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​Chapter One: Frequency Check
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The clock on the studio wall read 11:47 PM when Ellis slid their headphones on and adjusted the mic stand for what had to be the thousandth time. Muscle memory at this point. Tilt it three degrees left, raise it half an inch, check the pop filter. The ritual kept their hands busy while their mind spun through the night's playlist, mentally flagging the songs that might need a content warning, the ones that might spark a call-in conversation.

"Thirty seconds," Mariko's voice crackled through the talkback from the control room.

Ellis gave a thumbs-up without looking away from their notes. Three index cards, color-coded. Blue for music transitions, green for community announcements, yellow for the question they'd pose to listeners tonight. What does home mean to you? Not their most inspired work, but it was late November, the holidays were creeping closer, and people always got reflective this time of year.

"Fifteen."

They rolled their shoulders back, felt their spine straighten. Put on the voice. Not fake, exactly. Just... smoother. Lower. The version of Ellis Huang that existed between midnight and three AM, the one who always had something thoughtful to say, who never stumbled over pronouns or fumbled for the right words.

"Five, four..."

Mariko's count faded as she went silent, pointing at Ellis through the glass.

Ellis leaned into the mic. "Good evening, night owls. You're listening to 'After Hours with Ellis' on KQRZ, ninety-four point seven FM. It's just before midnight on this Tuesday in late November, and I'm here to keep you company through the quiet hours." They glanced at the call board—two lines already blinking. "We've got some beautiful music lined up for you tonight, some community news, and I want to hear from you about something. What does home mean to you? Not the building, not the address. The feeling. The moment you know you're exactly where you're supposed to be."

Ellis cued the first track—Sufjan Stevens, because it was that kind of night—and sat back in their chair while the opening notes filled the studio. Through the glass, Mariko gave them a nod, her red lipstick bright even in the dim control room.

Two hours to go.



The first caller was Jamie, a regular, a nineteen-year-old film student who always sounded like they were calling from inside a blanket fort. "I think home is my girlfriend's laugh," they said, and Ellis smiled despite the exhaustion pressing behind their eyes.

"That's beautiful, Jamie. Tell me more about that."

And Jamie did. Three minutes of rambling, sweet sincerity about inside jokes and the way their girlfriend snorted when she laughed too hard. Ellis made appropriate sounds of encouragement, asked follow-up questions, and when Jamie finally wound down, they said, "Thank you for sharing that with us. Hold onto those moments. They matter."

The second caller was less sweet. Marcus, mid-fifties, called in about once a month to complain about "kids these days" and their "made-up genders." Ellis had gotten good at handling Marcus.

"I appreciate you calling, Marcus," Ellis said, voice still warm, still measured. "I think what you're really asking about is why language around gender has evolved so much in recent years, and that's a fair question. Language evolves to meet our needs, to describe experiences that have always existed but maybe didn't have words before. When people use they/them pronouns, like I do, we're not making something up. We're naming something real about how we experience ourselves."

Marcus grumbled something about "back in my day," and Ellis let him, because arguing never changed minds but patient explanation sometimes did. They'd learned that the hard way, years ago, before they'd figured out how to be the educator without being the target.

"I hear your frustration," Ellis said when Marcus paused for breath. "Change can feel overwhelming. But I'd invite you to consider that making space for more people to be themselves doesn't take anything away from you. There's enough room for all of us."

Marcus hung up. He usually did.

Ellis cued the next song—Mitski, because they needed something with teeth after that call—and saw Mariko shaking her head through the glass.

The third caller was Zoe, seventeen, voice shaking. "I came out to my parents tonight," she said. "They... it didn't go well."

Ellis's chest tightened. This was the part of the job that never got easier. "I'm so sorry, Zoe. That takes incredible courage, what you did tonight. Are you safe right now?"

"Yeah, I'm at my friend's house. I just... I needed to hear someone say it's going to be okay."

