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The Call

Cairo

The call came at 2:47 PM on a Tuesday, interrupting the rhythm of numbers that had kept Cairo Mends sane for the better part of a decade. He was deep in a forensic audit for a client's divorce proceedings—tracing hidden assets through a labyrinth of shell companies—when his phone buzzed against the glass surface of his desk.

Unknown number. Montana area code.

Cairo let it go to voicemail. He had a system: unknown calls during work hours were digital debris, telemarketers and scammers looking for cracks in his carefully constructed day. He returned to his spreadsheet, to the clean logic of debits and credits, where every number had its place and every discrepancy could be explained.

His phone buzzed again. Same number.

This time, he answered.

"Mr. Mends? This is Sheriff Patricia Voss from Pine Ridge County, Montana. I'm calling about your mother, Elena Mends."

The numbers on his screen blurred. Cairo hadn't heard his mother's name spoken aloud in months. He'd trained himself not to think it, the way some people avoid walking under ladders or stepping on cracks.

"Mr. Mends? Are you there?"

"Yes." His voice came out steady, professional. Years of client calls had taught him to mask anything that might be construed as weakness. "What about my mother?"

"I'm sorry to have to tell you this over the phone, but Elena passed away yesterday morning. We found her in the basement of her home. It appears to be suicide."

The words arranged themselves in Cairo's mind like figures in a ledger, each one precise and terrible. Passed away. Yesterday. Basement. Suicide. He found himself reaching for his pen, as if he could write this information down and file it away with all the other facts that made sense.

"Mr. Mends?"

"How?" The word came out before he could stop it.

"She hanged herself from the support beam. I'm sorry. I know this is difficult."

Cairo stared at his computer screen, where a husband's hidden cryptocurrency wallet glowed in neat rows. Two million dollars, carefully obscured from his soon-to-be ex-wife. Numbers that told a story of deception, of a man who thought he could hide what he'd done.

Everyone thought they could hide what they'd done.

"There's another matter," Sheriff Voss continued. "Your mother's will names both you and your sister as joint inheritors of the property. We'll need both of you to come out here to handle the estate."

"My sister." The words felt foreign in his mouth. Liane. When was the last time he'd said her name aloud? Eight months ago, maybe nine. Their last fight, over the phone, her voice getting higher and more brittle with each exchange until she'd hung up on him. Again.

"Yes, Liane Mends. Do you have her contact information? We haven't been able to reach her."

Of course they hadn't. Liane changed phone numbers like other people changed clothes, whenever her current life became too complicated or too real. But Cairo always knew how to find her. It was his burden, his twisted superpower—the ability to locate someone who didn't want to be found.

"I can reach her," he said.

"Good. The body has been released to Hartwell Funeral Home here in town. You'll want to make arrangements. And Mr. Mends? The house... well, it's been sitting empty for a while. You might want to prepare yourself."

After the sheriff hung up, Cairo sat in his office chair, expensive leather that had been a gift to himself five years ago when he'd made partner at his firm. The chair was supposed to represent success, stability. The kind of life he'd built deliberately, methodically, far from the chaos of his childhood.

His mother was dead.

The thought should have carried weight, should have cracked something inside him. Instead, it felt hollow, like an echo in an empty room. Elena had been dead to him long before yesterday. They all had, really—him, Liane, their mother. They'd been practicing for this moment for years.

But the house. God, the house.

Cairo opened his desk drawer and pulled out his personal phone, the one he kept for emergencies and family—though the two had become synonymous. Liane's current number was saved under "L," no last name, no photo. Just a letter, as if she were a variable in an equation he'd never quite solved.

His thumb hovered over her name for a full minute.

In the building across the street, he could see other people in their offices, living their normal Tuesday lives. A woman watered a plant on her windowsill. A man in a blue tie gestured animatedly during what was probably a conference call. Regular people with regular problems.

Cairo envied them.

He pressed call.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. He almost hoped she wouldn't answer, that he could leave a voicemail and let the news settle like sediment before they had to speak to each other. But on the fourth ring, her voice filled his ear, bright and familiar and utterly unchanged.

"Well, well. If it isn't my responsible older brother. Did someone die?"

The words hit him like a slap. Liane had always been unsettling that way—making jokes that turned out to be true, saying the exact wrong thing at the exact wrong moment.

