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As arrows are in the hand of a mighty man; so are children of the youth.

	Psalms 127:4

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	OCTOBER 31

	THURSDAY

	11:26 PM

	THEIR FLIGHT OUT OF St. Thomas was delayed, and they had to run through Atlanta’s Hartsfield-Jackson, Terminal I to Terminal S, to make their connection.

	Vacations were all right, Emery Hazard thought. Honeymoons were pretty great. Travel, though, was a bitch, especially when all you wanted was to get home.

	“Noah and Rebeca called.” His husband, John-Henry Somerset—who went by Somers—panted as they ran, phone in one hand.

	“What’d they say?”

	Holding the phone to his ear, Somers made a face as he listened to the voicemail from their neighbors. He didn’t seem to see the custodian with the trash cart ahead of them, so Hazard snagged his elbow, detouring both of them toward a bakery. The aroma of cinnamon pretzels wafted toward them. Then the unmistakable fragrance of cheese dip. Hazard’s stomach rumbled.

	“Something kind of weird is going on,” Somers said, parroting the words from the voicemail. “Could you give us a call back when you have a chance?”

	“That’s all?” Hazard asked.

	“That’s all.”

	They reached the gate, where a heavyset young guy had six kids on a leash and was taking advantage of the family boarding.

	“What if it’s about Evie?” Somers said.

	“Evie’s with Cora.”

	“I know, but what if it’s about her?”

	“Call them before we take off,” Hazard said.

	“It’s almost midnight there.”

	“Then don’t call them.”

	“But what if it’s about Evie?”

	“John, if it were about Evie, they would have left a detailed message and said it was an emergency. It’s something weird. That’s it. That’s all. Maybe somebody broke a window. Maybe there’s a package on the porch.”

	“Yeah,” Somers said, smiling, the line of his shoulders softening. “Ok.”

	Hazard slept on the flight to St. Louis, and he was groggy as they waited for their bags and rode the shuttle back to the parking garage. Their driver was wearing a t-shirt that said MY OTHER CAR IS A GO-KART. After they’d gone up and down every aisle on three floors at an average speed of five miles an hour, Hazard would have been happy to trade for a go-kart.

	Somers kept checking his phone.

	“Did they call again?” Hazard asked.

	“No.”

	“Did they send you a message?”

	“No.”

	Hazard studied his husband.

	“What?” Somers asked.

	“Normally I’m the one who worries.”

	Somers’s grin flickered in and out. “I guess I’m just tired.”

	“No,” Hazard said slowly. “That’s not it.”

	“Ok, I don’t know. I just feel weird.”

	“Is it your tummy?”

	Somers put his face in his hands.

	“Are you gassy?” Hazard asked.

	“I think it’s actually worse,” Somers groaned, “that you’re a hundred-percent serious.”

	“Of course I’m serious. The digestive system is one of the major invisible factors affecting our overall health. And many people experience some sort of irregularity after traveling. Do you need to—”

	Somers put a hand over his mouth.

	Before their flight had gotten delayed, they had planned on driving straight back to their home in Wahredua; when Hazard asked if Somers wanted to get a hotel, he shook his head, so they hit I-70 and went west. The highways were deserted, and they made good time. A couple of hours later, they were pulling into their neighborhood. The Arts-and-Crafts homes were dark, and the streets were quiet. A possum shot out in front of the Mustang, and Somers tapped the brakes, and then it disappeared beyond the headlights.

	When the house came into view, Somers let out a breath.

	“It didn’t burn down,” Hazard said.

	Somers laughed, but it wasn’t a real laugh.

	The garage door rattled up, and yellow light made an apron on the driveway. As Somers turned in, the headlights bounced across the porch, and Hazard saw someone sitting there.

	“John.”

	“I saw him.”

	They parked in the garage next to the Odyssey, and Somers shut off the engine.

	“Gun?” Hazard asked.

	“Locked up inside.”

	“Go get it,” Hazard said, reaching for the door.

	“No.” Somers shook his head. “Let’s just see what’s going on. It’s not like he was trying to hide; he could have been waiting inside the house if he wanted to hurt us.”

	Hazard nodded, but he still grabbed a baseball bat from the pile of sports gear before heading out to the front of the house. Somers walked at his side and then took Hazard’s free hand and squeezed it once. Hazard gave him a look, but Somers just shook his head.

	“Hello,” Hazard said.

	The guy was sitting on the porch steps, his knees pulled up to his chest, shivering in the early morning chill. At Hazard’s voice, he stood, and Hazard realized his first impression was wrong: this guy was really just a kid, probably still in high school, but tall and lanky. His hair was buzzed short, and his eyes were a dark amber that glittered in the distant light from the streetlamp. 

	“Can we help you?” Hazard asked.

	The kid’s eyes went to Somers first, held there for a moment, and then followed their joined hands to Hazard. This time, his gaze lingered.

	Somers drew in a sharp breath. “No fucking way,” he muttered.

	“What?” Hazard asked.

	Somers didn’t answer, but he was clutching Hazard’s hand hard enough to hurt.

	“Who are you?” Hazard asked the kid.

	“You’re Emery Hazard?” the kid said. He had a low baritone voice, smooth and assured.

	“That’s right. Who are you?”

	The kid smirked, displaying a crooked eyetooth. “I’m your son.”

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	NOVEMBER 1

	FRIDAY

	5:06 AM

	“WHAT THE FUCK are you talking about?” Hazard asked. His voice boomed up and down the empty street. 

	Somers squeezed his hand.

	The kid met Hazard’s gaze. He was wearing a half smile.

	Hazard’s head pounded from hours of travel and a sleepless night. He rubbed gunk from his eyes and wiped his hand on his jeans. The lingering smell of sweat, of too many bodies crammed inside a tin can, mixed with the morning’s cool humidity. Light from the porch glittered on dew-bright spiderwebs between the columns. Part of Hazard’s brain catalogued the need to get out later that day with a broom.

	Still that stupid half smile.

	“Well? I asked you a question: what the fuck are you—”

	“Ree,” Somers said, his free hand coming up to take Hazard’s arm so that he was holding him with both hands now. “Let’s go inside.”

	Hazard tried to yank his arm free. “No. Whatever the fuck this is—”

	“You’re shouting.”

	The silence rang in Hazard’s ears. He took a deep breath. Then he peeled Somers’s hands off him. He clomped up onto the porch, shouldering the boy out of his way, and tried his keys. He couldn’t find the house key. Then he dropped the ring, and the keys clinked against the porch’s cement slab. When he bent to recover them, Somers beat him to it, and the blond man offered a tight smile. Hazard curled his hands into fists while his husband opened the door.

	The house had a stale, closed-up smell, and it was almost as chilly as outdoors. The lamps and lights on timers had all turned off hours ago, so Hazard hit the switches as he stepped inside, and the bulbs overhead shivered to life. 

	“Why don’t you—” Somers began.

	Hazard moved past Somers, heading deeper into the house. Evie’s rideable unicorn stood in his path; he shoved it, and it wobbled on its wheels until it hit the wall. A pair of Somers’s sneakers and socks waited near the couch in the living room, victims of a last-minute fashion change before the wedding. A can of Pepsi, hopefully empty, sat on top of a stack of Missouri Conservationist and ESPN magazines on the coffee table. On one of the armchairs, someone had dropped a crumpled gas station receipt.

