phone number. 
 
    “Right,” they said. “Emerson. I remember that now.” 
 
    Suzanne sighed. “Although he doesn’t go by that anymore,” she said, sounding annoyed and even pouty. “He goes by his middle name. Rooney.” 
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    It was a piece of the puzzle, but was it relevant? 
 
    As Nix drove back home, they dialed the phone number Suzanne had given them for Rooney Osburn over and over, but he never picked up. They left a few voicemails, explaining who they were and what they wanted to talk about as loudly as possible so the speakerphone could pick it up from where their phone rested in the center cupholder. 
 
    Once they were home, they continued calling, estimating that by now Rooney’s phone would probably show thirty missed calls from an unknown number. When they got to their room, they fired up their laptop and sent a few emails to him as well. 
 
    They called Gavin and left a message for him also, asking him to report back on whether he’d learned anything more from Detective Christensen or anyone else with the Sheriff’s Department. 
 
    The evening passed in fits and starts, with Nix’s energy on full throttle and no idea how to use it effectively. They’d reached out to Rooney, which might be a dead end anyway; they’d reached out to Gavin, which was almost definitely a dead end; and there was nothing else they could think of to do. 
 
    On impulse, they decided to send some fishing expedition messages. They remembered when they had first started working for Keith Pelletier, one of the things he had taught them was that detective work wasn’t always like a game of poker, bluffing about what you knew and didn’t know and trying to get your opponent to reveal something they were trying to hide. Sometimes it was more a game of Go Fish, and all you had to do was ask the right thing to the right person, without any solid reason for making that decision. 
 
    Nix texted Leonard Zurowksi from the talent agency. 
 
      
 
    Looking for a guy named Rooney Osburn. Might be a model. Familiar? 
 
      
 
    They texted Ridley Coudrier. 
 
      
 
    Is the name Rooney Osburn familiar? 
 
      
 
    They texted Zimri Bell from Mood. 
 
      
 
    Ever hear of Rooney Osburn? 
 
      
 
    They texted Cin Houghton. 
 
      
 
    Any chance you know Rooney Osburn? 
 
      
 
    They ran a search on his name using both Rooney and his legal first name, Emerson, but there wasn’t much to find. A few references to high school drama clubs and a mention in what appeared to be his grandfather’s obituary from over a decade prior were about the only things Nix could locate. 
 
    For someone who talked about being a model, he seems to have kept a low profile, they thought. They sat in their chair and stroked Tini, who had leapt up onto their lap, and tried to quiet the noise in their head long enough to think of someone else to text. 
 
    They nearly fell out of the chair when there was a knock at the bedroom door. Tini leapt from their lap, leaving tiny claw punctures in Nix’s pants and, they presumed, their leg. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry,” Hannah said. “I was just checking to see if you’d thought about dinner at all. It had completely escaped me.” 
 
    “No,” Nix said. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eight,” Hannah said, glancing at her wrist. The corner of Nix’s mouth rose; they had never seen Hannah actually wear a watch. 
 
    “Okay. Yeah,” Nix said, rubbing their eyes. “And your mom is gone for the weekend, so – just the three of us?” 
 
    “Two,” Hannah said. “Emory’s on a date. They didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Nix blinked several times. “They probably did,” they admitted. “I’ve been a bit distracted lately.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Hannah agreed. “Anything sound good?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nix shook their head. “I don’t want to cook.” 
 
    “You want to go out?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “We probably have leftovers of something…” 
 
    “Let’s just do that,” Nix decided. “Less thinking involved if we limit our options.” 
 
    “Will you eat with me?” Hannah asked, and Nix recognized that it was less a question of fact and more a request. 
 
    “Absolutely. Let’s go see what’s in the fridge.” 
 
    The leftover rosemary lemon chicken wasn’t nearly as good after being reheated in the microwave, but it was food and it was fast, and that was all that mattered. Hannah spread butter on some wheat bread that was on the cusp of going stale, and they both shrugged and ate at the dining room table with Ammit watching hopefully from Emory’s empty seat. 
 
    “So where did you tear off to earlier?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Nix explained the thought that had led them to Suzanne and her confession of her familiarity with Jordan. Hannah listened as she ate, and Nix found themself going into unnecessary detail. 
 
    “The kid’s name is Emerson Rooney Osburn. I think, if I remember right, that was his maternal grandmother’s maiden name followed by his paternal grandmother’ s maiden name,” they said. 
 
    Hannah smiled while shaking her head. “Why do you know that?” she asked. 
 
    Nix found themself smiling back. “Oh, come on, why do you know the stuff you know about your polars?” 
 
    “Polars,” Hannah said, presumably correcting Nix’s accent, although it sounded identical to Nix. “Because French film noir is fascinating. There are books about it and websites dedicated to it. But you remember, from one investigation into Suzanne Osburn’s assets four years ago, how she named her son?” 
 
    “I’d been looking into Suzanne’s assets using both her married and her maiden name. On some search I found her mother’s maiden name, Emerson, and I just had a hunch.” 
 
    Hannah stabbed at another piece of chicken on her plate. “All three of us have changed our names,” she mused. “But all of us did it on our own, after we became adults.” 
 
    “Marla didn’t help you?” 
 
    “Functionally but not legally,” Hannah smiled. “I’m an attorney. You must be precise with your language, or me not understand goodly.” 
 
    It was a regular joke of hers, and Nix gave it the obligatory hollow chuckle. 
 
    “I’m assuming, though,” Hannah continued, “that for the most part – our deadnames are all out there, forever, for some diligent researcher to find.” 
 
    Nix nodded, pushing her chicken around with her fork. “Yeah,” they said. “If I didn’t know who you were and I was hired to find out, I’d probably have your deadname in a few days at most.” 
 
    “That… really sucks.” 
 
    “It does. And you know what bothers me? That’s with all of your changes being complete and legal. Do you know how many people are out there who either can’t afford to make their changes legal, or have other factors stacked against them?” Nix said, setting their fork down entirely. 
 
    “A lot,” Hannah nodded. 
 
    “A while ago one of my cases led to me finding out that a trans man was distributing drugs through his workplace. He got fired, but the business owner also turned him in and he got arrested.” 
 
    Hannah opened her mouth to speak, but then closed it again and waited for Nix to continue. 
 
    “He was guilty,” Nix said. “He made his bed and he had to lie in it. And from what I could tell, I don’t think he even needed to do it for the money. I could be wrong, but I don’t think he was out there committing crime out of desperation. So I probably shouldn’t feel sorry for him. But every bit of news about the case used his deadname and his deadgender, because those are how he is defined legally.” 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes and lowered her head. 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s ultimately going to spend any time in jail or not,” Nix said. “But if he does… where do they put him?” 
 
    Hannah didn’t reply; she didn’t have to. 
 
    “Where would they have put me?” Nix asked quietly. 
 
    They were quiet for half a minute or more, no longer eating. “Sometimes I hate this place,” Hannah said quietly. 
 
    “This house?” Nix asked, surprised. 
 
    “No,” Hannah clarified, “Earth.” 
 
    Ammit boldly crept up onto the tabletop and attempted to casually stalk Nix’s plate of food. They sighed and tore off a tiny morsel of chicken, holding it out for the grateful cat. 
 
    “Earth does have cats, though,” they said. 
 
    “True,” Hannah said. “Fine. We’ll stay a bit longer then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Zimri Bell and Cin Houghton had replied to Nix’s messages. Neither one of them was familiar with Rooney Osburn. There had been no response from either Ridley Coudrier or Leonard Zurowski. It was half past nine, Hannah was back in front of her polars with more work on her laptop, and Nix had given up on trying to sit with her to follow the plot. Instead, they were back in the dining room, snacking from a plate of crackers and cheese and trying again to read a novel they had already abandoned three times before.  
 
    They heard a car door and double-checked the time. It seemed a little early for Emory to be home from a date on a Friday night, but unless Marla and Deb had never made it to Cleveland, Nix wasn’t sure who else it might be. When a second car door closed a moment later, they tucked their bookmark in between the pages of the novel and sat back and listened. The sound had been muffled, and Nix realized that it had been hot enough that Hannah had closed everything up to turn on the air conditioning. 
 
    When the front door opened, they realized they had been half-expecting the firm knock of police, and they relaxed. Emory’s voice drifted in from where they were greeting Tini at the door. But there had been two car doors – had they brought their date home? That would be exceptionally unusual. 
 
    They debated between waiting and getting up to find out what was going on, but they were saved when they recognized a second voice saying, “Hey, Tini. Back up, you gotta let me in the door.” 
 
    Lane. Emory had brought Lane? 
 
    They got up and carried their plate from the dining room to the kitchen, but within seconds, Lane and Emory were coming around the corner and saying hello. 
 
    “You’re microwaving cheese and crackers?” Lane asked, as Nix had frozen with the microwave door open in one hand and their plate in the other. 
 
    “I was just coming out to see who was here,” Nix explained. “I was putting the plate in there because if I left it on the table, Ammit would try to eat it.” 
 
    Ammit, on the table, yawned disinterestedly. 
 
    “Reasonable,” Lane allowed. 
 
    “Do you want a snack?” they asked, gesturing vaguely with the plate. 
 
    Lane took a deep breath and sighed, not meeting Nix’s eyes. He said, “Yeah, I do,” in a tone that suggested he was disgusted with his own answer, and he took the plate from Nix and walked past them to the dining room. 
 
    Nix blinked in confusion for a moment, having intended to offer to fix him his own plate, but when they glanced at Emory, they forgot about the food. Emory looked pale and their eyes were watery. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” they said, and Nix nodded. “Where’s Hannah?” 
 
    “Working,” Nix said. “I’ll get her.” 
 
    “Bring her upstairs?” Emory requested, and left without waiting for a response. 
 
    Hannah had barely noticed that Emory and Lane had entered, and seemed to need a second to shift from work-and-movie mode into conversation-mode. Once she did, she quickly got up to head upstairs for the conversation with Emory, and although she wasn’t hurrying she outpaced Nix instantly. 
 
    Lucky long legs, Nix thought with mild resentment. As they climbed the stairs, leaving Lane downstairs to fend off Ammit at the table, their phone buzzed in their pocket. It was a text from Ridley Coudrier. 
 
      
 
    don’t no ne1 w/ that name 
 
      
 
    Well. That left Zurowski, and Nix wasn’t sanguine about the odds. They slid the phone back into their pocket and finished the ascent, slightly surprised that Emory hadn’t selected their own room for the discussion. They and Hannah were already in Nix’s room, waiting. 
 
    When Nix entered, Hannah initiated the conversation. “What happened to your date?” 
 
    Impatiently, Emory said, “He was boring and that’s not relevant. I was actually in the middle of trying to figure out how to cut the date short when my phone buzzed, and it was Lane.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nix said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He went to a party tonight with some of his friends. Nothing wild – that’s not the kind of party it was, or the kind of friends he has, I guess,” Emory said. “But while he was there he started thinking about going back home, and he called me to ask if I could come get him, and if maybe he could spend the weekend here instead.” 
 
    “Well, he can always stay here. He should know that by now,” said Hannah, brightening. 
 
    “I think you’re missing the point,” Nix said softly. “He wasn’t packed for the weekend, was he?” 
 
    “No,” Emory said. “He just didn’t want to go home.” They fell silent, and so did Nix. Hannah looked back and forth between the two of them. 
 
    “Do his parents know that he’s here?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Emory said. “They think he’s still at the party for another hour or so.” 
 
    “Is there a reason he doesn’t want to go home?” Hannah asked cautiously. 
 
    Frowning heavily, Emory replied, “We just had a very long talk about that. If you’re asking if there’s any kind of imminent danger – no. They don’t beat him or threaten him or anything like that. There’s no physical violence in the home.” 
 
    “Physical,” Hannah repeated. “But otherwise?” 
 
