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      She climbed down the almost too-large steps from the front exit of the city bus to the pavement below. The large vehicle wheezed and rocked a little as it came to a complete stop. Just a short walk home now. One block on the mostly dark street and she’d finally be done for the day.

      She was glad. She'd barely finished in time to make the last bus. If she hadn't, she would have had to spend some of her hard-earned money on a cab, and she hated that. Every penny was necessary. Between her and her little boy, there already wasn’t enough. Daycare cost too much in general. Luckily, she saved by trading with the neighbor lady.

      The other mother was watching her baby now, along with her own two boys. Then, in exchange, she watched the neighbor lady's kids almost all weekend, and even took care of the cats next door when the neighbor and her kids got to go on a nice vacation. She didn’t have money left over for vacations, but she was making it work. And, for that, she was proud.

      The street was darker than she liked, the streetlights a little too far apart to cover the distance. Still, she'd always felt safe here. The few people who walked between the bus stop and her apartment complex were mostly the people who lived there. People like her, working too many hours for not enough dollars.

      The footsteps came pounding up behind her, but she didn't flinch. Surely, she recognized them by now. He'd been here for months. Always jogging in the evening. Probably he came home from work, changed, and went out for a run. Whatever that man must do for work that he had the energy to go running afterwards, she didn't know.

      He also clearly must not have kids, or else he made good enough money that his wife was at home watching them so that he could come out here and run down the dark street like a fool, she thought. But no one around here seemed to have those kinds of dollars. So probably no kids. If she had that kind of time, she wouldn't spend it running.

      But she did try to be polite. Her mama had raised her right.

      One hand was clutching the strap of her crossbody purse, a knockoff of a name brand she'd gotten in the city during a day trip. The edges were starting to fray, reminding her that it wasn't real leather at all, even though the guy at the corner table hawking them had said it was. Luckily, she wasn't stupid enough to believe it—she just liked the look of the bag.

      With her other hand, she offered a casual wave as if she knew this man. She didn't know his name, didn't know where he lived, but she knew his face, and she knew his schedule, and she knew his blue joggers with the red logo on the side.

      Her lips pulled up in a facsimile of a smile as she tried to just be neighborly.

      This time he didn't wave back as he passed her.

      At the last moment, the pattern of his steps changed, startling her, and as she turned, she felt her head jerk back.

      It took a moment to understand—too long for the proper reaction. He had hold of her ponytail.

      What the hell?

      What was he doing?

      Her neck twisted as he dragged her off the road, down the steep grass embankment and toward the trees. She tried to stay upright, but her feet stumbled and she didn’t understand. Was he saving her from an oncoming car she hadn’t seen?

      Only a few moments later, she felt like a damn fool for not already screaming out and fighting back. No rogue car went by on the street, and he yanked her harder, stumbling, deeper into the woods.

      Screaming at the top of her lungs then, she knew she was too late. She knew even before she felt the heat of the blade, before she registered what the pain was. Before she felt the gush of blood and realized it was her own.

      She struggled full out then. Thrashing and swinging and kicking though her limbs felt like they were in water and she wasn't accomplishing anything. Somehow, he managed to stay behind her and out of her reach. Like a pro.

      No.

      She almost choked on her own surprise. Still, she fought. She had to get home. This could not be how she ended. Though she kicked and made contact, her sneakered foot did little damage, and then she remembered again to scream.

      Sucking in a big gulp of air, she got ready to let someone know what was happening to her. Yet nothing came out.

      The blade burned through her flesh again as the edges of the night crept closer and closer, until she realized she was somehow on the ground. Grass and leaves poked behind her. Limbs no longer responding well enough to do more than twitch. She looked up through the trees to the stars beyond.

      They were so bright. Was that Ursa Major? Or Minor? She could never remember.

      He leaned over, looking down, the cold grin on his face let her know that this was no accident. This was exactly what he had meant to happen.

      She no longer had it in her to scream. No longer had enough energy to draw a good breath as the darkness pushed in around the sides, closing everything off into a blackness with no stars.

      Cindy sat bolt upright in bed, her own lungs working hard as she sucked in oxygen. She was in her own room, the walls at least familiar, if new. She had pictures of Carter and herself, smiling, their arms thrown around each other, framed and hung. They were older photos. But she hoped to have happy moments like that again soon. She was working toward it. Really trying this time.

      Somehow, these dreams were part of that work.

      Her hand went to her side, finding her pajamas dry and her blood still, thankfully, inside her own body.

      It was the same, she thought, but not the same. Same man, same MO, different woman.

      Jesse had promised her they would look into this.

      It was another data point that Cindy had now—if she could find a way to use it.

      The problem was, she realized, only a small handful of people knew how he did it. That he jogged every night, getting them used to his presence, being friendly, even letting them see his face. What killer would let you see their face?

      Because what he planned had panned out. The only people who knew that he'd done that were dead.

      All of them, that was, except Cindy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, I didn’t read the notes,” Cindy responded, though she knew it wasn’t the answer Jesse wanted.

      Though her boss tried to hide her expression in case the front door opened right then, it was clear that Cindy had not completed the homework.

      “I don’t want to go in with any preconceived ideas,” she told Jesse, just then realizing she should have run her plan past her mentor first.

      Jesse was the boss. Jesse wrote the checks, even if Cindy’s checks were still relatively small. And Cindy was supposed to be paying attention. She’d been studying for her PI license—half the time thinking about the things she was learning, and the other half of the time thinking about how long it had been since she’d last been in school or studied for anything.

      “Just tell me next time,” Jesse said, clearly resigned.

      “Sorry.” She should have, Cindy knew. But there was no time to apologize now. They both clearly heard the footsteps with barely enough warning for the knob to turn and the door to open.

      “Can I help you?”

      A thin man, thirties, blondish hair, blue eyes that were almost gray behind wire-frame glasses, opened the door. He wore a t-shirt and jeans, and yet somehow still managed to look a little bit nerdy.

      “Jesse Nash,” Cindy heard the crisp words and watched as her boss held her hand out. “This is my associate, Cindy Baker.”

      It had taken him a little bit to come to the door, as if maybe he had forgotten the time. He nodded, as though this wasn’t quite the introduction he expected, but he should have. Did he not remember they’d agreed to meet tonight? There was a little more to his reaction than that, but Cindy couldn’t quite place it.

