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	Prologue

	Before the Blood Found Me

	The night my father died, I learned that locked doors do not keep monsters out. Sometimes they keep the truth in.

	I was twenty-three, old enough to know better than to believe in clean endings and young enough to still think grief would arrive looking like grief. Black clothes. Crying relatives. A priest with tired eyes. Casseroles from neighbors who did not know what else to do with their hands.

	Instead, grief came in the form of two police officers standing in our kitchen at 2:17 a.m., rainwater dripping from their coats onto the cracked tile while my sister slept on the sofa with her mouth open and one sock missing.

	They did not say mafia.

	Nobody ever said mafia in Ravencroft unless they were drunk, stupid, or protected by men with better lawyers than God.

	They said incident.

	They said vehicle.

	They said multiple injuries.

	They said, “We’re sorry, Mr. Vale.”

	Mr. Vale was my father. I was Elian. I was his son. I was the person who had to put one hand on the counter so my knees did not make a scene.

	Behind the officers, our kitchen looked aggressively normal. A chipped blue mug in the sink. My father’s reading glasses folded beside a stack of bills. Mara’s art homework spread across the table, all charcoal smudges and half-finished hands. The radiator hissed like it knew something and would rather die than tell.

	My father had kissed the top of Mara’s head four hours earlier and told me not to wait up.

	“Late audit,” he said.

	My father was not an auditor.

	That was the first thing I remembered after they told me he was dead.

	Not his voice. Not his laugh. Not the way his left eyebrow rose when I beat him at chess and pretended not to enjoy it.

	Late audit.

	A stupid lie in a tired man’s mouth.

	I hated him for it before his body was even cold.

	Four years later, I was still finding new rooms inside that hatred.

	Ravencroft had a talent for keeping dead men employed. My father’s name still appeared where it should not. In sealed filings. In old property transfers. In shell companies with respectable names and dirty fingerprints. Once, in a compliance review, I found a dormant fund linked to a nonprofit that had supposedly closed in 2009. My father had signed off on a transfer there two weeks before his death.

	I stared at his signature until the letters stopped looking like writing and started looking like a wound.

	Mateo Vale Sr.

	Careful script. Strong pressure. A slight hook on the V.

	The dead leave traces. That was the problem.

	That was also my job.

	By day, I worked on the twenty-third floor of a glass office building where the coffee tasted expensive and every conference room had a name like Integrity or Horizon, because corporations loved naming rooms after things they lacked. My title was forensic financial analyst. It sounded clean. Respectable. Like I wore blue shirts and slept eight hours.

	Mostly, I followed money that did not want to be followed.

	Fraud had a smell after a while. Not literally, though sometimes the men committing it wore enough cologne to qualify as environmental damage. It smelled like patterns. Repetition where there should be randomness. Clean invoices with dirty timing. Family trusts that bloomed overnight like mold. Shipping companies that owned no ships. Consulting firms run by cousins with no résumés and excellent watches.

	People lied in numbers because they thought numbers did not have moods.

	They were wrong.

	Numbers panicked. Numbers flirted. Numbers got arrogant. Numbers tried to hide behind other numbers and gave themselves away by standing too still.

	I was good at my job because I trusted paper more than people.

	That was not something I put on my résumé.

	On Thursday evening, three weeks before winter officially came for the city, I left the office after nine with my laptop bag biting into my shoulder and a headache sitting behind my left eye. The lobby security guard, Mr. Han, looked up from his crossword as I passed.

	“Late again, Elian.”

	“Corporate crime refuses to respect my personal boundaries.”

	He tapped his pen against the page. “You need dinner.”

	“I had a protein bar.”

	“That is not dinner. That is punishment in packaging.”

	“I’ll file a complaint with the bar.”

	He snorted and pushed a wrapped sesame bun across the desk toward me. “My wife made too many.”

	“Your wife is saving my life one carbohydrate at a time.”

	“She says you are too skinny.”

	“She has never seen me eat fries at two in the morning.”

	“She says that does not count.”

	I took the bun because refusing Mrs. Han’s food felt like insulting several generations of women who knew more about survival than I did. The warmth seeped through the paper into my palm, startlingly tender for something made of dough.

	Outside, Ravencroft slapped me with cold rain and taxi exhaust.

	The city after dark was never one thing. Downtown wore money like armor: glass towers, black cars, lobby flowers changed before they wilted, men in wool coats speaking into phones as if the world existed to disappoint them. Six blocks east, the courthouse rose in pale stone, all columns and flags and the kind of lighting that made justice look more reliable from a distance.