    “Otherwise – well, that would be up for debate, but I think Lane would be on the losing side of that debate in the eyes of the authorities.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nix asked. 
 
    “On paper, his parents are good, solid, churchgoing people. Pretty much every single thing that he described to me as being oppressive basically sounds like conservative caregivers trying to pass along their religious traditions and beliefs to the next generation.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But it’s breaking his heart,” Emory said, and their eyes started filling with tears again. “He loves them, but he doesn’t believe what they believe, and every day he hears them discussing the sins of the world. Even when they’re not saying it directly to him, they’ve made it clear who they think is going to burn in hell for eternity, including most of his friends.” 
 
    “And some of his family,” Hannah added sourly. 
 
    “Why do they even let him come over here?” Nix wondered aloud. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a great question,” Emory said, suddenly a bit more energized. “Apparently, Renee and Jeff have suggested that this should be considered missionary work. They think that the ‘natural bond’ that I must have for him – presumably in accordance with Biblical precepts of what being a mother is about – will make me more open to hearing him reminding me of, and I fucking quote, ‘the Jesus she knew when she was little.’” 
 
    Nix’s mouth fell open. Hannah’s clamped shut. 
 
    “Meaning you,” Nix said, appalled. 
 
    “Meaning me,” Emory agreed. “Apparently, Lane has been making up lies about getting me to study Bible verses with him – all because it makes them more likely to let him come over here.” 
 
    “Wow,” Hannah whispered, putting a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Look,” Emory said, “I never wanted to be a mom. I can’t be his mom, or his non-binary parent. I like the kid, I even love him, but that’s just not what our relationship is. I really think he’d agree with that, too. But even if we were trying to make this something more than it is – there’s no way he’s getting out of that house. They’re not doing anything wrong.” 
 
    Nix’s phone buzzed in their pocket, but they ignored it, and it didn’t buzz again. 
 
    “I can take a look into case law,” Hannah suggested slowly. “I could see if he has any grounds to petition for a change in custody…” 
 
    Before Emory could respond, Nix said, “No, I think Emory’s right. He may be chafing under their rules and their philosophies, but you tell me what court would see that as abusive. He still gets to go to parties, he spends weekends with his birth parent, he goes to a public school where he’s clearly exposed to other ideas. He may be sheltered, but he’s not a prisoner.” 
 
    “Even if he could get out of there,” Emory said, “imagine a judge comparing their household with our household. Lane can’t live here.” 
 
    The pause in the conversation lasted a few minutes as they all considered and discarded the same possibilities over and over again. Finally, Hannah said, “I think he’s just going to have to tough it out for a few more years. And we’ll be here for him.” 
 
    “So what did you tell him tonight?” asked Nix. 
 
    “I told him he couldn’t live here,” Emory said. “I told him a lot of reasons why. Stuff I don’t normally talk about. Stuff I really hope he doesn’t go back and tell his parents.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Hannah asserted confidently. 
 
    “And I told him he needed to decide if he wanted me to take him back to the party where his parents are going to pick him up, or to take him home and wait while he asked about a last-minute weekend visit here.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said he didn’t know, and asked to come here. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I go down and talk to him for a bit?” Hannah asked. “I won’t try to influence him or anything, I just hate to hear that he’s so broken-hearted.” 
 
    “Please,” Emory nodded. “I think he’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    Hannah immediately turned and left the room, and they could hear her thumping down the stairs. For the space of a few breaths, Nix let Emory work out something in their head that they clearly wanted to say. 
 
    “Hannah would be a good mom,” Emory said quietly. “I think she’d want to be, too.” 
 
    Nix fought the kneejerk response in their head, which was to reassure Emory that they’d be a good parent, too; the truth was, Emory had no interest in being a good parent and never had. “You’re probably right,” they said instead. 
 
    “Renee comes by that kind of belief honestly,” Emory grimaced. “It’s the same shit I used to put up with day in and day out. When I found out I was pregnant, I knew the ‘right’ thing to do was to pray for forgiveness, get married to the father, and raise the child, but none of that was going to happen. I shouldn’t have even had Lane, but the alternative to me was still so unthinkable.” 
 
    Nix said nothing, but moved closer to Emory and held their hand. Emory took a couple of ragged breaths and then continued. 
 
    “I knew that if I left after he was born, either my parents or Renee would take over,” they said. “I was so convinced that I was the fuck-up and that he’d have a better life with them that it never crossed my mind that maybe he wouldn’t want to be part of that life either. That I’d be setting the stage for him to deal with all of that.” 
 
    “Emory,” Nix began, but they held up a hand to stop them. 
 
    “I know,” they said. “I appreciate it, but just don’t. I know.” 
 
    Their other hand was still in Nix’s, and Nix gave it a squeeze. “Okay,” they said. 
 
    Emory lay their head on Nix’s shoulder for a few minutes, and then said, “All right, this is giving me a crick in my neck. We’d better go downstairs and find out if Lane is pouring out his guts or if Hannah is making him watch something in French.” 
 
    Nix chuckled and the two headed for the stairs. Nix remembered that their phone had buzzed, and they retrieved it to check the message. It was a response from Leonard Zurowski. 
 
      
 
    Never met a Rooney Osburn. Had a model named Emerson Osburn once. Any relation? 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, Zurowski hadn’t responded to any further texts or calls, and Nix was pacing furiously in the kitchen. Lane had ultimately decided to go back to the party and let his parents pick him up, apparently either too annoyed at Emory to want to spend the weekend after all or just resigned to his life. Nix knew he’d be okay; he was generally a positive kid, they told themself, and every kid goes through rough spots with their parents. 
 
    Like you, they thought. And you ran away at seventeen and never spoke to them again. 
 
    But then there’s Jordan, who seemed to have a solid relationship with his mother but apparently never told her about his sexuality. Then of course there’s Hannah, who adores her mother and has never wanted to talk about her father. 
 
    God. We’re all just fumbling through, trying to figure out where we belong, and it’s so unfair how much of it comes down on the kids. 
 
    A car door closed and once again Emory came in a moment later, stopping to greet Tini the doorkeeper, and then they arrived in the kitchen. 
 
    “Still no luck?” they asked, opening the fridge and withdrawing a bottle of beer. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nix said. “I’ve worn a hole in the floor from walking around waiting.” 
 
    Emory pried off the bottle cap and put the opener back into the drawer. “On the way back to his house, he apologized for lying about what goes on here. He wanted to make sure I knew that he wasn’t ashamed of us.” 
 
    Nix looked up from their silent phone and watched Emory take a long drink from the bottle. 
 
    “I hadn’t even realized how scared I was of that until he said it,” Emory whispered. “That he was ashamed of me. This kid.” 
 
    Nix felt their throat tighten and managed to nod and face-shrug. 
 
    Emory cleared their throat. “So, okay, I know your brain is off in detectiveland, but I have to ask, what’s with the silhouette of the ossicles?” 
 
    Nix, utterly nonplussed, said, “Icicles?” 
 
    “Ossicles,” Emory enunciated. “That picture on your laptop – that weird shape? I could be wrong, but that looked like a silhouette of the ossicles from the middle ear. The hammer, anvil, and stirrup?” 
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    Nix sat at their laptop with Emory hovering over their shoulder, showing them a picture on their phone. Nix looked back and forth between the tiny bones in the photo on Emory’s screen and the silhouette on their own. 
 
    “How on earth did you recognize this from a silhouette?” they asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    “It always looked to me like a tilted, stylized question mark,” Emory shrugged. “I remember that from biology class. I loved biology class.” 
 
    “I hated it,” Nix mused. 
 
    “And you know, every mammal has these three,” Emory continued. “Birds and reptiles have one, but this is a familiar structure in every mammal.” 
 
    “What three?” Nix asked. “I’m not good with this, I don’t know what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s the hammer, the anvil, and the stirrup. They’re the three smallest bones in the human body.” 
 
    “Hammer, anvil, stirrup. H, A, S,” Nix said, pointing to the thin letters on the silhouette. “Not H, I, S.” 
 
    “Oh – yeah, no. I mean, the Latin names are malleus, incus, and stapes, but that would be M, I, S.” 
 
    Nix looked at the letters; it was definitely an H and not an M. 
 
    “Besides,” Emory continued, “the letters don’t perfectly line up with the bones. That H covers the hammer and anvil both.” 
 
    “What on earth could this mean?” Nix wondered aloud. 
 
    “Hey, if you need more information on these, Dr. Flores would be willing to talk your ear off, pun absolutely intended,” Emory said enthusiastically. “Did you know that they use sheep’s middle ears for experimentation and surgery training for people doctors?” 
 
    “What?” Nix asked, feeling vaguely lost. 
 
    “Yeah, so, like, animal experimentation is bad, but generally accepted ethics make an exception when there’s a direct benefit to humanity, but you can’t really compare a lab rat’s ear to a human’s ear because the shapes and sizes are so different. You can’t use primates because they’re so smart and maybe even sentient, so normally at that point, science turns to pigs because their bodies are surprisingly similar to ours – but not the ears because of the fat around the mastoid,” they said, waving their hand in the general area of the side of their head. “But sheep’s ossicles are about the same size and formation as ours. Dr. Flores has done some pretty cool work in this area, actually.” 
 
    “What’s the significance of these bones?” Nix asked. 
 
    “The… significance?” Emory repeated. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, if someone wanted to use this silhouette as their personal branding, why?” 
 
    Emory considered the question, face blank as they thought. “I mean, they are the three smallest bones in the body, so maybe that’s significant?” 
 
    Nix thought about the possibility, but it didn’t seem to fit anything they could think of. Their phone buzzed, startling them, and they jumped in their seat. 
 
    “I guess the main thing is that they basically chain the tympanic membrane to the cochlea, more or less…” 
 
      
 
    Can’t talk, in a loud place right now 
 
      
 
    The message was from Leonard Zurowski, and Nix bit back an annoyed curse. 
 
    “So they facilitate hearing,” Emory continued. 
 
    Nix’s phone buzzed again. 
 
      
 
    Emerson Osburn was one sexy SOB but dumb as a bag of turnips. Flaky. Missed shoots, cost me money. Gorgeous face, perfect torso, if God had graced him with brains he could have made me rich. 
 
      
 
    Nix whispered, “Sorry,” and held up a hand to stop Emory from talking so that they could concentrate on sending a return text. 
 
      
 
    Any idea where he is now? 
 
      
 
    Nix reached for their water before remembering that they hadn’t brought it upstairs. Their throat felt like gravel-scraped skin. 
 
      
 
    Havent seen him in 2 years. Last I heard he was in some band. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay?” Emory asked. 
 
    “Love, would you do me a huge favor and get me some water?” Nix asked. Emory, confused, nodded and walked quickly out of the room. Nix grabbed their notebook and began flipping through. Were there any Emersons or Rooneys in any of the bands they had met? They didn’t remember either of those names, and when trying to picture the faces they always connected a different name with each one. 
 
    And it’s not like they were the only bands out there. The only reason Nix had focused on these four was because their albums had been in Jordan Wade’s apartment. And from what Nix had learned, bands could often be short-lived. They thought about Celeste Duval’s litany of band names and personnel changes, and then with a jolt remembered one portion of Celeste’s conversation with Abe. 
 
    “Who was in the band when we were Regular Basis?”  
 
    “Oh, geez. You. Me…. Sophie and Rune?” 
 
    “That sounds right.” 
 
    Rune. Rooney? 
 
    Nix pulled up the website for Regular Basis, knowing they had seen it before but not remembering anything about it. Upon seeing it again, the reason for the gap in their memory was clear – there were no updates from any time in recent memory, no upcoming dates (of course), and not a single listing of any band members’ name. When the band had evolved, they had clearly improved their web presence. 
 
