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      Rochester believed every morning held the possibility of glory.

      On this particular Monday morning, glory wore a ringed tail and had the audacity to stand on its hind legs inside a neighbor’s overturned garbage can.

      “Leave it,” I said, not for the first time in our years together.

      Rochester did not leave it.

      The raccoon froze, one masked eye peering over the rim of the can like a bandit caught mid-heist. Rochester strained at the leash, paws dancing on the asphalt, his entire golden body vibrating with outrage at such brazen lawlessness.

      It was barely seven. The early light lay pale and thin over River Bend, and lawns were damp with dew. Someone’s sprinkler ticked rhythmically down the block. It was the kind of quiet suburban morning that reassured you the world was mostly in order.

      Except for the garbage, which spilled onto the street in a loose scatter as the raccoon tipped the can fully onto its side with a metallic clatter and vanished into the hedge, leaving its crime scene behind.

      “Congratulations,” I told Rochester. “You’ve successfully defended the neighborhood.”

      He huffed, triumphant.

      Sarajevo Way was littered with torn kitchen bags, coffee grounds, and the corner of a pizza box. A stack of glossy photo paper had slid free and fanned across the damp asphalt.

      I bent to gather it before the wind carried it farther.

      Photographs.

      Not old ones—new prints, the colors still sharp. A wedding reception in some bright hall. Strings of lights overhead. A bride laughing mid-turn, her veil caught in motion.

      In several of the photos, the space beside her had been cut away. Not torn—cut cleanly, with deliberate scissors. A shoulder missing. An arm that ended abruptly at empty air. In one image, a man’s cuff and hand still held the bride’s fingers, but the rest of him was gone.

      The edges were precise. Careful.

      I turned one over. Nothing written on the back.

      Rochester nudged my elbow, impatient.

      There’s something indecent about seeing the private remnants of another family’s life exposed in daylight. Garbage has an intimacy to it. It tells you what people eat, what they worry about, what they throw away.

      Rochester pressed his nose into my hand, impatient to resume patrol.

      “Yes, yes,” I said. I gathered the photographs into a neat stack and slid them back inside the torn bag. Whoever had discarded them had meant to erase someone.

      A marriage ending, or already ended. People cleaned out their lives the same way they cleaned out their closets — in the dark, when no one was watching.

      I righted the can, stuffed everything inside as best I could, and dragged it closer to the curb. The raccoon had retreated. Order, more or less, restored.

      “On we go,” I said.

      We continued our walk down the street, the early light spreading thin and pale across the houses. The neighborhood still held that illusion of safety that comes before the day fully wakes.

      Rochester trotted ahead, tail high, occasionally glancing back to ensure I appreciated his vigilance. A jogger passed with a distracted wave. A delivery truck idled at the corner. The morning felt so ordinary that it would have been easy to believe nothing in the wider world could intrude on it.

      When we reached home, my wife Lili was already at the kitchen counter, slicing fruit for her breakfast. She wore her forties well; her skin was smooth from years of Cuban face cream, and her auburn curls framed her heart-shaped face.

      “Anything interesting on the walk?” she asked, without looking up.

      “Garbage liberated. Raccoon neutralized.”

      She smiled. “I always feel safer knowing Rochester is on duty.”

      Rochester stationed himself hopefully near the cutting board.

      “No,” Lili told him gently. “Not even for heroes.”

      I poured coffee and looked at the clock. I needed to head to my office at Friar Lake soon. There were going to be emails to answer, and plans for a weekend retreat for Eastern College administrators. The conference center calendar had become its own kind of puzzle over the years—rooms, catering, last-minute crises. Nothing Rochester could chase away.

      I had just set my mug in the sink when my phone rang with the percussive tones of the Hawaii Five-O theme, which I’d assigned to my best friend, Rick Stemper, Stewart’s Crossing’s finest police detective.

      Well, there were only two of them, so it wasn’t a high bar to cross. Even so, calls from Rick that early rarely meant good news.

      “Morning,” I said.

      There was a pause before he answered. I heard background noise—radio chatter, a door shutting, wind.