	Past that, Saint Brigid’s Row waited with its old brick buildings, narrow shops, laundromat steam, cracked sidewalks, and church bells that rang ten minutes late no matter who complained.

	Home.

	Or the closest thing I had not run from yet.

	I could have taken a car, but walking kept my thoughts from collecting teeth. So I pulled my coat tighter and joined the current of people moving through the wet city. Office workers hunched under umbrellas. A cyclist cursed at a bus. Someone laughed too loudly outside a bar. Somewhere underground, a train screamed into a station.

	My phone buzzed as I passed a closed flower shop with buckets of rainwater gathering under the awning.

	RAFE: You alive or did spreadsheets finally finish the job?

	I smiled before I could stop myself.

	ME: Alive. Barely. Send legal counsel.

	RAFE: I am a bartender, not a lawyer.

	ME: You overcharge for gin. Same moral category.

	RAFE: Come by Saints. Drag trivia tonight. Your people need you.

	ME: My people can survive without my encyclopedic knowledge of 2000s pop scandals.

	RAFE: False. Also there’s a guy here with sad eyes and arms.

	ME: Tell him I’m emotionally unavailable and allergic to arms.

	RAFE: Baby, you are not allergic. You are under-medicated.

	A laugh slipped out of me, small and real enough to fog in the cold.

	Rafe Calder had been many things in my life. Bad idea. Better friend. Emergency contact. The person who knew how I took my coffee when I was pretending not to need comfort. We had slept together twice years ago, both times during that strange young period when loneliness wore other people’s clothes and called itself freedom. It had been good, sweet even, but wrong in the way a song could be beautiful in the wrong key.

	Now he owned Saints & Sinners in the Lantern District, a queer bar with sticky floors, excellent cocktails, and a back office where at least three people had cried through breakups while Rafe made them grilled cheese on a hot plate he denied owning.

	Saints was one of the few places in Ravencroft where I did not have to arrange my face before entering.

	Still, I did not go.

	My body wanted a drink, noise, Rafe’s laugh, some handsome stranger looking at me like I was only a man in a black coat and not a locked file waiting to be opened.

	My mind wanted silence.

	Silence usually won.

	At the corner of Brigid and Ninth, I stopped at the bodega under my building. The bell above the door gave its tired little cough. Warm air hit my face, thick with coffee, frying oil, oranges, bleach, and old lottery tickets.

	Mrs. Alvarez stood behind the counter, watching a tiny television mounted near the cigarettes. A news anchor smiled without joy beside footage of police tape fluttering near Port Carmine.

	“Another one?” I asked.

	She looked at me over her glasses. “Warehouse fire.”

	“In this weather?”

	“That is what they are calling it.”

	In Ravencroft, certain words had costumes. Fire meant warning. Accident meant punishment. Disappearance meant someone had paid enough for silence. Warehouse meant the port families were arguing again.

	I picked up milk I would forget to drink, instant noodles I would judge myself for eating, and a bruised apple because optimism was apparently not dead.

	Mrs. Alvarez rang me up slowly.

	“You hear from your sister?”

	I paused with my card halfway to the reader. “Mara?”

	“She came in yesterday. Bought cigarettes.”

	My stomach tightened.

	“Mara doesn’t smoke.”

	Mrs. Alvarez gave me the patient look older women reserved for men who had recently said something stupid. “Then she bought them for decoration.”

	I paid, thanked her, and stepped back into the rain with my jaw set so hard my teeth ached.

	Mara was twenty-two and allergic to being managed. She painted on walls she did not own, dated women with motorcycle jackets and complicated sleep schedules, and treated my concern like a sweater I kept trying to force over her head. She was also the only person alive who could make me afraid with one unread text.

	I called her as I crossed the street.

	She answered on the fifth ring. Music thumped behind her, bass distorted through the speaker.

	“Elian,” she said, dragging my name out like I had interrupted a royal event.

	“Are you smoking?”

	A pause.

	“Hello to you too.”

	“Are you?”

	“No.”

	“Mrs. Alvarez said you bought cigarettes.”

	“Mrs. Alvarez is a surveillance state with earrings.”

	“Mara.”

	“They were for Nessa.”

	“Nessa with the neck tattoo?”

	“She has a name beyond the tattoo.”

	“Does she know that?”

	“Elian.”

	A bus roared past, sending dirty water over the curb. I stepped back too late. Cold soaked the hem of my trousers.

	“Fine,” I said. “Are you okay?”

	There it was. The small silence beneath the music.