"Actually," Cairo said, "yes."

The silence stretched between them, elastic and dangerous. In the background, he could hear city sounds—traffic, sirens, the ambient noise of wherever Liane was currently living. Portland, maybe, or Seattle. Somewhere rain-soaked and gray, where she could disappear into the urban sprawl.

"Mom?" she asked finally, and her voice had changed. Smaller now, younger.

"Yesterday. They found her in the basement."

Another silence. Then: "Fuck."

"Liane—"

"No, I mean, fuck. I knew this would happen. I told you she was getting worse. Remember? I told you we should have done something."

Had she told him that? Cairo tried to remember their last conversation, but the details had blurred together with all the others—Liane's voice getting increasingly frantic, his own responses growing more distant and clinical. He'd learned to protect himself by treating her like a difficult client, someone whose emotional volatility couldn't be allowed to disrupt his carefully ordered world.

"They need us both there," he said. "For the estate."

"Of course they do." Liane's laugh was bitter. "She'd find a way to tie us together even from the grave. That's so very Elena."

Cairo closed his eyes. He could picture Liane wherever she was, probably pacing, her dark hair tangled, wearing clothes she'd slept in. When they were children, she'd pace when she was thinking, wearing grooves in the carpet of their shared bedroom while she spun elaborate stories about their future. When we grow up, we'll live in the same house. Just the two of us. No one else will understand us the way we understand each other.

"Cairo? You still there?"

"I'm here."

"When do we need to be there?"

"As soon as possible, I think."

"Okay." He heard her taking a deep breath, the sound she made when she was preparing to jump into cold water. "Okay. I'll drive up from wherever the hell I am. Should take me... two days, maybe three."

"Where are you?"

"Does it matter? I'm never anywhere long enough for it to matter."

That was probably true. Liane moved through the world like smoke, never quite solid, never quite gone. Sometimes Cairo thought she'd perfected the art of existing without leaving traces, of being present without being accountable.

"I'll fly out tomorrow," he said. "Meet you at the house."

"The house." She said it like a curse word. "Jesus, Cairo. Are you ready for that?"

Was he? Could anyone be ready to return to the place where their childhood had curdled into something unrecognizable? The house held their ghosts—not just Elena's now, but all of them. The children they'd been, the people they'd almost become before everything went wrong.

"No," he said, and it was the most honest thing he'd said to his sister in years. "But we don't have a choice."

"We always have choices, Cairo. That's what separates us from the dead."

After she hung up, Cairo sat in his office as the afternoon light shifted across his desk, turning his neat piles of documents golden, then amber, then gray. Outside his window, the city carried on its normal rhythms, oblivious to the fact that his carefully constructed world had just tilted on its axis.

He opened his computer and began typing an email to his assistant, explaining that he'd be out of the office for an indefinite period due to a family emergency. The words felt inadequate, too small to contain what was really happening.

Family emergency. As if his family had ever been anything but an emergency.

Before he could second-guess himself, Cairo pulled up a travel website and booked a flight to Missoula for the next morning. One way. He had no idea how long this would take, how long it would take to untangle twenty-seven years of Elena's madness, twenty-seven years of avoiding the thing they'd all promised never to talk about.

His reflection stared back at him from his computer screen—tired eyes, premature lines around his mouth, the face of a man who'd spent his adult life running from his own shadow. Tomorrow, he'd be on a plane heading back to the place where all the running started.

The place where Sophia Crane had disappeared on a summer day in 1997, and where three people had agreed to forget she'd ever existed at all.

Cairo reached for his desk drawer again, this time pulling out the bottle of Excedrin he kept for stress headaches. The pain was already starting, a familiar pressure behind his eyes that meant his carefully controlled world was about to come apart.

He dry-swallowed two pills and started packing up his desk.

Time to go home.
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Gravity

Liane

Liane Mends was in the middle of destroying her latest masterpiece when her brother called.

The installation had taken her three weeks to build—a sprawling network of red thread stretched between the support beams of the abandoned warehouse space she'd been squatting in. From below, it looked like a spider's web made of blood. From above, like the chambers of a human heart. The Portland art collective that had given her the residency called it "visceral" and "boundary-pushing," which were polite ways of saying it made people uncomfortable.