      “Steve,” he said. His voice was tight in a way I didn’t like. “I need a favor.”

      “What happened?”

      “Two bodies were recovered from a burned SUV off County Route Eighteen. Vehicle went down an embankment and caught fire. ME’s on scene now, but nobody survived.”

      My hand tightened on the edge of the counter.

      “Anyone we know?” Though I had left Stewart’s Crossing for college and years after that, many of the people Rick and I had grown up with hadn’t. I ran into elementary school classmates at the grocery, people I’d gone to Hebrew school with on Main Street.

      “ID on the victims names them as Amir and Leila Farahani,” he said. “Recent transplants who built a big house out on Laster’s Farm Road.”

      “What’s the favor?”

      “They have a son, twenty years old. I’m here at the house and he won’t answer the door. Neighbors say there might be something wrong with him, because he never leaves his bedroom.”

      The words hung between us.

      “I’ve knocked,” Rick continued. “Lights are on upstairs. I can see the glow from a computer screen through the window. I don’t know if he knows yet. I don’t know if he’s asleep. Or…”

      He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “I remember how Rochester was with that kid last year after the accident. The dog helped. This isn’t exactly the same situation, but…” He exhaled. “I don’t want to just batter down the door and scare the crap out of him if I don’t have to.”

      Lili had stopped cutting fruit. She was watching me.

      “Text me the address,” I said.

      I hung up and told Lili what was happening. “I can call Joey and tell him you’ll be late,” she said.

      “Thanks.” Joey Capodilupo managed the physical plant at Friar Lake and filled in for me when I had to step away. Like helping Rick.

      Rochester, sensing the shift in the air, moved closer to me, pressing his flank against my leg. I crouched and rested my hand on his head.

      “We have a job,” I told him.

      He looked up at me with the steady confidence of a dog who believed all problems could be solved with presence and patience.

      I wished it were that simple.

      Lili prepared two tall tumblers of coffee, one for me and one for Rick, while I traded my T-shirt and shorts for my work garb of khakis and a navy blue polo. I finger-combed my hair, which liked to stick up in strange ways, and removed a stray hair from my shirt. Sadly those were more gray than brown these days. Then I loaded Rochester into the front seat, clipped his harness, and punched the address into my phone.

      Laster’s Farm Road was outside the incorporated part of Stewart’s Crossing, running alongside a development that I swear hadn’t been there the last time I passed. No gatehouse, as there often was in these new buildouts, and each house had a long driveway and was surrounded by wooded acreage. They were homes where you could live without really being seen. Unlike in River Bend, where you ran into neighbors coming home from yoga class, borrowed garden equipment or worried about the presence of an ambulance.

      This was a neighborhood where you could hide out from the world.

      The Farahanis’ house sat at the end of a long, curving driveway that disappeared briefly into a stand of old oaks before opening onto a sweep of manicured lawn. It wasn’t ostentatious in the way of some newer constructions, but it was unmistakably expensive, with a broad stone façade, tall arched windows, and a slate roof that caught the morning light like dull silver.

      I had a feeling they hadn’t come here by accident.
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      I pulled into the Farahanis’ driveway behind Rick’s truck, which was parked by the front steps, alone. No patrol cars, no flashing lights.

      That, more than anything, made the place feel exposed.

      I shut off the engine and Rochester sat up straighter beside me, sensing purpose. As we got out, Rick stepped down from his truck, his jaw tight, eyes rimmed with fatigue. He looked as if he’d been up most of the night. Though we were the same age, he often looked closer to fifty than I did, though his body was trim.

      I handed him the insulated tumbler I’d brought from home.

      “You’re a saint,” he muttered, taking a long swallow. “State police are still processing the vehicle. I didn’t want the circus here.”

      “No patrol cars?” I asked.

      “I sent the unit back to the station.” He nodded toward the house. “Didn’t want to frighten the kid. I don’t know what’s wrong with him or how he’d react to uniforms.”

      The house loomed above us as we walked toward it. The double front doors were dark wood, carved with geometric detail. Through the tall windows flanking the entryway, I could see the glint of polished stone.

      Rick paused at the bottom step.