	“You left your shoes out,” Hazard said without looking back as he passed through the living room and into the hallway.

	Somers was speaking quietly, presumably not to Hazard.

	Hazard adjusted the thermostat, and a moment later the furnace clicked to life, and air whooshed through the vents. He made his way back to the living room. Somers and the boy were standing there. Now the boy was carrying a backpack.

	“And you left a can of Pepsi on the table.”

	“Ree, this is Ares.”

	“We could have gotten ants.”

	Somers let out a controlled breath. “Let’s start with introducing ourselves. Ares, I’m John-Henry.”

	“His name isn’t Ares,” Hazard said. “Is that your receipt on the chair?”

	“My name is Ares,” the kid said, flashing a look at Hazard before returning his attention to Somers. “Why is he acting like this?”

	Hazard grabbed the wadded paper and flattened it against the arm of the chair. It was from the Kum & Go on Market Street. “This is yours,” Hazard said. “The last four of the Visa match.”

	“Ree, this is a stressful situation. I’m stressed. I’m sure you’re stressed. Can we deal with the receipt and the shoes and the pop and whatever else—can we deal with it later?”

	“It’s from a week before the wedding. Why didn’t you leave it in the office for me to reconcile?”

	“What’s his problem?” the boy asked. “Is he a retard or something?’

	Hazard turned on him. “In the first place, dipshit, don’t use that word again. Not where I can hear you, anyway. In the second place, I don’t know who the fuck you are or what the fuck you think you’re doing, but you are not my son.”

	“I am.”

	“You surely fucking aren’t!”

	The boy took a step forward, his chest puffing up. “I am! I can prove it!”

	“Are you out of your fucking mind—”

	Somers closed the distance between them and stood in Hazard’s line of sight. When Hazard tried to step around him, Somers shook his head and caught a handful of Hazard’s tee. “Let’s take a minute, you and me. Let’s talk.”

	“I don’t need to talk. I need to get this—this kid out of our house.”

	“Emery Francis Hazard.” 

	Somers said the name calmly, evenly, but worry lines marked the corners of his eyes.

	Hazard didn’t trust his voice, so he made a noise.

	“We’re going upstairs—” Somers said to the boy, but he kept his gaze on Hazard. 

	“No.” Hazard cleared his throat. “He might steal something.”

	“I’m not a thief,” the boy said.

	Somers frowned. “He’s not going to steal—”

	“I’m not going upstairs, John.”

	“What’s he going to steal? Evie’s unicorn? My Adidas?” Then he shook his head. “Ok. Ok. How about the kitchen?”

	In the kitchen, Hazard paced, staring at the boy through the opening that connected with the living room. Four steps. Turn. Four steps. Turn. The boy was chewing a thumbnail, watching him back.

	“Stop looking at me,” Hazard called.

	“Jesus Christ,” Somers muttered.

	“He’s trying to start something.”

	“Ree, sweetheart.” Somers took his face in both hands and stopped him. “I know you’re exhausted. We both are. I know this is out of left field. But you are starting to freak me out.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You’re not acting like it. You’re acting—” Somers stopped himself. He softened his voice. “You’re acting like you’re out of control.”

	Hazard closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. Then another. He opened his eyes and found Somers looking back. His husband was a beautiful man: perpetually rumpled, hair always looking like he’d rolled out of bed, eyes tropically blue. Blue like the waters where they’d gone for their honeymoon. They had spent almost a week on the beach. The sound of the waves rolling in had filled their room. Almost a week of coconut drinks and suntan lotion and the inescapable grit of sand. Hazard ran a hand up his husband’s arm, along the dark whorls of the tattoo sleeve. 

	Somers’s eyes held a question.

	Hazard gave a fractional nod, and his husband released him.

	“Let’s start—”

	“He is not my son.”

	“Ok.” Somers bit his lip. Then a giggle escaped him. Hazard stared at his husband, and Somers clapped a hand over his mouth. He struggled for a moment and then peeled his hand away to whisper, “I’m sorry, I just—” Another giggle slipped free. “I’m just thinking of you with a—” Another giggle. “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you. I’m tired and loopy, but I keep thinking about you with a woman—” He dissolved into laughter again and tried to smother it with his hands.

	“I’m glad you think this is funny,” Hazard said, turning away.

	Somers’s expression cleared, and he caught Hazard’s shirt. “Ree, baby, come on. I’m sorry.”

	Hazard looked past his husband, studying the boy in the living room. Ares—or whatever his real name was—was flipping through the DVDs, pausing on the action movies that Somers liked. Die Hard: With a Vengeance was the current object of his attention. The height and build were right, Hazard thought. He had been skinny like that when he was a teenager, and he hadn’t filled out until his twenties. The dark hair. The amber eyes.

	But there were a lot of tall, skinny kids with dark hair and light brown eyes.

	“Talk through this,” Somers said, with that way he had of reading Hazard’s mind. “He looks like you. Let’s start there.”

	“I’ve read articles about expectations and perception. They’ve done studies with neuroimaging and electrophysiology. We see what we expect to see.”

	“Are you talking about the kid?”

	Hazard stared past Somers, his gaze still locked on the boy.

	“Is it even remotely possible—” Somers began.

	The words pulled Hazard’s eyes back to his husband. “With a woman?” He could hear the horror in his voice, but it was too late. “Jesus Christ, John.”

	“Ok,” Somers said, lips quirking into a grin that melted away. “That answers that. What about, you know, like a donation.” His lips trembled again. “Maybe a turkey baster. No, no, no, stop.” He moved into Hazard’s path, stroking his chest again, urging him away from the living room. “I’m sorry. Bad time for jokes. But he looks like you—”

	“Expectation, John. Expectation and perception.”

	“Right, but he looks a lot like you. It’s uncanny. That’s not just expectation.”

	“It’s a coincidence.”

	“He was sitting on our porch. Whatever it is, it’s more than coincidence.”

	Frustration knotted Hazard’s voice; he sounded reedy when he forced out the words, “He is not my son.”

	“I believe you. Hey, come on, we’ll figure this out.”

	Hazard nodded jerkily. He had to look away from the tenderness in Somers’s face, but then Somers pulled him into a hug, and Hazard let himself lean in, his nose buried in Somers’s hair. Somers rubbed his back.

	After a few moments, Hazard broke free and cleared his throat. “I’m tired.”

	“We’re both tired.”

	“I should have handled this better.”

	Somers’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think there’s a script for this kind of thing.”

	“I should have been logical about this.”

	“Oh Lord.”

	“And logic says that this son of a bitch—”

	“I can hear you,” the kid called from the other room.

	“—is lying.” Hazard took off for the living room.

	“Ree, let’s slow down—”

	But Hazard had moved beyond his reach, and he didn’t look back. When he got to the living room, he swatted the DVDs out of the boy’s hand. They hit the floor, the plastic cases clattering, and the boy let out an indignant noise.

	“Who are you?” Hazard asked.

	“Ares Hazard. My mom—”

	“Bullshit.” Hazard spun. Somers was coming into the room, trying to get in Hazard’s path. Hazard stiff-armed him out of the way and grabbed the backpack. He yanked on the zipper and dumped the pack’s contents onto the couch: a pair of jeans, several pairs of white briefs that had been washed until they were gray, a small cardboard box with an ethnically ambiguous man on the front and the words Who’s Your Daddy?, two t-shirts (one for Budweiser, one with the picture of a buck caught in crosshairs), and a paperback of Catcher in the Rye.