    The photos of the band on the website were, frankly, awful. They could have been any band in any badly lit venue. They were blurry from motion, had lens flare from ill-placed lights, and generally suggested the possibility that the photographer had been drunk at the time. In one photo, Nix thought they could make out Celeste Duval with a microphone, but other than her memorable body shape there was no other evidence that was indisputable. And the tall bearded guy might have been her roommate-and-possibly-partner Abe, but Nix wouldn’t have bet on it. In the background of the shot was a drum set; the drummer was almost entirely backlit and impossible to see clearly, but it looked as though they had pigtails. Finally, to the side, equally blurry as the rest of the photo, was a tall, slender, shirtless bass player. 
 
    It was impossible to tell if he was as sexy as Zurowski had described him – and, considering he was likely to have been at most twenty as of two years ago, the older man’s description made Nix a little bit uncomfortable. 
 
    It might have been Rooney Osburn, but Nix just couldn’t tell. 
 
    Emory reappeared with Nix’s water, which they drank gratefully and quickly, feeling the faintest edge of a possible brain freeze from how cold it was. “Thank you,” they croaked, and then grabbed their phone again to try calling Celeste Duval. 
 
    After four rings, the phone went to voicemail. 
 
    “This is Celeste. Talk dirty to me,” said the voicemail in a sultry voice. Nix briefly wondered what Celeste’s relationship was like with her immediate family and if they ever called her. 
 
    “Celeste, this is Nix Grennan. I need to talk to you as soon as possible. Please call me as soon as you get this message.” 
 
    A call to Abe, whose number Nix had taken down at his apartment, led to a much tamer voicemail. “This is Abe Carter’s phone, leave a message.” 
 
    Nix did just that and then pulled up the slick website for Begat and checked their list of upcoming dates. It was a Friday night, and they were indeed booked. Their show was probably almost over, in fact, and it was at Baroffio’s. Nix was glad they had decided against having a couple of cocktails; they needed to drive to East Syracuse. With any luck, Celeste would be doing her usual after-show activity – gradually returning the money that the bar had paid her to perform and getting wasted. With a lot of luck, she wouldn’t be too wasted yet. 
 
    Nix started to get up, already making a mental catalog of what they needed to grab on their way to the car (keys, shoes, canvas bag) when their eye was pulled to the publicity photo of four half-faces on the Begat website. Celeste, Abe, and the other two members of the band that Nix hadn’t met were staring at the camera, in black and white, seen only down to their collarbones. 
 
    Celeste was heavily tattooed. Nix hadn’t paid particular attention to most of the tattoos; they remembered the grayscale smeary tattoo on her ribs that they hadn’t been able to positively identify, and they remembered the winged angels she had pointed out on her thighs. 
 
    But there, just above her collarbone, at the juncture of her neck, was a tattoo that would have meant nothing to Nix as recently as an hour ago – but thanks to Emory, they now knew that it was a tattoo of inner ear ossicles. The hammer, the anvil, and the stirrup. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix had felt a little bad about the way they had left Emory and Hannah behind without taking the time to give any more explanation. Hannah had seemed simply baffled, but accepting, which was actually – poor Hannah – how Nix thought she often seemed. Emory, though, had seemed like an excited puppy disappointed to realize they weren’t going to get to go on the car ride. 
 
    To try to make up for it, they had called the two of them from the car, putting their phone on speaker and propping it in the cup holder. 
 
    “The bottom line,” they had said, speaking loudly to make sure they could be heard over the rumble of the engine on the highway, “is that I may be chasing after nothing at all, but if I’m right I might possibly have something solid I could give to Gavin.” 
 
    “Or to Detective Christensen,” Hannah had suggested, her speaker-phone voice modulated to the one she used on professional calls. 
 
    “To somebody,” Nix had agreed. 
 
    “Okay, but why so urgently?” Emory had asked. “Even if you’re right, what’s going to happen with this information tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nix had admitted. “But I can’t just let this lie. I won’t sleep if I do.” 
 
    “Doing something feels better than doing nothing,” Hannah had said, although she had sounded resigned rather than enthusiastic about it. 
 
    “So what happens if you find this Celeste person?” Emory has asked. 
 
    “I ask her about Rooney,” Nix had answered, “and I see if that leads me any closer to figuring out who the photographer was.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Hannah had said. 
 
    “Gotta go,” Nix had announced. “Gotta focus on the road.” 
 
    Nix tried to remember if they had ever been to Baroffio’s. It had come up in multiple discussions during this investigation, but Nix couldn’t think of an instance in which they’d actually been there. They’d driven by it before – although Syracuse wasn’t tiny, it was small enough that living in the area for a while meant that you passed by just about everything sooner or later – but it hadn’t really registered all that much. 
 
    They knew it had a weekend brunch option that was popular. They knew it hosted live music on weekends, and that included acts such as Annika Lessie, Holyhead, and now Begat. Beyond that, it was mostly a mystery to them. 
 
    When they pulled into the parking lot just after 11:00, it was much larger than they had expected, and it was nearly full. The building itself was also larger than Nix had realized from their drive-by observations. It was deceptively shaped, the width of it so impressive that Nix didn’t realize at first that it was over two stories high. It vaguely reminded them of some of the exhibition buildings at the New York State Fairgrounds. Something about it that they couldn’t name also reminded them of the barn in Lysander, and they shuddered. 
 
    When Nix opened the door to Baroffio’s they were rewarded with the smell of deep-fried food, wood-fired pizza, and American beer. 
 
    Oh, they thought. This is more roadhouse than restaurant. 
 
    They shelled out a twenty dollar cover charge – good God, what this place must be raking in on a weekend! – and asked the hostess if they could just hang out at the bar instead of taking a seat, just to give themself a chance to roam at will. The bar had a few empty stools, and Nix claimed one just long enough to get the attention of one of the remarkably scantily-clad bartenders. 
 
    “I just got here,” they said. “Did I miss Begat?” 
 
    “Honey, you’re early for Begat,” the bartender said. “The opening act just finished like five minutes ago. What’ll you have?” 
 
    “Can you grab me a water while I decide?” Nix asked. 
 
    If the bartender was annoyed at having been flagged down by a customer who didn’t know what they wanted, she was good enough not to show it. She filled a glass with water and set it on the bar in front of Nix, and said, “Wave at me when you’re ready, okay?” 
 
    Nix smiled and thanked her, and as soon as she had walked off to handle another customer, they had tossed down half the glass and then abandoned their seat, looking for a way backstage. 
 
    They found an “Employees Only” door that, from the smell of it, wasn’t the kitchen, and they pushed through it. They wished they’d thought to grab their clipboard and lanyard in case anyone challenged their presence here, but regardless, they pushed onward. 
 
    They found themself in a dark hallway, and they strode forward as their eyes tried to adjust. A few steps beyond them, a door opened up and a man in a mesh t-shirt over a purple tank top staggered out, drinking directly from a fifth of cheap bourbon. He stumbled away from Nix and down the hall. 
 
    I think I might have found the green room, Nix thought. 
 
    They took a few more steps and opened the drunkard’s door, and sure enough, seated in the middle of the room on a beat-up wingback chair was Celeste Duval. Despite the fact that she was wearing far more than she had been in her apartment, she somehow seemed almost more unclothed in her miniskirt, fishnets, and tube top. Abe was nearby, passing her a hand-rolled cigarette that was clearly not yet legal in New York. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Celeste belted out when she saw Nix. “Guys, guys, guys, this is the detective I was telling you about. I’m so sorry, I forget your name.” 
 
    “Nix Grennan,” they said. “I know you’re going on soon, but…” 
 
    “Fuck that,” said a woman behind Celeste that Nix recognized from her photo on the Begat website as one of the band. “We go on when we’re ready to go on.” 
 
    “I need to ask you about ‘Rune’,” Nix continued. “From when your band was Regular Basis.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Abe said. Nix looked at his outfit – a rumpled t-shirt and ill-fitting jeans – and realized that he was actually better looking naked. Or in the towel. Probably the towel. 
 
    “What was Rune’s last name?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Well, Rune was, like, his stage name,” Abe said. 
 
    “Yeah, Rúni Lindquist, I think it was,” Celeste agreed. “With a little thingy over the letter ‘u’, but then he wouldn’t write the thingy when he wrote his name as Rune. It was stupid.” 
 
    “What was his name offstage?” Nix pressed. 
 
    “Emerson Osburn,” Abe said. “But he said he was changing it because his mom was a bitch or something.” 
 
    “Don’t say bitch,” Celeste said, slapping his shoulder hard with the back of her hand. 
 
    “He was your bass player?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abe said, and started to laugh. “He was Regular Basis’s regular bassist.” 
 
    “He was, like, average as a musician,” Celeste said. “But he was sexy as hell, you know? We used to play that up in concerts – make the audience think we were just gonna get it on right there on stage.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he was so gay,” Abe laughed. 
 
    “He was a little much, so we moved on without him,” Celeste said, taking a long drag from the joint. 
 
    “When’s the last time that you saw him?” Nix asked. 
 
    “We still stay in touch, kinda,” Abe said. “I don’t think he’s doing any music anymore, which is probably just as well. But he was doing modeling for a while and I think he’s been trying to get back into that. I see him post stuff sometimes on Instagram, and he always likes our show announcements.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice,” said Celeste with a smile. She handed the joint back to Abe, and he took such a long drag that Nix almost expected the entire joint to vanish. 
 
    “Has he said anything recently about any gigs he’s lined up?” 
 
    “If he has, I haven’t noticed,” Celeste answered. “Why? What’s this about?” 
 
    Nix, frozen, didn’t answer. Instead, they stared at the juncture of Celeste’s collarbone and her neck. The next question they had intended to ask was about the ossicle tattoo. 
 
    It wasn’t there. 
 
    “Celeste,” Nix said carefully, “you have a tattoo in your picture on the website that I don’t see on you right now. Did you have one removed?” 
 
    “Oh!” she laughed, unconsciously touching the spot. “No, but isn’t that amazing? It looks so real in the photo. I don’t know how he did it, but if you weren’t looking close you’d never know the difference.” 
 
    Nix felt the rest of the room fade away as they asked, “How who did it? Who was the photographer?” 
 
    “He used to be our sound guy,” Celeste said. “I think he’s working with another band now. Hudson Sadler.” 
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    Nix needed a quiet place to think, and they were minutes away from their coworking office. The parking lot was full, but on Friday nights in downtown that usually meant bar-hoppers and other nightlife attendees had managed to figure out that they didn’t have to pay for parking there. As expected, the coworking office itself was virtually a ghost town. Nix could hear one person in an office off of the common area typing away at a keyboard with some faint music playing and the strong smell of coffee.  
 
    In their office, Nix finally let their racing mind sort through the information they had gathered. 
 
    Hudson Sadler had managed to edit a fake tattoo onto Celeste Duval’s photo. He had the photography and editing talent to make that happen, and the image was the same shape as the watermark in the crucified angel photo. He had to have been the photographer for Jordan’s final shot. 
 
    So who the hell was Hudson Sadler? How had Nix missed this person in their investigation? 
 
    He used to be Begat’s sound guy. Before Nix had left, Abe had pulled up a photo of him, and while he looked vaguely familiar they couldn’t quite get it to click in their brain. They fired up their work laptop and ran a quick search. There wasn’t much to find; they located nothing at all on any of the major social media sites, and without knowing where he was from it was hard to determine what records to look at. None were originally from New York. 
 
    As they searched, they put their phone on the desk and called Gavin, putting it on speaker. He didn’t answer, and Nix left a voicemail. 
 
    “Gavin, it’s Nix. I think I found the photographer, or at least his name. Hudson Sadler. S-A-D-L-E-R. I’m trying to find more information now, but this is the guy. This is the guy we want to talk to. Call me back.” 
 
    They hung up and called the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Department. The civilian staffer who answered the call put them on hold for a few minutes after they asked to speak with Detective Christensen. When they returned, they said, “I’m sorry, the Detective is not available at the moment. Would you like his voicemail?” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll take his voicemail but this is information concerning a homicide case he’s working on and…” 
 
    “I understand, ma’am,” the staffer said, making Nix flinch, “and we will make sure he gets the message.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else I can…” Nix began to say, but there was a click and a moment later Christensen’s voicemail recording began. 
 
