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To Aria Williams Dominguez





How it happened:

Because they’re my parents. Because I love them. Because I worried about them. Because I thought if I stayed with them, I could keep them safe. Imagine yourself in my situation, an only child of two parents who had always adored me and worried about me and tried to keep me safe. That was our family.

Let me try this again. How It Happens.

How it happens is confusing.

Maybe I’m the thing that’s confused. My mind feels kind of faded.

Try this. Look around you and state something that’s objectively true. I don’t know where you are, but maybe it’s hot and humid there. Maybe it’s the hottest, most humid day of the summer. Say “It’s hot and humid out today,” which is true, right?

Now make yourself alter it. Just a little, like this, and say it in your mind. It’s hot and dry today.

Now say it out loud. “Jeez, it’s hot and dry today.”

Tell yourself it’s hot, which it is, and dry, which it isn’t. Make yourself say it as if it’s true. Torque your brain. Squeeze it. Put a little crimp somewhere inside your own maze of neurons and synapses. Then crimp the hell out of it. Go against your own self and what your own self knows to be true. It’s hot and dry today, Micah. It’s hot hot hot and dry dry dry. Tell yourself you’re not sweating. Tell yourself your T-shirt isn’t clammy and damp and sticking to your back, your lungs aren’t filling with steamy air. Tell yourself it’s too dry out for that shit.

Over and over and over, tell yourself things that aren’t true, that you know in your body aren’t true, and see what happens to you. Maybe you think you won’t be able to convince yourself that something you know is true, isn’t. Maybe you think you’re impervious to that kind of thing.

Maybe, whoever you are and wherever you’re standing on the hottest, stickiest day of the year with your clothes drenched in sweat, you’re thinking something like Whoever believes it’s not humid out when it’s the stickiest fucking day of the whole summer and every single woman man child dog cat bird you see is half-dead from humidity is someone who’s not in control of their own senses.

Then welcome to the South Compound.

That is how it happens.




1 Micah


WHEN THE KNOCK came, my parents were upstairs getting ready for bed, so I answered the door. It was weird to see Deeson, the head acolyte, outside of Reflection. Weirder yet to see him in a black hoodie. Not the type, Deeson. In fact, the complete opposite of a black hoodie type is Deeson. I mean, he’d tied the hoodie strings underneath his chin. But still, there he was, white face tilted up beneath the hood, appraising me.

“Bless the child, Acolyte Deeson,” I said. That was—is—how members of the Living Lights greet each other.

“Gather your parents and your duffels and follow me,” he said. “We are called to the South Compound.”

See how he didn’t address me as Acolyte Stone? That’s Deeson. He has dead eyes. The Prophet once praised Deeson’s eyes in Reflection, saying that they revealed purity of purpose. What purpose, though? That’s what I wanted to ask but didn’t. Like everyone else, I didn’t ask questions during Reflection. One day into our underground life, I think about that. How none of us questioned the Prophet or anything he said.

Our duffels were prepacked and waiting at the top of the stairs: the white robes and white underwear we had all been issued months before, a gallon jug of water each, the Reflections book that the Prophet had written and self-published and that the Living Lights used instead of a Bible, and a brush or comb.

My parents looked up at me from the bathroom sink, where they were brushing their teeth—they always brushed their teeth at the same time—when I told them that Deeson was there, it was time to go to the South Compound, get the duffels and follow him. They didn’t ask any questions. They just nodded. That’s something else I think about now. They rinsed and spat and then the three of us packed our toothbrushes into our duffels and went downstairs where Deeson was waiting by the door.

“Bless the child, Acolytes Stone,” he said to my parents—see, he called them acolytes—and then, “Did you send in the school excuse note last week, as instructed?”

My father nodded.

“Um, what excuse note?” I said.

“You are hereby excused from high school beginning tomorrow through the end of winter break for a family activity,” Deeson said. “Fully in compliance with Minneapolis Public Schools attendance policy.”

I stared at my parents, but they didn’t meet my eyes. What the hell? No one had told me about this. This was a Wednesday night and there was still a week of school left before winter break began. In compliance or not, no way could I miss that much school, not junior year. And “family activity”? Deep inside me an alarm went off, an invisible, insistent alarm. Which got louder when Deeson spoke again.