"It's going to be okay," Ellis said, and they meant it, even if they didn't know if it was true. "Not tonight, maybe. Tonight is going to be hard. But you're going to find your people. You're going to build the family that sees you, really sees you. And Zoe? You're not alone. I know it feels like it right now, but you're not."

Zoe cried a little. Ellis waited, gave her space, and when she'd collected herself, they read her the list of LGBTQ youth resources they kept taped to the console. Hotline numbers, local support groups, a crisis text line. Zoe wrote them all down.

After they disconnected, Ellis stared at the call board for a long moment. The room felt too bright, too close. Their reflection ghosted in the studio glass—wireframe glasses, sharp undercut, the dark circles they'd covered with concealer but hadn't quite erased.

They were so tired.

"You good?" Mariko's voice through the talkback, gentle.

Ellis gave another thumbs-up. "All good."

They weren't.



At 2:47 AM, with fifteen minutes left in the show, Ellis read the community announcements. Open mic night at The Frequency on Thursday. A fundraiser for the downtown youth center. Volunteer opportunities at the food bank.

And then, the one Mariko had added to the list this afternoon: "The Cottonwood Theater is looking for community input on their upcoming grant application. There's a meeting tomorrow—well, today, technically—at three PM for anyone interested in helping preserve one of our city's historic arts venues. If you care about keeping art accessible and community-centered, this is worth your time."

Ellis had already planned to go. Mariko had asked them to, because Ellis knew the local arts scene, knew the grants game, knew how to talk to both the bureaucrats and the artists without alienating either group.

Because Ellis knew how to talk to everyone, it seemed.

They signed off at three AM exactly, as the opening notes of their standard closer—Norah Jones, smooth and easy—filled the studio. "This has been 'After Hours with Ellis' on KQRZ. Thank you for spending your quiet hours with me. Be kind to yourselves, night owls. You deserve it."

The mic cut. The song played. Ellis pulled off their headphones and slumped forward, forehead resting on the console.

They stayed like that until they heard the control room door open, Mariko's platform boots on the studio floor.

"Hey." Mariko's hand on their shoulder, warm and solid. "You okay?"

Ellis lifted their head, mustered a smile. "Long night."

"That's not what I asked."

Mariko knew them too well. Had known them since college, since before Ellis came out, since the early days when everything felt raw and uncertain and new. She'd held Ellis's hand through their first pride parade, had been there for the awkward family dinners, had thrown them a "congrats on your top surgery" party complete with a cake shaped like a binder.

She didn't accept bullshit from Ellis, even when Ellis wrapped it in a smile.

"I'm tired," Ellis admitted, which was true but not the whole truth. "The calls were heavy tonight."

"Zoe?"

"Yeah. And Marcus. And about six others who just... needed something I'm not sure I can keep giving."

Mariko pulled over the other chair, the one guests sat in during live interviews, and dropped into it. She'd been at the station since four PM, running her usual management chaos, and she looked as tired as Ellis felt. But Mariko wore her exhaustion differently—bold red lipstick, vintage Blondie t-shirt, the full sleeve of cherry blossoms and koi fish bright against her brown skin.

Ellis wore theirs in the careful set of their shoulders, the precision of their movements, the smile that never quite reached their eyes anymore.

"You know you can say no sometimes, right?" Mariko said. "To the calls that are too much. To the community meetings. To being everyone's queer encyclopedia."

"I know."

"Do you though?"

Ellis adjusted their glasses, a tell Mariko would definitely catch. "It's important. The work is important."

"The work is important. You are also important." Mariko pointed at them with her whole hand, emphatic. "Listen, I love you, but you're running yourself into the ground. When's the last time you did something just for you? Not for the community, not for the station, not because someone needed you to educate them. Just for you."

Ellis opened their mouth. Closed it. Tried to remember.

"Exactly," Mariko said. "That's what I thought."

"I'll think about it," Ellis said, which was the closest they could get to a promise right now.

Mariko gave them a look that said she knew it was a deflection, but she'd let it slide. For now. "Come on. I'll walk you out. It's late."