	“I’m fine.”

	My sister lied differently than my father. He had lied like a man folding a sheet, careful corner to corner. Mara lied like she was tossing glitter over broken glass.

	“Where are you?”

	“Out.”

	“That’s not a place.”

	“It is if you’re not boring.”

	I closed my eyes for half a second under the awning of a shuttered bakery. Rain ticked against the metal above me.

	“Come by later,” I said. “I have noodles and an apple that looks like it fought for democracy.”

	“I might.”

	“Mara.”

	“I said I might.”

	Behind her, someone shouted her name. She covered the phone and shouted back. When she returned, her voice had softened by half an inch.

	“You working late again?”

	“I just left.”

	“You know Dad would’ve said you were turning into him.”

	The words hit badly. She must have heard it because she inhaled sharply.

	“I didn’t mean—”

	“I know.”

	“I just meant the obsessive work thing. Not the lying criminal accountant thing.”

	“We don’t know he was criminal.”

	“Elian.”

	Rain slid cold beneath my collar.

	That was the trouble with Mara. She was young, reckless, dramatic, and sometimes much braver than I wanted her to be. She could say the thing we had both been circling for years and make it sound like a dare.

	“We know he was involved with dangerous people,” I said.

	“We know he died because of dangerous people.”

	“That’s not the same.”

	“It is when you’re the body.”

	A taxi leaned on its horn at the intersection. Someone yelled back. Ravencroft kept moving, hungry and rude and alive.

	“Just come by when you’re done,” I said.

	“I might,” she repeated, softer this time. “Love you.”

	She always said it quickly, like stealing.

	“Love you too.”

	The call ended.

	I stood there for a moment with my phone dark in my hand, watching my reflection in the bakery window. Dark hair damp at the temples. Coat collar turned up. Face composed in the practiced way that made strangers assume I was calm and people who loved me worry more.

	A man passed behind me carrying flowers wrapped in brown paper. Two teenagers ran laughing through the rain. Across the street, a couple huddled beneath one umbrella, shoulders pressed together, arguing about directions and smiling despite themselves.

	The man on the left kissed the other one’s cheek at the curb.

	Nobody stared.

	That was Ravencroft too, sometimes. Cruel enough to swallow men whole. Gentle enough, on a good corner in bad weather, to let love pass unnoticed.

	I had loved a man once in a way that almost made me stupid.

	Julian Cross. Assistant district attorney now. Back then, a law student with perfect hair, sharp ambition, and a talent for making concern feel like a closing argument. He liked my mind, my mouth, the careful way I folded my shirts, the fact that I could hold my own at donor dinners full of men who used progressive politics as table garnish.

	He also liked knowing where I was.

	At first, I mistook it for devotion.

	Text me when you get home.
 Who are you with?
 I worry because I love you.
 You make everything harder when you don’t let people help.

	By the end, help sounded too much like handcuffs.

	So I left before love could become another locked room.

	That was my pattern. Notice the walls. Find the exit. Call it wisdom.

	My therapist, back when I pretended therapy was something I had time for, called it “hypervigilant independence.”

	I called it not being an idiot.

	The apartment building’s front door stuck as usual. I shoved it with my shoulder, climbed three flights past the smell of someone’s garlic-heavy dinner, and paused outside 3B to check the hallway.

	Old habit.

	The light over the stairs flickered. Mr. Iqbal’s cat glared at me from the radiator. A takeout bag sat outside 3A. No strangers. No movement. No reason for the tightness between my shoulder blades.

	Still, I checked.

	My father used to check too. Windows. Locks. Rearview mirrors. Receipts. He made caution look like fatherhood, so it took me years to realize fear had raised us as much as he had.

	Inside my apartment, the quiet greeted me like an animal that knew my scent.

	I locked the door. Then the deadbolt. Then the chain.

	The kitchen light was still on from the morning because I hated coming home to darkness. The apartment was narrow and warm in patches, radiator heat gathering near the windows and abandoning the hallway entirely. Books leaned in unstable towers beside the sofa. Case files sat stacked on the small dining table I never used for dining. A navy scarf hung over the back of a chair, still damp from yesterday.

	I set the groceries down, kicked off my boots, and loosened the cuffs of my shirt.

	The silver ring on my right hand caught the light.

	My mother’s.

	Plain, thin, slightly bent from years of wear. She had worn it on a chain after her fingers swelled during her illness. After she died, my father kept it in a small box by his bed. After he died, I took it before anyone else could decide what grief was allowed to keep.