    Frustrated, Nix left a message and jabbed their finger at the phone to hang up. Muttering curses at the OCSD bureaucracy, they kept scrolling through the results for their search on Hudson’s name, and then they came to a halt at one entry. 
 
    Sadler, Hudson Isaac. 
 
    Initials HIS. 
 
    It was the most promising entry Nix had found yet – but when they clicked on it, it was nothing but a tease for any publicly available records, with the faintest hint of what possibilities were out there. Nix had occasionally used sites like this early in their investigative career, but ultimately they had determined that their own searches were usually better. It might take them more time, but the results were exponentially more accurate and useful. 
 
    Hudson. Sound guy. 
 
    When Nix had gone to meet with Holyhead, they had focused on the musicians – Owen Tew, Ginger Medwin, Tedd West-Wright, and Subayah Rizvi. But there had been a big crowd there including boyfriends, girlfriends, other friends. Weed had stood out to them, as had Claret with her planner. But Hudson was the name of their sound guy, and they had barely registered him. 
 
    He’d been here, too. Here at the coworking office, looking  get some speakers customized. Nix had stood there talking with Claret while Hudson and Weed had gone into another office. 
 
    Hudson’s got the truck and the muscles, Claret had said. 
 
    They grabbed their notebook to double-check. They had passed it around the room and asked everyone to write down their contact information, as it had seemed more efficient than asking them one by one. They remembered because handing the notebook off had been a little difficult for them to do, psychologically, and they had watched to make sure nobody started flipping through it to peek into their investigation notes. 
 
    They found the page with everyone’s information. 
 
    Hudson’s first name was legible. His last name might have started with an S but devolved into scribbling after that. His phone number was clearly in the 315 area code, but beyond that, the numbers were hard to parse, open to ambiguous deciphering. He hadn’t included an email address. 
 
    Nix hadn’t noticed before. Jordan Wade loved bands, not the people who supported bands. The “sound guy” was always in the background. It hadn’t occurred to them to pay attention to the man behind the curtain. 
 
    Abe had shown Nix a photo of Hudson from a couple of years ago He had changed his look – buzzed down his formerly long hair to a nearly-shaved look, changed the shape of his facial hair, added a couple of piercings, maybe. Abe’s photo showed a heavier man, too; he’d lost weight. If they hadn’t been looking for similarities to confirm who Hudson was, they might have missed it. 
 
    Nix remembered Owen Tew discussing when he had last seen Jordan Wade. It was at Zurowski Talent Agency, as they were discussing where to set up the band for the company’s upcoming party. Jordan had come in and interrupted them. Weed had been outside smoking. Nix tried to remember the conversation, referring to their notes to double-check. 
 
    Weed: “He must have walked right past me. You’re right, I don’t remember shit.” 
 
    Owen: “Hudson checked out where the electrical hookups were and went to the bathroom…” 
 
    Hudson: “Thank you so much for sharing my peeing history with the group.” 
 
    Owen: “And Rizvi and I stood around waiting for Zurowski to come back, and then when he did we talked and we left, and that was it.” 
 
    That was it. That was when Hudson had approached Jordan Wade about modeling for him and set up the shoot for two days later. That’s why Jordan was talking about his upcoming opportunity by that night on his date with Andrew Pearl. Hudson must have made him swear to secrecy – and Jordan must have tried. He’d let some of it slip when he had told Celeste Duval that night that the project had something to do with angels. 
 
    God damn it, why weren’t Gavin or Christensen calling back? 
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    The steady rhythm of the highway under Nix’s tires gave them a backbeat to the self-admonishment repeating endlessly in their mind: this is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid, stupid, stupid. 
 
    Digging around online had given Nix an address for Hudson Sadler. He lived in a house in Van Buren, a town just southwest of Lysander, across the Seneca River. Some of Van Buren was suburban, but south of Highway 690 it was mostly farms. It was a segment of the greater Syracuse area that Nix didn’t know much, and the names on the map were unfamiliar to them. Gunbarrel Road. Dead Creek Road. Kingdom Road. Nix couldn’t remember ever being on any of those streets. 
 
     They had left another message for Gavin, updating him on what they had found, but they hadn’t called Emory or Hannah. They didn’t want to worry them; even more, they also didn’t want to be yelled at for such reckless behavior. 
 
    Holyhead didn’t have a show listed tonight on their website. Nix didn’t know if that meant they would have another large hangout at someone’s house, or if Hudson might be at home, but according to their GPS they were likely to find out in just a few minutes. 
 
    The streets were devoid of lamps, and in every direction all Nix could see was farmland. It didn’t look like the sort of place where they would expect to find a residence – but after following a few turns as directed by the GPS, Nix saw it. There was one outside light on, but no sign of life indoors that Nix could see. They pulled into the gravel driveway and looked at the house in their headlights. 
 
    It was a small house that was one or two bad storms away from having some real problems. This was a place that would be listed in real estate advertisements as having a lot of promise, for the right person with the right amount of TLC. 
 
    What am I doing here? Nix asked themself. This is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid. 
 
    When they opened their car door, the oppressive mugginess of the night bore down on them like a weighted blanket. Sweat immediately started gathering on their forehead and the back of their neck. They reached back into the car and picked up their flashlight, and they turned off their GPS program and tucked their phone into their back pocket. 
 
    The flashlight might look suspicious if someone was around, but they felt better having it in their hand. It was heavy, and the closest thing they had to a weapon. 
 
    They climbed the wooden front steps and tried the doorbell, but if it worked Nix couldn’t hear any evidence of it. They followed it up with a firm knock on the door; after thirty seconds, they knocked again. There was no response. 
 
    So now what, genius? 
 
    They pulled their phone back out and glanced at the time. It was past one in the morning. Good God – what were they doing? Of course nobody would answer a knock at this time of night. If they were sleeping soundly enough, they probably didn’t even hear it. 
 
    They frowned at the screen. Battery life was low – down to fourteen percent. Of course they hadn’t thought to plug the phone in all evening, including while using it as a GPS. 
 
    This case is making you stupid, Nix, they thought. Stop being so stupid. Go home. 
 
    The inner voice sounded a whole lot like their mother. It was definitely going to be an interesting therapy session next week. 
 
    But as critical as the inner monologue was, it had one valid point. Nix should go home. They weren’t the police; they weren’t some vigilante hero. They were armed with a dying phone, a heavy flashlight, and adrenaline boosts. 
 
    They shook their head and reached back to put their phone in their pocket when it buzzed, and then kept buzzing. It was a call, not just a text. 
 
    The screen surprised them. It wasn’t Gavin, and it wasn’t Detective Christensen, and it wasn’t even Emory or Hannah calling to see where they were. It was Ridley Coudrier. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, you’re awake,” Ridley said. “Rooney is missing.” 
 
    “What?” Nix asked, momentarily baffled. “You said you didn’t know anyone by that name.” 
 
    “I lied,” Ridley snapped. “He goes by Rúni Lindquist now anyway, but I knew who you were talking about. He was one of my baby birds, okay?” 
 
    Nix remembered a conversation with Cin Houghton: “Ridley likes collecting strays. He thinks he’s doing some kind of service, helping gaybies grow and develop into their full potential, or some such crap like that.” 
 
    “So why not tell me?” 
 
    “It’s a policy,” Ridley said impatiently. “These kids are getting out of some really harsh situations and they need to disappear sometimes. He stayed at my house for a few months and then he moved on. He seemed happy and healthy and I was proud of him. But my policy is that I never talk about their time here, and they don’t either so that word doesn’t get out that I’m sheltering kids.” 
 
    “That’s what your upstairs is for, I’m guessing,” Nix said. 
 
    Ignoring them, Ridley continued, “Rúni was probably the richest one I ever took in. He came from money and I wasn’t sure he really even needed my help, but, honey, he did. He’s just so simple and trusting.” 
 
    Dumb as a bag of turnips? Nix thought, remembering Zurowski’s opinion. 
 
    “How do you know he’s missing?” 
 
    “After you asked about him, I called him. I texted him. I emailed him. I practically sent carrier pigeons after him. I messaged his friends, but nobody had heard from him. I eventually went to his apartment, but he wasn’t there.” 
 
    “Okay, but why are you bringing this to me?” Nix asked. “I was only trying to find him because I found out he used to be close to Jordan Wade.” 
 
    “I’m calling you because I’m scared,” Ridley said, nearly screeching. “When I went to his apartment, I talked to his roommate. She said that Rúni told her he had a modeling job tonight, but that it was top secret and he couldn’t tell her anything more about it.” 
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    Nix excused themself from the phone call a minute later, after telling Ridley that he needed to call the police. They were getting no response from Gavin or Detective Christensen, and at this point Nix was beyond prepared to accept the fallout if a 911 call led to nothing. Their battery was down to six percent. Shit. 
 
    They had given Ridley the address for Hudson Sadler’s house, and despite their temptation to see if they could break into it, they knew it was better to wait for the police. I could put my flashlight right through the sidelight window and unlock this door, they thought, but restraint won out over impatience. 
 
    There’s no other car in the driveway, they thought. Where else might he be? 
 
    A deep rumble of sound caught their attention and they looked up the road to see if police vehicles were coming before realizing that it hadn’t been tires they had heard, but distant thunder. They hadn’t seen any lightning overhead, although to the west they thought they could make out distant clouds. 
 
    They resumed their train of thought. No car in the driveway, and there’s no attached garage. They turned on their flashlight to take another look at the driveway where their car sat. Beyond the front of the car, they noticed the gravel path continued around a bend, disappearing into a gap in the trees. At the edge of their flashlight’s reach, they could see another building. 
 
    A detached garage? A small barn? 
 
    Without thinking, they were moving toward it, flashlight sweeping the ground in front of them to help them avoid any hidden holes or bumps. The building wasn’t far, but they found themself nearly out of breath when they reached it, their heart thudding away in a faster rhythm than the highway seams: this is stupid, this is stupid, this is stupid, stupid, stupid. 
 
    The building was a large detached garage with a few roll-up doors and a normal entry door, all of which were locked. Nix tried to peer inside, but it was too dark, and the light from the flashlight mostly reflected back at them, making it impossible to see clearly into the darkness. They walked around the entire perimeter of the building, looking for other ways in, but there were no obvious gaps or breaks despite the deteriorating condition of the building. They didn’t think they could see a car in there, but there was no way to be certain. 
 
    A stray thought made Nix pull out their phone, ready to text Hannah to ask if it was any less of a crime to break into a detached garage than into a house. Four percent. Where were the police? 
 
    Before they let themself think about it any further, they swung the base of their flashlight at one of the six small windows in the entry door. They wished they had thought to bring gloves to pull remaining shards from the frame, but settled for giving them additional whacks with the flashlight. They reached through the hole and fumbled with the doorknob on the inside, gasping as they felt one of the remaining tiny fragments of glass cut into their underarm. 
 
    Once the door was open, Nix fumbled for a light switch and was relieved to find that the electricity in the building worked just fine. In fact, it illuminated things remarkably clearly, and it took a few moments for Nix’s eyes to adjust to the change in brightness. 
 
    There was a place for a vehicle in the garage, but it was empty. The rest of the large building seemed to have been turned into a workshop of sorts, with different areas for different tasks. 
 
    Closest to Nix was a desk with a laptop on it, hooked to two large monitors. They faced away from the doors; no one outside would have a view of what was on the screen. Cautiously, Nix walked around the desk to look, but the laptop itself was off. They opened it up and hit the power button, but without the password the screens that lit up were nothing more than neutral fields. They closed the laptop again and the screens went blank. 
 