“Phones,” he said, and pointed at the kitchen counter.

Wait, what? Phones?

That wasn’t part of Sesame’s and my plan. The Prophet had been hinting that the time was nigh for the Living Lights to begin Phase Two of the project. He had bought an abandoned building somewhere in South Minneapolis—no one knew where, exactly—with the money he’d collected from the congregation, and the plan was to turn it into some kind of Living Lights Retreat Center.

Phase One: buying the building, which he named the South Compound.

Phase Two: everyone training together for retreat center life.

Phase Three: opening the retreat center.

Phase Four: Taking over the world? Making the Prophet the divine ruler of all? Shit, I don’t know. I quit listening about five minutes into every one of his lectures.

Anyway.

Sesame’s and my plan if they actually came for us: I would bring my phone and text her once we got to the South Compound and I knew for sure where we were.

So the phones moment was the first moment that I felt uneasy. Truly uneasy, I mean, not laugh-about-the-doings-of-the-Living-Lights-with-Sesame uneasy, not this’ll-be-a-great-story-someday uneasy. Without my phone, a way to keep it charged, and enough of a signal, I would be alone, no way to contact Ses or anyone. Why hadn’t we thought of that? Why hadn’t we thought things through? Why hadn’t we taken things seriously?

Correction: Why hadn’t I taken things seriously?

Sesame had, from the start.

The Hello Kitty notebook that Vong, the second grader she tutors at Greenway Elementary, gave me was in my duffel. So was the matching Hello Kitty pencil, which Vong also gave me. Those things I had hidden at the bottom, wrapped inside one of the white robes. Call me prescient or call me dumb lucky, but the notebook was there. Maybe I could write to Ses, a note on notebook paper, from wherever we were going. But how would she get it? I don’t have a stamp and she doesn’t have a mailing address, and even though the Jameses would give it to her if I sent it to them, I don’t know their address.

Hey, Ses. Can you hear me? Can you read me, coming at you from here in the laundry room of the South Compound, where I have been placed in detention? Yeah, that’s right. Day one and I’m already in detention. I’m sitting in the corner, avoiding dripping white robes and writing in Hello Kitty.

Last night Deeson opened the door of our house, looked both ways, and motioned us out. My dad turned down the thermostat before leaving, which made the silent alarm inside me go off yet again. Deeson took the key from my mother’s hand and locked the front door. I thought fast. Fast born of fear. Or dread, is a more accurate word. The sight of our three phones lying together on the counter next to the toaster, little rectangular corpses, panicked me. Out into the frigid December night we went. The Prophet’s white passenger van was pulled up to the curb. No one was out. Why would they be? Even dogs don’t want to be outside on a night like that.

“Acolyte Deeson, hold up,” I said. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

My parents were getting into the van, duffels over their shoulders. A hand came forward and took my mom’s duffel from her. It was impossible to see more than shadows in the dark interior, but it was clear that other members of the Living Lights were already in there.

“The South Compound is nearby,” he said. “You can hold it.”

“I don’t think I can, though,” I said, and I shifted my weight from one leg to the other the way little kids do. “It’s bad.”

He frowned but gave me the key and jerked his thumb toward our front door, and I ran back in. Grabbed my phone and shoved it down my underwear and then, just in case, wrote a note in dry-erase on the whiteboard for Sesame, because being Ses, she would come by as soon as she figured out I was gone.


Hello Kitty,

Please be on the lookout for my GPS. I think it’s somewhere in the neighborhood.

xo



Then I ran back out without peeing. Which actually I did have to, but too late now. Deeson was waiting for me outside the door, that Deeson look in his eyes. He held up his hands like he was surrendering, which was weird, but then he started patting me up and down like I’d set off an alarm at airport security. Shit. He didn’t even hesitate when he got to my crotch. Fuck you, Deeson.

“Remove the phone,” he said, a triumphant sound in his voice.

“I need it, though,” I said, “for… homework. Writing papers. I can’t get behind, it’s my junior year.”