      She longed to reach out in a friendly handshake and see what she could learn, but he shook Jesse’s hand and only offered her a nod. Damn.

      For just a moment too long, his eyes darted back and forth between them as if he didn’t understand. Jesse filled in the gap. “We’re here from Nash Investigations, about Marlee Sofer.”

      He nodded then, his expression odd, but something suggesting it suddenly all made sense, and he waved them inside. Isaac Sofer was easily recognized from the pictures Cindy had studied, even though they were almost seven years old now.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” He listed several options he had on hand, and Jesse took him up on the bottled water, but Cindy decided to go for the Coke. Either way, she would get to touch something that he’d held.

      He motioned them to the couch where Jesse made herself comfortable and pulled out a notepad.

      In the past, she’d told both Cindy and Georgia in no uncertain terms about not using obtrusive recording devices unless they had explicit permission. Cindy might have made another decision, but she was definitely the apprentice, so she didn’t voice any opposition.

      Looking around, she took in the details, then did a second sweep looking for the signs that Jesse and her coursework had taught her. The room looked like a single man lived here. Clearly, at one point it had been decorated. Given the T-shirt and jeans he wore, the ratty slip-ons, and almost-combed hair, it wasn’t Isaac’s taste that handled the decor. There were pictures on the wall of Isaac and Marlee, but none of them were new.

      In fact, Cindy and Jesse had seen most of them already. Many had been copied in the files at NamUs, and the Doe Network—organizations where Isaac had originally filed all his supplementary material to the official missing person’s report.

      Still, something was off.

      Isaac returned just then, and she waited to brush his fingers, to catch a glimpse inside him as he handed her the drink. But instead, he placed a bottled water and a can on the coffee table in front of them before sitting opposite—almost as if he didn’t want anything to do with either of them.

      Popping the tab, Cindy was glad to find the drinks were already cold. Though the can was red, it wasn’t Coke. She turned it, both reading the label and using it as an excuse to touch more and try to read more. Something with cane sugar. Huh.

      Sadly, the can yielded little about the man who had just set it down. He hadn’t held it for long. In fact, she saw glimpses of a woman buying it at the store maybe. Possibly someone from the factory that boxed it? There was nothing here she could sort out.

      Taking a drink, so it didn’t look like she was feeling up the can, she appreciated the cold fizz sliding down her throat.

      “What can I help you with?” he asked, crossing one leg over the other.

      “We’re here to get started on the case that you hired us for,” Jesse filled in. Though she was clearly trying to sort out the oddities, too, her boss went through the motions as Cindy noted the still strange reaction from Isaac Sofer.

      “With three months left before Marlee is declared officially dead, we only have a little time to find out what happened to her.” Jesse paused. It sounded natural, but it was a skill Cindy was learning. Jesse’s tone changed slightly toward warning. “If we find remains, she may be declared dead sooner than the seven-year mark.”

      He was nodding softly, as if these were things he understood, but he didn’t understand the situation. He was clearly confused. Though why? They’d already made all these arrangements through email. He had reached out to them.

      “The retainer you paid us,” Jesse went on, “will cover us for the initial investigation. If our work takes longer than the estimate we gave you, there may be additional fees if you wish us to continue.”

      Boilerplate stuff, Cindy thought. But Isaac wasn’t fully comprehending. It hit Cindy then why everything in the room was all vaguely off.

      Isaac Sofer was still looking at them as if they were just a little crazy. But she was putting the pieces together. The money had come from an account that appeared to belong to him. The initial inquiries she and Jesse had received had come from Isaac Sofer at a common email service.

      Further information about Marlee’s disappearance had come in answer to Jesse’s questions from that email as well. All of it had seemed perfectly normal. Until now.

      It had not occurred to Cindy—and clearly not to Jesse either—to ask. But now, as she sat here and read what she could from his expression, from the can he’d touched, and his posture . . .

      Isaac Sofer had no idea why they were here.
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      “That was smart,” Jesse told Cindy. She tossed the praise casually over her shoulder as she sat down, opening her laptop and pulling up her email to stare at the screen and wonder what she had missed. Honestly, she wasn’t sure she missed anything.

      “You're sure?” she asked Cindy as she watched the screen populate.

      How did she have this many unread emails? Was her spam filter not working? Scrolling through, she hoped that Isaac had already sent them what Cindy had requested: the name of Marlee’s best friend.

      At the end of their meeting with Marlee’s husband, Cindy stood up and pulled out a business card. Why would he need their business card? But Cindy had done it as though it were a formality, and Jesse had tried not to look at her junior partner oddly. In a sweet voice, Cindy told Isaac that they already had the names, of course, of Marlee's immediate family, but could he provide the name of her best friend? And please, just send it through email as soon as he remembered.

      Such an odd request, Jesse had thought. They’d said good night and cleared the front porch, and still she’d waited until they were out of earshot to ask. “What was that? He has all our information.”

      When Cindy answered, Jesse was grateful she had learned to hold her tongue and to work with smart women.

      “He didn’t hire us.” Cindy shook her head, and her tone held no uncertainty.

      “Except for the part where he did.” Jesse knew she wasn’t processing something correctly, but she’d seen his name on the initial request for their services. On the bank transaction even. She was the one who’d read all the emails.

      “It wasn’t him. He was playing along with us tonight. Trying to figure out why we were there.”

      “Are you sure?” Jesse stopped on the sidewalk, looking Cindy in the face for just a moment before realizing they were still in view of the house. If Isaac Sofer was looking out the window, he’d be able to see them. She’d offered a nod and a smile—though they didn’t go with the conversation—just in case. Then she turned and got into the car, drove down the street, and made it to the stop sign at the end before she’d almost lost it. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

      Still, Cindy insisted. So now Jesse was combing through her email, refreshing the page and finding herself pleased to see the email from Isaac Sofer had popped up already. She checked the sender address.

      “No, that’s the same email,” Jesse insisted, pointing to the name.

      Leaning over, Cindy frowned. “I promise you it’s not.”

