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“The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity . . . Some day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.” 

 

-H.P. Lovecraft

 


 

PROLOGUE 

 

The King Arcology could be seen from anywhere in Los Angeles. Yet whenever anybody looked up at it they saw something different. 

To Kate it represented the best of humanity. Engineering marvel, government-corporate partnership, far-sighted urban planning, all come together in this giant, black, towering edifice that gleamed in the setting sun as she rode the elevated light-rail line away from downtown and toward her home in the structure’s lower bowels. 

Her husband, however, saw the converse. He sat in an unmarked patrol car, eating second shift breakfast and staring out from the Hollywood Hills at this monument to greed, corruption, and incompetence. Like all the arcologies it was built by sycophantic contractors who openly bribed government officials, then run by slum lords operating on corporate welfare. Living in such a place he knew just how much of it was effectively controlled by criminal gangs and used as a convenient crossroads in the drug trade. 

His partner and fellow detective, sitting behind the driver’s wheel and eating a sandwich composed of incongruous ingredients, mostly focused on the physicality. At just under a mile in height it was not as tall as the Great Lakes Arcology in Chicago, but the King Arcology did have a bigger footprint and looked bulkier. He liked its vaguely pyramidal shape, with the north side steeper and the south side more sloped to create a wider area for solar panels. It seemed a better design than the pentagon column of the Great Lakes arco. 

Superior functionality, however, also led some to regard it as less aesthetically pleasing. Jackie, better known as Jack, had traveled around enough as a freelancer that she had seen most of the new arcologies. She could appreciate the energy-production and anti-earthquake measures that had led to this design, but it made the whole thing look like a big, uninspired monolithic slab. It reminded her of the Imperial Arcology in New York or the still incomplete Golden Bay in Miami, both conceived as anchors to their city’s attempts at sea walls and both therefore looking like nothing more than dams. Jack longed for the cool rains and twisting structure of the Pagoda Arcology in Seattle, especially on days like this when the hot October sun reflected off the solar cells to blind pedestrians and drivers through a wide swath of the city. 

That same reflection was also coming in to the front room of Jack’s friend and confidential source, one Madam Lily, who had just come up from her downstairs shop. At times like this, with the reflected sunshine heating up the front room of her apartment, Lily was also given to thinking about the physicality of the structure from her own angle. Often this turned to thoughts of its feng shui, of the energy flows around a pyramid and what living in the mystical vortex it created did, for good and ill, to all those within. 

As the evening would wear into night though it became Lily’s turn to sit, look out her window, and reflect back on the arcology. She would, like Jack, mostly see the structure for just its aesthetics. To her it seemed something out of an ancient science fiction movie, the kind where the Earth is an overpopulated dystopia with people crammed into dilapidated, vertical sprawls. At times she wondered if, without ever quite realizing it, that was the future she had somehow arrived in. 

Across town, and across a wide gulf of experience, at UCLA, one of the top physicists in the country also thought of old science fiction when he saw the arcology. Dr. Chamabutra’s office looked at it from a completely different direction, letting him see its whole western facade lit up bright in the golden light of the setting sun, with the clear and dark eastern sky as backdrop. 

Cham liked the King Arcology. To him it was something from Star Trek, a vision of humans exploring the stars and developing wondrous technology and a future that is just the present but more so. In a generation, the doctor thought, long after his time, everybody would be living in such structures. Then they would live up to their original name: Architectural Ecology, cities in a tower leaving surrounding land as green space in a bright, shining, ecologically sound and technologically amazing future. 

As it happened, also on the UCLA campus as part of a campaign stop, Finn, City Councilman and mayoral candidate, was also looking at the arcology, though with a far more worried eye on the future. It was the end of a long day, and he sat in the back seat of his high-end self-driving vehicle, his destination already preprogrammed, waiting for his staff to get some things organized. 

As a politician he saw everything through a very particular, distorting lens, and absently looking at the arcology was no different. It made him think of the Infrastructure Bank, an institution whose formation had long been pushed by Democrats, resisted by their opponents. Yet now that things like the arcologies proved its success those same opponents were taking all the credit for having solved the acute housing crisis of the nation’s big cities. Then again, it might have been better not to be associated with the whole thing at all, since the arcologies had mostly failed to fix the affordable housing shortage. Instead it was just a boondoggle that lined the pockets of contractors while forcing the government to subsidize operations of the unprofitable monstrosities. 

Finn knew all kinds of potential solutions to tackle both the housing shortage and energy crisis, many of them likely cheaper and more effective than super-giant apartment towers, and he worried none of those solutions would ever be pursued for their lack of featuring impressive phallic symbols. 

Still, he vacillated again as his entourage finally got his mini-motorcade underway. Still, if not government subsidies, what was going to fix the affordable housing shortage? 

Then there was Maria. She had no particular, profound thoughts about the arcology, at least consciously. She just liked looking at it. In school she had written about it and said it was like the Statue of Liberty. Unlike immigrants of the past, her family had not journeyed to America in the bowels of some ship and been greeted upon arrival in New York harbor by the sight of the new colossus. They had come by car, arriving in Los Angeles on some innocuous evening. Yet she remembered looking out the car window as they crested the elevated highway of some freeway interchange, and seeing the King Arcology. It was dark on the ground, yet its upper reaches were still illuminated by the last rays of the setting sun. At the time it had made her think of a torch, and that made her think of the Statue of Liberty. 

Her teacher had really liked that paper and sent it home with a resounding grade, which her grandma had seen, prompting her to read the paper as well. It was now posted on the refrigerator. Her grandma and mom and uncles all liked the paper and as a result seemed to like the arcology. They were proud of it in the same way they were proud of their adopted country and their current status as yellow card citizens. They all wore their yellow cards in plastic sleeves attached to lanyards around their necks. They made Maria do the same, though she hated it. Kids at school made fun of her for it, so most of the time she tucked it under her shirt before getting on the bus in the morning, then pulled it out on the walk home. 

Maria could never quite relate to their pride. To her it had just been a stupid paper she wrote for a stupid writing assignment at school. Really she just liked looking at the arcology, liked the way its top half was still in bright sunlight at the end of the day. For her there did not need to be a reason beyond that. 

Like many evenings, prior to dinner, she was out on the fire escape landing of their top floor apartment, staring up at the massive structure. It was always much quieter out here, so she liked to come out and watch as the last sun rays rose up the arcology’s side and night settled on the world. She would absently grip or play with her yellow card in its little sleeve out of habit, and she would dream of the future. It was no particular dream she had, nothing apocalyptic or utopian. She would just think about all the different possibilities the future held, about all the vague things she might do someday. 

Daydreaming like this was the same thing she did in class, except out here there was nobody to interrupt her. She could tune out her family bustling around inside the same way she tuned out her teacher or the kids on the bus. 

That was the reason she did not at first notice the screaming. She heard it, for certain, it just got filed on an unconscious level, never rising to true awareness. There might have been whole minutes of it, distant and muted, the sound of screams and cries and the crashing of things being knocked over and broken, the heavy thudding of boots and kicking in of doors. 

Belatedly she emerged from her daydream as she realized the sun had fully set on the arcology, night had filled the sky, and she had not been called in for dinner. There were sounds of chaos behind her. She spun around and opened her window, scampering back in, across her room, and down the hall. 

The kitchen looked like a tornado had gone through, with every cabinet open and pots and pans scattered across the floor amid streaks of blood. The front door was open, allowing her to hear more shouts and people running elsewhere in the apartment complex. 

In the adjoining front room the couch was tipped on its back and the lamp knocked over. In here she found one of her uncles. He was mostly upright, having been pinned to the far wall with what looked like a sword shoved through his right shoulder. His shirt and chest beneath it had been sliced open in a surgical fashion, down the middle and across the top and bottom to create double-door like flaps, which in turn were pulled open. Much of his internal organs had spilled down his slumped legs onto the floor. 

The blood pooling at her uncle’s feet had spread to the nice throw rug in the middle of the room, where it reached the body of her younger sister. The little girl’s throat had been slit almost to the point of decapitation, leaving the head peeled far back and creating another immense pool of blood. 

Maria only had time to see this, not quite registering it consciously but just looking around, absorbing the scene. Before she could react further a tall figure appeared in the open front door. 

The man that stood there was wearing a long duster, like someone from a cowboy movie. He wore a heavy belt with an oversized belt buckle, gleaming in gold, and a pair of holstered revolvers on his hips. In one hand he carried a long machete smeared with blood. His face was concealed behind what at first she thought was a mask, then realized was actually a set of black bandages, wrapped around his entire head, leaving just the dark blue eyes exposed. On his head he wore a plastic crown, like some cheap Halloween prop. Across his chest he had a series of necklaces, each of them strung with a series of yellow cards, worn like hunting trophies. There were enough of them that they covered his whole chest, concealing any shirt he might have had underneath. 

Both Maria and the man stood there, eyes locked, his dark and narrow, hers the opposite. Then with a slight gesture he resettled his grip on the machete. 

Maria screamed and turned to run.
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Unlike some big cities back east, California had no integrated traffic networks, and no corresponding areas limited to autonomous cars. The wild west was a hodgepodge and traffic was worse for it. Los Angeles police had autonomous cruisers, but the unmarked cars issued to detectives had not yet been upgraded. 

So Roland had to drive manually toward the heart of downtown, with traffic, in rush hour. It was the middle of the night, but as far as he could discern every hour here was rush hour, and every direction was with traffic. 

“Did I miss the exit?” He craned his long neck around. The freeway had as much signage as pavement, as much pavement as cars, yet was woefully under lit. It seemed the worse possible place to skimp on the budget. 

“Just keep going.” Vincent did not look up from his mobile. 

“Why is it I’m driving?” 

“You wanted to drive.” 

“Once,” Roland held up a finger. “I wanted to drive once. That was three months ago.” 

“Never Again Volunteer Yourself.” 

“That’s not me. I’m an Ain’t Ready for the Marines Yet.” 

Vincent smirked, though he had still not looked up from his mobile. 

“I hope what you’re looking at there is a map.” 

“Map’s right there,” Vincent pointed to the navigation system displayed on the car’s central console. 

“That,” Roland waved a long finger at it, “needs to be reset.” He tried pressing some of the buttons on the display without any discernable effect on what the screen was showing. “A map isn’t useful if it isn’t updating our location.” 

“Most maps don’t update your location. Humanity survived for thousands of years without maps that updated themselves.” 

“True, but those people weren’t trying to navigate around LA.” 

Vincent shook his head. “Doesn’t the military teach you how to read a map without GPS?” 

“No, what they teach you is not to get lost in a third world megaslum.” 

“Like LA.” 

“Exactly.” Peering over one shoulder to check traffic behind him, Roland swerved across a lane to get to a fast approaching exit. 

“You sure this is the right exit?” 

“No.” As he came up to the stoplight at the end of the off-ramp, Roland again turned to the central console. Tapping on it again failed to reset anything, so he resorted to a hard button below the screen that flipped it out of map mode. 

Vincent at last looked up from his mobile. In specific defiance of recent regulation changes he had started growing out his facial hair, though it was currently still in an intermediate, awkward, scraggily phase. 

“No map at all?” 

“Nope, finding it the old fashioned way. Smoke signal.” 

Roland took a turn across an overpass and onto a road that dove into a dense collection of low-rise buildings. He had been in this neighborhood before, he was certain, but LA had a way of looking very different at night. It was so strange, since he had never felt that way about Chicago. He wondered if that was because the overcast Midwest never truly had a day time. 

Office buildings and storefronts along the main road gave way to side streets lined with duplexes, quadplexes, trailer parks, and apartment towers. These brick landmarks always looked incongruous to Roland. He could never tell if they were relics built a hundred years ago, or recent hipster pretensions built in a style to make them look a hundred years old.  

With a few more turns they spotted their destination. It was obvious from the mass of police cars out front. Most had their rooftop lights going, creating a show of flashing colors splashing across the surrounding buildings. Roland pulled up at the edge of the police perimeter. 

“See,” he held out his arms. “Found it, no problem.” 

“It’s easy when you just follow the CSI van,” Vincent pointed to the vehicle they had been following since they got off the freeway. 

Roland smirked. “Exactly. Adapt and overcome.” 

A line of police tape marked off the sidewalk in front of the apartment tower. Passing through this they approached a uniformed police lieutenant. Both detectives produced their badges, Roland’s on his mobile, Vincent opting for the traditional physical one. 

“Evening gentleman.” 

“Good evening,” Roland said. “Detective Hayes,” he pointed to himself, “Detective . . .” 

“Vincent,” Vincent finished in a flat tone. 

“So what do we got here?” 

The police lieutenant turned and looked up at the apartment building. “Giant fucking mess. Not much for you boys, though.” 

“Really?” 

The lieutenant shrugged, then held out an arm toward the entrance. “Have a look around.” 

“We were told they got the whole building.” 

“Uh-huh, that’s right, the whole thing.” 

Roland glanced up at the apartment tower again, then gave him a critical stare. “When they said that, I guess I assumed it was some kind of bomb. You know, that took out,” he gestured upward, “the whole building.” 

“No explosives we could find. Just corpses. Everywhere. Fair warning, it’s a gruesome scene in there.” 