      “We’ll go easy,” he said. “If he doesn’t respond, we’ll reassess.”

      Before either of us could knock again, Rochester moved ahead of us. He angled toward the right-hand window beside the door, lifted his head, and gave a sharp bark.

      Rick and I exchanged a look.

      Through the glass, a shape shifted.

      A young man stood just beyond the foyer, half-lit by the pale spill of morning light. Dark hair falling into his eyes. T-shirt, sweatpants. He stared out at us as if we were something on a screen he hadn’t expected.

      “At least he’s alive,” Rick murmured.

      Rochester barked again, less sharp this time. More insistent than alarmed.

      The young man took a step back.

      “Daniel!” Rick called, not raising his voice. “Daniel Farahani? My name is Rick Stemper, and I’m a detective with Stewart’s Crossing police department. I’d like to talk to you.”

      No response. A full minute passed. Maybe two. Long enough for the quiet to press in.

      Then the deadbolt clicked, and the door opened a cautious few inches.

      The young man stood framed in the doorway, blinking against the brightness outside. A scruff around his chin, his face pale from indoor hours. “I’m Daniel.”

      Rick took out his badge and held it where Daniel could see it without stepping closer.

      “Daniel,” he said gently, “I’m very sorry to come to you like this. I have some bad news. May we come inside?”

      Daniel’s gaze shifted. Not to Rick, but to Rochester.

      Rochester walked forward without hesitation and stopped just short of Daniel’s feet. Then he leaned in, pressing his warm, solid flank against the young man’s leg as if they had arranged it beforehand.

      Daniel looked down.

      His hand hovered, then settled automatically into the fur at Rochester’s neck.

      “Sure,” he said.

      His voice was flat, stripped of inflection.

      The interior was as expansive as the exterior suggested. Gleaming white marble floors stretched across the foyer, veined faintly with gray. A sweeping staircase curved upward beneath a chandelier that scattered light in careful fragments. Gold accents caught the eye—trim along the banister, frames around oversized mirrors, hardware that gleamed.

      Daniel closed the door behind us. The echo carried farther than it should have.

      “Daniel,” Rick began, “your parents were involved in a motor vehicle accident last night.”

      Daniel’s hand stilled in Rochester’s fur.

      “On County Route Eighteen,” Rick continued. “Their vehicle left the road. It went down an embankment.”

      Daniel looked from Rick to me, then back again.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” he said, with an odd accent I couldn’t quite place. His voice was even, with a slight lift on the last syllable lingering just a fraction longer than an American speaker would, like a Polaroid snap held a heartbeat too long.

      Lili spoke like that sometimes, when she’d been spending time with her Spanish-speaking relatives.

      “My father is a good driver. And he’s accustomed to country roads. Where we lived in Colombia the roads were much worse than here.”

      There was no crack in his voice. No sudden intake of breath. Just confusion—precise, almost analytical.

      “Are they all right?” he asked. “Where are they?”

      “I’m afraid they didn’t survive,” Rick said.

      Daniel blinked once. He shook his head slightly, as if correcting faulty input.

      Rick let the silence sit. Daniel’s fingers tightened in Rochester’s coat, but my dog didn’t appear to notice.

      “It must be a mistake,” Daniel said. “Are you sure it was their car?”

      “We confirmed the registration,” Rick said quietly. “And they were both carrying identification.”

      Daniel stared past him, somewhere over Rick’s shoulder, as if recalculating.

      I watched him carefully.

      No obvious signs of developmental delay. No erratic movements. No difficulty processing language. His posture was steady, his eye contact direct when he chose to make it. He wasn’t dissociating in any dramatic way. If anything, he was compartmentalizing: taking the information in, testing it for structural flaws.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” he repeated, softer now. “My father was very careful. He didn’t like being… exposed.”

      Rochester shifted his weight, leaning harder into Daniel’s leg.

      “Do you have someone we can call for you?” Rick asked finally.

      Daniel’s gaze flickered around the vast foyer.