      “But it is.” Feeling smart, Jesse scrolled down, finding another recent email from Isaac. “See? See? It’s the same,” she pointed to the .com address. “What if someone hacked him? Got into his account, sent the email and then waited and deleted the replies before he saw?”

      It seemed Cindy didn’t like that option. Jesse watched as she walked a tight circle, shaking her head. Finally, she only offered, “He’s too nerdy to let his email get used that way. He would have seen it in his inbox—that we were replying to something he didn’t send.”

      “You think he’s checking his inbox that often?”

      “I do.”

      Jesse wasn’t going to argue—who knew what Cindy saw when she touched someone’s belongings?—but she still shook her head.

      Cindy added, “We need Georgia. I’m sure she would tell us right away exactly what’s wrong with it.”

      Jesse was torn between agreeing—the youngest member of their once-trio knew her way around systems the way only someone who had been raised with it could—and wanting to protest that they could figure it out themselves just fine. There were things Jesse had had to teach herself, that Georgia just seemed to find intuitively. She searched social media with the skill of an ex-girlfriend looking for dirt.

      Holding back both opposing thoughts, Jesse figured it was decided for them. Georgia wasn’t here and she wasn’t coming back. She was at home studying for her LSAT, getting ready for law school—exactly where she should be.

      They could certainly do this themselves. Never mind that Cindy was older than she was and probably even less technologically prone. Opening a previous email from Isaac, Jesse scanned it as thoroughly as she could and still couldn’t see any difference. Though she had to admit, she understood what Cindy was saying.

      He’d seemed off the whole night, almost surprised, as if he didn’t remember that he had set up their meeting this evening himself. He’d been slow to answer the door. He’d answered their questions but required far too much explanation, given that they’d already covered some of them in several conversations via email.

      The email that Jesse was looking at right now looked just like the same address that had come in a few moments ago. She scrolled back and forth between the two. Isaac Sofer and Isaac Sofer. They were the same.

      “Try clicking here,” Cindy pointed, but Jesse didn’t see what Cindy was pointing at.

      “Here,” Cindy said again, then went on to explain exactly which tiny arrow she meant.

      But when Jesse clicked it—revealing not just the sender name but the actual email address that it had originated from—she looked up at Cindy again. “It’s Isaac Sofer.”

      “Do the other one,” Cindy pushed.

      Obliging, confident it wouldn’t go anywhere, Jesse scrolled down to the other email, opened it, and clicked the down arrow. “Isaac,” she insisted again, her open hand gesturing at the screen.

      “No.” Cindy’s mouth formed a satisfied grin. “This one is Isaac Sofer. That one is Isaac-dot-Sofer.”

      “Holy shit.” Jesse clicked back and forth. Cindy was right. Though the sender name was identical, the two email addresses were not the same.

      Her new partner’s ability to touch an object and learn something about the people who had recently handled it was invaluable for a private investigator. If Cindy could add the kinds of skills that Jesse herself had picked up over the years, who knew what Cindy could accomplish? Though Jesse had been an investigative journalist for years, with multiple awards under her belt, there was every possibility Cindy might quickly pass her in ability to close cases.

      Pushing the thought aside, Jesse looked again at the two email addresses. So close, and yet not the same. She wondered if she would have spotted the difference on her own.

      “I wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t already figured out that he was just playing along and he didn’t hire us.”

      Was Cindy reading her thoughts or simply being a polite apprentice? At least she didn’t say, You would have found it eventually. Probably, Cindy didn’t say it because she knew Jesse would have deadpan stared her down.

      “Okay,” Jesse bit her tongue to stop herself from saying, Let’s just assume that you’re right—because Cindy always was. Sometimes they couldn’t place what it was Cindy had seen. Sometimes Cindy held a piece and they didn’t know what picture it belonged to. But, in the end, when they looked back, Cindy had a one hundred percent success rate.

      “So this email—the old one,” she clarified, “isn’t from Isaac?”

      Cindy answered. “Only the one from tonight.”

      Good point. It hadn’t been a lot, but two, three—she’d have to check—back and forth emails, working out the details before they traveled here and showed up on his doorstep. To meet a man who hadn’t hired them.

      “What about the money?” Cindy asked, still standing, looking at the screen over Jesse’s shoulder.

      “If he didn’t know we were coming, then he’s not the one who paid us,” Jesse clarified, closing the lid and leaning back, needing the screen put away so her brain could turn over the pieces it held. The bank information looked like it had come from his accounts. But Jesse hadn’t questioned it, so she hadn’t looked closely. There were so many ways to fake identities today. Hell, whoever Isaac-dot-Sofer was had already gotten one over on her for about ten days. Damn.

      “But if he didn’t hire us,” Cindy’s voice cut through to the point of it all, and she asked, “then who did?”
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      “Thank you so much,” Cindy said into the phone. “We’ll be in touch.”

      They would not, in fact, be in touch. Jesse hung up her own phone just moments before and that had also clearly been a no. The two women's eyes met across the small space. They’d put themselves on opposite sides of the room so their voices didn't carry, but it didn’t matter, Cindy realized. All the answers had been the same.

      She didn’t even have to shake her head. Jesse just sighed, “So that’s a bust. We’re definitely on our own for this.”

      It would have made sense to hire a forensic investigator with tech experience. Someone who could look at the email accounts and trace them back, originate the IPs, maybe locate where the sender had come from.

      The problem was Isaac Sofer was not paying the bill. Someone else had. But despite wracking their brains about it last night, they’d come up with nothing they could pinpoint—not even a place to start. So this morning, they were trying to hire a forensic cyber tech.

      “I guess it’s a good thing we figured it out quickly,” Cindy commented sadly, figuring it was over before it even really started.

      “That we can’t afford to do what we need to do?” Jesse pushed back, as if clarifying.

      “No—that it’s not Isaac footing the bill. It means there’s no case, right?”

      “Of course there’s a case. We were hired, and we were paid. We owe them the work.” Jesse’s look of confusion confused Cindy in turn.

      

      Even if we don’t know who they are? Cindy thought. “We don’t know who we’re working for.”

      “I already deposited the money.” Jesse put her hands up in the air, though whether it was—confusion, frustration, or just a shrug—Cindy didn’t know.

      “We don’t have another case. And I don’t even know where to refund the money if we do quit,” Jesse pointed out. “I turned down other work for this.”

