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The young man sitting across from Cary in his office looked mildly flustered, cheeks red and eyes shifting back and forth from the private detective to the computer. His hands were animated as he explained what he wanted to do with the computer. Cary listened intently; long brown hair pulled back into a low ponytail. He nodded when the IT expert began explaining what he has changed on the desktop.

“Thanks, Jesse,” Cary said when the young man finally stopped long enough to take a breath. “You know how much I value you.”

“Whatever.” Jesse slouched back into his chair, already large hoodie dwarfing his rail thin body. “I’m asking for more money.”

Jesse Campbell was Victor's pack member and the main IT guy for their compound. He worked tirelessly around the clock to keep the Campbell Compound up to speed with modern technology. Cary smiled at his former classmate. They attended the same high school, although they ran in different circles. Jesse was Victor's nephew, and while they weren't all that close, Cary still counted him among his friends. He was one of the few who hadn't abandoned him when he came out of the closet.

“And that money will be worth it,” Cary responded, picking up a ballpoint pen and scribbling his signature on the line at the bottom of the page. Jesse opened his mouth to say something right before Cary heard his front door swing open. As the dulcet tones of an earlier client reached through the purple curtain, Jesse picked up his own pen. He hastily signed the contract before standing. As the young man reached full height, he adjusted how low on his hips his jeans sat before picking the contract up.

“Don’t forget to email me any problems. Or tell Victor.”

“Of course, Jesse,” Cary said, smiling and reaching out his hand. After only a moment, Jesse took it. They stood there, holding each other’s hand for far too long before the tech rushed out of the building. As the door swung shut, Victor pushed back the curtain that separated the waiting room from the rest of the apartment.

“Everything go, okay?” he asked, setting down a cup of coffee in front of Cary.

Cary nodded enthusiastically, taking a sip before speaking. “Everything is just perfect.”

“Jesse waved to me as he left.”

“He’s a good kid.”

“That he is,” Victor said, laying a sheet of paper in front of Cary. “Virginia Header is here. Remember her?”

Tapping his chin, Cary thought back to the year prior. “The young lady who asked us to prove that the nursing home her father was in was abusive?”

Victor made finger guns. “That’s the one.”

“Yeah, I remember her.”

“She wants to hire you again.”

Cary looked up at him in alarm. “Send her in.”

Saluting, Victor walked through the curtain. He spoke to Virginia in hushed tones before holding the curtain open for her to walk through.

As soon as he saw her, Cary stood. “Virginia! How are you?”

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. Instead of taking his offered hand, she sat. The chair practically dwarfed her.

Cary took his seat as well, concern on his face. “How’s your father? You aren’t here for him again, are you?”

She shook her head. “He’s okay. We moved facilities.”

Placing her purse flat on her lap, she unzipped it. Once open, she reached inside and pulled out a small, rectangular object before laying it on Cary’s desk. The private investigator picked it up to find a photograph of a teenage boy who looked remarkably like Virginia with her round face and wide, green eyes.

His hair, however, was blond, hanging down to his chin. Virginia ran a hand through her black hair.

“That’s my nephew, Robbie Stewart.”

“He’s handsome. Looks like you.”

She fidgeted with the handle of the black bag in her hands. “He’s been kidnapped.”

In an instant, Cary’s back was straight, and a notebook laid in front of him. “What happened?”

She shrugged, a small, helpless gesture that did little to alleviate the crushing burden she carried. Tears, fat and glistening with misery, streamed relentlessly from her eyes, leaving damp trails down her cheeks. Her breath hitched in her throat, a quiet sob escaping before she could fully suppress it, the sound raw and laced with unspeakable sorrow. Then, in a voice barely above a whisper, trembling with the effort to stay composed, she told Cary everything.

It wasn't a long story, nor a particularly complicated one, but the sheer inexplicable nature of it made it all the more terrifying. All she knew, and she repeated it for the hundredth time, as if the act of saying it aloud might somehow conjure him back, was that Robbie went to bed one night. Just a normal night, or so she thought. He'd brushed his teeth, told his mom he loved her, and climbed under the covers, exhausted from a long day at school. The next day, he was simply gone. Vanished. The bed was empty, his side cold. No note, no sign of a struggle, just an unsettling absence that screamed louder than any scream ever could.

Cary, listening intently, his face etched with empathy, could imagine the horror, the confusion, the suffocating panic. He felt helpless, knowing that words couldn't possibly erase the ache in her heart. He instinctively reached for the familiar ritual of comfort. Pulling a tissue from the worn cardboard box sitting in one of the drawers of his cluttered desk, a box he’d used for years and rarely remembered to replace, he offered it to her with a silent gesture of support. Taking it gratefully, she blew her nose, the sound muffled and pathetic, a small act of defiance against the overwhelming grief that threatened to drown her completely. The simple act of blowing her nose seemed to momentarily break the spell of despair, allowing her to take a shuddering breath. But Cary knew, with a sinking feeling in his stomach, that this was just the beginning.