“How many?” Vincent asked. 

The lieutenant glanced over his shoulder again. The investigators from the CSI van were unloading equipment near the apartment tower entrance, while some uniformed policemen chatted in the doorway. 

“A hundred and forty-seven by my count, but there’s probably more. Forensics ‘ll need to determine for certain.” 

Calmly, Vincent noted this down on his mobile. Roland was less sanguine. “A hundred and forty-seven people were murdered here?” 

“Afraid so, sir. Men, women, and children.” 

“No survivors?” 

“None that we found. There was nobody left alive in the building. Like I said, looks like they got the whole building.” 

“Anybody outside the building?” 

“Didn’t find any, no sir.” 

Roland glanced around at the neighborhood. There were some bungalow houses on small plots behind him and a lower, more sprawling apartment complex across the street. 

“What about the neighbors? What did they see?” 

“Been asking around, but so far nobody saw anything?” 

“What?” 

The lieutenant just stared back with a blank expression. 

“How is that possible?” Roland asked. “This is a hundred and fifty murders. We’re not talking just one guy here. It would have taken a small army.” 

“Nobody said they saw anything,” the lieutenant shrugged. 

“There must have been vehicles, multiple vehicles, people coming and going, all kinds of noise. You’re telling me somebody killed everybody in a five-story apartment building, and nobody in the neighborhood saw anything?” 

This just got another shrug. 

“There are a lot of yellow-cards around here,” Vincent said. “Maybe they’re too afraid to talk to cops.” 

“Could be,” the lieutenant said without conviction. 

Roland looked up at the building and the night sky beyond, and shook his head. “Are we seriously going to have to fill out the paperwork for a hundred and fifty murder victims?” 

“Copy-paste,” Vincent said. 

“That’s the good news,” the lieutenant said. “Most of the victims were yellow-cards. Not too much paperwork. Single report covers ‘em all. No problem.” 

Roland looked between the two of them with an intent expression. “What the heck are yellow-cards?” 

“You know, immigrants.” 

“Why call them yellow-cards?” 

“It’s the, whole, thing, um,” Vincent starred past him for a second. “The, new immigration thing. Legal immigrants get green cards. Illegal immigrants get yellow cards.” 

“You know,” the lieutenant said. “Green, go. Yellow, slow down.” 

“Do they not have those back east?” 

Roland looked up at the building again and grimaced. “Never heard ‘em called yellow cards. Do they really require less paperwork?” 

“Depends.” 

“Well they do for us,” the lieutenant said. “So story ain’t all bad.” 

“Well, can we take a look around?” Roland asked. 

“Sure. It’s a mess in there though.” 

Moving forward they found the forensic team had already moved into the building. The two uniformed cops nodded and tipped their caps solemnly as the detectives walked past. 

Through the front door they entered a scene of medieval gruesomeness. From the lobby there was a door to a front office, another to a utility closet, and a hallway and stairs leading deeper into the building. Each of these, it seemed, had been marked with a body. The bodies were impaled on what looked like coat trees whose tops had been sharpened to points. Blood and entrails spilled out into puddles and piles, strewn across the tile floor such that the whole lobby was slick with a single, continuous layer of viscera. Some of the blood had been used to draw on the walls. There was a pentagram on one wall, things that looked like Egyptian hieroglyphics on another, more esoteric symbols the detectives did not recognize on still another. 

“Wow,” Roland said, even as Vincent walked forward, silently taking in the whole scene. 

“Whole building’s like that boss,” one of the uniformed cops standing in the still open front door said. Roland turned to him, and he gestured up and down. “Every floor, every apartment, more of ‘em like this.” 

Roland nodded. “And the drawings?” he pointed to a wall. 

“Yeah. Bunch of pentagrams everywhere.” 

Roland turned back to look around again. Next to him Vincent had waded forward, into the blood and guts, joining some of the crime scene investigators already at work. The forensics team was busy taking pictures and beginning to bag up samples. Vincent held his mobile out at arm’s length, taking copious pictures himself. 

Roland sighed and broke off to look in the utility room. It was an improvement in the lack of blood or occult symbols, but otherwise still a mess, as if a grenade had been thrown in here. Shelves were toppled, cleaning supplies and lightbulbs and batteries and jars of random screws scattered across the floor, something that looked like a half-dismantled turbopump knocked off of cinder blocks at the far end. The lack of blood made him wonder if maybe this room had started like this, and the murderers had just left it alone. Some of the items looked burnt though, making him again wonder if there really had been a grenade, or at least an attempt to light the whole thing on fire. 

On the other side of the lobby Vincent moved in the opposite direction, toward the front office. He paused to get some pictures of the woman staked out in front. Her clothes looked professional, perhaps a live-in manager. Her head had been bound around the forehead to the stake, using a thin wire, such that her neck did not droop. It left her dead eyes, still open, staring slightly upward in a disturbing fashion. He made sure to get several pictures. 

Looking closer Vincent noticed all her teeth had been ripped from her mouth. He realized then she was wearing a necklace consisting of teeth strung along a strand of dental floss. It seemed like something that would have taken a while to make, especially if they had also sexually assaulted this woman, which he felt was almost certainly the case. 

Beyond her he found the apartment office. It had been ransacked, every desk drawer pulled out and emptied, the same done to an old filing cabinet, tables and couches pulled out, pushed aside, knocked over. There were no bodies in here, but whoever had gone through it must have had literal blood on their hands, leaving bloody streaks across all the furniture. The scene made it look as though somebody had been searching the room for something, but standing in the doorway, taking it all in, Vincent got the impression this had been a case of wanton destruction for its own sake. 

He took a few pictures from the doorway, then turned back into the lobby. Roland stepped out of the utility room and joined him. 

“What do you think?” 

Vincent was still taking pictures, his eyes never leaving his mobile. “Somebody took their time doing all this. Must have been at it most of the night.” 

“What time is it now?” Roland looked to his watch. 

“Quarter after eleven.” 

Roland looked around again and drew a deep breath. “Well, you wanna split up?” 

“And do what?” 

“I was gonna go ask some of the neighbors if they saw anything, see if a plain-clothes cop has more luck. You wanna go through this with forensics?” 

“You don’t wanna wade through more blood and shit?” Vincent smirked. 

“I don’t wanna deprive you of your favorite part of this job.” 

Vincent said nothing, continuing instead to take pictures. At last he turned to Roland. “Sure, if you want.” 

“I’ll meet you back here.” 

With that Roland stepped back out the front door. Vincent watched him go, then nodded to the cops guarding the door. “Is there another entrance to this place?” 

“Yeah, there’s a door around back. We gotta guy there.” 

Stepping out himself Vincent circled around the building. He passed down an alley between the gutted building and a similar but shorter one next door. A few lights were on, and he even spotted a few people making furtive glances from behind their blinds. The people in that building, Vincent thought, knew exactly what had happened here. They wouldn’t talk to the police. Would they talk to Roland? His partner could get people talking as long as he remembered not to talk too much himself. 

The back of the building was another alleyway, with a wooden fence that surrounded a neighboring trailer park on the far side. There were no street lights back here, and no lights on the buildings. The only light sources were the flashlight he now held up, and a similar one held by a cop standing at the back door. 

“Evening,” Vincent held up his badge as he approached. 

“Evening, detective. It’s an awful mess in there.” 

“Uh-huh. Nothing out here though?” 

“No, sir, all quiet.” The cop shined his light up and down the alley in a quick, nervous arc. 

“Are there any other doors?” 

“There’s one back around the way you came, to their mechanical room.” 

“Yeah, I saw that. Nothing else?” 

“Just that, and this, and the front door. Oh, there’s a fire escape around the other side.” 

“Alright, thanks.” 

With that Vincent slipped up the short flight of steps past the cop and entered the building. 

He found himself in a lobby of sorts, opposite the front one. The hallway that branched off the front lobby ended here, but looking down this he could not see the front end for all the carnage. Bodies had been nailed up against the walls of the hallway in grim poses, in some cases with more stakes stuck into the walls, allowing the corpses to be cantilevered out. They formed gory arches or bloody Christmas streamers along the roof. 

This back lobby itself was relatively clean though. Bloody footprints crisscrossed all over its tiles, showing a variety of boot trends. As he took pictures Vincent wondered how many belonged to the cops that had already trudged through here. 

On the side of this lobby there was a stairway and an elevator. The elevator was on this floor, its doors stuck open by the strategic positioning of another corpse. The man hanging there had all his limbs bound along their length with nylon cord. This cord was staked to the wall just outside the elevator on one side, and into the wall in the elevator interior on the other, leaving him suspended across the gap. He had been decapitated, then had his head stuck back on with heavy duty nails. His body was naked, and his genitalia had been cut off, but the rest of his body was intact. Another occultic symbol, resembling a hieroglyphic and depicting what Vincent thought to be a frog-headed figure, had been carved into his chest with a fine blade. 

Vincent took a few pictures, then decided to forego the hallway of gore and instead climbed up the stairs. Aside from more bloody footprints there was nothing in the stairwell. 

On the second floor hallways branched in multiple directions, but none of them had been populated with macabre dioramas. Instead he found, looking down the halls, that every door had been left open. Stepping up to one Vincent looked in on yet another mess of blood, dismembered bodies, and weird symbols. It seemed no two corpses had been murdered, cut up, and positioned in quite the same way. 

On the other hand, he noted that the symbols had plenty of repeats, with the same frog-figure, coiled snakes, pentagrams, swastikas, and iron crosses he had been seeing elsewhere. Some of the symbols were drawn in blood on the floor and walls, others knifed into bodies, but he also noticed some done in less gruesome ways. Some had just been drawn in pen on the walls or tabletops, or on paper that was nailed to various surfaces. In other cases he saw broken up furniture, strips of clothing, or even food on a kitchen counter, arranged in a clearly purposeful way that resembled cruder versions of the symbols. 

Vincent started to wonder: if they made a map of where all the bodies were found, and in what positions, if they would see more of these symbols in the way people were laid out. 

After quickly poking his head into a couple of the apartments and taking in the scene, Vincent started down the main hallway toward the front. Right away he was surprised by the emergence of another person into the hall. 

She was a tall, dark haired woman with an unflinching stare. Her clothes were flannel and loose, her hair short and tight. On her left side her hair was brushed over and just long enough to tuck behind her ear, but on the other side it was shaved close. This had the effect of revealing an implanted electronic port in her temple. A cord hung from this port, plugged into her head in a way that made Vincent smirk. The cord dangled down to disappear into a satchel she carried. 

In her hands she held a high-end camera that was also attached to a lanyard around her neck. Another camera followed right behind her, this one attached to a small, whirring, quadcopter drone. The drone floated into the hall at a stately pace. It turned to continue down the hall, but the woman spun the other way as she caught sight of Vincent. 

“Oh, are you up here already?” 

Vincent just smiled, holding up his own mobile and recording as he spoke. “Well, I’m up here.” 

“I was hoping you’d all be busy on the first floor for a while.” 

“You mean busy investigating this active crime scene?” 

“Or jerking each other off, whatever you normally do in this situation.” 

“Yes,” Vincent smiled, “and unless you want to join the circle jerk I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 

“Ah, geez,” the woman slumped a little. “I already had to bribe one cop to get this far.” 

“You realize I’m recording you right?” 

“I’m recording me!” She gestured to her camera and a mobile that just stuck out of her pant’s pocket. 

“Uh-huh. You’re admitting to bribing a cop?” 

“He admitted to it first. The guard at the back door, when I first asked if I could look inside, he said, literally, you can if you bribe me. I have it recorded.” 

“He let you record that?” Vincent lowered his own mobile and stared directly at her. 

“Uh-huh, the entire conversation, and everything since.” 

The detective looked down and shook his head. “Fucking swing shift has the biggest dumb asses.” 

The woman tilted her head and stared, waiting for him to continue. “So are you asking for a bribe as well?” 

“I am, yes, but not money.” 

“I am not equipped to be part of a circle jerk.” 

Vincent’s smile only grew at this. “You’d be surprised how little it takes. But what I really want are your pictures.” 

She raised both eyebrows in reply. “Pictures?” 

“Uh-huh. The ones you’re taking right now. I assume you’re a reporter.” 

“I’m a freelancer.” 

“So what does that mean?” 

“It means I’m unemployed. I get some pictures, bribe some cops for some details, write up a story, sell it to a news stream. True crime streams love this stuff. I can probably sell some of the pictures to some torture porn website if I’m really strapped for cash.” 

“I take it that means you own all these pictures, not some local news company?” 

“Yes,” she said slowly. 

“Great, so give me a copy and I’ll let you snoop around.” 

“Selling these pictures is exactly how I make money.” 

“Doesn’t have to be right away. Just give me a copy when I come by in the next couple days.” 

“When you come by?” 

“Uh-huh. When I call.” He held up his mobile and took a step toward her. 

“Was this an elaborate ploy just to get my number?” 

“My wife doesn’t approve of me picking up strange women at crime scenes.” 

She tilted her head again and narrowed her eyes as she continued to stare. 

“Ah, fuck,” Vincent rolled his eyes as an edge crept into his voice. “You really think I’m trying to hit on you?” 

“I’m trying to decide.” 