Like somehow “junior year,” that important pre-college-application year, would mean anything to him.

“Remove the phone or I will remove it for you,” Deeson said.

He made me bring it back into the house, watched as I put it back on the counter next to my parents’ phones, then took the key after I locked up again. My parents were sitting on a bench in the van—it had bench seats, like pews in a church, homemade—and I squeezed in next to them, against the side. They gave me a silent, disapproving look. There were others all around us, but no one in the van said a word. Deeson was up front, driving, and as he pulled away from the curb, a panel slid down from the ceiling and closed us all in. It was dark, Ses, darker than the darkest of dark winter nights in your house.

We drove.

We drove, and drove, and drove, and it must have been hours, because I fell asleep against the cold steel wall of the van. I fell asleep and then jerked awake, fell asleep and jerked awake. I had to pee so bad. Deeson was lying when he said the South Compound was close by. The Prophet was lying when he said he’d bought an abandoned building in South Minneapolis. We are nowhere near South Minneapolis. My message on the whiteboard doesn’t make any sense now.

I don’t know where we are.

I don’t know where we are, Sesame.

Have you been to the house yet? Did you figure out right away that the time had come and that I was gone? Did you remember where the fake rock is hidden? Was it covered with snow?

I can’t send you my coordinates, Sesame, because I don’t know where I am.

I screwed up, Ses. Big-time.

I got sucked into something bigger than I ever thought it could be and now I’m stuck. Here in the laundry room. Where I am temporarily “detained.” My attempt to bring the phone was an infraction, which is a thing here, and the laundry room is the punishment. There’s a wire screen near the ceiling, which is low, and it leads into a dark space. Maybe it’s a crawl space. I can’t tell. But it must be close to the outside, because last night when I couldn’t sleep I heard faint sounds from the outside world. Sirens once in a while, police or ambulance, I can’t tell. Every once in a while, the bark of a dog. So I know that the outside world is still there.






2 Sesame


“WHAT’S UP, SHAOLIN?” Sebastian says when I walk into the library conference room. “Why the SOS?”

Inky frowns.

“Stop,” she says. “Shit’s real, Sebastian.”

One look at me and Inky knows. That’s the thing about real friends. You don’t have to say much. They know how to use those early human survival-honed instincts of categorization for purposes of good. They use them to read you—the real you, the actual you—and they know what’s up just by the way you walk into the Walker Library conference room. Southwest High School is out for the day, and Sebastian and Inky both work evening shifts. I go to New World Online Academy, which is a school without walls, so afternoon is our usual time to meet up.

“I know,” Sebastian says. “But when shit gets real is when the monks of the Shaolin Temple find their greatest power.”

He raises his hands in a prayer motion and rests his forefingers on his forehead, like some bastardized version of a yoga pose. He loves the Shaolin monks. He studies them on YouTube, their routines, their Shaolin kung fu, their food, in the same way Micah studies fire spinning. Sebastian is vegetarian because the monks are vegetarian. When he was little, his mother bought him a miniature orange robe, like monk children wear. It’s pinned on his bedroom wall like a piece of art.

“Now is the time for our own Shaolin to find her innermost resources and channel them,” he says, and Inky flashes out her hand and whacks him on the chest. “Jesus, Inky, what the hell?”

“Shut up,” she says.

“You two,” I say. “Stop. Micah’s gone. He was supposed to show up last night and he didn’t.”

“He didn’t text?” Sebastian says, and I shake my head.

“He’s in trouble,” I add. “I can feel it.”

At that they sit up straight and their eyes turn watchful. Inky and Sebastian don’t know Micah well, but they have seen me have premonitions before and they have seen those premonitions come true. They were with me two years ago, right here in this conference room, when my phone flashed an incoming call. They watched my face freeze before I even answered it, and they watched me listen to the person on the other end tell me that my grandma had collapsed and was in the hospital. They wrapped their arms around me and we triplet-walked out of the conference room and out of the library, onto Hennepin and across the street to the transit station. They jammed onto either side of me on the bus, each of them holding one of my hands.

And they stood on either side of me at the memorial service. That’s what they told me later, anyway. The service is kind of a blur in my mind.