They gathered their things—laptop, the Moleskine notebook they brought everywhere but never wrote in, the thermos that had held coffee hours ago. Ellis's leather messenger bag, worn soft at the edges, comfortable.

The station was quiet this time of night. Just them and the overnight producer in the booth, running the automated programming until the morning show started at six. Their footsteps echoed in the hallway, past the walls covered in vintage concert posters and photos of KQRZ through the decades.

Outside, November air bit at Ellis's face, sharp and clean. The parking lot was mostly empty. Mariko's Honda Civic, Ellis's ancient Subaru, and a handful of other cars belonging to the night crew.

"You're still coming to the theater meeting this afternoon, right?" Mariko asked, unlocking her car.

"That's today?" Ellis pulled out their phone, checked the calendar. Three PM. They had just enough time to go home, sleep for a few hours, drag themselves upright. "Yeah. Yeah, I'll be there."

"You don't have to."

"I want to," Ellis said, and it was even mostly true. The Cottonwood was a good place, had been running community programming for decades. If the grant could save it, that mattered.

Mariko studied them for a moment, then sighed. "Okay. But Ellis? At some point, you're going to have to let yourself want things that aren't about being useful."

She got in her car before Ellis could respond. Which was probably intentional.

Ellis stood in the parking lot, watching Mariko's taillights disappear down the street, then got into their own car. The Subaru smelled like old coffee and the lavender air freshener that had stopped working weeks ago. They sat there for a moment, key in the ignition, not turning it.

Their phone buzzed. A text from their mom: Call when you can. Dad wants to talk about Thanksgiving.

Ellis stared at the message. Thought about their parents' house, the careful way their mother said "Ellis" now, never quite comfortable but trying. The way their father asked about work but never about the show specifically, never about the calls, never about the part of Ellis's life that was most theirs.

They loved their parents. Their parents loved them. But being loved and being seen weren't always the same thing.

Ellis put the phone away without responding. Started the car. Drove home through empty streets, streetlights painting everything orange and strange.

Their apartment was dark when they got there, just after four AM. Studio, because that's all they could afford. Minimalist, because clutter made them anxious. Bookshelves organized by color, because it was soothing. Everything in its place.

Ellis dropped their bag by the door, toed off their boots, and made it as far as the couch before exhaustion caught up with them properly. They meant to shower, meant to do their whole nighttime routine, meant to at least change out of their work clothes.

Instead, they lay down on the couch, pulled the throw blanket over themselves, and closed their eyes.

Sleep came, eventually. But even then, even unconscious, Ellis's mind spun through tomorrow's playlist, next week's programming, the careful balance of being helpful without being consumed.

They dreamed of radio static, white noise, and the sound of their own voice asking questions they didn't know how to answer.



Ellis woke to their alarm at 1:30 PM, disoriented and stiff from sleeping on the couch. Sunlight cut through the blinds at a hostile angle. Their neck hurt.

They stumbled through their routine on autopilot. Shower, the water as hot as they could stand it. Coffee, black, from the French press on the counter. Toast with peanut butter because their stomach demanded something.

The person in the bathroom mirror looked tired. Ellis considered covering the dark circles again, decided against it. What was the point? They weren't performing this afternoon. Just showing up, offering input, being useful.

Being useful. Right.

They dressed in their usual—black jeans, dark gray henley, the soft flannel shirt they'd bought at a thrift store in college. Minimal jewelry: their grandfather's watch, small silver studs in their ears. They ran product through their hair, making sure the undercut looked intentional, the longer pieces on top swept back the way they liked.

The person in the mirror looked like Ellis Huang, community radio producer, queer educator, someone who had their shit together.

Close enough.

They grabbed their messenger bag and headed out.

The Cottonwood Theater was a twenty-minute drive from Ellis's apartment, in the arts district that had somehow survived gentrification so far. The building itself was beautiful in that slightly shabby way historic theaters got—art deco facade, marquee letters that said COTTONWOOD in caps, posters for upcoming shows plastered across the windows.