“Look, my wife also said we can’t have a three-way unless I somehow grow a second penis.” 

“Hmph. She sounds like a smart woman.” 

With that the freelancer pulled her own mobile out and held it out towards Vincent’s. After a moment of syncing a contact card was transferred. Vincent held up his mobile close to his face to read it. 

“Your name is Jack?” 

“Yes it is.” 

“Huh. And you still couldn’t be part of a circle jerk?” 

“Ha-ha, I totally haven’t heard a million variations of that joke.” 

A little ways down the hall the quadcopter drone whirred out of a room. It paused, hovering steady in the middle of the hall, rotated slowly, then continued further down the hall and entered the next door. 

“You find all the doors open like this?” Vincent asked. 

“I haven’t disturbed anything, which is better than you’re doing.” 

She pointed to the floor, where Vincent had tracked some blood from downstairs up into this hallway. He gave it an indifferent look, then went back to getting pictures on his mobile. 

They began slowly moving down the hall, peering in each room as they went. All of them were filled with more of the same carnage as Vincent had seen at the entrance. 

Jack led the way, taking pictures with her professional camera at each doorway and casting glances back at Vincent, who just followed her without ever looking up from his mobile. 

“So are you an actual detective?” Jack asked. 

“Should have asked that before you bribed me.” 

“I haven’t given you anything yet. Except my number, which you could sell to some spammer I guess, but get in line in that case.” 

“I am an actual detective. What else would I be?” 

“Another freelancer, trying to pull something on me. Or part of the forensics team.” 

“Nope, just the homicide detective stuck on this case.” 

“If you’re the detective though why are you taking so many pictures.” 

Vincent looked up from his mobile. “I already told you. Second shift are a bunch of dumb asses. Why you think I want your pictures?” 

“Hmph. You trust me more than your own people?” 

“You got here faster than them. How did you manage that, by the way?” 

“I followed all the converging police cars.” 

“So you’re one of those people who sits around monitoring police radios?” 

“No, I follow the social stream users who sit around monitoring police radios and then post about it.” 

Vincent nodded to himself. “You still got here quick. Faster than any local news crew as well.” 

“There are no local news reporters anymore.” 

“I’ve seen local news, all the time.” 

“Yeah, but where do you think they get their stories?” Jack held up her hands. Vincent just stared at her, so she continued. “It’s all freelancers. Why hire a whole news crew when you can pay pennies to a bunch of amateurs to take pictures for you?” 

They paused at another doorway, both of them taking a step over the threshold for a better angle on the gore spread across this particular front room and adjoining kitchen. 

“So are you saying there are no more reporters at all,” Vincent asked. “Just freelancers?” 

“There are still reporters, but not many. Not enough for this.” 

“You’re telling me no news crew is gonna show up at this massive crime scene?” 

“No, just more freelancers I would guess. The subscription streams would never bother with minor crime stories like this.” 

“The mass slaughter of a hundred and fifty people is a minor crime story?” 

Jack turned and looked him in the eye. “No news service bothers covering the death of yellow card holders. Everyone thinks they’re all just criminals anyway.” 

*     *     * 

Next door to the apartment building and the police cordon was a neighborhood of bungalows. Postage stamp houses on postage stamp lots spread in a haphazard collection along meandering streets. As Roland walked into this he saw there were no street lights here and very few lights on porches or windows. Despite the presence of front porches on all the little houses the whole neighborhood managed to look uninviting, perhaps precisely because all those porches were dark and empty, as if the whole place was abandoned. 

Roland went up to the first house on this row, a house whose miniature yard backed up to a brick wall adjacent to the apartment building complex. Knocking and ringing the doorbell got no answer, or even a light turned on inside. He got the same result at the next house. 

At the third house the door was answered by a man who barely cracked it open. Roland held up his badge and introduced himself. “There was an incident at the apartment complex next door earlier this evening, and I was wondering if you saw or heard anything.” 

“Are you with the government?” the man asked. 

Roland paused, mentally going back to check that he had in fact introduced himself. “I’m with the LAPD.” 

Behind the door the man shifted slightly, his face disappearing in the shadows. “Do you have a warrant?” 

“No sir, I was just hoping . . .” 

The door slammed shut. 

Rather than just continue down the row, Roland stepped out into the street and looked around. A few houses further down there was one with the porch light on, creating a mote of existence in the sprawling dark. He headed down to this house and rang the doorbell. 

A rail thin man wearing a ratty t-shirt opened the door. He cracked it at first, peaked out, then flung it open. He stood right in the doorway, trying to fill it despite his stature. His right arm rested on a sidearm that was tucked into his waistband. 

He gave a slight nod. “Yeah?” 

“I’m sorry to disturb you. There was an incident earlier this evening at the apartment . . .” 

Even as Roland spoke the man was shaking his head. “Fake news.” 

The detective just stared. “What?” 

“Fake news, nothing happened over there.” 

“Um, well, I was just over there, and something definitely did happen. Now I’m trying to figure out exactly what that was. Did you by chance hear anything?” 

Throughout the man continued to shake his head. “Nah, man, fake news. Nothing happened. It’s all libtard false flags, trying to get sympathy, play the victim. Probably just some gang fight or something.” 

“What makes you say that? Have you seen any gang activity around?” 

“Shit man, the whole building over there is filled with yellow cards. Whole thing is fuckin’ criminals.” 

“Okay. Did you by chance know anybody that lived in that building . . .” 

“Nah man, why the fuck would I go over there, get myself killed.” 

“Alright, that’s fine. But earlier this evening . . .” 

“I’m tellin’ ya man, fake news. Stop fuckin’ spreadin’ the liberal media hype. Nothing happened over there, it’s all fuckin’ fake. Probably was even fake blood, fake body parts, nobody even got killed.” 

“Now, I didn’t say it was a murder of any kind,” Roland said. 

“Shit,” the man stepped back. “Fuckin’ media cuck. I don’t wanna talk to you.” He swiftly moved to shut the door. 

“No, sir, please, I just,” Roland held up a hand, but already the door had been slammed in his face. 

He stood there, trying to comprehend the conversation he had just had. His eye was caught by a stirring in the front window next to the door. A light flipped on, and from behind the curtains the man’s head poked out. He now had his gun in his hand, and he held this up toward the window. 

“Get off my porch!” he shouted through the glass. “Fucking faggot!” 

The man disappeared behind the curtain. Roland stood stunned, but then turned and continued down the street. 

Despite that encounter he decided the houses with porch lights were still a better route that those without. He continued down to the next lit house and tried knocking on that door. 

It was a stocky, older man who answered, with a shock of grey hair and goatee. He opened the door just enough for his broad frame to fit into the gap, one hand still ready to slam the thing shut. 

“Sorry to bother you folks so late,” Roland held up his badge. “My name is Detective Hayes, LAPD. There was an incident earlier this evening at the apartment complex just next door, I was wondering if anyone here had heard anything.” 

Already though, the man was nodding. “Yeah. Yeah, we heard.” 

“You did?” It took a moment for Roland to recover from this answer, as if this was not a conversation he had every day. “Do you mind if I come in, ask you a few questions?” 

The man glanced over a shoulder, looked back, hesitated, but then said, “sure thing,” and opened the door wide. 

Roland found himself stepping into a den of kitsch. A variety of cuckoo clocks, framed movie posters, placards from fifty year old political campaigns, cross-stitched pictures of animals, and psychedelic paintings were crammed into every available spot on the walls. The room was lit by scattered swag lamps hanging from the ceiling. An area rung with an MC Esher sketch dominated the room, surrounded by a suede couch, bean bags, and a wooden rocking chair. One of the walls, beneath its decorations, had paisley wall paper. 

Roland absorbed all this before realizing he was being offered a seat. He smiled, nodded, and sat down in an Art Deco recliner with no arm rests. 

From a gap in a wall that looked in on an adjoining kitchen, a woman poked her head out. “Who is it babe?” She had gray hair in a tight bun and wore thin, half-moon glasses. 

“The police finally showed up,” the man said as he took a seat in the rocking chair. 

“Can I get you anything, sir?” 

“No, thank you,” Roland held up a hand even as his attention shifted fully to the man. “You say finally showed up? Did any uniformed officers stop by earlier?” 

The man was shaking his head. 

“No, not even after we called,” the woman said as she entered the room, handing a glass of water to the man and taking a seat. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.” 

“Detective Hayes,” Roland said as he pulled out his mobile and started recording. “And you would be?” 

“Oh, sorry. Alysha, Alysha Watts. My husband Rich.” 

“And, Mrs. Watts, you say you called the police earlier?” 

“Yes we did.” 

“What did they say?” 

“They didn’t say anything,” she shook her head. “They put me on hold for half an hour.” 

“Were you calling nine-one-one.” 

“No, just the police.” 

“We tried nine-one-one earlier,” the man, Rich, said. 

“That’s right,” his wife nodded. “I called when I heard the gunshots.” 

“You heard gunshots? When was this?” 

“Oh, it was between seven, seven-thirty.” 

“It was just after dark,” Rich said. “I went out to have a look.” 

“Did you see anything?” 

“Not much. Our property line doesn’t have a good angle on the apartments,” Rich waved toward the back of their house. “Sounded like they were coming from that direction though.” 

“They definitely were,” Alysha nodded. 

“You say you heard multiple gunshots?” 

“A lot, yes.” She looked at her husband. “Dozens?” 

“More than I can count. Different kinds of guns, too.” 

“And you told this to the nine-one-one operator?” 

“I never got an operator,” Alysha said. “I was on hold for an hour, never got anybody. By then the gunshots had stopped.” 

“I was gonna go over and see,” Rich said, “but . . .” 

“No,” his wife reached toward him. “No, it’s good you didn’t. That would have been insane.” 

“Yeah, it probably would have.” 

Roland leaned forward and held up his mobile, making sure it caught everything being said. “So you heard multiple gunshots around seven, didn’t get an answer from nine-one-one, couldn’t see anything specific.” 

“It was too dark, anyway.” 

“Okay. So then you called the police again later?” 

“We called,” Alysha trailed off as she turned to her husband. 

He realized she had stopped talking, met her gaze with his own. “Well. We gotta tell him.” 

“She just got to sleep though.” 

“We don’t have to wake her up. Just tell him.” 

Roland tilted his head forward. “Wake who?” 

“A girl,” Rich said. “Maybe, ten, twelve years old. She crawled through the gap in our fence and was hiding in our yard. I was sitting by the back door, in case something else happened, and I heard something. I thought it was an animal. I went out to look . . .” 

“Her name is Maria,” Alysha took over, speaking over her husband. “She lives in that apartment building next door.” 

“What was she doing in your yard?” Roland asked. 

“Running for her life, it sounded like,” Rich said. 

“She was frightened out of her mind,” Alysha looked down and shook her head. “She said she was running from monsters.” 

Both of the couple were now looking off into corners of the weird room with blank expressions. Roland glanced between them. “So, you knew I was going to ask. I’d really like to speak with this Maria.” 

Alysha slumped a little more even as her voice rose. “We tried to talk to the police hours ago. I was on hold half an hour with the precinct, trying to tell them.” 

“She called multiple times,” Rich said. 

“Multiple times. They just kept putting me on hold. This is just,” she stopped and gave the angriest sigh Roland had ever heard. 

He paused, hoping the tension might take a moment to cool. “I’m sorry. If I had known, I promise I would have been here earlier. Is there any way I could talk to her now?” 

“Can’t this wait until tomorrow?” 

“Witness statements are better the sooner we get them, and right now I don’t have any other witnesses.” 

The couple looked at each other. Rich looked past her to the hallway on the far side of the room, then raised his eyebrows. 

“She’s already been so traumatized,” Alysha said. 

“She’s gonna have to talk to the police eventually. Maybe better to just get it over with.” 

Alysha grimaced, stared into space, sighed. “Alright.” 

She headed into the back and a few minutes later emerged, leading a little Hispanic girl by the hand. Maria still wore her clothes from earlier in the day. Her long dark hair was a tangled mess, and there were scratches across her forehead. She paused in the doorway, staring wide eyed and taking in the whole room. Then Alysha nudged her forward, and she followed along to sit down on the couch. 

“This is the policemen I told you would come,” Alysha said to the girl. “He’s here to ask you some questions about what happened.” 

Maria shot glances between the woman and Roland. He leaned forward, bracing his arms on his legs and extending his mobile forward to catch anything. “Maria, is it?” 

She stared at him, then nodded. 

“Maria, it’s good to meet you. My name is Roland. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions? It’s very important.” 

Again Maria glanced around at the others, but then nodded. 

“Maria, you live in the apartment building, just next door?” 

She nodded, then looked up at him and said, “yes.” From the way the girl was acting, Roland had expected a kind of shy, mousy squeak of a voice, but when she spoke it was with a surprising confidence and steadiness. 

“Maria, can you tell me what happened earlier tonight, at your home?” 

“We were attacked by monsters.” Again she surprised Roland with the matter-of-fact calmness in her voice. 

“Monsters?” 

“They were people dressed up like monsters, even though it’s not Halloween until tomorrow. But maybe some of them really were monsters, so it wasn’t dress up.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

She hesitated, looking to the older couple again, then turning down to stare at the floor. When her hesitation started to drag out Roland decided to switch tacks. 