“Okay,” Inky says now. “What do we do first?”

“File a missing person report,” I say.

“Doesn’t the person have to be missing for at least twenty-four hours before you can do that?” she says.

“Last night to now is almost twenty-four hours.”

“Have you tried his parents?” Sebastian says, and I nod.

“I called their cell phones, but they went to voice mail.”

“Have you called Southwest?”

“Yes. No answer. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

Even though the high school probably wouldn’t tell me anything. Privacy rules, et cetera.

“I’ll check with the office too,” Sebastian says, reading my mind. “See if I can dig up any information.”

Everyone loves Sebastian, especially people old enough to be his mother, which is most of the people who work at Southwest. They’d for sure respond better to him in person than to my anonymous voice on the phone inquiring after one of their students.

“And you’re sure something’s wrong?” Inky says. “You’re sure they didn’t just… go away early for winter break or something?”

“I’m sure. Micah would have told me.”

Here’s the thing: Micah’s parents quit their jobs six months ago. They sold their car. This was the initial phase of the Prophet’s “Living Lights” plan, in which all the congregants pooled their money for the betterment of the “community,” quotation marks intentional. Micah was supposed to come over last night after his parents were asleep, but he didn’t. I fell asleep with my phone in my hand, waiting for a text. When I woke up to nothing, no text, no call, no Micah, I knew something was wrong. It had to be the Prophet, who’d been threatening retreat to the South Compound for months now, saying it was time for Phase Two of the project, et cetera. I didn’t want to call the police—I hate drawing attention to myself—but I would. For Micah, I would.

“Where do you think he is?” Sebastian says, and we both just look at him. “Don’t give me your death stare. What I mean is, do you have any idea where they might have gone? Did the Prophet ever drop any hints as to where the South Compound is?”

I try to gather my thoughts. Take a deep breath and let it out slow. Keep the panic at bay.

“According to Micah, it’s supposed to be an abandoned building somewhere in South Minneapolis,” I say. “The Prophet bought it with the money everyone gave him. He wants to use it for the Living Lights Project.”

“Which is what, exactly?”

“Some kind of business where they offer weeklong retreats designed to retrain your thinking. That’s how he describes it, anyway.”

“That sounds… weird,” Inky says, after a pause. “I mean, retraining your thinking? Isn’t that kind of like, um, brainwashing?”

I nod. Brainwashing fits. So does mind control.

“Who would sign up for something like that?” Sebastian asks.

“Micah’s parents and a bunch of others did. My guess is that once the Prophet has them all under his control, he’ll use them as free labor while he collects the money. That’s the way a lot of cults operate.”

“What are you, our resident cult expert?” Sebastian sounds skeptical.

But he doesn’t know how much research I’ve done, ever since the Prophet started talking about the South Compound and the Living Lights Project. Inky frowns at him.

“If it’s true, it’s a fucked-up scheme,” she says. “But kind of a smart fucked-up scheme, if you think about it.”

“Smart if you’re into mind control,” I say.

“Why would Micah go with them, though?”

“I don’t know,” I say. Panic is rising in me again. Stop. Breathe.

“Maybe he didn’t have a choice,” Inky says.

The thought of which is terrifying. It’s all sinking in. Micah is gone and he’s in the hands of the Prophet and I have no idea where the South Compound could be and they must have taken his phone because he’s not texting and he’s not answering and—

“Whatever’s happened, let’s get going,” Inky says, bringing me down to earth. “Ses, you file the missing person report. Sebastian, you check with school tomorrow.”

“I’m going to make missing person flyers and put them up too,” I say.

“Old-school,” Inky says, nodding. “I like it. What else can we do right away?”

“How about social media?” I say.

I’m not on social media, and neither is Micah, but Inky and Sebastian are.

“You got it. Should we focus on the Twin Cities?” Inky says. “Or the whole United States?”

“Because there’s a big difference,” Sebastian points out helpfully.

“Sweet Jesus, Sebastian.” Inky lifts her hand like she’s about to pop him again, but I grab her hand and then Sebastian’s before either of them can move.

“Please,” I say. “Please, please, please.”