      Cindy remembered. Though Jesse officially had made the decision of which case to work, the two of them had discussed it together. This case had a deadline. They’d been paid for three months of work, if it came to that.

      Even so, the cost of a forensic cyber investigator was too high without a client to bill. Cindy plopped back down into the chair at the generic dining table. Jesse seemed to have a knack for finding these places on the cheap. Cindy had to admit she liked being in a house better than a hotel—even if the houses tended to be a little odd in their construction or design.

      Flipping through the papers in front of her, she tried to make the pieces all fit. “So we just work until we run out of money?”

      “I think so,” Jesse said, sitting down opposite her, though she scanned the information they’d already gathered. She rested her chin in one palm, eyes glancing out the small window that looked into the backyard.

      “Who do we report to?” Cindy asked. They’d met Isaac Sofer. He’d even given them the information she’d requested last night. At least he now expected them to be investigating, even if he was also trying to figure out who had hired them.

      “We send all updates to the original email address,” Jesse said it as though she were certain. “Whoever that is booked us and paid for the services.”

      Cindy couldn’t argue that, but Jesse wasn’t done. “If Isaac comes back and asks for a report, then we can”—she offered up air quotes— “discover the discrepancy.”

      Interesting tactic, Cindy thought. “So now that we’ve thoroughly confused Isaac, are we just going to let him figure out who hired us?”

      “Tempting, but I don’t know how to track him well enough to figure out when he figures it out. And why would he tell us who it is?”

      Good point, Cindy thought. Now she too was resting her chin in her hand and looking out the window. They stayed silent for a few moments, each lost in her own frustrations. Until at last Cindy gave in. It seemed so obvious. “You know who we need.”

      “Damn it,” was Jesse’s only reply.

      Cindy knew she was right. “There’s every possibility she’s just as good as any of these people we called.” Any of the people who were way too expensive. And they couldn’t bill the cost of the cyber tech to Isaac Sofer. Charging Isaac would mean letting him know they knew that he hadn’t hired them.

      Cindy was about to give herself a headache with the circular reasoning.

      “We shouldn’t bother her,” Jesse replied, then added, “She’s studying for her LSATs.” She paused for another moment, then added, “We don’t want to get in the way of that again.”

      “I don’t want to piss off her father,” Cindy added, and Jesse quickly agreed.

      But their arguments didn’t matter. For all their reasoning not to, Jesse quickly set her phone on the table in between them and dialed. Though Cindy had expected to dive right in, instead, her boss had simply said, “I didn’t hear back about what I gave you about your birth mother.”

      Cindy had seen the new information Jesse had—or it had been new several months ago, when the three of them had solved their last case. Then Georgia had headed home to do exactly what she’d been supposed to do in the first place: study, test, and apply to law school.

      Cindy couldn’t see their youngest member in a courtroom arguing a case, let alone in a boardroom signing a contract. No, she fully expected Georgia to sign on at Quantico and follow the family footsteps.

      The line remained silent. For a moment, Cindy wondered if they’d lost their connection. Then the twenty-something/sometimes third member of their team said, “I wasn’t really sure what to make of it.”

      Though she didn’t say so, Cindy understood. There was so much in this job that no one was sure what to make of it until enough pieces were in place. Until the moment the last pieces clicked, they were simply holding odd things they knew were connected but not how.

      In their downtime, Jesse had looked into finding Georgia’s birth mother, the missing assassin Sin. Cindy had been working on her own case, trying to piece together the murders she’d seen. Occasionally, when they were stuck, or something new didn’t fit, they’d go to the other, show what they’d found, get another brain and another pair of eyes looking at it. So far, they’d solved neither case.

      Still, Cindy understood Georgia’s reaction. She’d seen what Jesse had found, and it didn’t answer any questions—only raised new ones. The cemetery caretaker had offered footage of someone visiting Lee Maxwell’s grave. But it wasn’t Lee. He was long since gone and no one doubted that. It wasn’t anyone from his immediate family. And they hadn’t yet figured out who it was. But he appeared to leave something on the headstone.

      When the caretaker had gone to look, nothing had been there. That was all Jesse had been able to give to Georgia. Though, given that Sin was a master at hiding—from the people she stalked, from the people she loved, and from the government itself—it wasn’t a surprise.

      “I’m sitting on it for a while,” Georgia said, “but thank you.”

      They paused, waiting in case there was anything Georgia wanted to add. When nothing came, Cindy waved her hand in her boss’s face. They couldn’t afford a technical forensic investigator. They needed Georgia.

      “I know you’re studying,” Jesse said finally, rolling her eyes at Cindy, as if admitting that they both knew she was going to ask. “We were hoping you might do a little work on the side. Of course, I’ll pay you your hourly rate.”

      “I don’t think I should leave. It’s hard enough studying from here.”

      “No, you can do the work from there. I’ll send you what you need.”

      To Cindy’s surprise, Georgia didn’t quite give a straight answer. Something about living at home with her parents and wanting to be sure they were okay with her taking a side gig. Then she quickly changed direction, saying she desperately needed a side gig. “Studying all day, every day, is driving me crazy!”

      That didn’t surprise Cindy in the slightest. She was studying too—in just little bits and pieces—and it was too much.

      Georgia agreed to get back to them and Jesse hung up, but Cindy had a quick flash image of the three of them—standing in an abandoned house. Not a memory. But was it trustworthy? She didn’t know.

      She and Jesse had both understood Georgia leaving to pursue her other dreams, even if Cindy would have rather she stayed. They’d been good as a trio. But it wasn’t her call.

      “Now what?” Cindy asked. She was hoping Jesse would say something about getting lunch, but instead Jesse said, “We find Marlee Sofer.”

      She clicked at her keyboard a few times before turning the laptop around to face Cindy. “Look what I already found.”
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      Georgia wanted to slam the book shut, but it wasn't a hardcover, and the thick set of pages just flopped closed. Not nearly satisfying enough for her anger at the questions inside.

      Her frustrations boiled. She was a good student. Not valedictorian material, but dean’s list, easy. This was terrible though. How was she supposed to know how the author of the passage felt? She didn't know him, and two of the answers were absolutely reasonable. Neither was correct.