      “No,” he said after a moment. “Both my parents came from small families, and most of their relatives died years ago—in the revolution, or afterward. When my parents and I moved to Colombia, with my grandmother, there was no one left there. Since she died it has just been us.” The word hung there. Us.

      Now only one.
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      Daniel led us to a table at the far end of the living room, Rochester pressed against his shin as if the dog had claimed him.

      The room was enormous—double-height ceiling, white marble continuing underfoot, gold accents catching the light from tall windows that overlooked the wooded acreage behind the house.

      Rick took out his notebook, though he didn’t open it yet.

      “Daniel,” he said gently, “I need to ask a few questions. Just basic information.”

      Daniel nodded once.

      “You moved here recently?”

      “A year ago.” His voice carried that unusual cadence—each word carefully formed, consonants clean, rhythm slightly deliberate. “From Colombia.”

      “Originally from there?”

      Daniel shook his head. “Tehran. I was born there. We moved to Bogotá when I was eight.”

      “Why the move?”

      “My father said it was a better environment for his business.” He paused. “Safer.”

      I knew enough about Colombia to know the worst of the cartel wars were decades behind it. Still, prosperity didn’t distribute itself evenly in most countries. When you lived comfortably in a place where many didn’t, you learned to measure doors, drivers, and routes. Safety wasn’t only about crime statistics. It was about who knew what you had.

      Daniel’s gaze drifted toward the foyer, toward the staircase. Then his eyes shifted sharply to the right, as if tracking something only he could see.

      “I need one second,” he said abruptly.

      Rick stiffened.

      “My game,” Daniel added. “It’s still running.”

      He stood and crossed the marble floor quickly, taking the stairs two at a time. We heard a door open, the faint electronic hum of equipment.

      Rick let out a slow breath.

      “Game?” he said under his voice.

      “Multiplayer, probably,” I said. “You can’t just walk away from those without consequences.”

      Rick rubbed his forehead. “Jesus.”

      He looked around the cavernous room. “I don’t want to leave him alone right now. Not like this.”

      “You think he’d⁠—”

      “I don’t know what he’d do,” Rick said bluntly. “I don’t know him. He hasn’t cried. Hasn’t yelled. He’s processing like he’s debugging code.”

      That was exactly right.

      “He’s compartmentalizing,” I said. “It’s not unusual.”

      Rick nodded. “Can you and Rochester stay for a while? Make sure he’s okay? I’ve got to coordinate with state police and notify the coroner formally. It would help if you could get Daniel started on what he needs to do. Death certificates, bank accounts and so on. People who live in places like this don’t keep their money in one place. He’s probably looking at accounts in three or four countries. Lots of paperwork he could use a hand with.”

      “I can stay for a while. Lili already called Joey to say I’ll be late.”

      “You’ve spent a lot of time with kids his age. Do you think he’s responding normally to shock, or could he be on the spectrum? We have social workers I can call if you think he’ll need one.”

      “I’m no expert, but I think it’s just shock, and maybe a lack of interpersonal skills. But if I see anything specific I’ll let you know.”

      Daniel reappeared, carrying a sleek black laptop under one arm. He had moved quickly but not frantically.

      “I logged out,” he said. “It penalizes you if you disconnect without securing your assets.”

      Rick blinked. “Your assets.”

      “In the game.”

      Rick stood. “I’m going to step outside and make some calls. We’ll need to discuss arrangements soon. There are… procedures.”

      Daniel nodded once. When Rick stepped out, the room felt even larger. I hesitated, then chose the practical path.

      “Daniel,” I said, “have your parents ever talked to you about funeral arrangements? Religious customs?”

      His eyes flicked toward me. “We are Shia,” he said. “Burial is supposed to be quick.”

      “That may be difficult,” I said gently. “With the investigation.”

      He nodded again. “I want to do what they would want.” There was a momentary hitch in his voice.

      “We’ll have to contact a funeral home,” I continued. “Someone familiar with Islamic burial practices. I’m sure we can find one that can help you.”

      “I can’t do that right now,” he said. Once again, his voice caught, as if he was holding back emotion.

      “That’s fair,” I said. “You don’t have to decide everything this minute.” I paused. “How about a mosque? Is there one you attend?”