	“Hey!” the kid shouted.

	“Ree, Jesus,” Somers said.

	Hazard turned the backpack inside out. In silver marker, someone had written the name COLT. He grabbed a pair of briefs, where in the same letters someone had used a black marker to write the name again.

	“His name is Colt.” Hazard tossed the briefs at the boy. “Not Ares.”

	The boy—Colt—batted the underwear away and lunged forward “That’s my shit, you freak! That’s mine!”

	Hazard yanked the pack away, holding it out of reach.

	“You motherfucker,” Colt said. His face was splotchy, and his voice was thin and high. “You can’t do that to my stuff!”

	“Ree, for the love of God.” Somers snatched the backpack and moved over to the boy. He dropped into a crouch and began loading the clothes back in, but Colt elbowed him out of the way and ripped the backpack out of his hands. Somers rocked sideways and landed on his ass.

	“Did you just lay your hand on him?” Hazard shouted, stepping in toward the kid.

	Somehow, Somers was back on his feet and faster than Hazard. He caught Hazard with his shoulder and forced him back a step.

	Hazard pawed at him. “That son of a bitch knocked you down!”

	“Jesus Christ,” Somers said, shoving him back another step.

	“Don’t touch my stuff!” Colt screamed.

	“I’ll touch whatever I fucking want,” Hazard roared back. “This is my fucking house!”

	“Enough!” Somers shouted.

	In the lull that followed, blood howled in Hazard’s ears. He pressed into Somers’s shoulder and tried to force his way forward again.

	“Cut it out,” Somers snapped at Hazard. Then, to Colt, he said, “Kid, this is going to shit fast. Everybody needs to cool down.”

	Colt was breathing so rapidly that he sounded on the verge of hyperventilating. Red stained his cheeks. His eyes were wet, and as Hazard watched, the first tears rolled down his cheeks. The boy wiped them away furiously, blinking and trying to fix them both with a glare at the same time.

	“He is my dad,” Colt said. It sounded like he was having trouble getting the words out. “My mom told me. She saw him on the news and told me.”

	“That’s fucking bullshit.”

	Somers rounded on him. His eyes were wide with what Hazard recognized, distantly, as disbelief. “Ree, shut up.”

	The words rang through the house. Hazard’s face prickled. Below them, the furnace chugged and groaned. One of the ducts boomed hollowly as the metal expanded.

	“I’m sorry,” Somers said in an undertone. “But you’re making this impossible.”

	Hazard stared past him. The shelves needed dusting; he could see where Colt had moved things, where he had rested his hand. Somers touched his arm, and Hazard angled his body away.

	“All right.” Somers scratched his eyebrow. He stared at the floor. Then he turned back to the boy. “Go ahead.”

	Colt worked his jaw for a moment. Then he rolled one shoulder. “That’s all. I told you: he’s my dad.”

	“What’s your mom’s name?”

	“Mary McDermaid.”

	When Somers checked over his shoulder, Hazard kept his gaze on the bookshelves, but he shook his head.

	“Make him take a test,” Colt said. He fumbled through the pack and came up with the cardboard box: Who’s Your Daddy?

	“I can’t make him—” Somers began.

	“Fine,” Hazard said.

	“Ree, I don’t think—”

	“Let’s get it over with.” When Colt turned the box over, Hazard’s brain kicked into gear. “Wait. I want to see it.”

	Colt made a disgusted noise, but he passed the box to Somers, who inspected it briefly before handing it to Hazard. Hazard took longer, checking the seal on the box, checking the box itself for signs of tampering, before opening it and inspecting each item individually. Nothing looked like it had been altered or contaminated. The swabs, tubes, and envelopes were all still sealed in their packaging. 

	“I didn’t mess with it,” Colt said.

	Hazard ignored him and continued to examine each item. Finally, he looked at Somers.

	“It looks fine to me,” Somers said with a shrug, “but why don’t we wait until we’ve had some sleep and—”

	“No. You’re right; I’m making this more difficult than it has to be.”

	Somers scratched his eyebrow again. He was studying that same spot on the floor. After thirty seconds, Hazard ripped open the packaging on a swab and ran it back and forth on the inside of his cheek. He sealed it in the tube, and then he sealed the tube inside a tamper-evident envelope. He tossed the remaining swab to Colt. 

	“Now you.”

	Colt tucked the swab inside his cheek.

	“Open your mouth,” Hazard said. “Let me see.”

	“You’re such a freak,” Colt said, but he pulled out the swab and opened his mouth. As far as Hazard could tell, there was nothing unusual. Hazard didn’t even know how someone might fake a DNA test, but he imagined some sort of patch held inside the mouth where the imposter tissue could be collected. He couldn’t see anything like that in Colt’s mouth. “Well?”

	“Go ahead,” Hazard said.

	Colt finished with the swab. He sealed it in the tube, and then he sealed it again in the envelope. He collected Hazard’s sample and swung his backpack over one shoulder. Then he took off toward the front door, his attention fixed on the bag as he juggled the samples and tried to stow everything. He had to stop twice, shifting everything around, to get it all stowed.

	“Hold on,” Somers said. “Colt, where are you—” 

	“Not so fucking fast,” Hazard said.

	Somers tried to stop him, but Hazard elbowed him aside and grabbed the backpack. He tugged on the zipper. Colt spun in a circle, trying to get the bag free.

	“Give me those,” Hazard said. “I’ll send them in for testing.”

	“Bruh!”

	“You’re not walking out of here with those samples.” Hazard gave another yank, and the backpack came free from Colt’s grip. Hazard reached inside, found the two sealed envelopes, and extracted them. He shoved them into his back pocket. Then he tossed the cardboard packaging from the test onto the coffee table. It hit the Pepsi can, which rolled off the table and dinged softly against the floor. “I’ll expedite them.”

	“You are seriously fucked up,” Colt said.

	“Then you’d better hope it’s not genetic,” Hazard said with a chilly smile.

	“This whole thing was a fucking mistake.”

	“Yes, it was. And the test will prove it.”

	Colt’s eyes were red. “Fuck you, man.”

	The kid grabbed his backpack, zipped it shut, and headed for the door.

	“Hold on,” Somers said again. “Where are you going?”

	Colt didn’t look back. “I can take care of myself.”

	“You heard him,” Hazard said. “He can take care of himself.”

	Somers cast him a look, and Hazard felt his face heat. With a shake of his head, the blond man jogged after Colt and caught up with him at the door.

	“Where’s your mom?”

	Colt shook his head. Then, in a thick voice, he said, “She’s dead.”

	“Where have you been living?”

	“I’m fine. I’ve got my own thing.”

	“Colt, where have you been living?”

	Colt glanced away and shouldered the backpack higher. He ran his arm under his nose. “He doesn’t want me here.”

	Hazard nodded. “I sure as fuck don’t.”

	“Ree, Jesus,” Somers said, but he sounded tired now instead of angry. He moved slowly, bringing his hand up, resting it gently on Colt’s shoulder. The boy quivered like a wild animal. He was still staring off into the darkened front room. “Come on,” Somers said, squeezing once. “We’ve got a guest room. Have you eaten anything?”