Ellis had been inside exactly twice. Once for a drag show fundraiser three years ago, once for a poetry reading that Mariko had dragged them to. Both times, they'd been struck by the beauty of the place—the high ceilings, the worn velvet seats, the stage that had hosted countless performances.

It would be a shame to lose it.

The meeting was in the theater's community room, a smaller space off the main lobby. Ellis arrived at 2:55 PM, exactly five minutes early the way they always were. A handful of people were already there, arranged in a loose circle of folding chairs. Ellis recognized a few faces—local artists, theater board members, a city council liaison who always looked vaguely annoyed.

And someone Ellis didn't recognize. Someone sitting slightly apart from the group, flipping through what looked like building schematics, dark hair tied back, wearing work clothes and boots that had seen serious use.

Ellis took a seat near the back, pulled out their notebook more out of habit than any real intention to use it, and waited for the meeting to start.

June Alvarado, the theater's board president, called the meeting to order at three PM sharp. She was a small woman with silver-streaked black hair in a sharp bob, reading glasses on a chain, and the air of someone who didn't suffer fools.

"Thank you all for coming," June said, crisp and efficient. "I'll keep this brief because I know everyone's time is valuable. The Cottonwood has been awarded a conditional arts grant—conditional on our ability to bring the building up to code within six months. The electrical system is the main issue. It's original to the building, which means it's both historic and a fire hazard."

A few people laughed, nervous.

"We need to restore it properly," June continued. "Not just patch it, not just make it functional. This is a historic building, and the grant stipulates preservation standards. Which means we need the right people for the job, and we need community input on how to move forward."

She gestured to the person with the schematics. "This is River Castellanos. They're a union electrician who specializes in historic building restoration. They'll be leading the electrical work if we can get this off the ground."

River looked up at the sound of their name. Ellis caught a glimpse of warm brown eyes, strong features, a slight tension in their shoulders that suggested they weren't entirely comfortable with the attention.

River gave a small nod to the room. "Hey." Their voice was low, careful. "I've been looking at the plans, and it's definitely doable. The bones are good, the original work was quality. We're talking about restoration, not replacement. But it's going to take time and it's going to take precision."

Someone asked about timeline. Someone else asked about budget. June fielded questions with practiced ease, and Ellis found themselves watching River more than they were watching the board president.

The way River held the schematics, like they were precious. The way they listened when people spoke, really listened, head tilted slightly. The way they answered questions about electrical systems with their hands, tracing invisible wires through the air.

Competence. That was what Ellis was responding to. The quiet confidence of someone who knew their work, knew their worth, didn't need to perform it.

Ellis knew the feeling. Had felt it themself, sometimes, in the radio booth. The moment when everything clicked and they weren't thinking about what to say, just saying it.

They hadn't felt that in a while.

The meeting shifted to logistics. June outlined roles—who would handle fundraising, who would manage permits, who would coordinate with the city. When she got to community liaison, she looked directly at Ellis.

"Ellis, I was hoping you might take this one. You know the scene, you know the grants process, and people actually like you." June's version of a compliment.

Ellis felt the familiar weight of it settling on their shoulders. The expectation. The trust. The assumption that Ellis would say yes because Ellis always said yes.

"Sure," they heard themselves say. "I can do that."

"Excellent." June made a note on her tablet. "River, you'll need to coordinate with Ellis on community access, making sure we're keeping people informed, getting input where it matters."

River looked at Ellis for the first time, and Ellis felt something shift sideways in their chest. A flicker of awareness. A sudden consciousness of their own body in space—the way they were sitting, the set of their shoulders, the fact that they were staring.

Ellis looked away first, pretended to write something in their notebook.

The meeting wrapped up twenty minutes later. June thanked everyone for their time, reminded them about the next meeting in two weeks, and dismissed them with the efficiency of someone who had seven other things to do today.