“What kind of Halloween costumes were they wearing?” 

“Um, one was dressed like a mummy, I think. And another was a zombie.” 

“Did he have a zombie mask?” 

“Uh-huh. It was green. Maybe like Frankenstein?” 

“Was the mummy completely wrapped up in bandages?” 

She paused, bit her lower lip, then shook her head. “No. He had, um,” she paused again, looking away. “He had a bunch of people’s cards around his neck.” 

“Their cards?” 

“Uh-huh.” From within her shirt Maria pulled out a lanyard with a yellow identification cards in a plastic sleeve. 

“Ah. May I see that?” Roland gestured. He scooted forward while Maria held the card up, getting his mobile in close to get a good picture. “Alright. Maria, tell me, did these monsters have guns?” 

Maria looked up, pausing in thought, then shook her head. “I didn’t see any. They had swords.” 

“Swords?” 

“Uh-huh. Like in the movies. They were like,” she held out her hands as wide as she could. 

“And these people, wearing masks, they came in to your home?” 

She looked down and nodded. 

“What did they do?” 

“They,” she swallowed hard. “They started hurting people.” 

“Did they hurt you?” 

This got an emphatic shake of her head. “No. They chased me, but I ran.” 

“You ran out?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“How did you get out of the building?” 

“I climbed down the fire escape. That’s how I always get out.” 

“Okay,” Roland smiled. “Did they chase you after you got outside?” 

“I, um,” she looked up right at him this time and furrowed her brow. “I don’t know. I think they did. I just ran.” 

“And you ran over here?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“She ran to the hole in our fence,” Rich said. “Crawled through. That’s where I found her.” 

Roland gave him a nod before turning back to Maria. “Maria, you’re doing great. Can you tell me anything more about these people in Halloween costumes? How many were there?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“More than three?” 

“I think so. There were two that were in my home and chased me, but I think there were more out in the hallway.” 

“Alright. Could you tell if they were men or women?” 

“The two that chased me were men.” She paused, then shook her head. “I think.” 

Roland shifted position, putting his mobile down in his lap, though he left it still recording. “Maria, you have been incredibly helpful. I’m gonna make sure you get taken care of, okay.” 

Maria nodded slightly. “Come on dear,” Alysha said. “Let’s get you back to bed.” 

As she stood to take Maria away Roland and Rich stood as well. Roland took a step forward, watching the girls leave the room, then leaned in toward Rich. 

“We can take her into custody tonight, if you want.” 

“Oh, she’s fine. We have it all set up for the grandkids when they visit.” 

Roland nodded even as he continued to stare toward the hall where Maria had gone. 

“Do you have to take her into custody?” 

“By the letter of the law, we should, but nobody’s going to say anything if I leave her here, as long as you’re fine with it. I’ve got a number for Child Protective Services,” Roland pulled it up on his mobile. “Call this in the morning, they’ll take care of you.” 

Roland held up his mobile to transfer the contact info. 

“Ah, geez, I don’t know how to work my phone,” Rich said, hustling over to an end table and pulling out some paper. “Can you just read it to me?” 

This got the detective to smile. “Alright.” 

*     *     * 

By the time Roland arrived back at the car, Vincent was already there waiting. There was a major bustle now around the apartment building entrance as coroners and forensics teams hauled out the mass of human remains. Vincent was leaning against the car, watching them work, and at first did not acknowledge his partner’s arrival. Roland came up next to him, leaned against the car as well, and joined in watching the scene. 

“Find anything?” Roland asked. 

“Giant fucking mess.” Vincent held up his mobile, displaying some of the pictures he had taken. 

“Oh, God,” Roland grimaced at what he saw. 

“I particularly liked this one,” Vincent flipped a few pictures forward. “Nazi symbol formed from severed limbs.” 

“You find a lot of that?” 

“Hmph?” 

“Symbols, like that?” 

“Oh yeah. A bunch. There was also this,” Vincent flipped forward several pictures. 

Roland tilted his head, leaned in, then leaned back, staring at the picture. “What am I looking at?” 

“I think they’re suppose to be those Christmas decorations, um, like, it’s usually silver.” 

“Tinsel?” 

“Yeah, tinsel, except intestines.” 

“Human innards strung up as tinsel.” Roland looked away and shook his head. “Anything else?” 

“The guy who called this in is in the hospital.” 

“A survivor?” 

“Kinda.” Vincent pocketed away his mobile and folded his arms. “Guy was out late. Came home to discover,” he paused, gestured toward the building. “Goes in, looks around, runs the fuck away. He doesn’t have a mobile, so he calls it in from the manager’s office in the building next door, but then after that he starts having some kind of panic attack and collapses.” 

“Panic attack, or could he have been exposed to something still active in the building?” 

“You mean like a chemical agent?” Vincent said as if he’d just smelled something bad himself. 

“Yeah, I know. I just can’t get over how few witnesses there seem to be. I was wondering if the attackers moved way faster than we’re assuming.” 

“None of the people in the building next door reported anything.” 

“Did you speak with them?” 

Vincent nodded. “A few. Some of them said they heard gunshots next door earlier, but they never called it in.” 

“Do you think they were telling the truth?” 

“Not at all,” Vincent said. “I’m sure some of them saw something, or heard something more. They just don’t want to speak with cops.” 

“I found the same thing over here,” Roland pointed to the bungalows in the other direction. “Neighbors claim they didn’t see anything. A few said they heard gunshots but didn’t go investigate, and only one couple tried calling it in.” 

“Tried?” 

“They said nine-one-one put them on hold and they gave up after an hour. They did have a witness with them though, an actual survivor who saw the attackers and escaped the building.” 

“Okay, that’s something.” 

“Unfortunately the witness is a twelve year old girl. She said she was attacked by people wearing Halloween costumes and wielding swords.” 

“You don’t trust the testimony of a twelve year old girl?” Vincent asked with a tinge of sarcasm. 

“Not if she’s anything like my kids.” Roland paused, scratching his chin. “Actually, I trust her more than anybody else I spoke to. A couple of the guys who heard gunshots said they got out their own guns, and I suspect they might have at least walked over to see, but that’s all they would tell me in between threatening me.” 

“So we have other potential witnesses. If they won’t cooperate we could pick ‘em up on probably cause.” 

“They seemed like people who would just lawyer up and drag the whole thing out. They kept yelling ‘fake news’ when I tried to ask them questions.” 

“Which is interesting seeing as how this hasn’t even been on the news yet.” 

“Yeah, I don’t even see a news crew here,” Roland glanced around. 

“I doubt they’re coming. I ran into a freelance reporter inside. She said local news doesn’t even have news crews anymore, it’s all freelancers nowadays.” 

“Wait, you ran into her inside?” 

“Sure,” Vincent shrugged. “She’d already bribed her way in, I didn’t want to shake her down twice in one night. I made her promise to get us some of the pictures she was taking.” 

“Good move.” Roland stared as more remains were hauled out of the apartment building. 

The two detectives fell silent. A cool autumn breeze came down the street, and some kind of argument broke out among the crews dealing with the crime scene. 

“Wait,” Roland said. “Do local news streams really not have crews to send out anymore?” 

Vincent had gone back to looking at something on his mobile. He shrugged without looking up. “I don’t now. That’s what the freelance lady said.” 

“You’d think they’d at least have a crew around to send to big stories like this.” 

“What makes you think this is a big story?” 

Roland turned to stare at him. “Seriously? I hundred and fifty people murdered? This place looks like a medieval battle scene, you’d think that by itself would be enough to bring out a news crew. Or,” he tossed a hand toward the scene, “or at least more of these freelancers, looking for gory photos.” 

At first Vincent did not respond, instead just holding up his mobile closer to his face. Roland stared at him, then, when his partner remained silent, shrugged and turned away. “Eh, what do I know?” 

“Hold on,” Vincent held up a finger. He continued to do something on his mobile, then leaned over and held it out toward Roland. “Look at this. From last summer.” 

“What is this?” Roland took the mobile to hold up to his own face. It had an old news stream story, video and text displayed side by side. The video showed stock footage of some kind of prison facility. He held the mobile up close to hear the voiceover, but found that too difficult with the ambient noise, and so looked back to start reading instead. 

The headline read: ‘Liberal Traitors’ accuse immigrant and yellow card detention facilities of ‘human’ rights abuses.’ Roland puzzled over the odd scare quotes, then continued reading. 

‘Various liberal traitor and bleeding heart organizations are accusing INS and Homeland Security of ‘human’ rights violations over their holding of yellow card criminals in detention centers near the border. The liberal traitor groups claim that hundreds of ‘deaths’ from ‘dehydration’ and ‘heat stroke’ are occurring at the facilities. Homeland Security officials say these claims are without merit, and in a statement also took issue to the inflammatory language used by the liberal traitors in their statements referencing ‘mass graves’ at the facilities. White House officials say that, given the liberal traitor organizations demand that these violent yellow card criminals be released rather than held, that these claims may fall under incitement laws and so qualify for Justice Department libel action.’ 

Roland stopped reading and looked over at Vincent. “Um, okay. What’s your point?” 

“It’s a pretty biased article.” 

“Yeah, but there are a lot of those.” 

“Look at the banner. That’s ABCOnline. That’s what passes for main stream news.” 

Roland passed the mobile back to him. “I still don’t follow. What’s your point?” 

“The point is nobody gives a fuck about these yellow cards,” Vincent’s voice rose, growing more animated as he spoke. “Hundreds of them die in prison camps in the desert and the news acts like it’s a joke.” 

“Okay, I get that. But I’d still think they’d want to show the dead bodies.” Roland paused, thinking. “Also, getting back to your original point, what does this have to do with all the neighbors being unwilling to speak about what they heard tonight?” 

“You watch enough of this shit,” Vincent gestured with his mobile, “who knows what the fuck you end up thinking.” 

“Yeah, but no matter how much of that you watch, is it ever gonna make someone scream ‘fake news’ after literally hearing gunshots themselves? Nobody is that stupid.” 

This got him a withering look from Vincent. 

“Yeah, alright,” Roland said. “But not everybody is that stupid.” 

“And you did find one witness.” 

Roland stared at his partner. “One twelve year old girl? I fear for humanity.” 

“No need to fear. We’re already fucked.” 

Roland turned to move around and get back into their car. “Is there anything else you wanna see here?” 

“Mmmm. No.” 

“Alright. I’m ready to go home. We’ll wait for the forensics report in the morning.” 

 

2 

Nobody ever realized the government had labs. Especially the city government. That was something Kate always had to explain about her job, that she worked for the city environmental lab. She had worked at the new, reorganized department at their new, fancy building, ever since it opened, around the same time as the arcology, and funded with the same Infrastructure Bank dollars. The lab did things like monitor air and water quality, do toxicology reports, enforce emission and renewable energy standards, tracked economic and job statistics, and a half dozen other things Kate could rattle off in seconds whenever the situation demanded. 

Loan forgiveness from working a government job had paid for Kate’s degree in chemistry, but in truth she would have taken the job regardless of finances. She liked it because she got to deal with so many different aspects of science, and she had a passionate interest in every field of science, which all, ultimately, stemmed from a deep love of charts. 

She was the kind of person who loved jokes involving graphs with unexpected X and Y axis labels, and that her husband thought these funny too was why she loved him. Today though she had a bunch of real graphs and charts prepared, along with a whole spiel to go along with them. 

Confident and ready, Kate walked into the office area that morning, laptop in a case slung over her shoulder, an in-style neutral shade beret offsetting the pantsuit she wore. The office area was a room wedged into a corner of the building, containing a half-dozen cubicles and her half-dozen staff members, along with a closet-sized office for herself, all of it centered around a big, open conference table. 

Kate also carried with her, shoved awkwardly into a canvas bag, a set of data recorders she had collected earlier that morning. She deposited these on the central table, slung off her laptop and purse, adjusted her beret, and looked around. 

The office area was empty. While she had endeavored to get in early, the added task of gathering up the data collectors had waylaid her to a mere on-time. It seemed off-putting to be the first one in on the day of their big presentation. 

Before she could collect herself and her stuff and move into her office, its door opened. Usually its door was open, whether she was in it or not, and it took her a second to register that incongruity in and of itself. By the time she realized that it was her own boss who had stepped out he was already halfway across the room toward her. 

“Mr. Murphy?” she asked, letting the implied question hang in the air. 

“Kate,” he came up to stand beside the table. “I’m sorry.” 

“Oh geez, what’s happened?” 

“Well, I have some bad news,” he folded his arms, leaned against the table, and stared off into space. 

“Yeah, okay,” Kate nodded. “Go ahead. Is this something everyone should hear?” 

“Everyone?” 

“My staff.” 

“Oh. Yes. Or, rather, they already know.” 

“Okay then, what it is?” 

He continued to hesitate and avoid eye contact. “So, um, your staff, I’m sorry, we had to let them go.” 

Kate stared back at him with a furrowed brow. “Let them go? As in, laid off?” 

“Yes, I’m sorry.” 

“Like, laid off, all of them? My entire staff?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“My entire staff has been laid off?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

He grimaced and fidgeted. “I was told it was a result of budget cuts.” 