	“He can’t stay here,” Hazard said.

	“See?” Colt snuffled into his sleeve again. “He hates me.”

	Somers looked over the boy’s shoulder; his eyes locked with Hazard’s, and Hazard broke first. “We’ll talk about this after I get Colt settled.”

	“He’s not staying, John. It’s not safe for any of us. It’s not safe for him to stay with two strange men—”

	“I need you to drop this.”

	“—and it’s not safe for us to have a teenage boy we don’t know sleeping in our house.”

	“I’m telling you to let it go, Ree. We’re all tired. Let’s pick up tomorrow.”

	“It’s not safe for Evie. It’s unbelievably irresponsible of you to endanger her by letting a stranger stay in this house.”

	“Unbelievably irresponsible? Of me?”

	Hazard shifted his weight.

	“He’s staying, Ree.” Somers’s voice was flat. “End of discussion.”

	“Fine,” Hazard said. He shot toward the kitchen and the door that led out into the garage. “Then I’m not.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	NOVEMBER 1

	FRIDAY

	5:29 AM

	IN THE GARAGE, the smell of gasoline, motor oil, and old grass clippings met Hazard. The light was on, and the garage door was still up. They still hadn’t even gotten their bags out of the car. Hazard opened the trunk, pulled out his roller bag, and set it on the cement slab. He had a moment of doubling, of seeing himself as a child, running away from home because his dad had beat his ass with a belt for talking back, because running away was the scrap of power he had left. 

	He dragged the bag out onto the driveway, hit the garage door control, and started down the driveway as the door rattled closed. He stopped at the sidewalk. It was like running away all over again, because where the fuck was he supposed to go?

	The house—his house, his and Somers’s house—was bright with lights. In other houses on the street, lights were flicking on. The sky was brightening to the east, a distressed gray like someone was taking off the black with sandpaper. No moon.

	The roller bag’s wheels chittered on the cement as he followed the sidewalk. In the distance, someone still had sprinklers running, even this late in the year. Chi-chi-chi-chi-chi-chi-chirp. It was almost as good as white noise. Just enough to keep his brain from backtracking and playing the whole scene over again.

	At the next house, Noah and Rebeca’s house, the front door opened. A wedge of yellow light spread across the porch, then across the lawn. A familiar, gangly outline filled the doorway.

	“Hi, Emery,” Noah said.

	Hazard stopped. His hand felt like lead on the roller bag.

	“Want to come inside for a minute? Sounds like, um, maybe you guys are having a rough night. Morning. Whatever.”

	Down the street, the sprinklers hissed and then faded into silence. Hazard flexed his fingers around the bag’s handle.

	“Come inside, Emery,” Noah said with surprising firmness.

	Hazard dragged the bag up to the porch. Noah took it from him. He was skinny and tall, and he was wearing a matching pajama set with some sort of Star Wars character printed on them. He held the door and tilted his head for Hazard to go first, and then he followed him inside.

	In the kitchen, Rebeca was making coffee. She was wearing a t-shirt and shorts, and her dark hair was up in a ponytail. She had some sort of green gunk on her eyes. Upstairs, children’s voices told him that at least some of the six kids were awake.

	“Did I wake them?”

	“It’s been a weird night,” Rebeca said. “Sit down.”

	“I’m sorry I woke them.”

	“Emery, you didn’t wake them. Sit down.” When he didn’t move, she pressed him down onto a stool at the bar.

	Noah cleared his throat. “You did kind of wake up Raquel, but only her.”

	“Noah,” Rebeca said.

	“What? He did.”

	Hazard propped his elbows on the granite. He put his face in his hands. Coffee dripped and filled the air with its acrid smell. After a moment, he asked, “How much did you hear?”

	“We just heard voices,” Noah said.

	“Noah talked to—” Rebeca’s hesitation told him what he suspected. “To that young man. Last night.”

	“He’s not my son.”

	“Right.” Noah laughed nervously. “I mean, we knew that.”

	“Oh my God,” Rebecca said under her breath.

	“We did. We totally knew that.” Noah swallowed. Loudly. “What happened? I mean, I told him he could wait inside—here, I mean—if he wanted, but he said he wanted to talk to you as soon as you got home, and, um, yeah. What, like, happened?”

	Hazard dropped his hands. “He, like, turned my husband against me, Noah. He, like, fucked up my entire life. That’s what, like, happened.”

	“Hey, man, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like—I don’t know.” Noah rubbed a hand through his hair. He looked at his wife.

	“Why don’t you make sure everybody’s getting ready for school?” Rebeca asked.

	“Yeah,” Noah said. “Yeah, ok. Um, Emery, I’m sorry if I—I’m really sorry.”

	Hazard closed his eyes. Footsteps moved away. The coffee dripped a few last drops, and then the only sounds were shrieks of protest from upstairs. The fridge door opened. Bottles clinked. Rebeca set something on the counter—milk, he guessed—and then came the sound of the carafe bumping a ceramic mug. Then came the sound of ceramic sliding on granite.

	When he opened his eyes, a mug saying WORLD’S BEST DAD sat in front of him, three-quarters full of coffee. In spite of himself, he smiled. “I’m such an asshole.”

	“It sounds like you’re exhausted and you walked into a really fraught situation,” Rebeca said as she leaned on the bar opposite him.

	“I’m a terrible neighbor.”

	“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about the parties and the loud music.”

	A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth again. When she lifted the jug of milk, he shook his head. Then he took a sip of the coffee.

	“Want to talk about it?”

	He tried. But he’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours, and he kept tangling the emotional threads of the story with the narrative sequence, his throat constricting when he tried to explain Somers taking the boy’s side. Finally he had to stop because his eyes were stinging and his face felt like it was being pricked with pins and needles. He sipped coffee for a while. He traced patterns in the granite.

	“First thing, John loves you,” Rebeca said. “And he’s on your side.”

	Hazard nodded.

	“He is, Emery.”

	His jaw cracked when he opened his mouth. “I know.”

	“You get the paternity test, and you see what it tells you.”

	“He’s in my house. Right now.”

	“So call family services.”

	Hazard blinked. He did a search, found the Jefferson City office, and placed the call. It went to a recorded message asking him to call back later.

	“They’re not open yet.”

	“Hold on. I did a panel with a social worker.” Rebeca grabbed her phone, scrolled through it for a minute, and then displayed it. The contact information was for Ramona Andrews. “She works around here; maybe she can tell you something.”

	He didn’t have any luck with that call either, but at Rebeca’s prompting, he left a message. When he disconnected, he took a deep breath; some of the weight on his chest had eased.

	“It’s going to be all right, Emery,” Rebeca said.

	From the opening to the living room came the sound of someone clearing his throat. Hazard looked over. Somers leaned against the wall. He looked as tired as Hazard felt and, of course, because he was John-Henry Somerset, he still managed to look gorgeous, even with bags under his eyes and wearing a t-shirt and shorts and slides.

	“I’m here for the firing squad,” Somers said. “Do I get a blindfold?”

	“Hey,” Hazard said.

	“Hey.”

	“I’m going to leave you two alone for a minute,” Rebeca said. The shrieks from upstairs had changed to sounds of laughter, but it didn’t sound like much progress, if any, was being made toward getting ready for school. “If I’m not fast, he’ll promise them another Xbox.”