People filtered out in clusters, talking among themselves. Ellis stayed in their chair for a moment, watching River gather up the schematics, carefully rolling them and securing them with an elastic band.

They should introduce themselves properly. Should walk over, shake hands, establish the professional connection they'd need for this project.

Ellis stood. Walked over. "Hey."

River looked up, and Ellis got their first clear look at them—the small scar through their left eyebrow, the calluses on their hands, the leather cuff bracelet on their right wrist. Details Ellis's brain catalogued without permission.

"Hey," River said. "You're Ellis, right? The radio person?"

"That's me." Ellis offered their hand. "Looks like we'll be working together."

River's handshake was firm, warm. They held eye contact for maybe a second longer than strictly necessary. "Yeah. Looking forward to it."

Something in the way they said it made Ellis's stomach flip. Which was ridiculous. This was a professional connection. A community project. Nothing more.

"I should probably get your contact info," Ellis said, pulling out their phone. "For coordination."

"Right. Yeah." River recited their number, and Ellis added it to their contacts. River Castellanos. Electrician. Theater project.

They stood there for a moment, neither of them quite moving to leave.

"So," River said, "you really know the grants process?"

Ellis laughed, surprised. "Unfortunately, yes. I've done a few of these. It's mostly bureaucracy and spreadsheets."

"Sounds thrilling."

"It's not. But it matters." Ellis paused. "Your work—the restoration. That matters too."

River's expression softened slightly. "Thanks. I think so. There's something about bringing old things back to life, making them work again. It feels important."

Ellis understood that. Felt it resonating somewhere in their chest, the desire to fix things, to make things better, to matter.

"Well," Ellis said, "I should let you get back to it. But we should grab coffee sometime. To coordinate schedules." They added that last part quickly, keeping it professional.

River nodded. "Yeah. Coffee sounds good."

They exchanged one more glance—Ellis caught River's eyes doing that same cataloguing thing they'd just done, taking in details, processing—and then River headed out, schematics under one arm.

Ellis stood in the empty community room for a moment longer, feeling the ghost of River's handshake still warm against their palm.

This was going to be fine. A project. A collaboration. Nothing more complicated than that.

They didn't need complicated.

Ellis left the theater and drove home through the gray afternoon, telling themselves they were just tired, just reading too much into a professional introduction, just needing to sleep more than five hours at a stretch.

By the time they got home, they almost believed it.

Almost.
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​Chapter Two: Grounded
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River Castellanos had been staring at the same junction box for ten minutes, and it still didn't make sense.

The wiring was a mess—someone had patched it in the seventies, maybe the eighties, layered new work over old without bothering to remove what didn't belong. It was functional, technically. It wouldn't burn the building down. But it was wrong in a way that made River's teeth ache.

"You good, kid?"

River looked up to find Vernon watching them from the doorway, tool belt slung low on his hips, that patient expression he got when he knew something was bothering them but wouldn't push. Not yet.

"Yeah." River straightened, wiping their hands on their work pants. "Just trying to figure out who did this and why they hated beauty."

Vernon's laugh was low and warm. He crossed the room to peer into the junction box, and River watched his face do the same journey theirs had—confusion, recognition, resignation.

"Contractor special," Vernon said. "Someone got paid by the job, not the hour."

"It works, though."

"Working and done right aren't the same thing." Vernon met River's eyes, and there was something in his look that felt like it was about more than just electrical work. "You know that better than most."

River did know that. Had spent the last eighteen months learning it in ways that had nothing to do with wiring and everything to do with figuring out who they were when nobody was looking.

They'd come out at thirty-four. Thirty-four years of trying to fit into a shape that didn't match, of thinking maybe everyone felt this way, of telling themselves they were just late to figure out what being a woman meant. And then one night, sitting in their apartment surrounded by library books about gender and queerness and all the words they'd never had, River had finally let themselves think it: I'm not a woman. I never was.

The relief had been staggering. So had the fear.

"You heading to that theater meeting this afternoon?" Vernon asked, pulling River back to the present.