“So, wait, seriously? They expect me to do this job by myself?” 

“I was told your role was being reevaluated too.” 

“So they’re laying me off as well?” 

“Oh, no, no. At least, not that I was told.” 

All Kate could do in response was stare at her boss, who in turn tried to look anywhere else without seeming that he was avoiding eye contact. 

Kate breathed a heavy sigh. “So where are they now?” 

“What?” 

“Where is my staff right now?” 

“They, um, well, I think they’ve all gone home.” He managed to meet her gaze briefly as he spoke, then shifted away again as she drilled further with her stare of intense confusion. 

“Wait, you told them already” 

“Oh, of course, yes.” 

“You laid off my staff and didn’t even let me tell them?” 

“Those were my exact directions. I’m sorry.” 

“Directions? From who?” 

“The mayor’s office.” 

“So,” she slumped her shoulders, then took off her beret and tossed it onto her purse with a little more aggression than she intended. “So the mayor’s office told you to lay off my staff, without telling me beforehand?” 

“They did. I’m sorry.” 

“On a Tuesday?” 

“Yes.” 

“The day of our big grant meeting?” 

“Kate, I really am sorry. I was told about this just last night.” 

She looked away, shaking her head. “With less than a week before the election, an election the mayor will probably lose, he decides to downsize my entire staff. This is so, just, ughhh,” she clenched her teeth, paused, folded her arms. “I do everything I can do be apolitical, but this, it’s just . . .” 

“I know. Really, Kate, I’m sorry, this is not anything I wanted.” 

“Do they even want me to go forward with this meeting today?” 

“Oh, definitely, you should, absolutely. I was told that explicitly. Also, you’re still invited to the Halloween gala this evening.” 

“Oh god, right, that. Exactly what I’m in the mood for now.” 

“I wouldn’t blame you if you decide to no-show. I’ll vouch for you . . .” 

“Just,” she cut him off with a wave of her hand, then paused and rubbed her forehead. “I’ll think about that later. Right now I have four people’s jobs to do getting ready for this meeting.” 

“Is there anything I can to do help?” 

“No!” She again spoke with more anger than intended. “I’m just, just let me . . .” 

When she trailed off her boss took the cue and scampered out of the room without another word. 

For the next hour Kate scrambled to finish the last minute preparations for the meeting, while punting from her thoughts all of the ordinary, daily tasks that also needed to get done and now had nobody to do them. There was also the melancholy and anger clinging to her over having all her work friends summarily dismissed, and the slight worry they might blame her over this. None of them had contacted her earlier in the morning, and now she had no time to check. 

The open area with its central table between all their cubicles had once served for impromptu staff meetings, but for this official meeting Kate had booked an official conference room, which was on the other end of the building. She had to haul over there not only her own laptop but a couple others that belonged to her staff and had important data she needed still on them, then hunt down a system administrator to unlock the laptops for her, then make a trip back to get the physical copies of the proposal she had been required to print out by some archaic government rule, then fight as always to get her own laptop connected to the conference room network. 

By this point she was annoyed at missing breakfast and was running on way too much coffee. 

She ran out of time to put the final touches on the presentation she had thought of the night before and intended to do this morning. By the time Kate had the presentation up the scientists and their graduate students were already arriving. 

First to walk in was Dr. Garza, a stocky, affable man who often seemed to stare, unblinking, through a pair of invisibly thin glasses. His lone graduate student was an older woman with similar glasses and a wild poof of curly hair. 

When the others did not arrive right on time Kate tried to take advantage of the extra minutes, but as soon as he sat down Dr. Garza was asking her questions. He started to talk about a section of the proposal he had written on his own and wanted to present, making it sound like he had totally ignored the draft Kate had sent out three weeks earlier. His tone made it sound like he had done her a favor and was clueless to how he had possibly duplicated work and made her job harder. 

At last the others showed up. Dr. Norton arrived with a gaggle of graduate students, or perhaps other assorted hangers-on; Kate was unsure what to think of them. Norton himself was a towering man with a commanding voice and an impressive mountain-man beard. He surrounded himself with a statistically significant diversity of graduate students, each featuring a unique combination of hair style, make-up, or jewelry, though all were dressed in sharp suits. 

As this whole group shuffled around to get settled the last panel member arrived. Dr. Chamabutra was by himself, and looked underdressed next to Dr. Norton’s entourage. He carried with him a hard-shell briefcase, and held this over his head as he squeezed along the tight row between the graduate students sitting at the big conference table and those who had taken seats along the edge of the room. Dr. Chamabutra got up to a spot near the front, sat down, pulled an electronic tablet from his briefcase, set this aside, then seemed to at last look around at the people occupying the room. 

“Alright,” Kate said as everyone finished getting settled. She sat near the end of the long conference table, her laptop at last agreeing to cooperate with the network and project her display onto the overhead screen. “I think we’re ready to get started. Good morning everyone, I’m Kate Thompson, chief scientist for the City of Los Angeles.” On the screen she brought up the title slide of her presentation. “I want to thank you all for coming, I know some of you traveled a ways for this. This, of course, is the kickoff meeting for our Joint City-University Grant Proposal for the Continuation of Research into Nuclear Fusion for Peaceful Power Generation, a name I’m only going to say once, or just the fusion grant proposal as we’ve been calling it around here.” 

Glancing at the screen, Kate advanced to her next slide. “A little background, in case anybody is unaware. A couple years ago the White House created a new organization called the Office of Sound Science and Fair Journalism, which, among other things, was officially tasked with reviewing and cutting fifty percent from all federal science grant funding. Unfortunately, fusion research was one of the line items they decided to zero out, meaning effective next fiscal year there will be no more federal grants for any of the research everyone here is involved in.” 

She held out her arms and smiled to the audience. Most of the graduate students smiled back, at least reflexively, but she noticed hard looks from the three lead professors. “So, to help make up for this gap, the state of California has stepped in to offer grant money for various research institutes within the state affected by these funding cuts.” She paused, advancing to the next slide in her presentation. “That is where we all come in. There is a January deadline for submittal of a grant proposal to the governor’s office. We believe that our particular proposal, which is for a joint program between the city and multiple major universities, will give us an edge in the selection process.” 

It felt a little awkward the way everyone in the room was just staring at Kate, even as she finished talking and looked around for reactions. When nobody said anything she paused to clear her throat, then continued. 

“Okay, so, based on the inputs you all provided last summer, my team has put together a preliminary draft of our proposal. This is a working draft, I expect it to change, but to start I think we should . . .” 

Cutting in, and talking over her, was Dr. Garza. “So, if I can interrupt. I was under the impression we would be meeting with people from the mayor’s office today.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought as well,” Dr. Norton cast about with a perplexed gaze. 

“Well the city science office is under the mayor.” 

“I meant,” Dr. Norton said, his booming voice overriding several others, “somebody working with the mayor directly. Officially from the actual mayor’s office.” 

There were some nods and murmured ‘yays’ from around the room. 

“I was hoping the mayor himself was going to be here,” Dr. Chamabutra said. 

“The mayor isn’t going to come to something like this,” Dr. Norton countered. 

“He might. You don’t know.” 

“Not the mayor himself,” Garza said, “but someone from his team. A senior advisor.” 

“Does the city science officer not count as a senior advisor to the mayor?” Kate asked them. 

“How often do you meet with him?” Garza was quick to reply. 

She grimaced at this question. “Maybe once a quarter.” 

“That kind of makes you sound more like a low-level bureaucrat.” 

“The mayor definitely knows who I am. I got invited to his Halloween gala tonight.” 

“Okay, but how does that help us?” 

Kate stared at him, trying to judge just how condescending Dr. Garza meant for all this to sound, but his face was inscrutable. “Well, I think it proves I’m more than a low-level bureaucrat.” 

“Can we get invited to this gala?” Dr. Norton asked. 

“Well, maybe. I can look into it.” 

“Would you actually want to go?” Dr. Garza asked his counterpart. 

“Chance to shmooze with the mayor, sure, I’d take it.” 

“That sounds a little corrupt to me.” 

“What else would you expect from a Nationalist,” Chamabutra folded his arms and shook his head. 

“True,” Garza said, “but I don’t know that I want to be involved.” 

“Um, Ms., um, Thompson,” Garza’s graduate student, the girl with the curly hair, turned to her. “Are you the only person representing the city at this meeting? I though we were suppose to be meeting with other people as well.” 

“We, so, yes,” Kate said with a sigh. “My staff, the rest of the city science office, was suppose to be here this morning as well.” 

“But they’re not?” 

“No, unfortunately, they’ve all been laid off because of funding cuts.” 

“Laid off?” Dr. Norton said, his booming voice getting even louder. “You mean, permanently laid off?” 

“That’s what laid off usually means.” 

“So you don’t have a staff anymore?” 

Again she drew a deep breath. “Currently, no.” 

“I’m sorry, but,” Dr. Norton looked around at all his graduate students, “this isn’t making me feel confident in this whole venture.” 

“I have to agree,” Dr. Garza said. “I wasn’t sold on the idea of a city-university partnership to begin with. I just don’t see what partnering with the city does for us, and its sounding like the city isn’t fully committed to the idea either.” 

“Councilman Lambeau has come out in support,” Kate said, “and he’s expected to win the election next week.” 

“But he wouldn’t take office until January,” Garza said, “after the due date of this proposal.” 

“Even if we did have enthusiastic backing from the city,” Dr. Norton said, “how does that improve our chances?” 

“It would mean part of the funding would come from municipal bonds,” Kate said. “I outlined the whole funding scheme as part of the proposal draft.” Again she gestured to the large stack of print outs she had behind her. 

Dr. Garza, however, ignored her as he addressed his fellow across the table. “You bring up a good point. The state government is strongly influenced by the environmentalist lobby, so they’re fundamentally opposed to anything with the word ‘nuclear’ anywhere near it.” 

“I had thought of that as well,” Dr. Norton said, “and I thought having the mayor of Los Angeles as a supporter would help overcome that, but it sounds like we don’t really have the mayor’s full backing, at least until the next mayor takes offices. Assuming he wins.” 

“What other options do we have though?” Dr. Chamabutra leaned forward as he spoke. “My Department of Energy funding is totally gone. Shouldn’t we at least take a chance on this proposal?” 

“It does sound like a lot of the work is already done,” Dr. Norton said, looking over at Kate and the pile of paperwork behind her. 

“My staff and I did do a lot of work on this,” Kate said. “I was hoping today we could just go through it and start the editing process.” 

“You did all that work without consulting us?” Dr. Garza asked. 

“I did consult you. We’ve been emailing since the beginning of the year. I wanted to meet six months ago but you all declined.” 

The whole crowd fell silent, exchanging glances or staring into space. 

“If it’s so close to being done,” Dr. Chamabutra said, “why don’t we just go over it, get a final draft, and submit it. What do we have to lose?” 

“Actually,” Dr. Garza said, “I think what we have to lose is real funding. I’ve been pursuing private funding, and it makes for a much better story to say we’ve lost all government funding whatsoever.” 

“That’s absolutely true,” his graduate student added. “If we get government funding there are definitely some private investors who would refuse and pull out. This could be a net loss.” 

“Even news of us submitting a joint proposal with the city wouldn’t play well.” 

“So wait,” Kate said, “have you just been stringing me along this whole time?” 

“No, not at all,” Dr. Norton said. “At least I haven’t. I thought the mayor was going to be involved, with full backing for a municipal bond initiative and matching city funds, which would more than make up for any private funding that might drop out. But that’s the thing, that doesn’t look too likely.” 

“He’s exactly right,” Dr. Garza said. “We’d be throwing away private funding for a slim chance at this partnership coming through. I don’t see this being a smart move.” 

“Yeah. I’m really sorry. We were really excited about this coming into it.” Dr. Norton looked around and got nods and smiles from his entourage. 

“So do you even want to look at the proposal?” Kate asked. 

“I don’t think I want to waste any more of your time, or our own. I’m sorry.” With that Dr. Garza got to his feet, followed in short order by his graduate student, Dr. Norton, and his whole group. 

More of them made their apologies or smiled sympathetically as they filed out of the room. Kate smiled back as best she could, watching them go, until it was just her and Dr. Chamabutra sitting at the table. 

She looked across at him, seeing him sitting with his arms folded, staring away with a dejected expression like her own. “You’re not bailing as well?” Kate asked. 

He paused before looking up at her. “I don’t have anywhere else to go. Those guys have a bunch of Silicon Valley funding to fall back on. I was really counting on this.” 

“You can’t get the same funding?” 

Chambutra shrugged and shook his head at the same time. “I mean, the Berkeley and UC San Diego programs have been going for a while, so they’re more established, whereas I just started our program myself.” 

Kate nodded, partly to herself. “Well, we could still go forward with just UCLA.” 

“You think that would work?” 

“It wouldn’t look as prestigious, but it wouldn’t be as big an ask. I’d be signing myself up for extra work at a time when I no longer have staff, but I’m willing to do it.” 

“It kind of makes more sense too, since we’re local. Instead of the city of Los Angeles partnering with universities that aren’t in Los Angeles.” 

“Well they’re home cities weren’t doing anything for them,” Kate shrugged. “I was surprised they were willing to meet, but they said yes.” 