	“Godspeed,” Somers said, and his smile when she bussed his cheek broke Hazard’s heart. So much weariness. And, of course, pain. Pain that Hazard had put there.

	“I called family services,” Hazard said into the stillness between them. “And a social worker Rebeca knows. No one answered, so I left a message.”

	Somers nodded. “I got him settled in the guest bedroom.”

	“That was good of you.” Hazard had to stop and gather himself. “You’re always very kind.”

	“Not always,” Somers said with a worn-out grin. “I’m sorry for how I handled that. I don’t like how I talked to you. I just—I felt like I was at the end of my rope, not that that’s an excuse. I can only imagine how much worse it is for you.”

	Hazard nodded. “You were right. He’s a kid. We can’t put him out on the street.”

	“This isn’t about being right or wrong, Ree.”

	Hazard nodded again.

	Somers came across the room and slid an arm around his shoulder. After a moment, Hazard let his head rest on Somers’s arm.

	“Why don’t we go home?” Somers asked.

	“Ok.”

	“Before he steals all my Die Hards.”

	“You noticed that too?”

	“I guess if he takes them, I could buy the boxed set with all the extended editions and the director’s commentary. It wouldn’t be a totally bad thing.”

	Rising from the stool, Hazard said, “Extended editions?”

	“One of them is, I don’t know, four hours.”

	“Christ, let’s hurry.”

	Somers’s grin looked a little less tired.

	They walked home, Hazard towing the roller bag behind him. Somers had unloaded the car, and Hazard left his bag with the rest of their luggage in the kitchen. When they reached the top of the stairs, Somers stopped him, and Hazard listened. The boy—Colt—was moving around inside the guest room.

	Hazard shook his head.

	“It’s going to be ok,” Somers whispered, stretching up to kiss him.

	“Gross.” When Hazard looked, Colt was standing in the hall, staring at them.

	“I’m gay,” Hazard said. “In case you missed it.”

	“Uh, yeah.” The words were full of teenage scorn. “I know.”

	“Is that a problem?’

	Colt’s answer was a sound of nonverbal contempt.

	“So?” Hazard asked.

	“You’re old. Nobody wants to see old people kissing.” Colt then added, in the tone of someone providing clarification, “It’s disgusting.”

	“You can stay until we talk to a social worker. Then you’re leaving.”

	Colt crossed his arms.

	“Let’s all get some sleep,” Somers said. “Colt, I put a new toothbrush in the bathroom for you. There’s toothpaste in the cabinet. Do you need anything else?”

	The boy was still trying to match glares with Hazard, but after a moment, he shook his head.

	Somers tugged Hazard toward their bedroom.

	Hazard washed up in their bathroom. He traded spots with Somers and strained to listen over the sound of his electric toothbrush. He couldn’t hear Colt, but that didn’t mean anything. The kid could have come up with this ridiculous story for any number of reasons, and Hazard didn’t like any of the possibilities. He waited until Somers was washing his face, and then he drew out the gun safe from under the bed and opened it. It was quick and easy—a four-button keypad, a six-digit combo. Designed to be unlocked by touch, without needing to look at it. The Ruger Blackhawk lay there, cold and dark; his backup gun, the Sig P226, was at the gunsmith’s and probably needed to be picked up. Hazard took out the revolver. He crossed to the smaller safe, also locked, that they kept in a dresser drawer. He took out six cartridges and chambered them. When he looked up, Colt was watching him from the hallway, staring through the open doorway.

	Hazard stood. He spun the cylinder and slapped it closed. He raised an eyebrow.

	With a sneer, Colt shook his head. Then he turned and walked into the guest room.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	NOVEMBER 1

	FRIDAY

	10:49 AM

	“YOU CAN’T GO to work,” Hazard said. He was sitting on the edge of their bed in nothing but a pair of black compression shorts. Sunlight came through the open blinds, picking out motes of dust spinning in the air. Outside, the day looked like a cold and hard November.

	“I didn’t take today off,” Somers said, fastening his belt. He was always handsome, but in the crisp blue uniform of Wahredua’s chief of police, he was heart-stopping. “I’m already later than I wanted to be.”

	“You only slept a few hours.”

	“Good thing I’m just catching up on paperwork,” he said with a grin, “and not chasing bad guys across rooftops.”

	“Call in right now. It’s not like they can say no.”

	“Ree, I’ve got so much to do. I glanced at my emails this morning. There have been break-ins all over the county, and a few were inside the city limits. Apparently there was a fatal traffic accident while we were gone. I’m going to get my ass canned if I don’t get things under control.”

	“Your dad is the mayor; he won’t fire you.”

	“Have you met my father?”

	Hazard scratched his chest. The scattering of stiff, black hairs tickled his palm. Time for the big guns. “I will do two of the things on your list. Any two. You pick.”

	Somers burst out laughing.

	A flush climbed Hazard’s throat and into his cheeks.

	Somers watched him and laughed harder.

	“What the fuck are you laughing about?” Hazard demanded. “I’m seducing you.”

	“Oh my God. I really needed that this morning. Thank you.” He checked his holstered gun. He examined himself in the mirror. His badge was crooked, and somehow he’d messed up the stars pinned to his collar. “I’ll see you tonight.”

	Growling, Hazard stood and crooked a finger.

	Somers’s lazy grin said it all, and it only made Hazard angrier. It didn’t stop him from fixing the badge or the stars or, for that matter, straightening the jacket.

	After a surprisingly tender kiss, Somers whispered, “Thank you.”

	“I’m deleting two things from your list. As punishment. Do you understand that?”

	“Please put your gun back in the safe. Unloaded. I don’t like when you sleep with it under the pillow.”

	Hazard’s face heated. All he did, though, was nod.

	“I love you,” Somers said as he opened their bedroom door.

	“Gross,” Colt shouted from down the hall.

	“Shut up,” Hazard hollered. In a slightly more moderate tone, he said, “I love you too.”

	“Can you two stop? I’m going to puke!”

	“I swear to Christ, you had better shut your goddamn mouth!”

	“Apple,” Somers said with a smirk. “Tree.”

	“You are a dead man,” Hazard whispered ferociously.

	Somers blew him a kiss and headed out into the hall. As his steps rang out on the stairs, he called, “Colt, be good and have a great day!”

	For some teenage reason that was inscrutable to Hazard, Colt apparently felt the need to shout back, “No!”

	When the door to the garage shut, Hazard put his face in his hands. He listened to the house settling. He tried to calculate the annual cost of living in the US Virgin Islands and the maximum amount of cash he and Somers could generate in a short time. He figured they could live pretty easily for at least a year on the island. Colt would have to be gone after a year. 

	“Are you a nudist?” Colt asked from the doorway. He had changed into the Budweiser tee and the other pair of jeans from his backpack. Both of his socks had holes in them.

	“Jesus Christ.” Hazard grabbed the bedding and pulled it across him. “Didn’t anybody teach you to knock?”

	“The door was open.”

	“I’m wearing shorts. Nudists don’t wear any clothes.”

	“Tiny shorts.”

	“Go away.”

	“I thought gay guys were supposed to have cool underwear.”

	Hazard gaped at him. “What the actual fuck are you talking about?”

	Colt shrugged. “So are you going to put on clothes? Because I’m hungry.”

	“You’re almost an adult. Get yourself something to eat.”