      She would have felt better if she could have slammed it down onto the desk. As it was, it was floppy, full of stupid LSAT practice questions. Not even good for venting her frustrations at it.

      The authors of all these questions and the stupid little five-paragraph passages they had to read were surely men. It was sexist, she knew. But she didn’t feel that way for the usual sexist reasons. Surely, no woman would do this to her. It didn’t change that she still had to get through it, however. Ugh.

      Hearing footsteps down the hall, she got herself together. She was lucky. Being the youngest of three, with a reasonable gap between herself and her two older sisters, meant she had a lot of space to herself. Her parents had had more than one miscarriage after Charlotte, the second, but it meant Georgia was the only one in college now. Her sisters were graduated. In their careers. Out of the house.

      Though she was living under her parents’ roof again, it wasn't a full house like when she was a kid. She wasn’t sharing the bathroom, and her parents had learned to live a kid-free life while she was getting her degree. Then for a while when she’d been traveling last year, working with Jesse and Cindy. Georgia moving back in had been an adjustment for all of them.

      She was grateful they had the time and money to let her just study—free room and board was a privilege a lot of people didn’t have. The click as the door opened behind her was a warning. The last thing she wanted was for her dad to figure out how frustrated she was, how much she felt like she was failing. No, she corrected. She’d seen her practice scores—she was failing.

      These numbers were not going to get her into law school, and certainly not get her into an Ivy like her father had gone to. Hell, she hadn't even been able to figure out how these questions would make her a good lawyer, or even a half decent law student.

      “Hey,” her father called from behind her. “I made pasta with vodka sauce and green beans with almonds. You hungry?”

      “Not yet,” she told him. “Can I get some later?”

      “Yeah. I’ll leave it on the stove, but your mom and I are going to eat now.”

      With a small smile finally plastered on her lips, Georgia turned and looked over her shoulder. “Thank you. I’m sure it’s fantastic.”

      Her father had started cooking in his retirement. And consulting. He was used to being a full time FBI agent or professor and he desperately needed a purpose. Helping her find Sin had clearly been a call home for him, and in a way she felt she was just like him. Her father's blonde hair and blue eyes were so different from her own and, growing up, she'd simply always been told she looked like her mother—and she did, both of them.

      “Enjoy!” she told him. “I need to shake off these practice questions.”

      With that, the door closed behind him, and the footsteps trailed down the hall. Her tension eased the further away he got. It wasn't him. It was the thought of disappointing him, even though she almost knew she couldn't—but she could.

      Now that the façade had fallen, her frustration surged back. In a childish move, she swept the book off the desk and let it fall to a crumpled heap on the floor. She didn’t pick it up, despite the fact that it would be bent later. At least that was satisfying.

      Her laptop was open. There was online material for the test, as well as the bit that was in the book, but she clicked to a different tab. Jesse had given her access to the Nash PI email, correctly figuring that simply forwarding the email from Isaac-dot-Sofer wouldn’t contain enough information for Georgia to adequately trace it.

      Diving in, Georgia noted the time. Income was good, and the case—even the small part Jesse had told her about—was already far more interesting than anything going on with short paragraphs and stupid questions following them. It also helped take her mind off the information Jesse had given her several months ago. Georgia had been turning it over, trying to make heads or tails of it. It didn’t quite mean that Sin was alive, but it might lead her to where she could find out. And who was the man at the grave?

      She’d watched the clip but didn’t recognize him. Not that she knew Sin’s family or friends. She’d always assumed Sin didn’t have any. She and her sisters were Sin’s nieces and that was it. But there was so much she still didn’t know about the woman whose genetics she carried. There were so many things she could do to find out more.

      But Georgia had frozen when it came to that investigation. She hadn’t taken any of the steps she should. She hadn’t wanted to admit that to Jesse earlier. Jesse had done real work and found so much, even if it wasn’t the answer they needed.

      Clicking through the emails in the account, one part of Georgia’s brain actively tried to figure out the origins of the strange emails. The other part finally admitted the truth: she hadn’t looked because she was afraid she would find out that Sin was truly gone.

      The woman she had grown up knowing as Aunt Cynthia had turned out to be her birth mother. Popping in for unexpected visits, she’d been fun and treated all three Dunham girls the same. But Aunt Cynthia had turned out to be an assassin—not for hire—taking out only the marks she chose.

      A hero, if anyone knew what she did. But Georgia had learned only a handful of people knew Sin even existed. Even fewer knew she was Sin’s genetic daughter. That could become very dangerous information if it ever got out.

      With Jesse and Cindy's help, they’d recently discovered her birth father’s gravesite, and Georgia had been dealing with seeing that. She’d not expected her slow rolling reaction to finding it. Though her father—her real Dad, Owen Dunham, FBI agent, loving man who had raised her and her older sisters—had told her that her birth father, Lee Maxwell, had died before she was born. Something about seeing that headstone hit her hard.

      An hour later, she’d made little progress figuring out who actually hired Cindy and Jesse. She’d also made little progress tamping down her jealousy that they had a case, and she had to study. But she convinced herself that she needed to move forward. She closed out the work, noting the time and telling herself she’d bill Jesse in a batch later. She didn’t ask her parents about taking a side gig.

      Georgia didn’t go back to studying. She clicked through to the files Jesse had given her months ago and opened the grainy cemetery surveillance video that showed the man at Lee’s grave. This time she took the necessary steps. It was past time.

      She took notes. She watched it on repeat and she read through the extra write up Jesse provided. Go Jesse. Her boss was a hardnose sometimes. But Georgia had learned that Jesse valued the people she worked with—mostly because she refused to work with anyone she didn’t respect. Georgia had counted herself lucky and proud to be in that small group. But Jesse also went the extra mile. When it came to the work, she was a pit bull, never giving up. If Georgia didn’t find Sin, Jesse would.

      Georgia now did more than scan what she’d been sent. She read every option Jesse mentioned. And this time, she caught a name at the bottom of the last paragraph.
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      Jesse stared at the papers spread out on the table in front of her. Her tablet sat to one side, another document on that screen she would occasionally scroll through. Her laptop stared at her from the middle of the table, her business inbox full to brimming.