“One thousand dollars is my price. Half up front.”

“I figured it’d be ten.”

“I don’t charge that much for a missing child.”

The action was swift, a practiced dance of resignation and resolution. She nodded, a small dip of her chin, and her hand dove into the cavernous depths of her purse. The envelope emerged, crisp and white against the worn leather, and she slid it across the table to him. The motion was definite, a finality underscored by the rasp of paper on wood. As the envelope reached its destination, she rose, her chair scraping against the linoleum a sound that echoed the hollow space between them. "I'm returning to Roanoke to be with my sister."

The words hung in the air, unspoken accusations and unspoken hopes swirling around them.

His response was immediate, a desperate attempt to bridge the widening chasm. "I'll meet you there tomorrow." A promise, a plea - all rolled into a single sentence.

Her expression remained unreadable, a mask of quiet determination. Another nod, this one barely perceptible, and then she was gone. The click of the closing door reverberated through the small apartment, a punctuation mark on their conversation.

Before Victor could even push through the curtain that separated the living room from the kitchen, Cary was already in motion. He moved with a frantic energy, fueled by a mixture of anxiety and a desperate need for control. His closet, a jumbled repository of forgotten clothes and half-finished projects, became the focus of his immediate attention. He rummaged through the overflowing space, pulling out two bags, one a well-worn duffle bag, the other a smaller, sturdier pack specifically designed for canine travel. The larger bag was for him, a temporary vessel for the essentials he would need in Roanoke. The other, for Nemo. Nemo, a muscular Pit bull with a deceptively gentle soul, had spent most of the day lost in the blissful oblivion of sleep. His designated space was a plush dog bed nestled in the corner of the living room, a sanctuary of soft flannel and familiar scents. He lay curled in a tight ball, his nose tucked safely behind his tail, oblivious to the undercurrents of tension that had permeated the apartment.

But the sound of the second bag, the distinct rustle of nylon against nylon, was enough to rouse him. His head, heavy with sleep, perked up. His dark brown eyes, usually soft and dreamy, sharpened with alertness. He knew what it meant. The bags, the hurried movements, the suppressed anxiety in Cary's every gesture - it all added up to one thing: adventure. Or, at the very least, a change of scenery. And for Nemo, a loyal companion always eager to please, that was enough. He pushed himself to his feet, a low rumble of anticipation vibrating in his chest.

“What’s the plan, Bud?”

“I’m going to Roanoke to find Robbie,” he responded, pulling clothes from his closet, and shoving them into his bag.

“I get it. Time is of the essence.” Victor rushed back through the curtain as Cary pulled his cell phone from his pocket to shoot a quick text message to Kylie. It was as he was packing Nemo’s bag that she responded that she would keep an eye on his dog while he was away.

Nemo helpfully brought over his favorite plush toy to put into his bag. Cary ruffed him around the ears before kissing him firmly on the snoot. Victor returned moments later.

“I gotta insist I come with you, Bud.”

Cary shook his head. “You’ve got responsibilities here with your pack.”

Even after six months, a persistent ripple of unease ran through Leo whenever he thought about referring to Victor's family as a 'pack.' The word felt too primal, too... animalistic, to apply to the refined, if eccentric, family of werewolves that Victor was fiercely protective of. It was a label that stuck in his throat, a constant reminder of how utterly his world had been flipped on its head. Before then, his life had been predictable, normal, almost mundane. It had only been six months since the veil had been lifted, since the comforting blanket of normalcy had been ripped away, revealing a reality teeming with supernatural and paranormal creatures he'd only ever read about in fantasy novels. Vampires weren't romantic figures from Gothic literature, they were predators with ancient grudges. Fairies weren't whimsical sprites, but powerful beings with their own agendas. And werewolves, like Victor and his family, were fiercely territorial and bound by complex laws he was still struggling to comprehend.

Most shocking of all, it had only been six months since he'd learned that he, Cary Wainwright, and his whole seemingly ordinary family were something other than human. They were Sphinxes. Guardians of knowledge, beings of immense power hidden in plain sight, a secret legacy passed down through generations, a lineage of mythical creatures who could pose riddles that could crumble mountains. The weight of that revelation, the sheer impossibility of it all, still threatened to suffocate him sometimes. He was a creature of myth, and no amount of time could make that feeling any less strange.

“My mother can take care of the pack while I take care of you and your needs for the case.”

Carefully keeping himself from looking at his secretary to avoid ogling the older man, Cary turned to him. “Vic—”

“No, Cary. I insist.”