    Beyond the desk, Nix entered a shop designed for woodworking. Power tools of all kinds were neatly hung on pegboards, and pages of designs were laid out on a table. Nix flipped through the pages. Some of the designs were basic things like cabinets; one was even a blueprint for building a wheeled speaker case, which Nix assumed was for the work he did with Holyhead or other bands. Near the bottom of the stack of pages was a very simple sketch labeled “CRUX DECUSSATA.” From what Nix could determine, it appeared to be a method for creating a large X-shaped structure from wood, with a few handwritten notes on the page that seemed to relate to how to prevent it from tipping over if one side was heavily weighted. 
 
    They continued to look around. There was a large, low metal structure that they thought might be a forge for metalworking. Thick gloves lay nearby and there was a burnt smell in the air. 
 
    Except this is a gas forge, Nix thought, spying flexible piping and large tanks. The smell is more like a fire scene. 
 
    They scanned the room and saw an old fifty gallon barrel standing on its own with a few feet of clearance on every side. Although they couldn’t feel any heat as they approached it, the burnt smell increased. They grabbed a long wooden board and stirred around the ashes within; remnants of what might have been shoes and clothes shifted, and they spotted a thin jewelry chain among the detritus. 
 
    It could have been the chain Jordan always wore. Nix stopped  poking at the ashes immediately, suddenly sharply aware that they were potentially contaminating evidence.  
 
    Nix’s breathing was fast and shallow, and they closed their eyes and focused on it for a moment to slow it down. Another rumble of thunder in the distance made them open their eyes back up. Still no police. Had Ridley made the call? Nix considered calling 911 themself but their battery was so low – what if they needed it? Were they just being paranoid and irrational? Shouldn’t they call? 
 
    Their train of thought was interrupted as their eyes wandered to another section of the garage. A large board was hung on the wall, with hand-drawn sketches hung upon it. There were dozens of images of various sizes, and above them all was a board nailed into the wall with a few words written in marker: THE RISE OF MAN. 
 
    Among the pages pinned below it was what looked like a charcoal sketch of an angel, crucified among piles of garbage. A second page showed what might have been a demon, with blackened talons and bat’s wings, stretched out and pinned to a large X-shaped structure. More images of mythical and religious iconography were in other sketches, all shown at moments of execution. 
 
    In the center of all of these was a page of blocky handwriting. Nix squinted as they read. 
 
      
 
    do not be deceived god is not mocked man was created in the  image of god a little lower than the angels but god has led mankind into its greatest potential 
 
      
 
    the time has come for man to break its last great sin – disbelief – and to take its rightful place as god’s greatest creation as our birthright 
 
      
 
    the time has come for THE RISE OF MAN 
 
      
 
    Nix backed away from the board, horrified.  
 
    Emory, they thought. I have to call Emory. Their date from Monty’s. He wanted to take pictures of them. 
 
    They took another step backward. As they did, they bumped into a freestanding metal shelf that tipped over and slammed to the ground with a clatter as loud as a gunshot. Nix turned to see a set of artfully crafted angel’s wings attached to a harness, along with a pair of what looked like iron spikes nearly a foot long. The sharp edges of them appeared to be stained. 
 
    A manila folder had spilled open when the shelf fell. Strewn across the dirty floor were photos of Jordan Wade. His attempt at a portfolio, which Leonard Zurowski had insulted. 
 
    Nix’s breath stopped. 
 
    I have to get out of here, they thought, but they didn’t move. 
 
    Their eyes drifted upward as they tried to catch their breath. On the opposite wall was a bulletin board with a large map of the greater Syracuse area pinned onto it. 
 
    Nix rushed closer and saw that several areas had been circled with a marker. As they searched their mental map of the area, they located the spot containing the abandoned barn where they had found Jordan’s body; it was circled and labeled with a lower-case “t.” 
 
    Not a “t,” Nix thought. A cross. 
 
    Their eyes flicked around the map, and they located a circle adjacent to a letter “X.” A crux decussata.  
 
    The location wasn’t far away; it looked like a spot in a grove of trees in the middle of Van Buren farmland. 
 
    A handwritten list was pinned to the side. 
 
      
 
    Jordan 
 
    Rúni 
Tivona 
 
    Emory? 
 
    Celeste? 
 
      
 
    I have to call Emory! 
 
    Nix pulled out her phone and pressed the button to unlock it. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    They pressed to power the phone back on, and waited through the interminable process as the screen lit up and made them wait – but the second it seemed to be ready to display their home page, it powered back off. Where the hell were the police? 
 
    Nix sprinted for the door. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With their phone battery dead, Nix would have to drive through unfamiliar, unilluminated territory at night without their GPS. As soon as they were in their car, they scrambled for the charger in their console and plugged in the phone, turning on the car a second later. They didn’t wait for it to load up the dead-battery charging screen but threw the car into reverse and backed out of the driveway onto the silent street. 
 
    They’d looked at a map of the area before driving here, and they’d just spent a few moments staring at the map inside the garage. They felt confident of the start of their route and the general direction they needed to travel, but if the phone didn’t charge up enough to the point where they could punch in… 
 
    Punch in what? There was no address, Nix thought. It was just out in the middle of the woods. You could punch in the nearest intersection, but will that get you there? 
 
    The white lines marking the edges of the street lanes were faded from age, and Nix found themself gripping their steering wheel with white knuckles as they fought to make sure they stayed on the road. Farmland and occasional clusters of trees streamed past on either side as Nix headed further west in Van Buren. A few times they caught a glimpse of I-90 off in the distance on their left, which at least reassured them that they were headed in the correct direction. 
 
    They repeated the name of the crossroad they were hoping to find, a small street called Knackerman Way, over and over while desperately searching for street signs. The words started to sound like nonsense pouring from their mouth. 
 
    There it was – the sign nearly hidden behind an untrimmed tree limb on the right. Nix took the curve faster than they should have and felt the tail of the car fishtail on gravel before realigning to take them north. 
 
    Maybe a mile or so? Nix thought, trying to remember the map. There would be another road to their left around then, but they couldn’t remember its name. Something with an S. 
 
    This road seemed perfectly straight; Nix took their eyes off the road for a split second to fix the position of their phone on the passenger seat in their mind’s eye, and then looked forward again. No telling when a deer might dart across. Nix reached for the phone with their right hand, intending to pick it up and check with another dart of their eyes how much battery life there was now. 
 
    It slipped from their fingers and tumbled somewhere to the car floor in the darkness. Nix cursed loudly, and then again as they discovered the loose end of the charger where it had flopped down onto the seat. 
 
    Why didn’t I put the phone in the cupholder? they screamed at themself, knowing the answer was simply habit: they used the seat when charging, the cupholder otherwise. They angrily slammed their right elbow into the seatback out of frustration, feeling a twinge where their underarm had been cut by the window glass. 
 
    Slager Street. That was it. Were they already there? How fast had they been driving? 
 
    Nix hit the brake, trying to figure out what the next step was. This had been the intersection closest to where the X marked the spot on Hudson’s map. But where had the X been in relation to the intersection? 
 
    Northwest, Nix thought. The intersection was surrounded on all four sides by trees that had been cut back from the road to allow rural traffic to see what was coming from the side, and Nix was sure they were in the right place. The map had shown a small quadrisected grove of trees in this area. 
 
    They eased their car through the intersection and onto the left shoulder, where they were facing the wrong way. They shut off the car and groped for the phone on the car floor, but they couldn’t find it within the first ten seconds and gave up. It’s probably still dead anyway, they thought, feeling sick. I’ve only been driving for maybe five minutes. 
 
    They grabbed their flashlight and began walking toward the trees, with no idea of what they were going to do if they found anyone in there. After a few steps, they stopped, turned back to the car, and popped open the trunk. Last year, Marla had bought everyone in the household a ratchet lug wrench to keep in their trunk after she and Deb had experienced an ill-timed tire incident on I-81. It weighed only about two pounds, but it would be easier to wield than the flashlight, if it came to that. Nix picked it up and closed the trunk. 
 
    Nix’s flashlight illuminated the ditch at the edge of the road, and they watched their steps carefully as they crossed it and climbed the slight rise on the other side. They were forty or fifty paces away from the edge of the trees, and they noticed a small path pressed down into the tall grass. It seemed recent, they thought, and fought back against the small voice that wanted to remind them that they were hardly a qualified tracker. A moment later, they noticed that it was actually more than one crushed-plant path, and they were parallel. Tire tracks. 
 
    Just inside the edge of the trees, where the small trails of pressed-down grasses led, was a large pickup truck. Nix’s breath caught. They were close – but now what? They stopped walking to think, but their thoughts were flying in every direction and their heart was pounding. They stretched their fingers around the lug wrench and pinched their leg, hard, to try to bring their mind to focus. 
 
    This was a relatively small patch of trees, true – but it was big enough to hide in. Which meant that it was big enough to get lost in. Hudson wouldn’t want to get lost; he’d have some way of knowing where he was headed, heading into this copse of trees on foot. 
 
    Nix looked around the grass for any footprints in the grass, but there was nothing as obvious as the truck’s double trail. 
 
    If Hudson was here with the intention of turning this into another photo shoot, he’d need his props. The sketches had shown an X-shaped cross, talons, and bat-shaped wings – could he and Rúni Lindquist have carried everything out from the truck in one trip without leaving a trail? 
 
    And if this was another photo shoot, but he was using the forest as a backdrop, and taking his pictures in the middle of the night, he would need a light source. There was no moon tonight, the tree cover above was fairly full, and the clouds were continuing to roll in. Nix couldn’t imagine that Hudson would have lugged a generator out into these trees. He must have battery-powered lights bright enough for the shoot? Then why couldn’t Nix see the lights somewhere? Was he already done? Were they too late? The only light they could see was from their own flashlight. 
 
    If I can see my light – what if he can see it too? they thought, and quickly turned it off. If Hudson and Rúni had left a trail while carrying gear, they’d never spot it now. 
 
    They moved through the darkness, unable to see more than a few feet in front of them. They picked up each foot and put it down as cautiously as they could, knowing how easily they could roll an ankle. Old twigs crackled underfoot. 
 
    What if he can hear me? they thought, and for a moment they were struck motionless in terror. 
 
    What if he could hear them? 
 
    Nix considered screaming for Rúni to tell him to run. Would it work? Was he even still alive, and if he was, would he believe random noises from out of nowhere? Or would that just prompt Hudson to act faster and then chase Nix down too? 
 
    They considered screaming wordlessly. Would Hudson freeze? Would he or Rúni call out to find out who else was there? Could they derail his plans that way? 
 
    But as Nix stood there silently, they realized – if Hudson could hear them, then probably they could hear him. Despite the darkness that was already making vision nearly impossible, Nix closed their eyes and listened. 
 
    At first, all they could hear was the faint creaking of the trees in the light wind that passed through every few seconds, and another distant rumble of thunder. But as they slowed their breathing and calmed the thumping of their heartbeat so that it wasn’t so loud in their own ears, the night became clearer and easier to hear. 
 
    From somewhere to Nix’s left, there was a low grunt – one that was clearly human. A moment later, as the wind ebbed, they heard a tenor voice. 
 
    “You are so much heavier than you look.” 
 
    Nix took a tentative step toward the voice, trying to fight the rushing pulse that was making its way back into their ears. There were more grunts of effort, and Nix tracked them as best they could, getting closer and closer to the sounds. The flashlight in their left hand and the lug wrench in their right were feeling heavy, and their underarm was starting to ache badly where it had been cut. Nix’s clothes clung to them from sweat, and they had to contain the urge to swat at mosquitoes that had discovered their presence. 
 
    “Whew,” said the voice, and Nix nearly jumped to hear how close it was – maybe only ten or twenty feet. They froze in place and tried to peer through the gaps in the trees, and they realized that they could see better than before. There were some artificial lights in that general direction – not as bright as Nix would have thought a photographer would use, but bright enough that they could see some colors and shapes. They crept around another thick tree as silently as they could to try to get a better view. 
 