“They thought it had the personal backing of the mayor. They came all the way here for this meeting because they thought we would be meeting with the mayor himself.” 

“Did they actually say that?” 

“Yeah, that’s what they said. I thought we would be meeting with the mayor as well.” 

“I never said anything about meeting with the mayor.” 

Dr. Chamabutra just shrugged and shook his head again. 

“Would you like to meet with the mayor?” Kate asked. 

“Right now?” 

“Tonight. I really am going to a Halloween gala the mayor is holding. You could be my plus one.” 

This got her a sidelong look from the physicist. Kate continued unabated. “I RSVP’d for myself and my husband, but he’s dying for an excuse not to go.” 

The doctor folded his arms and chewed this over with a literal flexing of his mouth. “I am kind of busy at work. And going out on Halloween night, it’s always crazy out there, and traffic is a mess, even more so than usual.” 

“It’s up to you. All of this,” she gestured around at the presentation, still stuck on its second slide, and the laptop and the draft copies, “it was going to be a nice-to-have for me, something to put on my annual performance appraisal, but I’ll survive without it.” 

“Until you get laid off like your staff.” 

“Mayor Saffron is not going to win reelection, and the new mayor won’t be laying me off. There’s a chance he’ll let me hire some people back. Either way this isn’t a life changing moment for me.” She held out her hands. “You’re the one at risk of losing your funding.” 

Chamabutra continued to mull this over, staring at the table and grinding his jaw. “Can we go ahead with the proposal to the state, like you planned?” 

“Sure. Do you still want to go through the draft today?” 

He nodded, more to himself, still staring into space. 

“Do you also want to meet the mayor?” 

“Garza was right, that does sound a little corrupt.” 

“It’s your funding, so it’s up to you.” 

He remained silent, his jaw grinding, picking up speed and energy. “Would I have to wear a costume?” 
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In the realm Finn Lambeau lived in, news still involved news crews. Or at least reporters and people with full scale cameras they were willing to send out for interviews. In turn his campaign had a room, at the back of their rented headquarters office, where television interviews could take place. It had a matte backdrop and preset lighting, and a stool on which the candidate sat. 

His counterpart, the reporter, sat on a stool next to him. Upon first seeing her walk in, Finn had assessed she would be more appropriately termed a ‘news teleprompt reader’ than a ‘journalist,’ and was immediately disappointed to find out he was right. She was a photogenic blonde who read questions to him directly off her mobile, the words seeming to move from the screen to her lips without ever passing through her mind. 

It was fine by Finn though, since for these kinds of questions he had answers that also did not require conscious thought. 

“Councilman, Los Angeles has a history, for the last few elections, of electing Nationalists to the city council and mayor’s office, despite being considered a Democratic city in a Democratic state. Why do you think that is, and why is your campaign different from those of previous Democratic candidates?” 

Finn shifted position to lean forward a little. “I’m glad you asked.” He flashed a big smile. “First thing, with Mayor Saffron, Angelinos didn’t think they were electing a Nationalist. He ran as a Nationalist, obviously, but he talked like an independent with a lot of his own ideas. Now we’ve learned that, not just my opponent, but the whole Nationalist party moves in lock step. The ideas we’ve seen from this mayor’s office aren’t independent ideas, they come straight from Nationalist party headquarters in D.C., straight from the White House, and ultimately straight from the president.” 

Pausing for a brief second, Finn shot a glance behind the camera, to where his campaign manager stood. With her arms folded she gave him a subtle thumbs up sign, approving of how he had taken her advice to bring up the unpopular president whenever he could. 

Finn continued to the newswoman, “when you look at Mayor Saffron’s economic plans, specifically the idea proposed in the last council session to turn the King Arcology into a ‘special economic zone.’ In case anybody doesn’t know, that’s code for ‘no labor laws or environmental laws zone.’ It’s a plan that would mean corporations operating in the arcology would be able to ignore minimum wage laws, pay slave wages, fire anybody that got sick rather than provide any health insurance, and dump pollution with impunity, even if it fowls up the air and water for the rest of the city outside the arcology.” 

The interviewer smiled and nodded before looking down at her mobile again. “What do you think of the mayor’s recent religious freedom initiative?” 

“Good question. This is another example proving how electing a Nationalist is never going to get you anything more than a clone of the president. I don’t know what all these religious displays and Christmas displays and prayers at public functions have to do with ‘religious freedom’ because it seems to me like almost the opposite of religious freedom, at least for anybody not of that particular religion. And I realize, as my opponent I’m sure would point out, there was a new Supreme Court ruling this past summer and this is all fine and legal because it doesn’t literally establish a religion, but that’s not why Mayor Saffron was elected. He was first elected eight years ago because of the energy crisis, and people are hurting pretty bad, I understand. It’s economic issues, and Mayor Saffron and the Nationalist party have gotten away from that, away from issues people really care about, and are fighting the latest culture war battle instead.” 

“Are you personally offended by the prayers at city council meetings?” the interviewer asked with no perceptible shift in tone of voice from any of her other questions. 

“Personally, no, but hey, I’m a white, Christian male who’s already a council member. The people I worry about are the everyday citizens, the ones who are there because they have business with their government. This is a government that’s suppose to represent them, but if they’re not Christians, or even if they are Christians but just not part of our pastors particular Evangelical domination, how are they gonna feel? It’s intimidating to go before a judge or the city council and have a pastor there saying your religious beliefs are false and the government disapproves of them. Even if a majority of people agree with that particular religious view, and I’m pretty sure it’s not a majority, but either way these religious minorities still have rights and still need a government that represents them.” 

“So you’re not offended by the prayers?” 

Finn looked at her, unable to tell if this was a scripted follow up question or if she had come up with it on her own, and if so what had prompted the departure from script. “Not offended, no. I do think it crosses a line to have pastors opening the council meetings by praying for particular policy outcomes and for the mayor’s reelection. These kinds of things, it intimidates people, it actually takes away their religious freedom, and it alienates voters. These aren’t the economic issues and the infrastructure issues the Nationalists were first elected to solve, and that’s reflected in the polls, not just in my own race but across the country, and that’s why the Nationalist party is facing a historic loss this year.” 

After that the interview settled into even softer questions, and Finn relaxed and kept his answers short. As the news crew packed up and made their way out he joined his campaign manager, and they walked out toward the headquarter’s ‘nerve center,’ an open office area filled with volunteers and canvassers and staffers and a constant din of excited talk. 

“I thought that went well,” Finn said. 

“Meh,” Dani said. His campaign manager was a tall, curly haired woman with impeccable fashion and political instincts and a geometrically perfect round face. 

“Meh? You were smiling and giving me thumbs up when I was out there.” 

“Oh, you were fine, it’s just, hmph,” she crinkled her nose in disgust. “News networks.” 

“I thought they were local news.” 

“They were. It was the local affiliate of a cable news network.” 

“Okay. What’s wrong with that?” 

She tossed her arms in defeat. “Who watches cable news anymore? I don’t even know anybody who has cable television any more? Maybe people who get it through their dial-up internet connections?” 

“Hey, old people vote in big numbers.” 

“Yeah, if they’re still alive. Most people would be surprised to learn cable television still exists. Are even you old enough to remember cable news?” 

“Hey, whoa, okay,” Finn held up his hands. “That’s, okay, yeah, I do remember cable news in my adult life, but I cut the cord long ago.” 

“You what?” 

“Cut the cord?” 

“What is,” she paused, giving him a sidelong look. “Were you watching cable news in the womb or something?” 

“No, cut the cord, that’s what we called it, getting rid of cable, because, there was a cord, it,” Finn flailed with both his hands and words. “You know, nevermind. The point isn’t who actually held the interview, right? It’ll get picked up by news streams.” 

“Only the ones willing to fend off libel suits.” 

“Okay, now, I know I didn’t say anything offensive, except the cat incident, which wasn’t that offensive.” 

“It doesn’t matter if you said anything bad, because the point of a news libel suit is never to win, the point is to intimidate people. The Nationalist party, they have, mucho,” Dani held up her hand and rubbed her thumb and fingers together to indicate money. “Really risky going up against that.” 

“I’d be willing to fight off nuisance lawsuits. Seems like the publicity would be worth the cost.” 

“Under current law it’s the news stream that gets sued. Actually,” Dani paused and looked away, scrunching up her mouth in thought. “I think, because it wouldn’t be original footage but something the news stream aggregated from elsewhere it means the Justice Department would be the plaintiff.” 

“Wait, hold on. The Justice Department is suing news streams for libel?” 

“Uh-huh,” she nodded slowly. “That’s what all the lawsuits over the summer were about.” 

“I thought that was the Nationalist party.” 

“Well, they control the Justice Department, so,” Dani shrugged. 

“How is this legal?” 

“It’s not,’ she shrugged again. 

“Okay, fine, the Nationalists are still corrupt, I knew that, but, don’t they still need, you know, actual, um, evidence? Actual libel stuff being said.” 

“If they want to win,” Dani’s voice rose as her argument circled back around to the beginning. “Not if they just want to harass people.” 

“So, seriously,” Finn furrowed his brow. “The Justice Department, the federal government, is bullying people with nuisance lawsuits?” 

“Ever since that Supreme Court ruling.” 

Finn looked away and sighed. “Geez. Okay.” 

“Um, sir.” Both Finn and Dani turned to realize others were waiting to get into this conversation. Foremost among them was Finn’s chief of staff, a somewhat awkward, lanky man with a big over-bite and smooth shaven scalp. 

“Oh, Wes, good, tell me some good news.” 

“Oh, good news,” Wes spoke in a voice with a bit of a squeak. “I don’t know if this is good or not, but ‘the man’ is here to see you.” 

“Ugh,” Dani’s entire body slumped. 

“He’s waiting in the back conference room.” 

Dani looked around and continued to cringe. “Do we have to talk to him now?” she said through gritted teeth. 

“Do you have something against him?” Finn asked. 

“He’s just so,” she shuttered slightly, “creepy.” 

“Okay, now, when you say creepy, are we talking, like, sexual predator kind of creepy?” 

“What? No. No, not at all. God, why would you put that image in my head? 

“I’m just making sure my staff is protected.” 

“No, no, he’s just. Ugh, no, I’m picturing him,” Dani shuttered again. “No, he’s just so weird.” 

“He is a pretty weird guy,” Wes said. 

Finn paused to regard his chief of staff, himself an odd individual. “Well, he’s rich enough to be as weird as he wants, but, as I’m just finding out, we’re not going to be able to rely on free news stream coverage for the last push as much as I had expected, and that means we’re going to need more advertising, which means more money, which means keeping our donors, i.e. the man, happy.” 

“He’s right,” Wes said. “We would not have gotten this far without weird movie mogul money.” 

“Alright, fine,” Dani sighed. 

“Oh, hold on, slow your roll,” Finn said. “I can handle him myself.” 

“I really should be there, I’m your campaign manager.” 

“So go manage some campaign things. I’m a big boy, I can talk to a donor without babysitters.” 

His two staffers looked at each other but did not intervene further as Finn turned and headed back down the hall. 

In the big conference room at the far end he found a single individual sitting at the table. He wore a sports jacket and a tight-trimmed goatee. In one hand he held his mobile, balanced like it was a tray of food he was about to deliver, while he gesticulated with the other hand. He glanced at Finn as the councilman entered and took a seat, but otherwise did not acknowledge him or interrupt his ongoing, free-flowing commentary. 

“I was there of course,” he spoke not to Finn but toward his mobile, which Finn was certain was recording. His deep, smooth voice made Finn wonder if at some points he also worked as the voiceover guy for the trailers of the movies he produced. “I was there to meet with Finn Lambeau, Democratic candidate for mayor. I’d made a generous donation to his campaign earlier in the year, along with several other Democratic candidates. No doubt he would ask me for more money today, and I thought I might indulge him. Certainly it would be worthwhile if he would agree to my request. I’m sure he was wondering why a big shot movie producer like myself, the man behind seven of the ten biggest grossing movies of the last decade, would be so enthralled by such petty details, such sordid characters and schemes. If I could only make him understand the urgency, the answers to his questions might become obvious, or irrelevant.” 

The man paused. He and Finn stared at each other. 

“Good morning, sir,” Finn said in an even tone. “It’s good to see you.” 

“It’s good to see you too, Councilman Lambeau, I told him. It was as well. I had always liked the councilman. I liked that he shared a name with the legendary football coach, though I don’t think there was a relation, and certainly that was an irrelevancy. Or was it? These were the kinds of things I was left to wonder. What was just a coincidence, a happenstance of time and place, and where lay the deeper meanings I needed to ferret out. Was this man, this humble councilman, the answer?” 

He said all of this out loud, continuing to speak more to his mobile and the empty air than toward Finn. When he paused, Finn continued to stare, waiting to see if he would suddenly continue. When he didn’t, Finn asked, “sir, why do you talk that way?” 