	I twisted it once around my finger.

	“Long day, Ma,” I said to the empty kitchen.

	The radiator knocked in response.

	Good enough.

	My phone buzzed again. For one wild second I thought it might be Mara saying she was downstairs. Instead, it was an email from work with the subject line:

	URGENT: Cross-check needed before morning filing

	I stared at it until the screen dimmed.

	Then I put the phone facedown on the counter.

	“No,” I told the apartment.

	The apartment, being smarter than most people, did not argue.

	I ate the sesame bun over the sink. Then half the apple. Then I gave up on pretending fruit could solve anything and made noodles in a pot with a loose handle. Steam fogged the window above the sink, blurring the fire escape and the brick wall beyond it.

	Someone had painted wings there years ago, huge black ones stretching across the opposite building. Weather had stripped them down to uneven feathers and exposed brick. From my kitchen, if I stood in the right place, they looked like they belonged to my reflection.

	Rafe had once seen them and said, “Subtle, babe. Very emotionally stable.”

	I had thrown a dish towel at his head.

	After eating, I changed into soft black sweats and an old T-shirt from a Pride fundraiser at Saints. The shirt had faded from too many washes, the lettering cracked across my chest: WE KEEP US SAFE.

	I used to love that line.

	I still did, maybe.

	It was just harder to believe some nights.

	The city pressed close to the windows. A siren rose and faded. Pipes knocked. Somewhere below, a couple argued in Spanish, then laughed. A dog barked like it had uncovered a conspiracy.

	I washed the pot. Wiped the counter. Checked my phone.

	No message from Mara.

	That small absence slid under my skin.

	I typed: You coming by?

	Deleted it.

	Typed: Need me to get you?

	Deleted that too.

	Finally: Door’s unlocked for you until midnight. After that, I’m pretending to be asleep.

	I sent it.

	Three dots appeared.

	Disappeared.

	Appeared again.

	Then: bossy

	A second later: maybe later. don’t wait up

	My thumb hovered over the screen.

	Don’t wait up.

	Late audit.

	Some phrases should be illegal after a death in the family.

	I set the phone down carefully before I could throw it.

	The apartment had corners I avoided when tired. Not physically. Emotionally. A box in the hall closet. A stack of unopened mail addressed to my father that still arrived whenever some database forgot the dead could not pay renewal fees. A coat hanging in the back because it had been his and because I had not decided whether keeping it meant love or weakness.

	That night, for reasons I still do not fully understand, I opened the closet.

	Maybe it was Mara saying Dad out loud.

	Maybe it was Mrs. Alvarez mentioning cigarettes.

	Maybe it was the warehouse fire on the tiny bodega television, that old Ravencroft language of smoke and denial.

	Or maybe some part of me had heard the past shifting behind the walls and mistook the sound for my own restlessness.

	The closet smelled like wool, dust, and cedar blocks losing their fight. I pushed aside umbrellas, old files, a vacuum that worked only when threatened, and the black overcoat my father had worn through three winters.

	I touched the sleeve.

	The fabric was rough beneath my fingers.

	He had been wearing a different coat the night he died. I knew because the police returned it in a sealed bag with his wallet and watch. Blood had stiffened the lining. I never opened it. I signed the form, took the bag, and later stood over the trash chute for ten minutes before hiding it in a storage unit instead.

	This coat had been spared.

	Lucky coat.

	Stupid thought.

	I pulled it free anyway.

	It was heavier than I remembered. My father had been broader than me, softer around the middle, with hands that looked built for honest labor and somehow spent years moving dirty money through clean accounts. The coat swallowed my frame when I held it against myself.

	A button was loose near the front.

	My mother would have fixed it the day she noticed. My father would have walked around with it for months and claimed he liked the risk.

	I almost smiled.

	Then my fingers brushed something hard inside the lining.

	Not in the pocket.

	Inside the lining.

	The old quiet in me changed shape.

	Slowly, I laid the coat across the dining table, pushing aside case files and unopened bills. The kitchen light hummed overhead. Rain ticked against the window. My phone sat silent on the counter.

	For a long moment, I did nothing.

	There are moments when life offers you a door and every damaged instinct you own recognizes the handle.

	I knew, before I found the seam. Before I took the small sewing scissors from the junk drawer. Before I slid the blade beneath the dark thread with hands that did not shake yet.

	I knew my father had left one more secret.

	The scissors made a tiny sound through the lining.

	One stitch.

	Then another.

	Then another.

	The past opened by degrees.

	I stopped before reaching inside.