When you have friends who know you the way they know me, that’s all you have to say. What please, please, please, please means is Don’t waste time on anything, like being pissy with each other, because that won’t help us find Micah.

“Your aunt doesn’t have any ideas?” Inky says, and I automatically shake my head. Ever since my grandma died, I’ve been telling them I live with my aunt, who moved to Minneapolis to take care of me. After all this time of referring to my aunt this and my aunt that, it’s like I actually do have one. Inky and Sebastian have never met my aunt, but I told them she’s shy and anxious and doesn’t want me to have guests over. That she’s like my grandma that way.

They don’t know that she doesn’t actually exist. No one but Micah knows that.

Now that I’m finally a legal adult—my eighteenth birthday was last month—I guess I don’t have to be so careful. But old habits die hard.

“I’ll check his school locker, too,” Sebastian says.

“Good,” I say. “You do social media and Southwest, I’ll do real world.” Then an idea pops into my head. “I’ll put the flyers in my poem boxes too. They get a lot of traffic.”

The poem boxes. How to explain. After my grandmother died, I couldn’t stop crying. For, like, weeks. It was poems that kept me going, partly anyway, poems by Ada Limón and Mary Oliver and Danez Smith and Yeats and Warsan Shire and Ocean Vuong and a hundred others. Poems about fearlessness and grief and love and loss. I used to read them to myself late at night when I couldn’t sleep. And then I started memorizing them, and then I thought, Maybe there are others out there who feel like crying all the time too, and that’s when I started the poem boxes. And I got a little obsessive about it, so it kind of turned into this project—Micah and I call it the Poetry Project.

So far it consists of wooden poem boxes that I built and mounted on trees here and there in South Minneapolis, with old Scrabble tiles glued on them that spell out FREE POEMS! HELP YOURSELF! The more poem boxes I put up, the less I cried. Now I print out my favorite poems at the library, and then I scroll them up and put them in the boxes. You’d be surprised how many people need poems, at least judging by how often I have to fill the boxes. It’s like a tiny unpaid part-time job on top of my other paid part-time jobs.

“Should we see if we can find out who Micah’s relatives are and contact them,” Sebastian says, “on the off chance they, like, moved or something?”

“Their only relatives are distant cousins of his dad who live in Hong Kong,” I say. “Micah’s never even met them. His mom was an only child too, and her parents died before Micah was born. So there’s no one.”

They raise their eyebrows, like it’s hard to believe someone can have no relatives. Maybe because Inky and Sebastian do have relatives. Aunts and uncles and grandparents and cousins, all of whom live nearby, so that every holiday means a big packed house full of noise and food. Micah’s family isn’t like that, and neither is mine. The only person I had was my grandmother, and she was suspicious of other people. Wary. She taught me to be that way too. Be vigilant, she used to tell me. If you want something changed, change it yourself. Depend only on yourself. Don’t ask for help.

“Ses,” Sebastian says, “are you really sure that—” But I break in before he can finish.

“Listen to me,” I say. “They didn’t move. They’ve been hijacked. They’re in a compound somewhere here in Minneapolis with a bunch of other followers under the leadership of a madman.”

They stare at me. Something in my voice, maybe. Hearing myself say it out loud like that makes it sound crazy, which it is. Why didn’t I take it more seriously? Why didn’t I make Micah take it more seriously? It was so ridiculous—a cult? I mean, come on—but sometimes things start ridiculous and then turn dangerous. Somebody like my grandmother would have seen that from the start. Watch out, girl, she would have said. Tread carefully.

“But—wasn’t Micah kind of going along with this whole thing, though? I don’t remember him being too worried,” Sebastian says, after a moment. “I mean, he used to laugh when he talked about how boring the Prophet was and how he could hardly stay awake during his lectures.”

Like he’s trying to make it sound not-bad, almost like a boring high school class.

“He was worried,” I say. “He was just trying to minimize the creepiness of his parents joining a cult.”

“Why would he go with them, then?”

“Maybe he didn’t have a choice. Or maybe he was trying to keep an eye on them. Protect them.”

“That’s so warped,” Inky says. “I mean, parents are supposed to protect us, not the other way around.”