	“There’s no food; I already checked.”

	Hazard tried to run a mental inventory, but all his systems had crashed. He named something at random. “There’s cornmeal. There’s water. Make yourself grits.”

	“Um, it’s not the Depression.”

	“Will you get out of here please?”

	“Don’t you have a job? I thought you were a detective. Or is he your sugar daddy, and you just work out and jerk off all day?”

	“Get out and shut the door.”

	“I’m literally starving to death.”

	“Get out!”

	Colt’s face screwed up with rage, and he stomped away.

	Hazard waited until the steps had faded. Then he sprinted across the room and slammed the door.

	He unloaded the revolver and locked it up. He dressed. He called the family services office—no answer—and Ramona—no answer. He left a message that might have sounded slightly frantic. When he couldn’t think of anything else to do, he went downstairs. He checked the fridge and the pantry. He admitted, grudgingly, that Colt was right.

	“Come on.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“Shut the fuck up, that’s where.”

	Colt pulled on a pair of beaten-up sneakers.

	“Tie your laces,” Hazard said.

	“I don’t like them tied.”

	“You’re going to like starving to death even less.”

	“Why do you have to be such a dick about everything?”

	“Ask John sometime. He’s probably got it figured out.”

	Swearing under his breath, Colt tied the laces.

	Hazard checked the thermometer he’d hung outside the kitchen window. “It’s barely forty degrees outside. Put on your coat.”

	Colt glared at him and tucked his hands into his armpits.

	“We’re not going until you put on the damn coat.”

	“I don’t have a coat, dumbass.”

	“How do you not—” Hazard cut off at the look on Colt’s face. He walked into the hall, opened the closet, and dug through the coats and jackets. He grabbed a North Face coat, one with down filling, waterproof fabric, and a synthetic-fur-lined hood. He pulled it off the hanger and shoved it at Colt, who had followed him.

	“Ew. I would literally rather be stabbed to death by a hobo than wear that.”

	“It’s an extremely high-quality coat.”

	“It’s blue.”

	“So what?”

	Colt pointed at a utility-shirt jacket. “I want that one.”

	“That’s John’s.”

	“That’s the only one I’ll wear. I’d literally rather be stabbed to death—”

	“For the love of God, fine.” Then Hazard realized something. “It’s blue.”

	“It’s navy. God, what kind of gay are you?”

	Hazard didn’t exactly throw the jacket at Colt, but he realized that was mostly a question of degree.

	“Are you serious?” Colt asked when he saw the minivan.

	Something about the way Hazard slammed the driver’s door must have convinced Colt to let this one slide.

	After dropping off the DNA samples with an express parcel service, they stopped at McDonald’s. Colt bankrupted the Hazard and Somerset family with his order. Then they drove on to the Astraea office on Market Street with the smell of hash browns, bacon, sausage, and fresh coffee filling the minivan. Thank goodness for breakfast all day.

	When they parked at an angle to the curb, Colt looked around and said, “This place is a dump.”

	Hazard considered the street—at almost noon, Market Street was getting busy, with steady traffic on the road and shoppers thronging on the sidewalks. This was the part of the city that had been built first, when Wahredua had been a river town, and the old brick and frame buildings, built tall and skinny on cramped blocks, looked down on the wide, flat, brown swirls of the Grand Rivere. Even with the windows up, Hazard could smell the fryers from the family-friendly restaurants—and a few of the bars—that lined the street. Mixed with it came the sweet, yeasty aroma from the Magic Dragon Bakery, which occupied the ground floor of the building in front of them. 

	“Actually, Market Street is a prime example of a Midwestern town’s successful reinvention of itself.”

	“Actually, Market Street is a prime example of a Midwestern town’s successful reinvention of itself.”

	Hazard’s hand stalled as he reached for the keys in the ignition. He looked at Colt.

	Colt raised his eyebrows and took a savage bite of McMuffin.

	“Was that supposed to be me?”

	“Was that supposed to be me?”

	Hazard wrapped his hands around the keys. “How old are you?”

	Colt tore off a piece of hash brown, chomped it, and through the food, asked, “How old are you?”

	Yanking the keys free of the ignition, Hazard managed not to say anything. The way Colt slammed his door shut when he followed Hazard out of the van, though, sounded suspiciously like an echo.

	Hazard led the boy upstairs. He checked the locks on Astraea’s front door for any sign of tampering. Then he undid the locks one by one and opened the door. He groaned when he saw the pile of thermal-paper faxes that lay just inside. He stepped over them. Maybe if he pretended he didn’t see them, they’d eventually stop coming.

	The offices for Hazard’s private investigation agency consisted of three primary parts: a reception area; an inner office; and a small bathroom. Business had been good, and for the most part, Hazard had been pleased with the slow transformation of the space into something he could be proud of. He’d replaced the secondhand office furniture in the front room with new—and marginally more comfortable—chairs, a simple—but, Somers assured him, stylish—reception desk, a new coffee maker (the old one had suffered a mysterious breakage when it hit the wall at forty miles an hour), more plants—at Somers’s recommendation, kinds that could survive the office’s fluctuating temperatures. He’d even stopped recycling—in Somers’s word, stealing—magazines from their dentist and physician, and Astraea now had its own subscription to The Economist, the Harvard Business Review, and the Journal of Forensic Sciences. 

	Sure, there were things that still needed doing—Hazard hadn’t been able to get the landlord to fix the crack in the front window, which meant there was always a draft, and the bathroom hadn’t been updated in about fifty years, and the painting that Somers had given him—

	“Why is that picture crooked?” Colt asked.

	Hazard crossed the room and straightened the painting. It showed the Grand Rivere, matching the view from the front window.

	“It smells like farts in here.”

	“It doesn’t smell like farts,” Hazard said, which wasn’t entirely true. He’d spoken to the landlord about the plumbing.

	“This place is a dump too.”

	“The rate at which small businesses close in the first year alone—”

	“Why is someone shoving these under your door?” Colt scooped up the faxes and rifled through them. “These are job applications. Like, resumes.”

	“Throw them away.”

	“They’re all from the same person.”

	Hazard grabbed the stack and dropped it in the wastebasket behind the reception desk.

	“Who’s Shaw Aldrich?”

	“Don’t worry about it.” 

	“Why does he want to be your secretary so bad?”

	“Who the fuck knows?” And then the frustration got the better of him, and Hazard added, “I don’t even know how he keeps sending those. I don’t have a fucking fax machine.”

	Colt’s face suggested that a little too much emotion might have slipped into Hazard’s voice, so Hazard moved into the inner office. The single best piece of furniture in the whole place was located here: a massive desk of solid oak, polished to a glow. A comfortable rolling executive chair waited for him, along with his MacBook and four black ballpoint pens, lined up in a row. Hazard sat, powered up the computer, and checked that the pens were still lined up.

	“I’m bored,” Colt said.

	Hazard took out his phone. He placed another call to the family services offices and got, this time, a wailing jazz rendition of what he thought might be “Baby Got Back.” He disconnected and tried Ramona. He left another message, reminding her that this was an emergency, that this was his third call, and that she was nominally Rebeca’s friend. He managed not to add that he wasn’t sure what his tax dollars were paying for, but only because he’d heard that line too many times as a cop to find any satisfaction in it.