"Yeah. Three o'clock." River checked their watch—a habit, even though they always knew what time it was. One-fifteen. Enough time to finish here, clean up, maybe grab lunch. "June Alvarado's running it. The grant came through, but the building needs work."

"Historic preservation?"

"Yeah. Original electrical, art deco era. It's going to be beautiful when it's done." River heard the eagerness in their own voice and felt self-conscious about it. They cleared their throat. "If we can get the funding sorted."

Vernon smiled, small and knowing. "You'll do good work there. You've got the touch for it."

River wanted to believe that. Wanted to trust that they knew what they were doing, that eighteen months was enough time to figure out how to be themselves in professional spaces, that they wouldn't somehow mess this up by being too new at being nonbinary, too uncertain, too—

"Hey." Vernon's hand on their shoulder, grounding. "Where'd you go just now?"

"Nowhere. I'm good."

"River."

They sighed. Vernon had this way of saying their name that made lying to him feel pointless. He'd been the first person River came out to at work, before they told their sister, before they changed their pronouns officially. They'd been terrified he'd be weird about it, that he'd treat them differently, that they'd lose the closest thing they had to a father figure.

Instead, Vernon had said, "Appreciate you telling me, kid. Your pronouns?" And when River had whispered "they/them," he'd nodded once and never messed it up. Not once.

"I'm just thinking," River said. "About the meeting. There's going to be people there who are, you know. More involved in the community than I am."

"The queer community."

"Yeah." River focused on the junction box, on the tangle of wires. "I don't really know anyone. I mean, I've been to a few meetups, but I'm not—I don't have the history everyone else seems to have. I came out so late."

"Two years ago?" Vernon's voice was gentle. "Eighteen months?"

"Eighteen months. Since I started using they/them publicly." River's hands found the leather cuff on their right wrist, twisted it. A grounding gesture they'd picked up somewhere. "Everyone else has been out for years. Decades, some of them. They know all the language, all the references. They have community. I'm just..."

"Learning. Like everyone does."

"But they learned when they were younger. I missed all of that." The words came out more bitter than River meant them to. "I'm thirty-six, Vernon. I should have this figured out by now."

Vernon was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "You know what I love about electrical work?"

River blinked at the subject change. "What?"

"Doesn't matter when you learn it. Doesn't matter if you started at eighteen or thirty-six or sixty. What matters is that you learn it right, take your time, do it with care." He tapped the junction box. "This? Whoever did this was in a hurry. Wanted to be done, didn't want to learn. You could give them fifty years and they'd still do sloppy work."

"I'm not talking about electrical work."

"I know you're not." Vernon's smile was sad and warm at the same time. "But the principle's the same, kid. There's no timeline for becoming yourself. You're not late. You're right on time."

River wanted to believe him. God, they wanted to believe him.

"What if I go to this meeting and I say the wrong thing? Use the wrong words? What if they can tell I'm new at this?"

"Then they can tell. So what?" Vernon shrugged. "You think the queer elders came out of the womb knowing everything? We all stumbled. All of us. Still do, sometimes."

River looked at him. Vernon didn't talk about his history much—about David, his husband who'd died twelve years ago, about surviving the AIDS crisis, about being out in the eighties when that meant something different than it did now. But sometimes River caught glimpses of it in the way Vernon held himself, the weight of experience in his steady hands.

"You think I'm overthinking this," River said.

"I think you're scared. Which is fair. But I also think you're braver than you give yourself credit for." Vernon squeezed their shoulder once, then let go. "Go to your meeting. Do your work. If people are weird about you being new, that's their problem, not yours."

River nodded. Tried to absorb it, let it settle.

Vernon checked his own watch. "I've got to head to the union hall. You good to finish up here?"

"Yeah. I'm good."

"See you tomorrow, kid."

"See you."

Vernon left, his footsteps echoing down the hallway, and River turned back to the junction box. They had an hour and a half before the meeting. Enough time to fix this properly, to untangle the mess and rewire it the way it should have been done in the first place.