      “They did. Not me. One in Philadelphia. That’s where they were last night.”

      Daniel shifted the laptop in his hands. “I need to get back to my game.”

      I waited.

      “It’s not just a game,” he said after a second. “It’s strategic. It’s cooperative.”

      “What’s it called?”

      “Disasteroid.”

      “That sounds reassuring.”

      “It’s about survival after an asteroid impact,” he said. “Infrastructure collapse. Resource management. You start with nothing. You build shelter. Defend against other groups.”

      “How do you win?” I asked.

      “You don’t win,” he said. “You outlast.”

      He moved to the large dining table, set the laptop down, and opened it. The screen filled with a fractured digital skyline under a red-streaked sky.

      “I can add you,” he said suddenly. “If you want.”

      I hadn’t played a video game in years. “I’d only slow you down.”

      “I can carry you at first.”

      The offer wasn’t social. It was structural. He was offering me a defined role. A place to join him as he processed his grief.

      He disappeared briefly and returned with a second laptop. Rochester lay down beside Daniel’s chair as if settling in for a shift.

      Daniel angled the screen toward me.

      “You scavenge early,” he said. “Food. Materials. But you don’t advertise your position. Other players look for signals. Patterns.”

      He moved with easy confidence now, fingers flying across the keyboard. The marble-and-gold room faded around us, replaced by ruins and strategy maps.

      “After the asteroid hits,” he continued, “everyone thinks the danger is the impact.”

      “And it’s not?” I asked.

      “No. It’s what people do after.” He glanced at me briefly. His eyes were dry.

      Outside, Rick’s voice drifted faintly through the open front door as he spoke into his radio.

      Inside, Daniel guided me through digital survival while his own life had just been split open.

      You don’t win, he’d said.

      You outlast.

      I wasn’t sure yet what it was we had to outlast.
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      Rick came back inside. “I’ll be in touch as soon as the medical examiner releases your parents for burial,” he said. “There will be paperwork. I’ll walk you through it.”

      Daniel nodded.

      Rick looked at me. “Call if you need me.”

      When the door closed behind him, the house felt too large for two people and a dog.

      “I was supposed to be at my office already,” I said lightly.

      Daniel didn’t look up from the screen. “You should go.”

      “I can miss a few hours. A guy who works with me can cover.”

      A flicker crossed his face—something between relief and embarrassment. Rochester thumped his tail once against the marble floor.

      The game resumed.

      On the screen, a fractured skyline burned under a red-streaked sky. Daniel moved with quick precision, issuing commands, redirecting resources.

      “Stay close to the perimeter,” he told me. “Don’t wander. Early players get picked off because they think they have time.”

      “Tell me about it. My to-do list is longer than my life expectancy.”

      He almost smiled. So he understood humor, which meant he was more perceptive than we had originally thought. Just didn’t know what to do with all the information we’d given him.

      An alert flashed across his screen. One of his teammates had been ambushed. The avatar vanished in a flare of light, leaving only a small marker on the map where it had fallen.

      Daniel didn’t react at first. Then his jaw tightened. “They’ll respawn,” he said. “But they lose inventory.”

      “How do you get inventory to start with?” I asked.

      He focused on his screen but said, “The shopping cart at the top right. There are some free items to get you started, and you can buy more if you want.”

      I clicked on the cart and chose a tent, a solar water purifier, and a compass from the free items. Daniel looked over at my purchases as they popped onto the screen. “You need a weapon,” he said. “Not a gun at first, because you’ll run out of ammunition and additional rounds are expensive.”

      “Then what?”

      “The slingshot. The only ammo you need are pebbles and you can pick them up for free.”

      I grabbed the slingshot from the cart and it appeared on the side of my screen. I moved my avatar around, clicking on pebbles.

      Silence stretched between us, and on the screen, the sky darkened.

      “Daniel,” I said gently, keeping my eyes on the game so he didn’t feel cornered, “if your parents were observant…”

      He didn’t look at me, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “…there are customs you may want to think about. Burial timing. Washing of the body. Prayers.”

      He moved his character behind a barricade.