	Without many more available options, he opened a browser. Before, when he’d been a police officer, he would have started with the Missouri Uniform Law Enforcement System (MULES) and the National Crime Information Center. Unfortunately, both of those were secured systems that were no longer available to him. Instead, he pulled up the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children. He checked current ongoing AMBER alerts—at the moment, only two, one for a five-year-old girl from Tennessee, the other for an eight-year-old girl from Oregon. Then he checked the general database—a list of entries they called ‘posters’ for missing children. A search for the first named Colt turned up only one result, a Latino boy named Colton Esquivel, who had been missing since 2015 and whose current age was twenty-four. He tried Ares and got nothing.

	“What are you doing?” Colt asked from the doorway.

	“Working,” Hazard snapped. “Go away.”

	Colt grumbled something and stomped back into the reception area.

	After that one central location, his options became granular and, therefore, increasingly less efficient to sift through. He tried several message boards, forums, and chats, all of them dedicated to runaway or homeless youth. He searched for Colt, Colton, and Ares. He got random smatterings of results, but the posts were often years old, or they were clearly not related to the Colt who had shown up on Hazard’s doorstep—one of them was from a Colt in British Columbia who just wanted his dad, Todd, to “stop being such a wank.”

	Eventually, Hazard reached the internet’s quicksand—Reddit—and began to trawl the site with combination searches of Missouri and Colt, or Missouri and Colton, or Wahredua and Colt, or—grudgingly—Hazard and Colt. He got nothing. He got worse than nothing—pages on pages of results that he had to scan in the hopes that he would find something. The only thing he learned that there were a lot of Mitsubishi Colts driving around the UK having problems with their hazard lights. 

	He even tried various searches on the name Colt had given him the night before—Mary McDermaid—and got nowhere. Too many results and, from a quick scan, none of them relevant.

	“This place sucks.” Colt slumped in the doorway. “There’s nothing to do.”

	Change of plans, Hazard thought. A new avenue of investigation. “Sit down,” he said, pointing to one of the chairs in front of the desk. “And tell me who you are and what you want.”

	Instead, Colt leaned in the doorway. He still had crumbs—biscuit, most likely, not the right type of crumb structure for a McMuffin—at the corner of his mouth. He had a teenage boy’s stubble, bluing his jaw and chin and upper lip unevenly. Tall, yes. Malnourished, probably. But younger than Hazard had thought the night before. The amber eyes watched Hazard with wary hardness.

	“I’m your son. I already told you. My mom was Mary McDermaid—”

	“Not that crock of shit. Who are you really? And what do you think you’re going to get out of this? Blackmail? An exclusive story you can sell? Who would buy it? If you’re planning a burglary, you should be aware that I don’t let John buy that expensive underwear anymore, and you’d be better off targeting a home in a better neighborhood.” Hazard considered this speech and added, “I can help you pick one, if you’d like.”

	Playing with the placket of the jacket, Colt studied with an unreadable expression. Then he asked, “Seriously, am I going to be a freakazoid like you? Is it, like, when you get old or something?”

	“Who are you?”

	“Colt Hazard. Your son.”

	“Who are you?”

	“Your son.”

	“Who the fuck are you?”

	“I’m your fucking son, shit for brains.”

	“Fine.” Hazard pulled out a stack of fingerprint cards and an ink pad. The police had vastly updated their system, but in a pinch, the old ways still worked. “Both hands.”

	When Colt came across the room without an argument, Hazard wondered, briefly, if he was having a stroke. Instead, he took the boy by the wrist and printed him. Colt watched the process intently, as though memorizing it.

	“What?” Hazard asked.

	“Did you do that to bad guys?” Colt flushed and spoke in a rush. “Criminals, I mean.”

	“Of course.”

	Colt squinted at the card.

	“Do you need glasses?”

	“No.” He was obviously trying to squint less, but he did lean closer to the card. “They’re all different, right?”

	“In theory. So far, there have been no recorded identical fingerprint matches across individuals. I suppose it could happen, but it seems unlikely.”

	“Is it hard?”

	Hazard snorted. “Only if you’re incompetent. Or dealing with someone who is being uncooperative. Actually, yes, for many people it is frequently difficult. Go wash your hands.”

	It must have been a second ministroke because Hazard couldn’t do anything but stare as Colt headed out of his office. A moment later, water ran in the bathroom. Then Colt came back, running paper towels over his fingers, which were still blue.

	“I could do it.”

	“Likely. As I said, it’s not difficult. You’ll have to get your own ink pad, though, because I’m not lending you this one.”

	“No, I mean the job.”

	“What?”

	Intent on the paper towels, Colt mumbled, “I could be your secretary.”

	“In the first place, I’m not hiring a secretary because that’s an outdated term for a position that performs the type of work that most administrative assistants no longer—”

	“I learn fast. I won’t make the same mistake twice. I can use a computer, and I should probably learn this kind of stuff now, you know.”

	Three strokes in one day. Hazard wondered if the ambulance would reach him in time. He gripped the edge of his desk with one hand. His fingers looked shiny and white from the pressure. “What are you talking about?”

	“It’s, like, the family business, right?”

	Hazard shook his head. “I don’t even know where to start. No because you’re a stranger. No because you’re a child. No because being a professional investigator isn’t the equivalent of picking up shifts at the Frosted Hole.”

	Colt’s mouth twisted.

	“It’s a donut shop,” Hazard felt obliged to explain.

	“Uh huh.” Colt folded his arms across his chest. His shoulders curved in. “Look, I’m good at this. Like, naturally. Because of you, right? And I found you, which means I can actually do it, it’s not just a theory or whatever you said.”

	“You should be in school.”

	“School blows.”

	Hazard forced himself to ease his grip off the desk. “Is that what this is about? I thought it was somehow personal, but it makes more sense that it would be professional. Another agency hired you? Is that it? Or someone who wants to interfere with an investigation? Is that your angle?”

	The hurt flickered in and out of Colt’s expression so quickly that, if Hazard hadn’t spent the last two years learning social niceties from his husband, he would have missed it. “I’m your son,” Colt said. His whole face was red. “Why are you so fucking awful?”

	In the outer office, someone cleared his throat, and Hazard’s knee hit the desk. Then footsteps moved closer. A familiar head of dark, shaggy hair swam into view behind Colt. Coppery skin. Long, lean muscle. Apparently Nico had decided to dress up, because he was wearing gray trousers and a pink button-up patterned with palm trees. Not a single article of clothing had any visible holes, tears, or distressing. Hazard guessed his ex-boyfriend had counterbalanced by not wearing underwear.

	“Um, hi, Emery.”

	“No. Get out.”

	Nico chuckled awkwardly, his eyes sliding to Colt.

	“What?” Colt asked.

	“Hey.”

	After a moment, Colt muttered, “Hey.”

	“Nico.”

	Colt rolled a shoulder. “I’m Colt.”

	“Nice jacket.”

	Colt’s eyes fell to the floor, then came back up to Nico’s face, then fell again. He was blushing, but it was a different kind of blush now. Somers would have known the difference. “He said the color was ugly.”

	“Emery!”

	“For fuck’s sake, I didn’t say that. I said it was blue.”

	“It’s navy,” Nico and Colt said at the same time. Nico grinned. Colt’s answering smile was hesitant. Then it morphed into a scowl—probably at the exact same moment when he remembered Hazard was still in the room.