They pulled on their work gloves and got to it.



River's apartment was small but theirs—a one-bedroom in a building that had seen better decades, with radiator heat and windows that didn't quite seal. They'd moved in two years ago, right after coming out to Luz, when living with roommates had started to feel like performing all the time.

Now it was just River and their books.

So many books.

They covered the coffee table in stacks, lined the bookshelf River had built themselves, occupied the second chair at the tiny kitchen table. Queer theory. Gender studies. History. Memoirs. Leslie Feinberg and Kate Bornstein and bell hooks and Alok Vaid-Menon. River had read most of them, highlighted passages, made notes in the margins.

Sometimes it helped. Sometimes it just made them feel more behind.

River showered quickly, standing under the hot water and trying not to spiral about the meeting. It was just a community input session. Just local people trying to save a theater. It wasn't a test. Nobody was going to quiz them on queer history or judge them for not knowing the right references.

Except River was pretty sure they would anyway.

They dressed carefully—clean jeans, a flannel button-down in dark green, their work boots because they didn't own anything else. The boots felt right anyway, grounding. Solid. River tied their hair back in a low bun, checked their reflection in the bathroom mirror.

Dark wavy hair, a few strands escaping around their face. Brown eyes with lines at the corners from squinting at wiring diagrams. The small scar through their left eyebrow from a childhood accident they barely remembered. Medium brown skin, strong jaw, broad shoulders from years of physical labor.

They looked like themselves. Most days, that felt like enough.

Today, they needed it to be enough.

River grabbed their keys and phone, hesitated, then took the battered leather messenger bag that held their tablet and the printed schematics of the Cottonwood's electrical system. They'd studied them last night, tracing the original design with admiration. Whoever had wired the building in the 1920s had known what they were doing. It was elegant work, the kind that made River wish they could go back in time and shake that electrician's hand.

The drive to the Cottonwood took twenty-five minutes through midday traffic. River arrived at 2:40, earlier than they'd meant to but constitutionally incapable of being late. They sat in their truck for a few minutes, watching people filter into the theater.

A group of artists, paint-stained and animated. An older couple who moved with the careful coordination of people who'd been together for decades. Someone in a wheelchair, accompanied by what looked like their adult daughter. Regular people. Community members.

River could do this.

They grabbed the messenger bag and headed inside.



The community room was smaller than River had expected, which somehow made it more intimidating. Fewer places to hide. They chose a chair slightly apart from the forming circle, pulled out the schematics, and studied them even though they'd already memorized every line.

It gave them something to do with their hands. Something to look at besides the other people in the room.

More people arrived. River tracked them peripherally, not quite making eye contact. And then someone new came in—slim build, dark hair in an undercut, wireframe glasses, moving with a kind of deliberate precision that River recognized. The precision of someone who'd learned to take up exactly the right amount of space, no more, no less.

The person—they, River's brain supplied automatically, reading the subtle signals—sat near the back, pulled out a notebook, and settled in to wait.

River found themselves watching. Cataloguing details without meaning to. The way they adjusted their glasses with one finger. The vintage watch on their wrist. The messenger bag that looked as worn and loved as River's own.

They looked tired. But also... interesting.

River looked back at the schematics before they could be caught staring.

June Alvarado started the meeting exactly at three, and River only half-listened to the opening remarks. They knew the situation—conditional grant, six-month timeline, electrical system the main barrier. They'd been over the details with June last week when she'd first approached them about the job.

"This is River Castellanos," June said, and River's attention snapped back. "They're a union electrician who specializes in historic building restoration. They'll be leading the electrical work if we can get this off the ground."

River looked up, felt every eye in the room turn toward them. Their throat went tight.

"Hey." They managed to keep their voice level, even though their heart was hammering. "I've been looking at the plans, and it's definitely doable. The bones are good, the original work was quality. We're talking about restoration, not replacement. But it's going to take time and it's going to take precision."