“Yeah. But it doesn’t always happen that way. Listen, will you do something with me? Like, right now?” I say, and they nod.

“Anything,” Inky says, and “Of course,” Sebastian says. “What?”

“Come with me to his house.”



Micah’s house is small and stucco, painted bright green, on the north end of the alley between Garfield and Harriet. Micah grew up with the sound of cars turning into or out of the alley all day and much of the night, heading for their garages. My house is on an alley too. It’s one of the things we both love, that sound of tires crunching on snow or humming on asphalt. We love winter, too. Sometimes when we’re alone I quote him a poem I love by Mike White, “Alley in Winter,” about how beautiful the fire escape is, all coated in ice, after a fire. That’s the thing about living in a place like Minneapolis. You learn to see a different kind of beautiful, the beautiful that happens after something ordinary, like water, transforms itself into something dazzling.

“Are we going to have to break in?” Sebastian says, once we’re at the front door.

He likes the idea of that. You can tell. He’s already swiveling his head, looking for a basement window to pry open. Or maybe he’s checking for cops, because teenagers + after school + locked doors + suspicious behavior = possible cops. But I shake my head. I know where the Stones keep their key. Yeah, their last name is Stone and they named their son Micah. Not sure they knew that mica is a kind of rock.

Then again, my grandma named me Sesame. She said it was because she grew up saying, “Open, Sesame!” when she wanted something good to happen. And that adopting me was like the best thing in the world ever to happen to her.

I shake my head and start pawing through the snow to the left of the front doorsteps.

“For real?” Inky says when I pry out the fake rock and brush the snow off it. “Like nobody would ever think there was a house key hidden in there?”

Yes, the Stones keep their key in the kind of fake rock that looks entirely fake. Which when you think about it makes sense. If the Stones couldn’t see how fake their fake rock is, then they wouldn’t be able to tell a fake prophet from a real one either. Although, are there real prophets? Or are there just people who like to think they know more than the rest of us?

Sebastian looks disappointed. Maybe he’s bummed we aren’t going to have to break into the house. Or maybe he’s having the same fake rock thought that I am. I unlock the door with the frozen key and swing it open. Inside, it’s still and cold and empty. You can always tell when a house is uninhabited. Don’t ask me how I know this. I’ll tell you another time. But it’s true. I check the thermostat by the door. It’s turned to fifty-five, which is something you do only if you’re not going to be around for a while. Minneapolis in December is not a fifty-five-degree-thermostat kind of place. The living room is spotless, as if company’s coming.

In the kitchen, I open the refrigerator, and everything inside is Micah. Clear glass containers labeled and dated: spinach lasagna and spareribs and pound cake and chicken noodle soup and kimchee and roasted beets. There is nothing Micah can’t cook. Cooking is what he does for the people he loves, like his parents. Like me.

The sight of Micah’s food in this Micah-less house twists something inside me, something new—worry over him—and something old, which is missing my grandmother. She used to cook for me too. I shut the refrigerator door and start to head upstairs, and that’s when I see the phones.

Three little phones, side by side next to the toaster.

His dad’s phone in its red case. His mom’s in blue.

And Micah’s, in the silver case I gave him last Christmas.

So. They’re gone for real.

“What?” Sebastian says as I stand there frozen, staring at the phones. “What is it?”

Then he and Inky both see them too. “Shit,” Inky says.

My heart is pounding, but I make myself go upstairs, and they follow. Towels are hung over the shower rod to dry, but no toothbrushes are in the SpongeBob SquarePants toothbrush holder. No toothpaste on the sink.

I think for a minute.

The call must have come quickly. Not enough time to put the leftovers in the freezer so they’d last, but enough time to shove a toothbrush in a bag. Enough time to be told to leave their phones on the counter. We go back downstairs. At the sight of the phones, lined up so neatly on the counter by the toaster, my stomach clenches. I pick up Micah’s phone—it’s cold, like everything else in this house—and cradle it in both my hands. It’s not dead yet. I open it with his passcode, which I know by heart, and flick to the texts.

The last one from me: k see you soon [image: Image]

Flick to the calls: nothing.