      “They would want it done properly,” he said, almost to himself.

      “I think so.”

      Another alert blinked red. “Cover me,” he said automatically.

      I fumbled my controls and nearly ran my character off a digital cliff. He reached across, corrected my movement without comment. After a minute, he stood abruptly.

      “Wait.”

      He disappeared up the stairs and returned with a folded paper.

      A flyer from the Philadelphia Shia Islamic Center announcing a Muslim Business Association networking dinner and discussion of current immigration, travel, and trade issues affecting the community. He held it a moment before handing it to me.

      “This is where they went,” he said. “You could talk to the imam.”

      I took out my phone. Rochester shifted closer to Daniel, resting his head on the boy’s knee.

      The call rang twice. “Assalamu alaikum,” a man’s calm voice answered.

      “Wa alaikum assalam,” I replied, hoping my pronunciation wasn’t offensive. “My name is Steve Levitan. I’m with Daniel Farahani. His parents were at the mosque last night.”

      There was a brief pause.

      “Yes. Amir and Leila. How may I help you?”

      “They were involved in an accident on their way home. Sadly, a fatal one.”

      Daniel’s shoulders stiffened at the word.

      “I’m trying to help Daniel understand the burial process. The police are still conducting their investigation. We don’t yet know when the bodies will be released.”

      “This is very sad,” the imam said. His voice carried the measured steadiness of someone accustomed to grief. “In our tradition, burial is ideally within twenty-four hours. However, when civil authorities require delay, that is permitted. The intention matters.”

      Daniel’s hand tightened in Rochester’s fur.

      “Daniel wants to honor his parents,” I said.

      The imam shifted tone slightly. “Daniel? Are you there?”

      Daniel swallowed. I held the phone over to him. He didn’t take it, but he said, “Yes.”

      His voice, even over the speaker, held that careful cadence — Spanish rhythm layered over Persian deliberation.

      “I am sorry for your loss, my son,” the imam said.

      Daniel didn’t respond immediately. “Thank you,” he said finally.

      “There is a funeral home in Northeast Philadelphia that works with our community,” the imam continued. “I will notify them to expect contact. When the bodies are released, we can arrange the ghusl and janazah prayer. You will not be alone.”

      Daniel’s gaze lifted to mine for the first time since the call began.

      “You will not be alone,” the imam repeated.

      After we ended the call, the house felt quieter, but not as hollow. On the screen, my character had been attacked while unattended. “You died,” Daniel said flatly.

      “Looks like I ran out of time again,” I said. This time he did smile, faintly.

      He leaned back in his chair, exhaustion finally visible in the slope of his shoulders.

      “After the asteroid,” he said, eyes drifting to the digital skyline, “the hardest part isn’t the impact.”

      “No?”

      “It’s learning that the rules you’re used to don’t matter anymore.”

      An onscreen bell rang—sharp, abrupt.

      Daniel didn’t look at the monitor. His hands were already moving.
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      “Daniel,” I said gently, “when this part of the game ends, we’ll need to talk about what comes next. Not all of it. Just the first step.”

      He didn’t look away from the screen. “First you secure the perimeter,” he said. I wasn’t sure if he was talking about the game anymore.

      On the screen, the red sky of Disasteroid darkened toward dusk.

      “Don’t build too close to the road,” Daniel said. “Other players follow obvious infrastructure.”

      “I thought roads were good,” I said.

      “They’re predictable,” Daniel said. “Other players follow them.” He moved his character with precise, economical keystrokes.

      “My father didn’t like obvious routes. He used to talk about infrastructure as if it were chess. Patterns. Weak points.”

      He hesitated, then added, “People are harder to read.”

      “You grew up in Bogotá?” I asked, keeping my eyes on my own stumbling avatar.

      “From eight until just before my nineteenth birthday.” He looked at me. “I had a party planned, all my friends. My father knew, but he said we had to move quickly. I didn’t have a chance for proper goodbyes.”

      He looked down. “And now my parents are gone, without goodbye.”

      The pain in his voice was palpable and I sought to distract him. “I’ve never been to Colombia. What’s it like?”