Good. Uncomfortable was the point.

But now, standing on a stepladder with wire cutters in her hand, watching the threads fall like severed arteries, Liane knew it was time to go. It always was, when something felt too permanent, too much like staying.

Her phone buzzed from somewhere in the nest of drop cloths and coffee cups that served as her living space. She ignored it—she was busy conducting surgery on her own work, the way she always did when a piece got too close to being finished. There was something deeply satisfying about destruction, especially self-destruction. It was honest in a way that completion never was.

The phone buzzed again.

"Fuck," she muttered, climbing down from the ladder. Her hands were shaking slightly—too much coffee, not enough sleep, the usual cocktail that kept her productive and slightly unhinged. She dug through the debris until she found her phone.

Cairo's name glowed on the screen.

For a moment, Liane just stared at it. Her responsible, methodical, emotionally constipated older brother, calling her on a Tuesday afternoon. This was either very good news or very bad news, and given their family's track record, she'd put money on the latter.

She almost didn't answer. It would be easier to let it go to voicemail, to deal with whatever crisis he was calling about on her own terms, in her own time. But something about the persistence of the call—the way her phone had buzzed twice in quick succession—made her thumb hover over the accept button.

When had he last called her? Eight months ago? Nine? Their last conversation had ended with her hanging up on him, as usual. Cairo had been trying to convince her to "seek professional help," which was his polite way of saying he thought she was losing her mind. Again.

The phone stopped ringing.

Liane looked around her makeshift studio, at the chaos of her half-destroyed installation, at the sleeping bag and plastic crates that constituted her current life. Maybe he had a point about the professional help thing. But therapy required staying in one place long enough to build rapport with someone, and Liane had never been good at staying.

Her phone buzzed with a voicemail notification, then immediately started ringing again.

This time, she answered.

"Well, well. If it isn't my responsible older brother. Did someone die?"

The words tumbled out before she could stop them, the way they always did. Liane had never learned the art of small talk, of easing into conversations like a normal person. She went straight for the jugular, partly because it was more efficient and partly because she enjoyed watching people flinch.

The silence on the other end told her everything she needed to know.

"Actually," Cairo said, and his voice had that careful, measured tone he used when he was trying not to lose control. "Yes."

Oh.

Oh, shit.

Liane felt something cold settle in her stomach, though she couldn't have said whether it was grief or relief or something else entirely. She'd been expecting this call for years, really. Elena had been circling the drain for a long time, getting more paranoid and erratic with each passing season. The surprise wasn't that she was dead—it was that she'd managed to hold on as long as she had.

"Mom?" Liane asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Yesterday. They found her in the basement."

The basement. Of course. Elena had always been drawn to dark places, to the spaces between walls where secrets could fester and grow. When they were children, she'd disappear down there for hours, doing God knew what. Sometimes they'd hear her talking to herself, or to someone who wasn't there.

"Fuck," Liane said, because what else was there to say? Then: "I knew this would happen. I told you she was getting worse. Remember? I told you we should have done something."

Had she told him that? The specifics of their last conversation were fuzzy—she'd been in the middle of one of her episodes, the kind where time seemed to skip like a scratched record and she'd lose chunks of hours or days. But she remembered the feeling of it, the mounting frustration as Cairo dismissed her concerns with his usual clinical detachment.

She's fine, Liane. She's always been dramatic. You're projecting.

Projecting. As if Elena's madness was something Liane had invented, a story she'd told herself to avoid dealing with her own problems.

"They need us both there," Cairo was saying. "For the estate."

"Of course they do." Liane laughed, but it came out bitter and sharp. "She'd find a way to tie us together even from the grave. That's so very Elena."

Even in death, their mother was still pulling strings, still orchestrating their lives from whatever dark corner she'd retreated to. Elena had always been possessive of her children, jealous of any relationship that didn't include her. The idea that she'd structured her will to force them back together was so perfectly, toxically maternal that Liane almost had to admire it.

"Cairo? You still there?"

She could hear him breathing, could picture him in his sterile office with his perfectly organized desk and his color-coded files. Cairo had built his adult life as a direct rebuke to their childhood chaos—everything clean, everything controlled, everything explainable. It would kill him to go back to the house where none of those things were possible.
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