Without missing a beat he continued. “He asked me. It seemed a prescient question after my thoughts earlier that day. Was it a sign of dementia, a way to fight off creeping senility by constantly reminding myself who I am, what I’m doing, and all that’s happening around me? Or had I just read so many poorly written screenplays over the years, so many contrived, hackneyed characters and stilted dialogue, that I had actually begun to think like them?” He paused again, tapping one finger on the table and twisting his mouth in thought. “I had no idea how to respond to Mr. Lambeau, and my lack of response was growing awkward, so I gave him one of my trademark smiles.” He paused for a deliberate second to turn to Finn, suddenly with a broad smile that showed off his perfectly white teeth, “and I said, that’s just how I roll.” 

This was of course not Finn’s first meeting with his campaign’s biggest donor, yet nothing ever quite prepared him for the experience. He sat in silence, blankly staring across at the man, who remained frozen with his broad smile. The pause drew out, neither of them seeming certain who should talk next, though Finn felt like there was somehow, somewhere, an absolute correct answer to what the next line should be. 

“Um,” Finn said. “So, okay. Well sir, what can I do for you today?” 

“I was so glad he asked. I had no stomach for pleasantries that day and wanted to get to the point. I had already given him the dossier of opposition research I had compiled, and now I had to hope Finn was smart enough to take the advise that came with it. It was obvious his campaign staff was opposed to such action. Obviously they were risk averse, and perhaps opposed on principle to negative campaigning. Though I suspected the real reason for his campaign staff’s reluctance was because of how much more sagacious my research was compared to their own.” 

He paused, tapped a finger on the table, then continued. “But I knew Finn was still leery as well, of both the dossier itself and the way I kept pushed him on this point. So I felt as though the conversation needed a deft touch.” 

“Okay, okay,” Finn waved his arms to get the man to stop. “Okay, getting straight to the point. Yes, I did read the dossier you gave me, as did some of my staff, and, for the record, yes, they seemed to agree with your assessment of Mayor Saffron.” 

“I was relieved,” he nodded and seemed to continue to speak as if Finn had not said anything at all. “The hard part was over. I knew if his staff agreed with me than Mr. Lambeau would see he had no other choice.” 

“Um, sir,” Finn leaned forward to interrupt. He paused, expecting to be ignored, but instead got a raised eyebrow and a skeptical look. “So, yeah, um, I just, I’m not sure all this is necessary. All the polling, including our internal polls, show us leading by more than the margin of error.” 

“Oh, but it was necessary. Saffron wasn’t just another scheming politician. He wasn’t even just a corrupt mayor. He was into things far darker. I had to make Finn see. If this didn’t get exposed now the problem would fester, decaying and rotting like some turgid sea mass, like some blob of squishy, inhuman appendages and grotesque exotica, wrapped together into an amorphous, seething heap, washed up by dark tides, and left to wriggle and dry on the sand, its rotting, lugubrious motions flickering . . .” 

“Okay,” Finn shouted before he could go on further. “Fine, okay, jeez. Go ahead, bring in this private investigator, but this is on you. You pay for this, you do whatever you want with the results, but don’t bring them to me. This is you being a concerned citizen, not opposition research. I don’t want to know about it, I don’t want the campaign to use it, I am not involved.” 

For perhaps the first time since he walked in, Finn got a straight on look from his benefactor. “Thank you, Councilman. You won’t regret this. I knew he wouldn’t either, just as I knew when I brought him the results he would be glad. Deep down I could tell he wanted to know just as badly as I did.” 

“Yeah, no, sir, please. Just,” Finn sighed. “Okay. Was there anything else?” 

“It was not the enthusiastic endorsement I had wanted, but it would do. I thanked Finn all the same. Thank you, Mr. Lambeau. Now the only thing was to make that final phone call.” He paused, staring at Finn with a suddenly intense gaze. 

“Do you,” Finn gestured to the door, “you want, um, does that mean you want privacy?” 

“Fortunately, as I wrapped things up, Finn got the hint. A private investigator, I feel, should always be spoken with in private.” 

“I just, okay, I think I got the hint,” Finn said as he stood up. “Again, it was good to see you, sir. Stop by any time. I’ll just,” he gestured to the door. “Just poke your head out and grab someone if you need anything else.” 

He waited until Finn was gone, and then a little longer, hesitating and staring off into space. Finally he took a firm grip on his mobile and tapped a button. “With that done, the only thing left to do was Call Sheila Ruby.” He raised his voice and enunciated the last three words, prompting his mobile to actually initiate a phone call. As it started ringing he continued, “and tell her the job is on. I would be sending her an official invite for the Halloween Gala at the Silver Screen Lodge tonight.” 

 

4 

Roland had made the coffee before remembering his partner would not be in that morning. He figured it left him no other choice but to drink the whole pot himself. 

As partners he shared a single cubicle with Vincent. They had it set up so that they sat facing away from each other, with Vincent’s coffee machine situated right in between them. Among the many other odd reputations Vincent had around here, he was known for always disparaging the sludge that was the break-room coffee. He had bought his own machine, his own boutique, pretentious sounding blends, brought them in, and shared them with nobody but his partner. That had applied to the guy before, and it applied now to Roland. 

For his part, Roland did not care and would have just drunk the sludge, but he was not going to say no to fancy coffee. 

It was better coffee, for sure. 

A whole pot was a little much. 

He was at his computer, eyes wide, enthralled, speed reading through old files, when Vincent walked in. Without a word he sat down at his own computer, turned it on, then leaned back to stretch.

Only then did Roland emerge from his transfixed stare to realize he had company.

“Vincent. Good morning.” 

“How’s it going?” 

“I thought you were out today.” 

“Hmph. I was going to be out, but I got a reprieve.” 

“Oh yeah?” 

Vincent glanced at him. “My wife found somebody else to take her to that Halloween party thing tonight.” 

“Alright,” Roland turned some in his chair and nodded. “Wait, that’s tonight?” 

“Today is Halloween.” 

“No, I mean, it’s tonight, not today?” 

“Right.” 

“So why were you taking today off if the party thing isn’t until tonight?” 

“Because I’m not going to spend a whole day working, on Halloween, then spend a whole evening hanging out with politicians.” 

“Ahh,” Roland nodded. He starred for a second, his mind still flying. “Does it really get busier around here on Halloween?” 

“Mmm. Yeah, I guess. Did it not in Chicago?” 

“Everyone always said it did. They said Halloween and Friday the thirteenth and nights of the full moon were the worst, but honestly, I never noticed a difference.” 

By this point Vincent had pulled up the email on his computer. “Did you really send me five different emails already this morning.” 

“Oh yeah, nevermind those, since you’re here I can just show you,” Roland gestured to his own computer.” 

“You realize I never answer emails, right?” 

“I know, which is why you should just let me show you now.” 

Vincent paused, looking off into space, then turned and rolled his chair across the cubicle to sit next to Roland. 

“So I was looking into details on the south-side massacre.” 

“The what?” Vincent asked. 

“That’s what all the guys are calling it, the apartment building massacre last night.” 

“But it didn’t happen on the south side.” 

“Yeah, I know, I don’t know why they’re calling it that. But whatever, the more important point is, I looked at our case history, and this is not the first time something like this has happened.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“Wait,” Roland turned to him, “you know about this?” 

“There are mass killings in this country all the time.” 

“No, I mean similar to our case. Here,” still moving with a quick twitch Roland turned back to his computer and started pulling up files on the screen. “So, two years ago last February, there was a massacre at an apartment building in Inglewood. It was smaller, relatively, so about a hundred fatalities. Victims fit the same profile. Immigrants and yellow-card holders. Most of them were East Asian.” 

On Roland’s screen there was an electronic case file, from which he started opening pictures. Photos from the crime scene showed hallways with lines of bodies, slumped over face down, though in most cases there was little left of the face after being shot in the back of the head with a high powered gun. Blood splatters along the wall showed they had been killed on the spots where they lay. 

“They were shot,” Vincent said, “and left like that.” 

“I noticed that too,” Roland pulled up more pictures, some of them inside apartments, showing families in a line, face down with gunshots to the back of the head. In some of these closer pictures it could be seen that there hands were cuffed with zip-cuffs behind their backs. “There’s none of the dismemberment or ritualistic posing.” 

“Also no symbols drawn in blood.” 

“Also no symbols,” Roland nodded. “There were also more witnesses, or more witness statements I should say.” He pulled up some files showing recorded witness statements. These were all written, with no videos. “Neighbors heard a bunch of gunfire. Prompted some of them to call the police. Also, here, look at this.” 

Roland began opening multiple files on his computer and arranging them in a way that their time stamps could be seen at the same time. His computer screen became a jumble of different files overlaying each other. 

“So,” Roland pointed, “look at the reported time for the nine-one-one calls the neighbors made.” 

“Okay.” 

“All between two and three AM.” 

Vincent shot a sidelong glance at his partner. “Right.” 

“So now look at the time on the witness statement documents.” 

Instead Vincent looked down at his mobile while Roland again went through an exercise of rearranging files on his computer, now bringing a bunch of witness statement documents to the fore. He got them lined up and pointed to the numbers. 

“So what am I looking at?” 

“The times,” Roland jabbed with his finger. “All these witness statements have the correct date, but the time is listed as twelve-oh-one AM. The actual incident reports give the same time.” 

Vincent stared straight at him. “So somebody has the wrong time.” 

“Weirdly.” 

“That sounds like a system glitch.” 

“Possibly. But everything we have, other than the recorded nine-one-one calls, just gives twelve-oh-one as the time. I mean everything, every report, every statement, even the photos. It makes it impossible to figure out when our boys actually arrived on the scene.” 

“So honestly,” Vincent said, “this does not sound like the same guys.” 

“They were described the same. Oh yeah, that’s the other thing.” He moved to pull up a specific file. “One witness, living across the street, reported seeing a dozen men enter the building just before two AM. He’s the first one to call nine-one-one as well. Here,” Roland pointed to the text of the witness statement. “Saw a dozen individuals wearing long trench coats and black clothing and Halloween masks enter the building at approximately two AM.” 

“So the witness statement time stamped twelve-oh-one actually says two in the text,” Vincent smiled. 

“Yes. That’s not the only place it does that. But, anyway, the point is, they were wearing Halloween masks, just like my witness described last night.” 

“Your witness is a twelve-year old girl.” 

“So?” 

“Twelve-year olds are stupid. Kids are stupid.” 

“Well,” Roland tilted his head back and forth, equivocating. “Yes, but they know when people are wearing Halloween masks.” 

“They still don’t sound like the same guys,” as he spoke Vincent became more animated, his voice rising. “The group last night were positioning bodies and drawing symbols in blood. If you’re killing people because you’re some religious psycho, then the symbols are important. You don’t just line everybody up, shoot ‘em in the head, then skip the most important step.” 

Roland was about to respond, then stopped himself and instead folded his arms and leaned back in the chair. “Could we be dealing with a copy-cat?” 

“Maybe.” 

They both fell quiet, Vincent staring at Roland, Roland staring into space. “Well,” Roland said, “then the question becomes how the other one I found fits it.” 

“The other one?” 

“The other similar killing.” 

“How long have you been here this morning?” 

“I got in early,” Roland said as he shifted through the files on his computer. “Couldn’t sleep again. Also, I drank the whole pot of coffee.” 

Vincent just raised his eyebrows and continued to stare. 

“So anyway,” Roland had pulled up a news stream archive. There was video, but all it showed was slow pans of still pictures with some voiceover. Roland muted the sound and turned on the text panel on the side. “This was up in Pasadena last April.” The video showed some still-images of an apartment complex exterior, which could have been anywhere. “Apartment complex, not an apartment building. Series of low-rise buildings. It’s, here, hold on.” 

Advancing forward in the video, Roland found the image he was looking for and paused on that. It showed an apartment interior with a pair of dismembered corpses on the floor, their bodies positioned in some weird way. Swastikas and coiled snakes had been drawn in blood on the white stucco wall. 

“So, same dismembered bodies, same occult symbols,” Roland pointed. “There were actual witness this time, too.” 

He jumped the video forward again until he found an interview with one of those witnesses. A middle-aged, light skinned man was shown standing on a street corner in what Vincent took to be low, morning light. “I was asleep with my wife when we heard gunshots, so I got up, she got up as well but I didn’t notice at first.” He paused here, looking off into the distance. “Then someone kicked in the door, guy holding a shotgun. I was lucky I had just rounded the corner, because I got out of the way and then ‘boom’, big shotgun blast.” Here he gave a little nervous laugh. “So we ran, yeah. We dove out the window. They chased after us, I heard more gunshots. Didn’t have my phone with me, so we went to a neighbor’s, but saw more of these guys, wearing like,” he gestured to his face, “hockey masks, with guns, so we ran, called the police from the convenient store just over here.” He pointed somewhere off camera. The video then cut away to another still image. 

“Hockey masks?” Vincent asked. 

Roland shook his head. “Somewhere else in here they mention Halloween costumes. Between that and the occult symbols this has gotta be the same group.” 

The video had continued playing, and Vincent watched, staring intently at some hieroglyphic symbols spray painted on the outside of one of these buildings. 

“The dates of these attacks were all significant as well,” Roland said. 

“In what way?” 

“So, the first one, couple years ago, occurred on the anniversary of the President’s Day bombing, which kinda got blamed on immigrants, and the reports all seem to conclude that was the motivation. This one, last April, was actually on Easter Sunday. And now we have this one the day before Halloween.” 