	My throat had gone dry. The apartment felt too warm, too quiet, too far above the street. Outside, Ravencroft breathed rain and exhaust and river fog. Inside, my father’s coat lay open on my table like a body.

	The hidden object pressed against the fabric, slim and rectangular.

	I thought of Mara sleeping on my sofa years ago while police officers ruined our lives in careful voices.

	I thought of my father saying late audit.

	I thought of love dressed up as protection until nobody could tell the difference between being safe and being trapped.

	Then I put the scissors down.

	Not because I was afraid.

	Because I wanted one last second of not knowing.

	One last second where my father was only dead, not guilty.

	One last second where my life still belonged to me.

	The kitchen light flickered once.

	My phone buzzed on the counter.

	I did not look at it.

	I kept my eyes on the coat, on the torn lining, on the shape waiting inside.

	Then I reached in.

	

	 


Chapter 1

	The Ledger Opens

	The thing hidden inside my father’s coat was smaller than grief and heavier than a body.

	At first, I only touched the edge of it.

	Smooth. Hard. Cold from years pressed between wool and lining.

	My fingers curled around it, and for one irrational second, I wanted to shove it back in, stitch the coat closed, hang it in the closet, and pretend I had not heard the past knocking from inside dead fabric.

	Instead, I pulled.

	A slim black drive slid into my palm.

	No label. No initials. No helpful little note from my father saying, Sorry, son, here’s the part where my secrets try to kill you.

	Just matte black plastic, a narrow silver connector, and a weight that made no sense.

	I stood over the dining table while rain ticked against the window and the radiator hissed behind me. The apartment smelled like noodles, damp wool, and old dust. My father’s coat lay open under the kitchen light, its torn lining spread like a wound.

	The drive looked ordinary.

	That made it worse.

	People expected secrets to announce themselves. Locked safes. Bloodstained envelopes. Men in dark cars. But the worst truths usually arrived looking small enough to misplace.

	My phone buzzed again on the counter.

	I ignored it.

	Mara could wait. Work could burn. Rafe could send increasingly offensive memes until morning.

	I turned the drive between my fingers.

	“What the hell did you do?” I whispered.

	My father, being dead, offered his usual level of cooperation.

	I should have called someone. Rafe, maybe. He would have told me to put the drive in a drawer, come to Saints & Sinners, drink something expensive, and let the morning version of me make terrible decisions with better lighting.

	But morning had never saved anyone in my family.

	So I got my old laptop from the bottom drawer of my desk.

	Not my work laptop. Not anything connected to the firm’s servers. This one was ancient, dented on one corner, mostly used for testing suspicious files and streaming movies when my smart TV decided it was morally opposed to functioning. I kept it offline unless I needed it. Paranoia, yes. Also common sense, which was paranoia with better shoes.

	The laptop took forever to wake.

	While it wheezed itself alive, I checked the locks again. Deadbolt. Chain. Window latch by the fire escape. Bathroom window painted shut since 1998. Nothing moved in the hallway except old pipes complaining in the walls.

	Saint Brigid’s Row carried sound strangely at night. A baby crying two floors down. A man laughing too loudly outside the bodega. Tires slicing through puddles. The low iron groan of the late train somewhere under Ninth.

	Home, with teeth.

	I plugged in the drive.

	The screen went black.

	Not sleep-mode black. Not old-computer tantrum black.

	A deliberate, total dark.

	Then one line appeared in white text.

	VALE ARCHIVE // AUTHENTICATION REQUIRED

	My mouth went dry.

	Not because of the words.

	Because my father had named it after us.

	The cursor blinked.

	Underneath, a password field waited.

	I sat down slowly, the chair creaking beneath me.

	The apartment seemed to tighten around the table. Books leaning on the floor. Case files stacked beside an empty mug. My mother’s ring cold on my finger. The torn coat. The black drive. My life dividing into before and after with no concern for whether I was ready.

	I typed my father’s birthday.

	Denied.

	My mother’s birthday.

	Denied.

	Mara’s.

	Denied.

	Mine.

	Denied.

	A red message flashed.

	THREE ATTEMPTS REMAINING

	“Of course,” I muttered. “Because even dead, you’re dramatic.”

	I leaned back, rubbing both hands over my face.

	My father had been sentimental in private and careful in public. He remembered anniversaries, hated surprise parties, and used the same four coffee mugs until the handles fell off. If he built a password, it would not be obvious. It would be something that meant one thing to him and another to everyone else.

	The kitchen light flickered.