      For that, she was very happy. It had taken a while to get the business running. She’d put everything into it: Selling her things and her house and she would have sold the memories that went with it, too, if she could. She was currently in an apartment that was sterile enough to make these rentals feel so positively homey that she hated it.

      The money had balanced out the lean start. It probably hadn't hurt that she'd thrown herself headlong into cases in an attempt to quell the ache and worry that plagued her constantly. She’d worked hard to remove them, but they were still there. They’d just receded to a kind of dull scratch at the back of her head.

      She'd taken her daughter to a park with turtles once and they’d asked the keeper why the turtles had scratches on the backs of their shells. An innocuous question. Neither she nor her then six-year-old had been prepared for the horrifying answer: "It's because the rats come at night."

      "They can't get through," Jesse had pointed out.

      "Not at first. But they keep coming back."

      She shuddered again at the thought, glad that the park manager had told her they'd figured out how to keep the rats out. Now it seemed it was her own skull being scratched at—thoughts of Ciara and Floyann pushed at the back of her head until eventually they would break through. Like the ranger, she needed to learn how to keep the rats away.

      When the thoughts became too intrusive, Jesse texted Ciara. She couldn’t do it too often, couldn’t risk Floyann getting upset and getting a court order stopping her from peeking in. But Ciara's replies seemed happy. She talked about school and friends.

      Though Jesse never would have expected it, Floyann was doing a half assed job of keeping her updated, too. That had been a shock. The first time she'd met her late husband's ex-wife, Floyann had been banging on the front door, demanding equally to see her daughter and to be paid to leave. She’d clearly been high on something while simultaneously running low on it.

      Jesse had fought tooth and nail for her stepdaughter not to be handed back to her far-too-infrequently sober birth mother. The court had drained Jesse's account and then decided against her. Children should be with their mothers. Never mind that the term applied far more to Jesse than to Floyann for a decade.

      Nope. Case lost. Daughter lost. Spent a year hoping for a change but nothing happened. She'd given her rising seventh grader all her toys and her favorite blanket. She’d sent all her daughter’s clothes with her. She'd done it so that Ciara would have everything that she needed—everything that made her comfortable. She'd done it because she was certain that Floyann couldn’t provide those things, at least not as many or as nice as Jesse had.

      At least, these days, it appeared Floyann was on the up and up. Good news for Ciara. Bad news for Jesse. And she would be a shit person if she wished the other woman fell off her wagon.

      So she sat at the table and examined someone else's problems. Luckily, it gave her a moment of clarity on her own.

      She'd sent most of Ciara's things away with her simply because she'd not been able to imagine a life where she saw all the child's things and not her daughter.

      For a woman who never wanted to have kids, she'd certainly come around to thinking of Ciara as her own. Losing her had been a crushing blow. Admitting that she’d developed an inappropriate relationship with her own sobriety almost made her feel some sympathy toward Floyann.

      In the end, she mostly did what she did. She pushed it all aside to be dealt with at some future date when emotion or circumstance demanded she pay attention. But not until then. Jesse was an expert at sweeping those thoughts from her brain as if she were shoving all the pages to the floor where she could rightly ignore them.

      For the first time in a while, her tongue fuzzed with the need for liquor. She told herself she could just as easily sweep that aside, too. By sheer force of will, she turned her focus back to the things in front of her.

      Cindy had run out to get them dinner, though neither of them knew what they wanted and Cindy didn't know where she was going. Jesse agreed to the plan because it bought her some time alone, and sitting here, stewing, she realized she’d sorely needed it. Cindy hadn’t messaged that she was on her way back or even to suggest she’d found something good. Jesse likely had some more time to think.

      Knowing she needed to shake off the malaise settling in, she took action. Hands flat on the table, she stood up straddling the chair and did an exercise an old dance trainer had taught her. With her feet planted, she slowly rolled her back up—vertebrae by vertebrae—until her spine was straight and her head aimed forward.

      She stepped away then, walking a quick path around the dinner table once, and then again when the first time didn't really do it. Still frustrated, she added twenty jumping jacks before deciding if that hadn't worked, none of it mattered.

      Plopping back into the chair, she began organizing the information in front of her. Usually, she started with a series of questions, and often they were ridiculously easy to answer. Why was this person bringing the case? Why were they willing to pay someone to solve it, and how were they covering the cost? How invested was this person in a particular outcome, and how might they react if Jesse didn't find the thing they wanted? Were they telling the truth?

      And one of her favorites: Why now?

      The majority of PIs spent the bulk of their time tracking cheating spouses. Jesse had done a handful of cases like that herself—when she needed the money, when she needed something to fill her time, because the court had decided that despite every indicator that she was the better mother, the child belonged with her biological relative. She’d done it to build her credibility in the industry.

      She'd learned a lot about patience, and people, and what she was willing to do for a paycheck during those stakeouts.

      In those cases, her questions were relatively easy to answer. A lot of the time, her client was willing to pay large sums of money for evidence that their spouse was faithful. That sucked, because the numbers were simply that—ninety percent of the time when infidelity was suspected enough to hire an investigator, they were right. Mostly, by the time someone hired her, they were already entrenched in the outcome. They likely already had a lawyer, or the lawyer had hired her, and all the dominoes would fall into place once they could prove that the marriage contract had been broken, or a prenup had been breached, or something more.

      But here, this case had the most confusing non-answers to those questions she'd ever seen. Thank God she had Cindy here to help. Because right now, she couldn't make heads or tails of any of it.

      They had no idea who'd really hired them.

      Because of that, they had no idea if there was an investment in a particular outcome. No idea how this was being covered. Though she'd reread the initial emails multiple times, she wasn't able to find anything in the wording or phrasing that suggested a desire for a particular outcome. Investigative work didn't come cheap.

      Already, she did have one answer: They weren't telling the truth. Someone had lied about being Isaac Sofer.

      And Isaac Sofer had lied about being the one who hired them—at least he'd done so by omission.

      The only question that Jesse had a reasonable answer to was Why now?

      Marlee Sofer had been gone for almost seven years. In three months, her missing person status would change to legally dead. Once that was declared, an entire machinery of cogs and wheels would start to move.