    Hudson Sadler – they thought they recognized him now, although it was hard from this angle in the low lighting – was twelve feet from them, turned partially away. A beautiful young man, dressed only in black briefs, was spread-eagled on top of an X-shaped wooden structure that lay on the ground. A set of metal-and-leather bat wings was between him and the cross, flared out as if in flight.. His ankles and wrists were bound. Nix held their breath and looked to see if he was breathing. 
 
    The young man’s head lolled to the side and his eyes struggled to open. His mouth moved slightly and a sound came out, but Nix couldn’t understand what he said. 
 
    There was no sign of Emory, and Nix felt blood rushing in their head. They breathed through their nose, fighting back all the fear. 
 
    Hudson was half-kneeling on the dirt with a large, sturdy, plastic case in front of him. He opened it and withdrew two long, wicked-looking iron spikes and a heavy mallet, and a smaller case. When he opened the smaller case, the shadow cast by its lid in the artificial lights hid its contents from Nix’s eyes, but a moment later he closed both the small and the large cases, and Nix could see that he had a syringe with a hypodermic needle and a small bottle of fluid. 
 
    He spoke to the man on the crux decussata casually, as if they were having a chat. “This is just going to help us along nicely,” he said. “You’re almost where I want you now, but I can’t have you fighting me on the next steps, and this will just feel nice and warm and cozy.” 
 
    He drew fluid from the bottle into the syringe and squirted a little bit out, tapping the side like Nix had seen television doctors do. 
 
    “You’re going to be famous and beautiful,” Hudson said. 
 
    Go. 
 
     Nix bolted from the trees, swinging the lug wrench down at his arm before they could think twice. Startled by the noise of their footsteps, Hudson swiveled from his crouch and fell backward away from their lunge. The wrench had been aimed at his forearm, but it connected with his wrist, and he screamed in pain. 
 
    Their attack had put Nix off-balance, and they felt themselves tumbling forward. They released the flashlight instinctively and threw their left hand out to break their fall, but they clutched the lug wrench tightly in their right and twisted awkwardly, trying not to land on it. 
 
    The low lights strung around the tiny clearing were enough to show Nix that they were falling with their face directly toward a half-buried rock. They turned to the side and felt everything at once: a smack on the side of the head that hurt but didn’t seem debilitating, knuckles scraped raw on rocky soil where they held onto the wrench, and a pain in their left ankle that probably meant a sprain. 
 
    Their eyes had involuntarily shut just before landing, and despite the pain Nix forced them back open. Hudson was closer than they thought he’d be, and they were in an awkward position to try to stand back up. They shoved backward off of their right foot and used their left hand and right elbow to try to put some distance between them. Their progress was stopped short as they backed into a small tree. 
 
    Hudson’s attempt to scramble away from Nix’s attack had dropped him to both knees, and the syringe had fallen to the ground nearby. He was cradling his wrist and breathing hard through his teeth. “What the fuck?” he yelled, turning to glare at them. He leveraged his body weight to get to his feet and began advancing on Nix. 
 
    “Hudson, you have to stop this!” they yelled. One part of their brain occupied itself with criticizing themself for saying something so clearly useless. “This isn’t mankind evolved!” 
 
    Hudson froze. “What?” he barked, astonished. 
 
    “I saw your workshop. I read your manifesto!” Nix gasped. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Hudson said, disgusted. “I don’t believe that shit. That’s the theme of the art!” He growled furiously and began advancing on them again. 
 
    He was taller than they remembered, and fast. In a second, he was towering over them, fury on his face, one heavy boot lifted to stomp down on them somewhere. Nix swung the wrench again, but from their supine position they had no momentum behind the swing. He dodged it easily, interrupting his attempt to stomp them, and grabbed for the wrench with his left hand, trying to yank it away from their grip. 
 
    Even putting both hands on their end of the wrench, Nix couldn’t pull it away from Hudson’s left hand. Standing over them, he could simply lean backward into his tugging; on the ground, it was all Nix could do to hold on and not surrender the weapon to him. 
 
    This is going to hurt, they thought. 
 
    They slammed their left foot into Hudson’s closest knee, feeling their ankle sprain turn into something even more agonizing. Both of them screamed in pain, and Hudson collapsed to the ground but still didn’t release the wrench. The two fought for control while trying to keep their injuries too far away for the other to reach. 
 
    Rúni lay motionless on his X-shaped cross nearby; Nix could see him from the corner of their eye but didn’t dare take time to look any closer. There was a faint flash in their peripheral vision and for a split second they wondered if they were seeing stars from the blow to the head, but then they remembered the oncoming storm. Lightning. 
 
    Except it hadn’t looked like lightning. And it was coming from the direction of the road. A headlight? Would someone see their car and notice it parked on the wrong side of the road in the middle of nowhere? And if so, would they stop to investigate? 
 
    Nix realized that the small tree behind them was rocking slightly with the force of their wrestling with Hudson for the wrench. The way it wobbled made them realize that it wasn’t a tree at all; they took the risk to glance at it and saw that it was a heavy equipment stand holding up a bank of lights. 
 
    They’d be shielded from direct view from the road – Hudson would have made sure of that – but if someone was looking for them… 
 
    Nix gritted their teeth and gripped their right hand around the lug wrench even harder, no longer trying to get it away from Hudson, but just trying to ensure that he couldn’t get it from them either. They let go with their left hand and rolled onto their back, stretching as far as they could for the control box just inches from the tip of their fingers. They could see the power switch; it was so close. 
 
    Hudson yanked on the wrench. Nix’s right arm felt like it was being shaken by an angry dog trying to separate it from their body. Like a scavenger, picking apart what was left of Jordan Wade. 
 
    The only option was to let go. 
 
    Nix released the wrench with no warning and rolled the remaining distance to the light stand. They slapped at the heavy industrial switch, and the bank of lights blasted into the tiny clearing like the first moment of a morning hangover. 
 
    They wasted no time in looking back to see where Hudson was, but scrambled away on all fours, enduring blindingly sharp jabs of torment each time their left foot touched anything at all. All they could think about was getting behind another tree and hiding. 
 
    Hudson’s panting, furious voice came from behind them; he had stayed behind with Rúni. “You… are fucking up… my shot,” he yelled. 
 
    With no other ideas coming to mind, Nix picked up a fist-sized rock from the ground beside them and hurled it in the general direction of the voice. They heard a rustle of leaves and knew that they hadn’t come anywhere close to hitting him. 
 
    Hudson’s voice roared with rage. “I’ve got to get this before the storm hits or the whole thing is fucked. Wait your fucking turn!” 
 
    Nix couldn’t catch their breath. Their ankle was in such horrendous pain, they weren’t sure they could move much further, they’d lost both of their heavy objects to swing… maybe there was a branch down that they could use, but were they in any condition? 
 
    “God damn it!” he screamed. “Where the fuck is the syringe?” 
 
    Stall him? 
 
    “What’s in the syringe?” they called out. 
 
    They strained to hear an answer, and they could make out his heavy breathing. Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” he said, his voice barely above normal volume. “I’m busy.” Already, he had written them off as a threat. They could hear him grunt. “This is going to be a lot harder one-handed, you asshole.” 
 
    Nix peeked around the tree. From their position, behind the bank of LED lights illuminating Hudson and Rúni, they could see a few faint lights flickering through the woods. Hudson seemed oblivious, squinting against the brightness of his work lights as he looked for the fallen syringe. He was cradling his right hand against his body and the left hand held the lug wrench. 
 
    “I’ll be out of here before you get the shot,” Nix called out. “I’ll let the police know exactly where you are.” 
 
    “Not on that leg, you won’t,” they heard him mutter. “Nice try, but you’re not getting out of here.” 
 
    “Put your hands in the air!” yelled a voice filtered through a megaphone. “Drop your weapon and put your hands in the air now!” 
 
    In the intense lights, Nix could see Hudson’s face as his angry expression melted to neutral resignation. He heaved a sigh through his nose and shook his head, letting the lug wrench fall from his hand. 
 
    “I hope you’re proud of yourself,” he called out in a nasty tone. “Now I’ll never get this finished.” 
 
    Nix collapsed, all energy vanishing, and they weren’t sure if the noises they were making were from crying or from laughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was past eight in the morning, and Nix hadn’t really slept yet. Their ankle hadn’t been just sprained, it had broken, and they had been in the hospital for quite some time, unable to get comfortable enough to sleep and unable to focus on anything enough to stay wide awake. 
 
    They were scheduled to have surgery later in the day. For now, their leg from toe to knee was encased in a foam-and-plastic cast for stabilization, and they were on a heavy dose of non-narcotic painkillers. “I want to be able to answer questions,” they had insisted to every nurse and doctor willing to listen. “Don’t give me anything to make me sleepy.” 
 
    The storm that had been threatening to break hours before had erupted almost immediately after police had put cuffs onto Hudson Sadler, who had been arrested without further incident. Nix hadn’t been given an update on Rúni Lindquist’s condition, but they were optimistic that he was recovering as well. 
 
    The door opened, admitting Emory and Hannah. Right behind them were Gavin Alfano and Detective Christensen, who looked as tired as Nix felt. 
 
    Nix stretched out their arms for Emory, who bent down to hold them firmly but carefully. “I didn’t know,” Emory whispered, sounding horrified. “I didn’t know it was him. I wasn’t in any danger, I promise.” 
 
    Nix nodded against their shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” They didn’t know who they were telling, and they weren’t sure if it even made sense, but it was all they could manage. 
 
    “Mx. Grennan,” Christensen said, looking briefly to Gavin for confirmation. Gavin nodded, subtly, and Christensen continued, smoothing his heavy gray mustache almost nervously. “I apologize for coming in alongside your family. I’m sure you’d much rather be talking to them than to me.” 
 
    As he spoke, Emory straightened up. They and Hannah took up stations on either side of Nix’s bed. Each took one of their hands, wincing and whispering apologies as they worked around various wires and lines as well as bandages on the back of Nix’s hands. 
 
    “I figured you’d be in here sooner or later,” Nix said, their voice coming out squeakier than expected. Hannah immediately handed them a glass of water from a bedside tray. 
 
    “I’ll make this short,” Christensen said. “We got the guy. You got the guy. He’s lawyered up, of course, and the circus is only beginning, I’m sure. But this is the guy.” 
 
    “I’ve got more evidence I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet,” they said. “If you saw his garage, you’ve got a lot, but there’s more.” 
 
    Christensen nodded. “I appreciate that. Detective Healy and I will be in later and we’ll have you go over some of that, but for now, I just wanted to thank you. You saved a life last night.” 
 
    Emory squeezed Nix’s hand. It hurt, but it hurt beautifully. 
 
    Christensen made his exit and Gavin stepped forward. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I didn’t get your messages,” he said. 
 
    “You’re retired,” Nix said. “I didn’t handle this right at all.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Take some pride in yourself for five or ten minutes, all right?” 
 
    Nix laughed weakly, too tired for anything more. 
 
    “I hate waiting rooms,” Hannah said quietly, “so I wandered around a bit. I tried something you told me about – I brought a clipboard and a lanyard.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Nix said. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I could have gotten into the secure parts of the hospital even if I wanted to,” Hannah smiled. “But it meant that some of the police officers didn’t pay me much attention, which put me close enough to listen to some of their gossip.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Rúni Lindquist – I think I got the name right? – was apparently drugged with a massive dose of over-the-counter sleep aid pills. The syringe is still being tested but the rumor is that it was a paralytic of some kind. A controlled substance,” she said. 
 
    “None of this is public knowledge,” Gavin rumbled. “But before he asked for a lawyer, he just started talking. Confessing to just about everything. He said that without the injection, there was a chance his models would wake up during the set-up for the shots.” 
 
    “Putting spikes through their arms?” Nix said dryly. “I would think so.” 
 