	Outside, sirens rose, far away and moving fast.

	I tried my mother’s nickname.

	Denied.

	TWO ATTEMPTS REMAINING

	The laptop fan whirred louder.

	A bead of sweat slid beneath the collar of my shirt despite the cold pressing at the windows.

	I thought of my father’s hands at the kitchen table, tapping numbers into a calculator while Mara colored beside him. Thought of him locking his office door. Thought of him kissing the top of my head when I was nineteen and newly out, both of us pretending the silence between us was not enormous.

	Three days after I told him I was gay, he left a book on the kitchen table.

	No speech. No hug. No big cinematic father-son reckoning.

	Just a book written by some therapist about loving your gay child without making it weird.

	Inside the cover, he had written: Still my son. Always.

	Awkward. Insufficient. Everything.

	I had kept it.

	My fingers moved before I decided.

	STILLMYSONALWAYS

	Denied.

	ONE ATTEMPT REMAINING

	The screen pulsed red.

	The sound that left me was almost a laugh.

	“Yeah,” I said to the empty kitchen. “That would’ve been too easy, wouldn’t it?”

	My phone buzzed again.

	This time, the vibration kept going.

	Call.

	I looked over.

	Mara’s name lit the screen.

	I answered too quickly. “Where are you?”

	“Wow,” she said. Music thudded behind her, quieter than before. “Hi to you too, officer.”

	“Mara.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You keep saying that like it’s supposed to become useful.”

	“I’m outside.”

	My body went still. “Outside where?”

	“Your building. Can you buzz me in? It’s raining like the sky has beef with me.”

	I crossed the apartment, hit the buzzer, and opened my door before she reached the third floor.

	Mara came up the stairs in a cropped leather jacket, damp curls stuck to her cheeks, mascara slightly smudged beneath one eye. She carried a canvas tote with paint stains across the bottom and had the bright, restless look she got when she was pretending nothing had happened.

	I hated that look.

	“What?” she said, stopping on the landing. “Why do you look like a Victorian ghost saw another ghost?”

	I stepped aside. “Come in.”

	“That bad?”

	“Come in, Mara.”

	Her expression shifted. Not fear, exactly. Recognition. She knew my voice when I was trying not to break glass.

	Inside, she dropped her tote beside the sofa and shrugged off her jacket. “If this is about the cigarettes, I swear to God—”

	“It’s not.”

	“Okay. Good. Because Nessa was stressed, and I’m not her mother.”

	“You’re barely your own adult.”

	“Elian.”

	I pointed toward the table.

	Mara followed my hand, saw the coat, the cut lining, the laptop, the black screen with white text.

	The color changed in her face.

	“What is that?”

	“I found it in Dad’s coat.”

	She moved closer but did not touch anything. Her boots squeaked softly against the floorboards.

	“His black coat?”

	“Yes.”

	“The one you never let me donate?”

	“I didn’t never let you.”

	“You said if I touched it you’d haunt me while alive.”

	“That sounds legally distinct.”

	Her eyes flicked to me, but the joke did not land. Mine did not either.

	The laptop chimed.

	A new line of text appeared.

	UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS LOGGED

	Then another.

	LOCATION PING INITIATED

	For a second, neither of us moved.

	Mara whispered, “What does that mean?”

	The laptop shut itself off.

	The kitchen went silent except for rain and the wet, uneven sound of my own breathing.

	I yanked the drive out.

	Too late for what, I did not know. Too late was usually enough.

	Mara wrapped her arms around herself. “Elian.”

	“Did Dad ever say anything to you about files? A drive? A password?”

	“No.”

	“Think.”

	“I am thinking.” Her voice sharpened. “I was eighteen when he died. He wasn’t exactly giving me a guided tour of the crime closet.”

	I flinched.

	She saw it and looked away.

	“Sorry,” she muttered.

	“No. You’re right.”

	That was the part that lived between us and never softened. I had been old enough to suspect. She had been young enough to be lied to completely. Both positions had ruined us differently.

	Mara reached for the drive, then stopped before touching it. “Is this Moretti?”

	The name changed the temperature of the room.

	I looked toward the window without meaning to.

	Across the alley, the faded black wings on the brick wall gleamed wet under a streetlamp.

	“I don’t know.”

	“But you think it is.”

	“I think Dad didn’t sew a flash drive into a coat because he wanted us to find old tax returns.”

	Mara crossed to the window and peered through the glass. “There’s a car outside.”

	My spine went rigid.

	“What kind of car?”

	“Black SUV. Across from the bodega.”
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