      Her bank accounts, which had been frozen this entire time, would be granted into the sole custody of her husband. Her life insurance payout, if she had one, would finally be released. Her name would be removed from the deed on the house, and all her assets could legally be claimed by her husband.

      If Isaac Sofer was going to play along and not tell them that he hadn't hired them himself, then Jesse decided to leverage that. Force his hand, make him do the things he would do if he had hired them.

      Jesse began frantically scratching notes.

      Isaac became the sole possessor of all of Marlee's worldly goods and money, unless Marlee Sofer had a will that said otherwise. Unless it could be proven that Isaac was involved in her demise.

      Unless somehow Marlee Sofer wasn't dead.
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      Georgia checked all the posts, stopping and looking at the images, reading any accompanying texts and comments. It wasn't doomscrolling, or so she told herself. It wasn't procrastination or avoidance.

      It was work. She was getting paid.

      While she was doing this, she wasn't having to read stupid passages about Willa Cather and answer questions about which was the most important piece of evidence.

      Looking at the screen in front of her, she felt almost justified in pushing the test aside. Wasn’t her work right here support that she was highly capable of finding the most important piece of evidence? While she'd not yet been able to figure out who had sent the emails pretending to be Isaac Sofer, she was doing now what Jesse had taught her. She’d stopped what wasn’t paying off, changed directions, and come at the problem from a different angle.

      Georgia had decided to figure out who was close enough to Isaac and to Marlee that they might be invested enough to pay for it. This was a lot of work and a lot of money, not just some random prank.

      To start, she'd searched online for anything pertaining to Marlee Sofer. Though she'd quickly located social media accounts, it was always impressive to her how far back she could go and also how much things changed in even just seven years. Using those accounts and general internet searches, she'd readily found that Marlee held a vice president's position at an investment firm whose name matched her own maiden name. Though Georgia tried to rein in her wayward thoughts, the term nepo baby came to mind.

      Though what would she be if she headed to Quantico herself? The name Dunham carried a lot of weight in the Bureau, but like with the evidence in front of her, a lot could change in seven years.

      It wasn't her father's FBI anymore. Did she even want to go in? Her solid answers to those questions had begun to lose form. Instead, she questioned if she was doing the work simply because she had set herself on this path years ago and never really thought to re-evaluate the decision. Had she chosen to do this before she'd understood what it would really look like? Was she now putting in hard work just to check the box and say that she had done it?

      Was this sudden questioning of her choices a handy excuse because she simply hated the LSAT that much?

      She had no answers for any of it, so she kept her gaze on her screen. She was good at this.

      It appeared Marlee had gone to Cornell for undergrad and performed only passably well. Immediately upon graduating, she’d moved directly into a position at her father's firm. No unpaid internships, no entry level work. She was immediately higher ranked and higher paid than a lot of the more entrenched employees.

      That couldn’t feel good for them, Georgia sighed at the thought. Had one of them killed Marlee?

      No. That was for Jesse and Cindy to solve. She was studying for her law school applications. This was just a minor side gig for walking money. But she readily dove back in, anxious to make the next connection.

      Though Georgia couldn't get her hands on performance evaluations or any paperwork of that sort, it appeared there were rumblings at the firm about Marlee's subpar performance. Trust fund baby. Georgia tucked that to the back of her brain and then went to work on the other relatives.

      After tracing the Harriman family back a full generation and out through several branches, she turned her attention to Isaac. Between internet searches and what people posted about themselves on social media, it was relatively easy to stitch the pieces of his story together.

      Marlee and Isaac had met at Cornell. Isaac had been a scholarship student, apparently doing his best to make connections with the non-scholarship students. His networking had been stellar, though his actual work had also been passable at best.

      Marrying Marlee had been a huge step up for him. Though, the best Georgia could tell, he’d been faking it reasonably well for a while. She made a mental note of that, too. She found both Isaac and Marlee's best friends and bookmarked pages, putting them all in a folder.

      Not quite what Jesse had asked her to do, but these were the places to look, to start figuring out who might be interested in spoofing Isaac Sofer's account and paying the exorbitant fee for finding his missing wife.

      An interesting thing Georgia noted was that once Marlee went missing, it wasn't Isaac who took over her social media. Maybe that was because she wasn’t legally dead. He didn’t have a way to get the companies to grant him access to her accounts. However, Marlee's best friend, Audra, had done the job. Did Audra know her passwords? Or was she just able to guess them better than Isaac?

      Even now, once a month, a post went up reminding everybody that Marlee was still missing. Additional, grander images and pleas went up on the anniversary of the day she disappeared, and again on her birthday. All clearly stating “This is Audra.” Sometimes she paid the systems to show the post to more people, too.

      Georgia took note of all of it.

      Over the years, Audra had done the work of updating the messages. Not only had the wording gone from "Urgent Missing, Please Help Us Find Marlee" to "Still Missing" to "Marlee Is About to Be Declared Legally Dead", but also, she’d changed up the templates she was using for the images.

      A few more clicks and searches showed Audra’s degree from the Johnson Business School at Cornell. That made sense: Her social media didn't lack for viral content or hooks. Banking on her looks and rich surroundings—and obvious marketing savvy—Audra Aston had become a highly sought influencer.

      In fact, the numbers on her social media had been climbing steadily in recent years. Yet for all of Georgia's searching, she couldn't find Audra using much of that influence to aid in the search for a missing woman who had once been a dear friend.

      Isaac too had posted frantically in the beginning. There were more links in those early days back to police reports, public pleas, even some video he had made in front of the local police station, begging for whoever had his wife to return her. If anyone knew where she was, to please help. He’d even spoken as if directly to Marlee, imploring her to come home if she could. To know that he loved her.

      Those had trickled off over the following months and years. It seemed the recent posts—the recent information—was almost rote. Copy-paste images and text and links that were maybe as much for show as for fishing for anything real.

      Though Georgia still hadn't figured out who had pretended to be Isaac and coughed up the money, she'd learned something very important. Marlee Sofer had been a woman with an important job, a trust fund, and a good-sized income. She'd had an intriguing and robust social life with a lot of friends.

      None of whom seemed to actually miss her at all.
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      Audra Aston was everything Jesse had expected—and so much more.