    “He really seemed to think that he was doing his models a favor. That this was going to be his breakthrough art, and that they would be famous for being part of it. He said he was paying them with exposure.” 
 
    “By crucifying them?” Emory said, and shuddered. 
 
    “He told Detective Healy that the scars would give them ‘cachet’ in the modeling community. That what happened with Jordan was ‘just an accident.’ Too much of the paralytic, or something like that,” Gavin said with a scowl. 
 
    “How did he think he would get away with this?” Nix asked, incredulous. “If he thought this was the road to fame, how did he think he’d ever get there by torturing and killing his models?” 
 
    Gavin shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know if he thought that far ahead, Grennan. He seems pretty damaged to me.” 
 
    “No,” Nix said, shaking their head and feeling the stiffness in their neck. “I don’t buy that. He knew enough to hide what he was doing. He targeted trusting, inexperienced models. He waited until Jordan’s body was found before he released his first photo. This was entirely planned.” 
 
    “Maybe just not planned well?’ Gavin suggested. “Christensen told me that when he was arrested, he seemed most upset about the fact that his next photo was ruined. He even talked about how it would be ‘at least another week’ before he’d have the chance to set it up again. Like he didn’t even realize what kind of trouble he was in.” 
 
    Nix sighed. “I don’t know. But it’s not my problem anymore. I can finally let it go. Let the lawyers do their thing.” 
 
    Hannah squeezed their hand again. “Lawyers. Yecch.” 
 
    Nix allowed a courtesy smile, and closed their eyes. A moment later, they popped back open. “Did they figure out if there was a leak?” 
 
    “Leak?” Emory asked. 
 
    “How did he know I found Jordan?” Nix asked. “Did someone know? Did someone tip him off?” 
 
    “Police scanner,” Gavin said. “He had one in his garage and another one on his smartphone.” 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” Hannah asked. 
 
    Emory scoffed. “I don’t think he was overly concerned with doing everything legally, Hannah.” 
 
    A nurse came into the room and took in the occupants with a glance. “Good morning,” he said. “Is this your family?” 
 
    “I’m just an old friend,” Gavin said quickly. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve got such a supportive bunch,” the nurse smiled. “But I’m going to have to ask you all to step out for just a couple of minutes for me.” 
 
    Gavin, at the foot of the bed, started to reach down to give Nix’s foot a squeeze before realizing it was in a cast; he switched to the other one and smiled at them encouragingly. Emory and Hannah both gave Nix quick kisses before following him out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the nurse was done, Hannah and Emory returned without Gavin. “He said he wanted to give us some time to ourselves,” Hannah explained. 
 
    They talked for several minutes about everything and nothing in particular. They talked about Lane, about Marla and Deb and Deb’s new friend, about Hannah’s promise to take time off that had never quite materialized and how there was no way that Nix was going on a road trip for at least a few weeks and probably longer. 
 
    The conversation hit a natural lull, and Nix broke down crying again, holding on to their partners’ hands so tightly that their knuckles hurt, their wounds hurt, everything hurt, and it was the only thing that they wanted in that moment was to feel that hurt while the two people they loved most in the world never even thought of letting go. 
 
    When they could open their eyes, they saw tears on the others’ faces, too, and they laughed. “You two are going to hate these hospital tissues,” they said. “These are the worst industrial one-ply garbage.” 
 
    “Got it,” Hannah said, picking up her purse and producing multiple pocket packs of tissues. 
 
    Nix laughed weakly. “You’re never unprepared, are you?” 
 
    To their surprise, Hannah laughed once, said, “Oh. Ironic.” She covered her face with her hands, and Nix could hear ragged breaths. 
 
    Nix looked questioningly at Emory. 
 
    “On the way here,” Emory said softly, “we were talking about how we would have been completely unprepared to have lost you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ⋆⋆⋆⋆⋆ 
 
      
 
      
 
    On Sunday evening, Nix was at home on the couch, having commandeered the television away from Hannah and her polars in order to binge-watch a terrible fantasy show that they thought might have been originally produced for Canadian television. Marla was back from her trip and the television was paused so she could tell stories of her weekend adventures. Emory was snuggled up tight with Nix, and Hannah was in her seat with Bitsy on her lap as always. It felt a little odd to Nix to not have this congregation in the dining room, but at the moment the couch was the best place for them to be sitting. 
 
    “We had entirely forgotten that this was Labor Day weekend,” Marla said. “It’s just so early this year.” 
 
    “First Monday of September, Mom,” Hannah smiled. “Just like every single year.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but you know, when you’re retired you don’t always remember things like that,” Marla shrugged. “But anyway, Cleveland was packed. We had a long list of places we wanted to go, and I think we made it to less than a third of them.” 
 
    She talked about her journey with such energy that Nix felt like they had been there with her. It felt natural to be laughing with the family like this. The events of less than forty-eight hours ago seemed a lifetime away. If not for the pain in their leg, Nix could have pretended that nothing had happened.  
 
    Eventually, Emory announced their intent to make dinner, and Hannah offered to help with a salad; the two chattered as they headed off to the kitchen. Bitsy, displaced from Hannah’s lap, followed them morosely, leaving Marla alone with Nix. 
 
    Marla took the remote control and turned off the paused television. Deliberately, almost in slow motion, she set the remote back down and took a breath.  
 
    She faced Nix and the sparkle seemed to dim in her eyes. 
 
    “Hannah had to tell me about everything over the phone,” she said. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.” 
 
    Surprised, Nix said, “I wouldn’t have expected you to be. You’ve got a life, Marla, and all of the rest of our lives would be a bit less entertaining if you didn’t.” 
 
    “I know, I just…” she trailed off, looking at the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nix asked. “Is it about Deb?” 
 
    Marla’s eyes came up to meet Nix’s, and she set her jaw. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again, Phoenix Grennan. I may not be your mother, but it feels like I am, and you cannot do that to me.” 
 
    Nix’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” Marla whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nix. 
 
    Marla swiped fiercely at her eyes and waved away the tissue box that Nix offered. “You have to come home.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking,” Nix said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Not looking at her, Marla said again, “You have to.” 
 
    “Mama,” said Nix, angry with themself for crying again but knowing it had to happen, “I was so scared. I was so scared.” 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nix glanced at the crutches leaning against the passenger-side door. They felt silly having them along. They hadn’t used them for almost a week now, after nearly two months of needing them for everything. The walking cast on their left foot was bulky and cumbersome, and they still couldn’t move at a pace that didn’t make them grumpy, but the doctor had assured them that things were progressing nicely. 
 
    They had intended to start driving weeks ago, but between Emory, Hannah, Marla, and even Lane, it was clear that doing so would have angered everyone who cared about their well-being. Once they were off the crutches, though, it had been harder for any of them to maintain their arguments, and Nix’s patience had won out. The compromise was the agreement to bring the crutches in the car, which had satisfied Marla. 
 
    Hannah, the ever-vigilant attorney, had immediately seen the loophole that Nix hadn’t promised to actually use the crutches. She had pulled them aside and had said, “Listen, I get it, but you have to make me one more promise. If it rains or snows, you can’t be stupid. Use the crutches when it’s necessary, and I won’t tell Mom that you didn’t promise her what she thinks you did.” 
 
    It was late October, only a few days away from Halloween, and the late afternoon sun was pale in the autumn sky. Everything was dry and cool, and Nix had their window partway down just for the pleasure of outside air on their face. Occasionally there was a faint smell of wood burning somewhere. 
 
    They were looking forward to their outing today, and they hadn’t told anyone else in the house where they were going. That had caused a bit of consternation, as everyone was concerned that if something happened to Nix, no one would know where to look. Nix, however, had simply smiled and said, “I would tell you if I could, but I have a specific reason to keep a secret.” 
 
    That reason was Lane. 
 
    Lane had emailed Nix’s work email address, to their surprise, and had asked if there was any chance the two of them could get together. He had an idea for a gift for Emory for Christmas, but he wanted to talk it out and needed help. Sweetly, he had offered to buy Nix bubble tea if they could meet at the mall. 
 
    Nix carefully made their way through the underground parking garage and took the central glass elevators up to the second level. The crutches had stayed in the car, and by the time they reached the tea shop they were begrudgingly admitting to themself that maybe they should have brought them. 
 
    Lane was already seated at a tiny table, and his face lit up when he saw them. Just like Emory’s, Nix thought, and smiled back. 
 
    They let him buy them the offered bubble tea, taking his recommendation for a flavor (and finding it almost painfully sweet), and then they peppered him with questions about how his sophomore year of high school was going so far. He answered good-naturedly and even had the presence of mind to ask about Nix’s convalescence. 
 
    He’s a really good kid, Nix thought. 
 
    “Okay, so,” Lane said after their initial conversation had come to a natural conclusion, “there’s, like, an environmental college downtown, and one of my friends heard that there’s going to be an exhibit about the history of veterinary science. Or something like that.” 
 
    Nix’s eyebrows raised. “Nice. Clever idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought Emory might like that, and I’d probably think it was pretty cool from, like, a science perspective, so I’d go with them, but do you think they’d like that?” 
 
    “I think they’d love that.” 
 
    “Okay, but, like… would they like to go to that with me, though?” Lane asked awkwardly. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “I mean, you’ve seen what they can be like if I get a little personal, like they’re scared I’m going to suddenly call them Mommy or something.” 
 
    Nix felt a squeeze on their heart and set down their tea. “It’s not that they don’t love you…” 
 
    “Hang on, though,” Lane interrupted. “I’m not looking for you to tell me that everything’s all right. It’s kind of a weird situation and I get that, and honestly I don’t want that kind of relationship with Emory either. I’m not hurt that they’re not maternal. It’s easier that they’re not maternal. I’m just asking, is it going to freak them out if I invite them to go somewhere with me. Because a ticket as a Christmas gift is almost like an obligation.” 
 
    “They won’t freak out,” Nix promised. “But if you haven’t told them what you just told me, you should really think about it.” 
 
    Lane thought about it, sipping his own tea. “Yeah,” he said at last. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    They sat quietly for a moment, lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    “Actually,” Lane said, “there’s another part to this. You have to order the tickets by phone or online. If I give you cash, could you order them for me?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nix agreed, wondering momentarily why he didn’t ask his parents for help. 
 
    “Cool,” Lane said, reaching for his wallet. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” said a voice from somewhere behind Nix’s shoulder. Lane’s head jerked up and he blanched. 
 
    “Mom?” he said, confused and blushing slightly. “What are you doing here already?” 
 
    “Oh, am I early?” said the woman, moving to stand beside him and glancing desultorily at her watch. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Lane looked at Nix with panic written clearly on his face. 
 
    “Hi,” the woman said, smiling broadly and reaching out a hand. “You must be Nix. I’m Renee Sefton.” 
 
    Nix could see the family resemblance to both Emory and Lane. They accepted the handshake. “Nice to finally meet you,” they said in a tone they hoped was friendly but neutral. “You’ve got a great kid here.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Renee beamed. “His father and I are so proud of him. I’m so sorry to interrupt you two, I don’t know how I could have gotten this time mixed up.” 
 
    “Mom,” said Lane, tensed in a way so much like Emory that Nix knew without a doubt that he was selecting his words carefully. “We said we were going to meet…” 
 
    “But now that I’m here,” she spoke over him, still looking at Nix, “could I talk to you for just a minute?” 
 
    Lane’s expression melted into a neutral, resentful mask. He turned to Nix and shook his head slightly. They weren’t sure if he was suggesting that they say no, or trying to communicate silently that he had nothing to do with this. 
 
    “I’ve got a few minutes,” Nix agreed cautiously. 
 
    “Honey,” Renee said as she turned back to Lane, “could you give us a few? Look around in one of the other shops for just a little bit? Thanks.” 
 