Reluctantly, Cary agreed.
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The shrill blare of Cary's alarm clock sliced through the pre-dawn quiet at precisely five AM. A guttural groan rumbled in his chest as he blindly fumbled for the snooze button, silencing the offending noise. He rolled over, hoping for a few more precious minutes of sleep, only to be met with an enthusiastic canine greeting. Nemo, his perpetually excitable pit bull, was practically vibrating with energy, his stub tail thumping a rapid tattoo against the mattress. A wet, slobbery kiss, a generous application of dog saliva across his cheek, served as Nemo's enthusiastic "good morning." Cary  couldn't help but smile.

Resigned to the fact that sleep was now a distant memory, Cary pushed himself out of bed. He shuffled towards the closet, the worn floorboards creaking beneath his bare feet. The thought of the day ahead, the case he was working, and the unwavering enthusiasm of his four-legged companion, brought a quiet chuckle to his lips. He quickly changed into practical clothes - a comfortable pair of jeans, a long-sleeved Henley shirt, and sturdy work boots. Over this, he threw on a well-worn leather jacket, its pockets filled with the everyday essentials of his profession. He clipped Nemo onto his leash, the click of the metal a familiar sound in the otherwise silent apartment.

Before leaving, Cary paused to grab two pre-packed bags. One contained the necessities for his business – a camera, a small notebook, a voice recorder, and a backup weapon. The other was packed for Nemo, including food, water, a collapsible bowl, a favorite chew toy, and a blanket for comfort.

As he stealthily navigated the hallway towards the stairs, he caught a glimpse of his neighbor as she opened her apartment door. A surge of annoyance went through him, a familiar feeling he had learned to suppress. He reacted instinctively, hurrying Nemo down the stairwell before she had a chance to notice him. He could practically hear the snide remarks formulating in her head. Her animosity towards him seemed entirely based on his sexual orientation, a constant reminder of the prejudice that still lingered in the world. He wasn't in the mood for her thinly veiled insults this early in the morning.

Reaching his car, a slightly battered but reliable Skylark, he stowed the bags in the trunk and then ushered Nemo into the back seat. The dog settled in with a happy sigh, immediately turning his attention to the window, eager for the adventure that lay ahead. Cary slid into the driver's seat, inserted the key, and turned the ignition. The engine sputtered for a moment, then caught with a satisfying roar. With a sigh of relief, Cary pulled out of the parking space and onto the main road, heading towards his sister's house, the first stop on what promised to be a long and unpredictable day.

––––––––
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The engine sputtered its last breath as Cary guided the car into the snow-laden driveway. Nemo, as always, was practically vibrating with excitement. He'd been cooped up for the entire drive, alternating between pestering Cary with wet nose nudges and whimpering softly at the scenery blurring past the window. Now, the sight of a blanket of pristine white ignited a spark in the  pit bull . ATheir destination was a charming, almost fairytale-like house, the kind you saw on Christmas cards. Its roof was heavy with snow, and a thick layer covered the lawn, making the familiar landscape almost unrecognizable.

At the end of the short driveway, a figure, swathed in layers of winter gear, was diligently shoveling a path. The person's bright red coat looked particularly vibrant against the white backdrop, and the rhythm of their movements suggested a focused determination to conquer the snow. Before Cary could even fully release the seat belt, Nemo was a whirlwind of fur and frantic tail wags. He scrambled across Cary's lap, his paws slipping and sliding on the smooth fabric, and propelled himself out the half-open door with the grace of a small, furry missile.

"Woah there, buddy!" Cary exclaimed, grabbing the end of Nemo's leash just in time to prevent him from launching himself into the snowdrift. He stepped out of the car, the cold instantly biting at his cheeks, and secured a firm grip on the leash. Nemo strained forward, eager to explore the winter wonderland, but obeyed Cary's gentle tug. Together, they trudged through the snow towards the person shoveling.

As they approached, the figure stopped shoveling and straightened up, a puff of white breath escaping into the crisp air. She raised a mitten-clad hand, and then slowly, deliberately, reached up to the thick wool scarf that shielded the lower half of her face. With a final tug, the scarf came down, revealing a warm, familiar smile. Cary's own lips curved upwards in response.

"Hey!" he said, relief and affection evident in his voice. "Ainsley."

He was glad to see her; Ainsley, his sister's girlfriend, always had a way of making everyone feel welcome, even in the face of a mountain of snow.

“Thank you for watching him.”

“It’s no problem, Cary. You know Kylie and I love him.”

“And Shouty Lion?”

Ainsley laughed, looking back at the house where a large, orange cat watched through the window. “Him too.”

