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Dedication

For Nadia — and for everyone who was never believed the first time.





Chapter One: Gone

The pendant was the thing that convinced me.

Not the charger with its small green light, not the laptop shut and squared on the desk the way Maya always left it, not even the bed, made so tightly you could have bounced a coin off it. Those things could mean anything. People leave. People tidy up before they leave, especially people like Maya, who alphabetized her spice rack and could not sleep in a room with a drawer left open.

But the pendant was on the pillow.

Gold, thin chain, a small chip of amber her mother had worn before her and that Maya had worn every day since the funeral — I had never once, not once in three years, seen her without it. She slept in it. She showered with it pushed behind one ear. I used to tease her that she’d be buried in it, and she’d say, deadpan, obviously, like I’d asked something stupid.

It was sitting in the exact center of the pillow, chain coiled neat as a drawn circle, like she’d set it down on purpose and walked away.

Maya wasn’t there.

“Front door was locked,” Priya said, from the doorway, arms crossed over her cardigan like she was cold, though the room wasn’t. “Her bike’s gone from the rack. I think she just needed space, Elena. I really do.”

She said it fast. Too fast, the way you say something you’ve already decided to believe before you’ve finished saying it out loud.

A campus police officer — mid-forties, tie loosened, the kind of tired that comes from a shift that started long before this one — stood by Maya’s desk with a clipboard, flipping back through pages he’d clearly already filled in on calls like this one. “Any chance she has a boyfriend nobody knows about? Family thing she didn’t mention? Finals stress — we see a lot of that this time of year.”

“No boyfriend,” I said. “She would’ve told me.”

“You two close?”

“She’s my best friend.”

He wrote something down anyway, the way they do when the answer doesn’t match the shape of the form. Then, not unkindly: “We’ll ping her card activity and her phone’s last tower contact — that usually tells us more than any of us standing around guessing. If she used a card anywhere in the last day, I’ll know by tonight.” It was the first thing anyone had said all afternoon that sounded like a plan instead of a guess, and some small, treacherous part of me relaxed because of it.

They interviewed us one at a time after that, out in the hallway, like we were suspects in a show rather than four people who’d shared a group chat called the pentagon for three years. I didn’t mean to listen, but the walls in these buildings were built for nothing, and I caught pieces.

Theo first, quiet, thorough, the kind of answer that sounds rehearsed because the person giving it has gone back over the memory so many times it’s worn smooth. Last time I saw her was Thursday, maybe Friday, we didn’t really talk, I had a paper due. A pause. I don’t know. Maybe it was the week before.

Then Jordan, who I could hear but not see, and who kept his voice level in a way that told me more than the words did. He said he left the party around midnight. I knew for a fact — the kind of fact you don’t examine too closely, filed under things I just know — that it had been later than that. He didn’t look at the officer when he said it. He didn’t look at me either, after, when he came back into the room and found some reason to stand near the window instead of near any of us.

Priya went last, and gave the fastest, cleanest account of the four of us, dates and times lined up like she’d prepared a statement, which maybe she had, standing in the hallway rehearsing while the rest of us fumbled. She’s done this before, Priya told him. Which wasn’t a lie, exactly. Maya had disappeared for a weekend once, sophomore year, and come back saying she’d needed to think. She does this. She’ll be back.

I didn’t disagree out loud. I wanted it to be true badly enough that disagreeing felt like bad luck, like saying the thing you’re afraid of is the thing that makes it real.

When it was my turn, the officer asked when I’d last spoken to her, and I told him — Tuesday, a dumb meme about a cat, nothing that mattered — and then, because the silence afterward felt like it needed filling, because I am apparently a person who fills silences with things she shouldn’t say to a man with a badge, I said:

“I still have her Instagram password, actually. From ages ago, when she got locked out. You know — if you need to check her messages or whatever.”

I said it like a joke. I half meant it as one. You know I could ruin your life with this, I used to tell her, scrolling through her DMs for gossip while she laughed and tried to grab the phone back, and she’d always say, you already know enough to do that, like it was funny, like there was nothing in either of our lives worth protecting from the other.

The officer didn’t write that down either. He just nodded and said someone from the department would be in touch if they needed it, and moved on to asking whether Maya had cash on her, whether her car was registered, whether — and here his pen finally moved — anyone could think of a reason she’d want to get away from her friends specifically, rather than just her life in general.

Nobody answered that one.

We sat in the common room afterward, the four of us, not talking, the kind of silence that has a texture to it, thick enough that Theo kept clearing his throat like he wanted to break it and couldn’t find the sentence. Priya made tea nobody drank. Jordan stood by the window with his arms crossed, watching the parking lot like Maya might just walk back across it if he looked hard enough.

“She’s fine,” Priya said, for maybe the fourth time. “She does this.”

“She’s never done this for finals week,” I said.

“She’s done it before.”

“Once. Sophomore year. And she texted Theo within six hours, remember? This isn’t six hours. This is a day and a half.”

Priya didn’t answer that. She just picked her mug back up and drank from it like the conversation had already ended.

I went home around seven, walked the long way so I wouldn’t have to pass the building where it happened — a reflex so old I didn’t notice I was doing it until I was three streets past where the shortcut would have turned off — and lay on my bed with my phone on my chest, waiting for nothing in particular. I told myself I wasn’t scared. I told myself this was Maya being Maya, dramatic and private and probably furious that four people had called campus police over a weekend she’d planned to spend entirely alone.

At 11:52 p.m., my phone buzzed.

A notification, small and ordinary, the kind I got fifty times a day and never looked at twice: maya.ok posted to their story.

I sat up so fast the room tilted.

Maya hadn’t posted anything in months — she thought Stories were for people who needed an audience, one more thing she used to tease me about, since I posted everything. Her account had been silent since August.

I opened it with my thumb shaking slightly, telling myself it would be nothing. A boomerang of a coffee cup. A screenshot of a meme. Proof she was fine, posting from wherever she’d run off to, about to make this whole day look ridiculous.

It was a plain black screen. White text, centered, the kind of thing you’d type into the caption box and never bother to decorate.

I read it twice before it fully landed that it had been posted at an hour when, by every account we’d given the police that afternoon, Maya hadn’t touched a phone, a laptop, or a single piece of technology in over thirty hours.

She was gone. And somehow, impossibly, she was posting.
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