      Marlee’s best friend met them at the door, fully decked out in flowing white pants, bright enough to give Jesse flashbacks to having a young daughter. Audra’s light sweater hung artfully off one shoulder, where a beaded bra strap peeked through. That had to have been planned as well. The woman had enough makeup on that Jesse wouldn't have been surprised if her interviewee suddenly asked them for a selfie for her podcast or something.

      She almost felt underdressed for the occasion. There were people who slept in on Saturdays and lounged around in their jammies. Audra Aston was not one of them.

      With a smile that spoke of practiced faking, Audra waved them into the main room of the house. Not only was it spotless, it appeared to be professionally decorated. Though whether Audra herself could pull that off, Jesse didn't know. She certainly couldn't.

      It had taken her months after Eugene's death to get rid of the awful old floral couch that he swore he loved but had likely inherited from his own mother years before. At one point, Jesse had done her decorating with case files bearing coffee stains and a glass table top that hadn't been cleaned from where the bottles of Jack had tipped over and dripped. If any of that had ever existed here, Audra hid it well.

      A nudge from Cindy had her turning and casually looking over her shoulder into a kitchen that seemed to be Audra's secret stash. Good catch. The sink was piled high with dishes, and the counter had enough things on it to believe that either Audra simply wasn't naturally this neat, or there was a good case of ADHD lingering in her background.

      Either way, it actually made Jesse feel better about the woman. Like maybe she was human.

      Audra acted the accomplished hostess. Pleasantries flowed smoothly as she walked them into the house, offering them a seat and a drink. Jesse realized her PI training had not prepared her for just how much tea and ice water she'd be offered—and how much she would feel obligated to drink in order to set the conversation at ease.

      "I had a college roommate from Kentucky, so this is not that sweet Southern syrup if that's what you're looking for."

      "I am not," Jesse assured her, wondering just what Cindy had picked up from her initial handshake and if they might be able to cobble together a sign language to convey the message while Audra went to prep their drinks.

      Instead, Cindy just tipped her head back and forth, then offered a half shrug—she'd gotten something but not enough. It sucked, Jesse thought, having a psychic who wasn't able to insert her messages directly into Jesse's own head. That would have been truly useful.

      Though she would have made fun of Cindy for taking Audra up on the offered Coke this early on a Saturday, Audra brought herself some kind of high-end energy drink and likely considered Cindy's full-fructose Coke low stakes.

      "I thought you were roommates with Marlee Sofer—Harriman then. Marlee’s writing and Isaac both indicated you were best friends?" Jesse asked, as though this were a casual conversation—or maybe something they were recording for her podcast.

      "Absolutely."

      "But you didn’t stay roommates?"

      Audra laughed. "Our first year, it was just me and Marlee in this little box of a room. Our second year, we each had our own little box connected to a small sitting room and a kitchen, but there were four of us. That’s where we had the Kentucky roommate."

      "And after that, did you stay roommates?"

      "Of course, but once we passed the first two years, we moved out and got our own apartment. None of that crappy college dorm stuff."

      Thinking back to her own college days—which had not been at an Ivy League university—Jesse wondered what kind of crap Audra would have called her own dorms. But the goal was always to meet people where they were, and to steer the conversation where she wanted it to go.

      Though she wanted to get to the nitty-gritty questions, Jesse knew diving right into the deep end wasn’t the way to go. "What can you tell me about your college time with Marlee?"

      Audra waved a hand, her professionally polished nails making an arc through the air as she grinned and shook her head, as if remembering all those crazy good times. "We were in a sorority together. Kappa Phi.” She rolled her eyes. “I was not in for my grades, and neither was Marlee."

      Jesse knew about that. She might have just gone to a state school, but sororities existed there too. She'd been reached out to by senior sisters in more than one Greek-lettered group, asking her to pledge. Jesse understood even then it wasn't about her at all. She didn't fit in. Didn’t have the name-brand sneakers or the thin gold bracelet everyone was wearing that year. What she did have was a near four-point-oh GPA, and what sororities needed was a sister here or there to bring up their average.

      Serious even then, Jesse had turned them all down. Apparently, Marlee and Audra were not ringers for Kappa Phi.

      A nudge at her side let her know Cindy was tapping her for something. Hopefully, the movement was small enough Audra didn't notice. While Jesse didn't know what it was for, it was clearly a reminder to check in about something later. She wracked her brain trying to figure out if Audra had already incriminated herself. If Cindy had caught it, Jesse hadn’t.

      They worked their way through the two women remaining friends through their twenties. After Marlee graduated, Audra had taken an extra semester and then gone on for a master’s in marketing. Not a surprise, Jesse thought. Though the kitchen might not look it, everything else seemed like an advertisement—including Audra herself. Jesse steered again. "And you were a bridesmaid at her wedding to Isaac."

      Cindy stayed relatively quiet, running her fingers along the arm of the couch as though she found the fabric soothing. Jesse wondered what she was pulling out of it.

      "Of course," Audra hopped up with a move that seemed inspired by the energy drink she’d just consumed. Pulling out a photo album at odds with the digital age that seemed to permeate her life, she opened it and laid it half on Jesse’s lap and half on Cindy’s.

      Though she'd not picked up her phone since they’d arrived, it offered a variety of pings indicating she'd set all kinds of notifications and ringtones for various things. A ring lamp sat in the corner, and her desk appeared to have some kind of editing software on it—the monitor screen mostly showing pictures of her and her friends. But it hadn’t been lost on Jesse that occasionally, when a notification popped up, the screen showed itself.

      It seemed Audra magically flipped to the page that featured her best friend's wedding. Audra stood next to the bride, the sage green gown perfectly draped. Slightly taller than her best friend, she stood regally, her hair swept in perfect waves around and over one shoulder. Audra’s hair was slightly shorter now, as she was clearly keeping up with the trends, but she also seemed to know what worked and stuck with it.

      Leaning in, Cindy turned the pages, looking through the pictures, oohing and awing as she plowed right past the wedding photos and into Audra's more personal pictures. Nice work, Cindy, Jesse thought.

      There was something about the two of them—Audra and Marlee—that Jesse couldn't quite put her finger on. Marlee was sorority girl pretty. Knew how to do her makeup, what clothes to wear. Though Jesse couldn’t say that she had always looked classy, it was clear she'd come from money.
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