Questions came, and River answered them as best they could. Timeline estimates. Budget considerations. The balance between historical preservation and modern code requirements. They used their hands when they talked, tracing invisible wire paths through the air, showing the shape of the work.

This part was easier. This part was just electrical work, and River knew electrical work.

Across the circle, the person with the undercut was watching them. River felt it like a physical thing, that attention. When they glanced over, the person looked away quickly, suddenly very interested in their notebook.

Interesting.

June moved on to other logistics, and River half-listened while she assigned roles. Fundraising coordinator. Permits manager. Community liaison—

"Ellis, I was hoping you might take this one."

River looked up sharply. Ellis. The person with the undercut. They were sitting straighter now, a slight tension in their shoulders that River recognized from their own mirror.

"Sure," Ellis said. "I can do that."

June assigned River to coordinate with Ellis on community access, and River felt their stomach do something complicated. They'd be working together. Close. Regular contact.

Ellis met their eyes for just a moment, and River saw something there—a flicker of the same awareness they were feeling. Then Ellis looked away, and River tried to focus on June's closing remarks and not on the way their pulse had kicked up.

The meeting ended. People clustered and talked. River gathered their schematics with careful attention, rolling them precisely, securing them with the elastic band they always used.

They should leave. Should get out before they had to make awkward small talk with people who probably all knew each other, who probably all had history, who—

"Hey."

River looked up. Ellis was standing there, closer than River had expected, and up close they were even more striking. Sharp cheekbones. Dark brown eyes behind those wireframe glasses. A small tattoo of sound waves visible on their left forearm.

"Hey," River said, and winced internally at how their voice came out. Too careful. Too quiet.

"Hey," Ellis said. "You're Ellis, right? The radio person?"

River blinked. That wasn't— "I'm River. You're Ellis."

Ellis's eyes widened slightly, and they laughed, a surprised sound. "God, sorry. Yes. I'm Ellis. You're River. I apparently forgot how introductions work." They offered their hand, looking genuinely embarrassed. "Let's try that again. I'm Ellis Huang. Looks like we'll be working together."

Ellis held out their hand, and River took it without thinking. Firm handshake. Warm palm. They held eye contact for maybe a beat too long, and River felt something shift in their chest.

"Yeah," River said. "Looking forward to it."

And the strange thing was, they meant it. Even though this person probably had their entire life figured out, probably had been out since they were young, probably knew everyone in the local queer scene—River wanted to know them.

Ellis pulled out their phone. "I should probably get your contact info. For coordination."

"Right. Yeah." River recited their number, watched Ellis's fingers move across the screen. Competent. Quick.

Ellis saved the contact and looked up. "So, you really know the grants process?"

The question surprised a laugh out of River. "Unfortunately, yes. I've done a few of these. It's mostly bureaucracy and spreadsheets."

"Sounds thrilling."

"It's not. But it matters." Ellis paused, and something in their expression softened. "Your work—the restoration. That matters too."

River felt the words land somewhere deep. "Thanks. I think so. There's something about bringing old things back to life, making them work again. It feels important."

Ellis looked at them for a moment, really looked, and River had the sudden sense that Ellis understood. That maybe they felt the same way about their own work, whatever that was.

"Well," Ellis said, "I should let you get back to it. But we should grab coffee sometime. To coordinate schedules." They added that last part quickly, and River caught the slight awkwardness in it.

Professional. Right. This was professional.

"Yeah. Coffee sounds good."

They looked at each other for one more moment—Ellis's eyes doing that same cataloguing thing River had done earlier, taking in details, filing them away—and then Ellis turned and headed out.

River stood there for a moment, schematics under their arm, trying to figure out what had just happened.

Their phone buzzed. A text from Luz: How'd the meeting go?

River stared at the message. How had it gone? They'd spoken in front of a group without completely falling apart. They'd met someone interesting. Someone who made their stomach flip in a way that was probably a terrible idea for a
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