    Looking more like a sullen teenager than Nix had ever seen him look before, Lane rose from the table, grabbed his tea, and walked off without looking back. Renee slid into his seat and sighed, still smiling. “Thank you. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    Fight fire with fire? Nix thought, and smiled back. “I just want to tell you how much we appreciate you giving Lane so many opportunities to get to know Emory. He’s a delight to have around the house.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope he doesn’t eat too much of your food,” Renee joked, looking amused and embarrassed all at once. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle,” said Nix. 
 
    “And he never gains any weight. Burns it all off with cross country, I suppose. Of course, Emory was the same way at his age. I remember how much she could eat!” 
 
    “They,” Nix said, keeping their tone pleasant. 
 
    Renee’s expression froze, but she nodded. “It took me a few years to get used to using the name,” she said. “I seem to be a bit slower on the pronouns. Lane has to remind me a lot.” 
 
    “I understand,” Nix agreed. “It takes a lot of work.” 
 
    Renee nodded, tucking a wisp of blonde hair back behind her ear. “I’ve been really happy to hear that they’re doing better.” 
 
    “Better?” repeated Nix. 
 
    “Better than before,” Renee said, as if the meaning were obvious. “I understand from Lane that she does still drink on occasion, but not anything like what it used to be.” 
 
    Nix didn’t say a word, and leaned back in their seat. Renee, reading the body language correctly, held up both hands palm-forward in a gesture of “don’t shoot.” 
 
    “I promise you,” she said solemnly, “I’m not saying any of this with judgment in my heart, and I’m not looking for an excuse to keep them apart. I’m genuinely happy that she’s –they’re – not addicted to drugs or alcohol anymore, and if they’re able to handle a drink now and then, well, God knows we all need that sometimes.” 
 
    Nix decided to accept what Renee said at face value. “They’re doing just fine,” they said plainly. 
 
    “I’m really glad. It broke my heart when they went to jail, but I sometimes think it was the best thing that happened to them. Even just a short sentence like that can really give people a new perspective. I don’t know if it was a blessing in disguise to have to go through that at only twenty-four years old, but…” 
 
    “Did you want something? I really do have only a few minutes,” Nix lied. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’m sorry,” Renee said, sounding not the least bit apologetic. “I’ll just come right out and ask, I suppose. I think possibly Lane has been lying to us. He’s been telling us that he and Emory have been talking a lot about God and the Bible and that he thinks it’s having a positive effect on her.” 
 
    “Them.” 
 
    “But Emory still won’t talk to me. They won’t answer my calls, texts, or emails. Everything I hear now, I hear through Lane. I thought we were on a good path. They got back in touch with me when our father died…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” asked Nix. “When was that?” 
 
    Renee blinked, astonished. “That was three years ago,” she said. “That’s the first time we’d heard from them since she went to jail in 2011, five years earlier. That’s how we reunited in the first place. You didn’t know that?” 
 
    “No,” said Nix. “When did they stop talking to you?” 
 
    “Just a few months ago,” Renee said. 
 
    “So about the time you started insinuating that Lane wanted to know who his biological father was?” Nix asked. 
 
    Renee’s mouth clamped shut. She looked annoyed rather than guilty. 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to help you,” Nix said, and reached for their tea. 
 
    “Why would Emory hold this information back from Lane?” Renee asked abruptly. 
 
    “Lane hasn’t actually shown any interest,” Nix retorted. “The only interest seems to be coming from you.” 
 
    “It’s important for Lane to know,” Renee insisted. “What if there’s something genetic that we…” 
 
    “I’m leaving now,” Nix interrupted her, rising from their seat. 
 
    “Wait. Please,” Renee said, also standing. 
 
    “You know, if you really wanted to know so badly,” Nix said, “you could hire a private investigator. You could have done that fifteen years ago when you adopted him. Why the sudden interest? What’s changed?” 
 
    “Now that Emory is back in Lane’s life…” 
 
    “They’ve been back in his life for three years. Why now?” 
 
    Renee fell silent. 
 
    Nix nodded. “Please tell Lane I said goodbye.” 
 
    “Wait,” Renee repeated, sounding desperate. 
 
    “This is nothing but nosiness,” Nix scowled. “If it were so crucial, you’d be threatening to keep Lane away from them.” 
 
    “No,” insisted Renee. “No, I’ve always intended them to have a relationship, but Emory was just gone for twelve years of his life. I want them to know each other, no matter how I may feel about…” she trailed off, holding back an opinion that came through loud and clear. 
 
    “Then what is it? What’s making this so important now?” 
 
    Again, Renee’s mouth closed. 
 
    Nix stared at her angrily. “Unless…” they said, mind racing. “Unless you recently started thinking that you know who it might be.” 
 
    Renee’s eyes widened the merest fraction, but it was enough. 
 
    “That’s it,” Nix said. “You think you know who it is, but you want confirmation, and you think you can only get it through Emory.” 
 
    Renee looked down at the table between them and said nothing. 
 
    “I’m not helping you,” Nix said. 
 
    “Hey,” came Lane’s voice. Renee and Nix turned to see him approaching. “I came out of the store over there and saw you standing up, so I thought you were done?” 
 
    “We’re done,” Nix nodded, smiling at him. 
 
    “Here’s the money for the gift,” Lane said, handing them a small folded stack of bills. “Thanks so much for your help.” 
 
    “Love you, Lane,” Nix said, giving him a hug. 
 
    “Love you too, Nix,” Lane said, squeezing them hard enough to nearly knock them off balance. 
 
    “Renee,” Nix nodded, offering a hand. 
 
    “Nix,” Renee said neutrally, shaking it perfunctorily. 
 
    Nix walked back toward the central elevators, the anger in their veins overriding any residual pain in their ankle. 
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    Without fully knowing why, Nix decided to get back home by driving as many surface streets as possible and avoiding the highway. They had the GPS on their phone, so they figured they couldn’t get too lost, although a few times they took a guess on a shortcut and ended up running loops in a neighborhood before finding their way back out. 
 
    Traffic was typical for the time of day, and they had plenty of time at red lights and on slow streets to look around. A few places, they saw kids playing outside – not as many, perhaps, as they remembered there being when they were young, but times had changed. There were people jogging, walking their dogs, collecting mail from mailboxes; squirrels and birds seemed to be everywhere. 
 
    It had been a tough couple of months. Nix had, by necessity, turned down any job that couldn’t be done from their home office. For the first few weeks, the family had refused to let Nix go upstairs and had tried to make Nix comfortable on the couch in the living room. For the most part, they’d done a fairly good job of that, but Tini and Ammit insisted on sleeping on Nix’s bed instead of curled up against their legs, and they even missed the obnoxious early-morning biting attacks. 
 
    As they pulled into their neighborhood, they smiled. While they had been away, Hannah had hung up Halloween decorations on the front doors and windows, and a bit around the yard, too. With only a few days to go, it meant that she’d be taking them right back down on the weekend, but it was still gratifying to see. Usually, seasonal decorations were something Nix did. 
 
    With another inexplicable impulse, Nix drove past their house and continued down the block and through the neighborhood. They looked at how other people had decorated their houses, both in terms of Halloween and just general landscaping. There were a lot of lawn ornaments – gnomes, flamingos, geese, and so on – that Nix couldn’t imagine ever wanting in their own yard. A few houses had flags – on one block alone, Nix noticed flags for eight different professional football teams, two colleges, one high school, and four countries (USA, Italy, Ireland, and one that Nix thought might have been Ecuador). They also counted two different Pride flags – the Progress Pride redesign, and another with the intersex circle. Nix had never really decided how they felt about Pride flags before; but now felt as though maybe they should talk to Hannah and Emory about getting their own flags for the house. 
 
    You can’t belong until you choose to, they thought. 
 
    They realized they’d been driving randomly around the neighborhood for about ten minutes, and decided that was enough. They circled one last block and headed for home. 
 
    When the parked in the driveway, they found that they didn’t really want to go inside, but it didn’t feel like a negative thing. They weren’t reluctant to go in so much as they wanted to stay out, to just be a few feet closer to sunlight and fresh air. They limped their way to the front steps and took a seat, pulling out their phone to text Hannah and Emory. 
 
      
 
    I’m home. Sitting on the front steps. Nothing’s wrong, just enjoying a few minutes outside. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the front door opened. Hannah, Emory, and Marla all came out with jackets on; they carried four mugs of a steaming tea that Nix had started to take a liking to during their recovery. 
 
    “Hey,” Nix said, surprised. “I didn’t mean you all had to come out here. I’m doing fine.” 
 
    “Not everything is about you, Nix,” Marla said with a wink. 
 
    “This just sounded like a good idea,” Hannah smiled. 
 
    Emory lowered themself down next to Nix and handed them a mug. Hannah and Marla leaned against the railing, and they all watched the million tiny motions of the day play themselves out all around. A passerby waved, for no reason other than to offer greeting; they all waved back. 
 
    It took a moment for Nix to figure out what it was that they were feeling, but when they did, it took their breath away for a moment. It was peace. Contentment. They were looking forward to returning to more active investigations, and getting the cast off; it wasn’t that everything in their life was perfect. It was that they didn’t need it to be. 
 
    They were home. 
 
    The chill in the air got to Marla after about twenty minutes, and she politely excused herself to go back inside. Emory stood up and agreed that it had been a nice break, but dinner wasn’t going to cook itself. Hannah looked questioningly at Nix, who nodded. Yes. Time to go in. They handed their empty mug to Hannah, who didn’t wait for Nix to pull themself up by the railing, but followed the others back in. 
 
    Nix started to turn to follow, but they saw a flash of gray from the corner of their eye. As they watched, Nacho slinked nervously out from under the bayberry shrub. It looked more matted and dirty than it had the last few times Nix had seen it. It had scratches on its haunches and a runny eye. Nacho looked like it had been on its own for a long time now. 
 
    Nix shifted their weight onto their good foot, crouched down, and held out an empty hand. 
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    First of all, thank you for giving this book a chance! It has been astonishingly rewarding to write, and I’ve felt incredibly supported along the way. For those of you who followed my drafts’ progress announcements on social media, I appreciated the encouragement more than I can say. 
 
    This book was started in a pre-pandemic world. So much has changed in the last four years, and it was an easy (if awkward) decision to keep the book set in 2019 in order to avoid rewriting. If only the real world could be as accommodating as fiction. 
 
    As a non-binary person I appreciate how many stories we’re starting to see out there featuring non-binary and transgender characters Unfortunately, many of them are still in the “trans trauma” storytelling phase, where our gender is presented as the source of our problems, or at least the central fact of our lives. On the one hand, I don’t know a single trans and/or non-binary person who hasn’t experienced significant issues around their gender, and I appreciate the growing awareness. These are important stories that need to be told. On the other hand, sometimes I just want some representation. Nix’s journey in this story is not without prejudice, but it isn’t the point of the story. Our lives are not defined by our difficulties. 
 
    As with any undertaking like this, I could not have done it alone. I have had so much support that it would be impossible to thank every person individually – but there are a number who deserve to be highlighted how they have contributed directly to the completion of this story. 
 
    Thank you to Julie, for finding a million ways to help facilitate my writing needs. And thank you for just being you, and for both letting me and helping me be me. 
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    Thank you to Gemma Cooper-Novack for daily insights, encouragement, and musings. Thank you to Jess Tetro for every little act of kindness. Thank you to Micah Edwards for feedback and friendship. 
 
    Thank you to Joe Borzynski and Bill Reynolds for help regarding the psychology of trauma. A lot of it didn’t quite end up in the book, but it definitely helped shape how certain characters responded to events. 
 
    Thank you to Tanner Efinger, Dallas Bryson, Kristen Hamilton, Stephen Shepherd, Soren Song, Christopher LeFever, and Ian Doherty for lending me some expertise  when I had specific questions I needed to have answered. I don’t even remember what some of those questions were, at this point… 
 
    It’s nice to feel like I know where I belong. 
 
    Much love. 
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