      “It’s not what people think,” he said. “It’s modern. Very big. Mountains around it.” He hesitated. “We lived outside the city. In an Iranian community. Everyone lived behind gates. We had a driver. He took me to school. My mother everywhere else.”

      He moved his character decisively across the screen, avoiding another avatar with a giant club. “Even here in the United States, my father didn’t like us traveling alone.”

      “He worried?”

      Daniel nodded. “He said there was a lot of prejudice against people who spoke with accents, who didn’t dress or speak like they were Americans. And because he traveled a lot for business. Back to Tehran, where he had many connections. And Panama. And the oil fields, in the countryside. Sometimes he would be gone for weeks. My mother said it was necessary.”

      On the screen, my character was ambushed again.

      “I keep dying,” I said.

      “You’re visible,” Daniel replied. “You don’t see the pattern yet.”

      Rochester sighed and repositioned himself, chin resting on Daniel’s foot.

      A digital alert flashed. Another player’s base had collapsed. “When you hesitate,” Daniel said, eyes fixed on the screen, “you lose.”

      “Good to know.”

      He almost smiled again.

      Outside, a breeze moved through the trees beyond the tall windows. The house, for all its marble and gold, felt less like a palace and more like a shell.

      On the screen, a siren began to sound — a warning of an incoming storm phase.

      Daniel leaned forward. “You don’t win,” he said again. “You adapt.”

      I studied him — the careful diction shaped by Tehran childhood and Bogotá adolescence, the slight Spanish rhythm under his English, the deliberate precision in every sentence. No confusion. No disorganization. Just a young man trying to impose structure on something that had just shattered.

      My parents had moved to Stewart’s Crossing because of the school system. They wanted to prepare me for college, even when I was a child. Had Daniel’s parents moved continents to secure his future? Or for some other reason?

      Now he sat in a vast, echoing house, explaining survival mechanics to a middle-aged man who kept walking off digital cliffs.

      The house settled around us, quiet and too large. An hour or more passed. Then a soft knock sounded at the front door.

      Daniel’s fingers paused over the keyboard.

      “I’ll get it,” I said. Through the tall glass panels beside the door, I saw an older couple standing side by side on the stone step. The man wore a neatly pressed gray suit despite the warmth of the day; the woman beside him had wrapped a pale scarf loosely over her hair. Their posture was steady and composed.

      I opened the door. “Mr. Levitan?” the man asked gently.

      “Yes.”

      “I am Farid Hosseini. This is my wife, Soraya. The imam called us.” His eyes moved past me into the foyer. “We live nearby, and the imam asked us to come. We are here for Daniel.”

      I stepped aside.

      Daniel had risen from the table but hadn’t moved closer. Rochester remained planted against his leg, as if anchoring him to the marble floor.

      “Daniel jan,” Soraya said softly.

      The endearment seemed to reach him in a way everything else had not. He crossed the foyer slowly.

      “I am very sorry,” Farid said, taking Daniel’s hand in both of his. Not shaking it. Holding it. “Your father and I both worked in oil logistics. I was pleased when he chose to bring you and your mother to this area from Colombia.”

      Daniel nodded once.

      “We will go to the funeral home together,” Soraya continued. “They are expecting us. We will make the arrangements properly.”

      Daniel’s gaze flicked to me.

      “You don’t have to decide everything today,” I said. “Just the next step.”

      He looked around the foyer as if seeing it for the first time — the chandelier, the sweep of the staircase, the unmarked perfection of the marble floor.

      “I don’t want a lot of people here,” he said quietly.

      “We will keep it simple,” Farid assured him. “Only what is required. Will you be staying here in the house for a while?”

      He nodded, then turned back toward the dining table and closed the laptop carefully. The red sky of Disasteroid vanished.

      He hesitated, then bent to scratch behind Rochester’s ears.

      “I’ll be back,” he murmured to the dog. Rochester’s tail thumped once, solemn.

      Daniel straightened. “I should change,” he said.

      He disappeared upstairs. The older couple waited without speaking, their presence calm rather than intrusive. They stood as if the
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