E-mails: only one unread one, some mass mailing from Southwest High School about the upcoming winter break.

“You think the prophet guy made them leave their phones behind?” Sebastian says.

“Of course, dumb-ass,” Inky says. “Nobody just leaves their phones behind like that.”

Their voices fade into the background. Micah’s trapped somewhere and he doesn’t have his phone. My heart is still racing. It makes me crazy, knowing he’s out there somewhere but I have no way of knowing where and no way of reaching him. Panic. Breathe, I tell myself, but it doesn’t help. Then I notice the whiteboard by the back door, the one that the Stones leave messages for each other on. There’s only one message now, in black dry-erase pen, in Micah’s spiky printing.


Hello Kitty,

Please be on the lookout for my GPS. I think it’s somewhere in the neighborhood.

xo



“That’s from Micah,” I say, pointing. My voice is tiny. Not like me. When did he write this? Did they see him write it? “It’s a message for me.”

“He calls you Kitty?” Inky says. “That’s weird.”

“No, it means he brought the Hello Kitty notebook with him. Vong gave it to him. And the GPS thing must mean I should look for him. He knew I’d come over here eventually and see the message.”

“It’s really cold in here,” Sebastian says. “It feels abandoned.”

“It is abandoned, dumb-ass,” Inky says. Inky doesn’t have a lot of patience. She turns to me. “Should we ask the neighbors if they noticed anything?”

But I don’t know the neighbors, and anyway, a little house on the edge of an alley doesn’t have neighbors the way a house in the middle of the block has neighbors, and anyway more, I don’t like talking to people I don’t know well. That’s a holdover life lesson from my grandmother. So I shake my head. Sebastian and Inky leave by the back door, the one that gives directly onto the garbage and recycling cans, so they can see if anything’s out of place there, and I lock up and rebury the fake rock in the snow.

I’m smoothing the snow so it looks undisturbed when I get a text. It’s from James One.

Sesame G, it’s James One.

So formal. Like I don’t already know it’s him from my contact info? But James One always begins texts that way, as if he’s leaving a voice mail.

The office closed early today, so I’m home with the dogs and will walk them. You have the day off!

Relief wells up in me—I can file the missing person report right away—mixed with worry, because days off mean no pay. James One is still writing, though.

You will of course be paid for the whole week as usual. See you tomorrow!

I should have known. The Jameses would never try to stiff me. I’m pretty sure even my wary grandmother would’ve eventually given in to the charm, respectability, and kindness of the Jameses.

Every weekday, rain or shine or sleet or snow, the mail carriers are out carrying mail and I’m out walking my dogs. They’re not my dogs—they belong to the Jameses—but I think of them as mine. I’ve been walking them every day while the Jameses are at work, and on some weekends, too, ever since my grandma died. Orphans have to earn their full living. Orphans have to find a place to live. Orphans have to stay vigilant, change the things they need changed, protect themselves, and not ask for help.

Sebastian and Inky have never seen my house. They don’t even know where it is.

No one knows where my house is except for Micah. Somehow the thought that no one knows where I live except him brings it flooding over me. I’m alone. Micah’s gone. My grandma’s gone. I’m alone. Oh my God. Oh my God.

“I don’t have to walk the pups today,” I say, trying to make my voice sound normal. “I can head straight to the police.”

“You want us to come with?” Inky says—she can tell how shaky I am right now—and Sebastian nods, like he’s okay with that idea.

I would actually love them to come with me, but I know Inky has a shift at Spyhouse Coffee and Sebastian’s due at Kowalski’s, so, no. I shake my head.

“I’ll handle that. You two plaster his photo on social media,” I say. “And if anyone responds, or anything else occurs to you, like, anything at all, text me, okay?”

“Will do, Shaolin,” Sebastian says. “Meanwhile, see you tomorrow. Same time, same place.”

He makes his prayer hands/yoga/namaste/praying monk signal again. Inky doesn’t say anything. She gives me an Inky hug, which means that it lasts a long time. She read an article once that said that you don’t get the true benefit of a hug unless it lasts at least six seconds, and ever since then Inky’s hugs have been the longest, tightest, and best. Except for Micah’s.
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