Cary smiled before bidding them both goodbye and heading to his mom’s house. Victor was there already when he arrived, talking to Sherri on the front porch steps while a small, fluffy dog raced around the front yard in the snow. As soon as he put the car in park, Victor was on his feet, walking over to the Escort. The PI carried out of the car and headed over to the other car, waving to his mother as he did.

“Hey, Vic,” he said, following him around to stow his suitcase in the back. The two of them climbed into the car and headed out to Roanoke.

––––––––
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The journey to Roanoke, Virginia took two hours, the two of them only stopping for rest breaks at the rest stops. Cary was walking back out of the bathroom and past the vending machines when his cell phone rang.

“Hello, Cary Wainwright, Private Eye. How can I help ya?” he said, walking over to Victor’s car.

“Hey. It’s Virginia,” the other person said. “Change of plans. Can you meet me at my sister’s house as soon as you get to Roanoke instead of after you check in?”

Cary shot Victor a look as he climbed in.” Sure. Is everything okay?”

“Uh, yeah. Her husband’s just being a dick.”

“Okay, I’ll tell Victor.”

He filled Victor in as they continued the last trek of the drive.

––––––––
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When they pulled up outside of an ordinary, typical suburban house on a quiet street. On the porch outside stood Virginia, wrapped head to toe in a warm, winter coat. Cary was out of the car before the ignition was fully off, briefcase in hand and Victor followed behind him shortly after. On the crest of the steps, Virginia met them.

“Cindy is inside with David. It’s... it’s tense right now,” she stated, opening the door to allow Cary and Victor inside. The living room, while not palatial, offered a comfortable, decent size. Natural light flooded in, highlighting the dust motes dancing in the air. A wide, sweeping archway carved a gentle transition into what was clearly a small dining room, hinting at intimate gatherings and quiet meals. Dominating the space near the large window on his left was a green, textured couch. The fabric, a low pile corduroy perhaps, looked well-worn, suggesting years of cozy nights spent with a book or simply gazing out at the world.

But the room's most striking feature, and perhaps its most unsettling, was the beige recliner. It was a large, almost overflowing chair, and within its depths sat an overweight man. He was practically swallowed by the plush cushions, his body molded to the contours in what looked like a permanent embrace. His stillness was unnerving. The dust clinging to the edges of the chair, the way his shirt rumpled around his waist, the almost imperceptible rise and fall of his chest - all contributed to the impression that he was a fixture, a part of the furniture itself. He almost looked like he never moved from that spot, a statue carved from flesh and upholstered in beige, a silent guardian of the living room's secrets. The air around him seemed thick with the unspoken story of his life, a life lived primarily within the confines of that chair.

“Cindy and David Smokes, this is Cary Wainwright, the private investigator, and Victor Campbell, his secretary,” Virginia said, gesturing to everyone as she took their coats. Cindy stood, a ghost in her own living room. Her ratty bathrobe, nearly threadbare now, was the closest thing she had to a hug these days. She cinched it tighter, but it couldn't hold in the emptiness that seemed to swell inside her. Dark circles ringed her eyes, a roadmap of sleepless nights spent wrestling with anxieties she couldn't name. Her complexion was pale, almost translucent, as if the world was slowly draining the color from her. Even her eyes, normally a vibrant, piercing green, had lost their luster. They were dull, unfocused, reflecting a blankness – a vast, echoing emptiness that frightened her more than anything else. The light had gone out, leaving them lifeless and vacant.

“Nice to meet you,” she mumbled.

“Why does a male dick have a much older male secretary?” David ruffed from his spot in the chair. “Seems fruity to me.”

Cary rolled his eyes.

“I was a friend of Cary’s father when we were young. I do this out of boredom,” Victor responded, David scoffed.

“Would you show me to Robbie’s room?” Cary asked, keeping his attention on Cindy.

She nodded. “This way.”

David shouted from his chair as she led them behind his chair and down the hall to the right. “Yeah, show them crackpots our son’s room. THEY’RE SURE TO FIND HIM!”

Outside of two bedrooms, one of which the door was closed, Cindy paused. She turned to them. “We left his room the way it was...” With shaking hands, she opened the door. Quickly stepping into the bedroom right beside the now open one, she allowed them through. Carefully, Cary set the briefcase down outside the door, pulling a pair of gloves from the bag. After extracting some evidence bags, he stepped through the door.

“Run me through what happened that night.”

Cary started his sweep right at the door, thoroughly and gently lifting everything in his path as he made his way to the outside wall. Cindy and Victor stood in the doorway, watching him. He turned back in time to see Victor turn to the mother with a notepad and proper sized pencil in hand. Shaking off the jealousy, the private detective went back to searching.

“He went to bed early, said he wasn’t feeling well,” she started. “He was asleep. I checked on him right before I went to bed, but everything was fine. When I woke up the next morning and went to get him up for breakfast, he was gone.”
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