	“Whatever it is, Nico, the answer is no. Go away.”

	“Could I talk to your—” Nico addressed Colt. “Could I talk to him for a minute?”

	Colt’s face showed a struggle between the pleasure of being talked to like an adult and his obvious dislike at being asked to leave. After a moment, he grunted and pushed away from the jamb. Nico let him get a few steps out into the main room, and then he shut the door. When he looked at Hazard, his face was full of some illegible emotion.

	“Jesus Christ, you heard that?” Hazard asked. 

	“You weren’t exactly keeping your voice down.” Nico slid into a seat. His eyes held the question.

	“He’s full of shit,” Hazard answered.

	“Oh.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“How do you feel about that?”

	“How do I feel? I feel like I’m in one of those stupid horror movies you made me watch where the little boy is secretly the incarnate Satan or whatever the plot was supposed to be.”

	“Oh.”

	Hazard heard himself growling.

	“I just mean, you know, it’s ok if you feel disappointed.”

	The pitch of Hazard’s voice slipped. “Disappointed?”

	“You’re a great dad; I’ve seen you with Evie. And I thought you and John-Henry wanted another kid.”

	With the door closed, the only sounds were their breathing: Nico’s slow and easy, Hazard’s accelerated.

	“Emery—”

	“It’s not true. He’s not my son. I’ve never had sex with a woman. I’ve never donated sperm. This is not John’s fucking ‘turkey baster’ situation.”

	Nico broke into a laugh before stifling the noise by turning his head into his shoulder. When he looked up, though, his eyes were bright with amusement.

	“Yeah, laugh it up. Everybody else will.”

	“He does look like you. And, um…”

	“What?”

	“His mannerisms.”

	“What the fuck does that mean?”

	“Exhibit A,” Nico said with a sigh. He held up a hand before Hazard could speak. “Look, I did overhear you when I walked into the office. But, uh, I came over to tell you that—” He took a deep breath. “It’s all over town.”

	Exsanguination could take as little as twenty seconds, Hazard knew from last month’s copy of the Journal of Forensic Science. Apparently, though, experientially, you could spend an eternity feeling like the blood was draining out of your body.

	“I’m sorry,” Nico whispered.

	“What do you mean, all over town?”

	“It’s—everybody knows.”

	“John wouldn’t—” Hazard tried to work through the problem, but a fuse had blown. “Noah and Rebeca—”

	“God, no. Apparently a patrol car stopped by the house last night. They were taking turns, you know, because John-Henry is chief, and I guess it would look bad if somebody broke into his house. And it was one of the new hires, who apparently is an asshole. He talked to your—uh, he talked to Colt, and then immediately started telling everyone.”

	Hazard fought the urge to close his eyes. After a moment, he managed to say, “This is some kind of joke.”

	Nico shook his head.

	“Ok.” Hazard managed to square up his voice. “Ok. Thank you for telling me.”

	Nico bit his lip.

	“I don’t need a shoulder to cry on, Nico. I appreciate the information. You could have just called.”

	“Congratulations, by the way.”

	“What?”

	“I’m sorry I didn’t come to the reception. It was—” Nico’s smile flashed tremulously. “You get it, right? It’s not that I didn’t want to, but I just—I guess I couldn’t.”

	Hazard didn’t know a safe response to this, so he grunted.

	Nico laughed and wiped his eyes. “I’m really happy for you.”

	“Thank you.”

	“I’m still picking out a good wedding present.”

	“We don’t want any presents.”

	Nico laughed harder this time. When he fell silent, his dark eyes roved Hazard’s face, searching for something. The smell of yeast and baking bread from below mixed with a mild cologne, something warm and musky at the edge of Hazard’s notice. Nico wanted something, Hazard realized. Wanted something from Hazard.

	“Nico,” he said, fumbling for the right words, “you’re a great guy, or you are as far as I know, and you’re physically attractive enough that someday you’ll probably find—”

	Nico burst into fresh laughter. He had to put his head down on the desk. It felt a little over the top when he slapped the wood, as though unable to control his amusement. Finally he pulled himself upright. He dabbed at his eyes with tissues he pulled from a pocket. He grinned and rolled his eyes.

	“That was fantastic,” he said.

	“I’m glad I can be a fucking font of amusement for all the men in my life. If you don’t want anything else, can you get the fuck out of my office?”

	“Uh, actually, I do want something. That’s why I didn’t just call.” Nico shifted his weight, reached back, and drew a folded piece of paper from his back pocket. “It’s not, um, very long because, you know, I mostly do those summer jobs in New York, but I took a typing test, and I’m pretty sure I know how to file. Well, normal filing. We both know I had trouble with the Emery Hazard patented system for organizing utility bills.”

	“By importance of the utility, then by environmental impact, then by amount.” Hazard snatched the paper and unfolded it. He stared at Nico’s resume, which was, as he had pointed out, pretty spare. He looked up. “What is this?”

	“I saw your ad. You’re looking for an assistant.”

	“You have a job. You’re a model. You’re an underwear model. It says so right here.”

	Nico shifted. He looked away. When he spoke, his voice was thready. “I, uh, don’t want to do that anymore.”

	“Why?”

	“Because—because I’m not making any progress on my thesis. I should have finished this spring, you know? Because I hate the kind of guys I meet doing it. And I hate the kind of guys here who want to talk to me about modeling. And I hate how it makes me feel—” He made a noise in his throat and stood. “Never mind. This was a mistake.”

	Hazard played with the corner of the paper. Nico was wiping his face as he pushed in the chair and turned to the door.

	“Do you really type seventy words per minute?”

	“Oh my God, please just let me drag my ass out of here.”

	“What’s your accuracy?”

	“I don’t know. Ninety something. Look, I’ll tell people he’s not your kid, but—”

	“You’d have to pass a background check.”

	Nico sniffled into one pink sleeve. He was staring at the door as he said, “That’s, like, whatever. I’ll pass. And I’ve got my citizenship. And I speak five languages. And I read Hebrew, Greek, and Latin. In case you forgot.”

	“It’s mostly clerical work. I’m not going to employ you as an investigator.”

	“Yeah.” Nico might have been old enough not to say duh, but it seemed only barely.

	“You understand the realities of the job are primarily personal injury work and insurance work. People who claim they can’t work or can’t drive or are in chronic pain. It’s not always pleasant, having to deal with that kind of thing.”

	“I mean,” Nico looked over his shoulder. He wiped his nose again. “I won’t know until I try. I’d be good with clients, too. I’m friendly.”

	“I do have a potential client I want to impress. I’d need help getting the office ready. This guy, Kris Desalles, he could be a big deal for Astraea.”

	“I’m so good at that stuff, Em. I could, you know, just add little touches. It would still be your place, but with the details filled in.”

	Hazard paused and let the moment hang. “I’d have to clear it with John.”

	“Oh my God.” Nico smirked. “Please let me be there when you ask. I want to see your face when he starts laughing.”

	Hazard didn’t understand the comment, so he let it slide. Instead, he said, “Can you start by dropping these off at the station? John will know what they’re for.”

	“The kid?” Nico asked as he accepted the fingerprint cards.

	“This job would require confidentiality.”

	“Oh, please. I’m the soul of discretion. I never told anyone how much you like it when I—”

	“Oh my fucking God,” Colt shouted from the next room.
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