“How are those dates all connected?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“Does this attack,” Vincent gestured to the news stream video still playing. “Was there the same time discrepancy between the nine-one-one calls and the witness statements?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t have any of the files.” 

“Why not?” 

“It’s not our jurisdiction, it was up in Pasadena.” 

“So didn’t you call and request their files?” 

“I’ve left voicemails and sent emails and got no response.” 

Vincent shook his head. “Dumbasses.” 

“I was thinking about driving up there to check it out.” 

“You were gonna drive all the way to Pasadena to get their files?” 

“And to check out the crime scene, maybe talk to the detectives who had this case.” 

On the computer screen the news stream video finished playing. It automatically began to load the next news items. Vincent kept staring at the screen, his face intent. 

“You wanna come?” Roland asked. “You didn’t have any other plans for today, right?” 

Vincent continued to stare, drawing the pause out into a slight tension. “Alright,” he said, “but you’re driving.” 

*     *     * 

They ended up meeting in a bar. It was at the insistence of Detective Fulson, a short man with a shaved smooth head and streamlined demeanor. He found them at the high-top table in a micro-brewery called ‘Devil Hops’ and had to almost climb into the seat. He deposited a thick paper file folder in front of him and only then looked up. 

“Detective Hayes?” 

“I’m Detective Hayes,” Roland said. “This is . . .” 

“Vincent.” Vincent gestured to his partner. “Roland.” 

“Maddox. Good to meet you.” He looked down at the manilla envelope in front of himself. “I’ve got the case file you asked for, on the Easter massacre.” 

Both detectives looked across at him with skeptical stares. “In hardcopy?” Roland asked. 

“In paper copy, yes.” He straightened out the paper stack, then pushed the folder forward. “I can get you electronic copies, but I think you should hear the story first before deciding if you want them.” 

Vincent and Roland now glanced at each other. “Okay,” Roland made a grand gesture toward Maddox and the file. “Please, elaborate.” 

As he continued Maddox kept his voice low, forcing them to lean in to hear. “So, I’m assuming from our call you know the basics. A hundred people killed in their apartments. Gang of attackers, wore Halloween costumes, masks or sheets like ghosts or wrapped up like mummies. Victims were immigrants, mostly yellow-card holders.” 

“Uh-huh,” Roland nodded. “The news story also got some pictures of the crime scenes.” 

To this Maddox nodded without looking up from the file folder. “Okay, so you know about the dismembered bodies and Satanic symbols.” 

“We do. It looked very similar to the scene from our case.” 

Maddox just kept nodding, catching quick glances upward at them but mostly keeping his head down and staring at the manilla folder. 

“So initially we suspected a group called the Jumpies.” 

This had Vincent nodding, but Roland arched an eyebrow. “Haven’t heard of them.” 

“They’re a, um, I guess you would call them a gang. They mostly run protection rackets. They’re also involved,” he paused, looked away at a distant television replaying sports highlights, considered his words. “They’re involved in politics. Nationalist politics. They’re one of the groups that comes out for the big presidential rallies, okay. They’re very, um, I guess you would say anti-immigrant.” 

“Okay,” Roland nodded. 

“They’re also known for wearing weird clothing. Costumes sometimes.” 

“That sounds like a strong link.” 

“I thought so too. But the Jumpies, they mostly go with weird, mismatched outfit assortments. Witnesses from the massacre described people dressed as classic Halloween monsters, by which I mean zombies or ghosts or mummies, all of them wearing masks. The Jumpies, you can look them up online, right. They wear mismatched pants and tops, and random wigs, and they run around with plastic weapons and props.” 

“You say this is a gang?” Roland asked. 

“They run around with real weapons too. They’ve been linked to a lot of violence, but never to anything like this. They don’t flay bodies and do Satanic mutilation stuff.” 

“They’ve been linked to other murders though?” Vincent asked. 

“Definitely. Also,” he glanced around, leaned forward, and lowered his voice even more as he continued. “The way this investigation got shut down was classic Jumpies.” 

“It got shut down?” Roland asked. 

“By city hall. Jumpies have people on the take in the Pasadena mayor’s office and city council. In other cities too, from what I’ve heard. They run most of inland L.A.” 

Roland leaned forward and lowered his own voice. “I take it that’s why you wanted to meet here.” 

Maddox gave just the slightest nod. “I can get you the electronic case file if you really want. But it’ll be logged, people will know you got it.” He pushed the file folder forward again, then tapped on it. “Nobody knows I have this. Might want to make a copy, just to be safe.” 

“Do you need this back?” 

He shook his head. “When you’re done with it, I’d burn it if I were you.” 

“Seriously?” 

“These are not people you want to fuck around with. I’m definitely not fucking around with them.” 

“These Jumpies sound kind of ridiculous,” Roland said with a glance toward Vincent. As always his partner just stared, imperturbable. “Wearing ridiculous outfits and carrying plastic weapons. Is that just some shtick they have, to throw people off guard?” 

“Maybe. I don’t know. You could go check them out yourself, their headquarters isn’t far from here.” 

“Headquarters?” 

“I think it’s their headquarters, maybe it’s just some local branch office. You can look it up online.” 

Roland furrowed his brow and stared. “These guys are criminals, right?” 

“Yes, and a lot of other things.” 

“Is this headquarters, is it like a front?” 

“I don’t know, check it out yourself if you want, I really don’t know what their deal is. I don’t even know if this massacre really was the Jumpies, but it doesn’t matter. Whoever they are they have connections way up in the city and the Nationalist party, and that’s not something I want to fuck with. I was told to drop the case, so I did. You guys do what you want with it.” 

He glanced around, then slid off the stool where he sat and gestured toward the bar. “I’m punching out and getting a drink. You can stay here if you want, but you don’t know me.” 

Roland reached across the table, pulled the file folder toward him, and started flipping through its contents. It was single, loose leaf pages, in some cases with a few stapled together. It included mostly printouts of computerized reports and witness statements and crime scene photos, though there were also some hand-written notes and some pages that looked like photocopies of official documents. 

At first Vincent let his partner work, instead becoming focused on his mobile. After a minute or so he looked up at Roland. “See anything interesting?” 

Roland chewed his lip without looking up, then shook his head. “So far, nothing we didn’t already know.” 

“You want to get a beer?” 

This got Roland looking up in surprise. 

“Hey, you may be working,” Vincent said, “but I’m technically off today.” 

“Go ahead, if you want. Actually wait, no, this is an excuse to make me drive more, isn’t it?” 

“I don’t need an excuse, you’re the one who wanted to come out here.” 

“Well, I was going to suggest we try to follow up with some of these witnesses,” Roland patted a hand on the stack of papers. “But if I’m driving that means you have to start calling them.” 

“Why can’t you drive and call at the same time?” 

“Call and drive at the same time? Be better if we just had those beers.” 

Vincent chuckled and put his mobile back in his pocket. “Is that what you want to do next?” 

“What’s that?” 

“Follow up with the witnesses?” 

“I was thinking that initially. I was also thinking we might check out the site, the apartment complex, though apparently it partly burned down this past summer.” Roland paused, looking at the stack of files again. “But,” he held up a finger, “I also really wanna check out this Jumpies headquarters building.” 

“Okay.” 

Roland looked up and studied Vincent’s expression. “Do you know anything about these guys, the Jumpies?” 

Vincent shrugged. “They’re like, kind of a gang, kind of a terrorist outfit, kind of a political organization.” He paused, then shrugged again. “There’s a bunch of groups like them. Appeared when the energy crisis started, I think.” 

“Now I really wanna check ‘em out. Let’s roll.” 

*     *     * 

The detectives found themselves in the abandoned parking lot of an abandoned mall. They drove past an abandoned store front with the dusty outline where its marquee sign had once been, looming over a dark entrance. Around a corner they came upon an almost identical storefront tucked away next to a loading dock. At this second storefront a banner had been hung above the entrance, partially covering up the dusty marquee afterimage. The banner was plain white, printed on what looked like a tarpaulin. Ropes tied to its corners secured it to the roof above and the front awning below, which kept it in place but made the whole thing appear cheap and shady. 

On the banner itself it said ‘Jumpies: Protection and Extortion.’ 

With the parking lot empty, and the parking space lines faded, Roland just pulled on forward and brought them to a stop front and center, back far enough from the building that they could still look up and see the banner. This was just what he was doing, squinting and furrowing his brow. 

“Are they,” Roland stopped, pointed, looked again as if it might have been a mirage. “Are they literally advertising themselves as a criminal enterprise?” 

Vincent looked up at the banner. “They could just mean legal forms of extortion.” 

“What is a legal form of extortion?” 

“Isn’t that what most corporations do to their customers? It’s the whole healthcare industry, for example.” 

“You think these guys are some kind of healthcare company?” Roland could not hide his incredulity. 

“I don’t know if there’s even anybody there,” Vincent gestured to the storefront. 

Peering ahead again Roland noted that, other than the banner, there was no signage or placards to indicate that there was even a store here, rather than a closed up shop. All the windows were dark. After a moment of leaning forward and staring, Roland realized that in fact the large windows in front were all spray-painted black, somewhat haphazardly, leaving gaps around the edges. It appeared to be dark inside anyway, and anything beyond that was concealed. 

Roland turned to his mobile. “This is the right address. Or, I should say, this is the address that they give on their website.” 

“Does their website say they practice extortion?” 

“Their website didn’t say anything,” Roland scoffed. “It was a single page with this address, a phone number, and a bunch of pictures of people in weird costumes attending protests.” 

“What are ‘weird’ costumes?” 

Roland held out his mobile for Vincent to see. “It’s like Maddox said. Mismatched Halloween costumes.” The picture Roland had up displayed an overweight man dressed in a blue tutu, a rainbow clown wig, and a plastic Roman-legionnaire style breastplate, over his otherwise shirtless and hirsute chest. Next to him stood a thinner, shorter man wearing a rubber Frankenstein mask and a Superman shirt and cape. 

“Sure that’s not some Pride month celebration?” Vincent asked. 

“I have no idea where they got these pictures.” 

Both of them fell silent as they turned back to stare at the blank storefront. 

Vincent let out a laugh. “Well should we go in?” 

There was a pause in which Roland did not respond, which just had Vincent laughing harder. 

“Yeah,” Roland said. “I have serious misgivings about this. Let’s do it.” 

Approaching the front it was difficult to even identify where the door was, the small door handles having also been spray painted black. Vincent expected it to be locked, but found it open when he tried. 

Through the doorway they entered a dim, sparsely decorated lobby. Grey wall panels outlined an odd, many-sided polygon shaped room. There were no chairs or tables and just a single potted plant, a miniature saguaro cactus that looked plastic, in a corner. Across from the entrance there was a receptionist desk. It had faux-wood paneling on its front, but along the bottom edge these panels ended in jagged tears, as if the desk had once belonged elsewhere and been haphazardly ripped up and moved here. 

At first there seemed to be nobody present, but then they noticed movement behind the desk. Approaching they looked over its tall front to see a short woman sitting behind a computer. She wore a gorilla costume minus the head and hands. Her hands had extremely long nails painted with a variety of colors. Her face was done up in clown makeup, with bright red dots on her cheeks and an outlined frown around her mouth. Her hair was in an up-do and dyed platinum blonde. 

Slowly, the receptionist looked up at them. “Can I help you?” she asked slowly. 

“Um, yeah,” Roland glanced at his partner, then continued with a wide grin he could not suppress. “We’re interested in some extortion.” 

The receptionist just stared at him. Then, without a word, she got up, walked to a doorway beyond the reception desk, and disappeared through it. 

Both detectives watched her go, then continued to stare at the doorway after she left. 

“You think she’s coming back?” Roland asked. 

Vincent chuckled, and had to stifle further laughter. 

“She didn’t flinch when I mentioned extortion,” Roland said. As he spoke he wandered over toward the near wall, examining it. Looking up he noticed the walls of this lobby did not go all the way to the ceiling. Instead, above them was a dark, cavernous space filled with vents and conduit that stretched further back into the structure. There was no framework normally associated with an unfinished ceiling, leaving no visible place to mount ceiling tiles that would have obscured the mechanical components above. A single light and a single air conditioning vent hung down right above the reception desk. 

“Why would she?” Vincent said. “It’s legal for her.” 

“I’m still confused as to what legal extortion is.” 

“It’s any extortion, as long as the Jumpies are doing it.” 

“How do they get away with it though?” 

“Are you serious?” Vincent gave him a look suddenly devoid of humor. 

“I’m, uh, seriously asking the question.” 

“These gangs, or whatever they are, the Jumpies, the Army of Civilization, the, whatever the fuck the other one is called. They control whole cities. Most of inland LA is controlled by political gangs or whatever you call them.” 

“How can that be?” Roland asked. “I mean, how did they end up running things.” 

“Because people voted them in,” Vincent said, his voice rising further. “All the Nationalists that got voted in at the start of the energy crisis had links to drug cartels or organized crime. It’s the same way the mafia used to take control.” 

“So they bribe the politicians?” Roland folded his arms, looking away in thought. 

“Or extort them.” 

Roland went to lean back against the wall. As soon as he put weight on the thing though it started to give way. Roland jumped a little and turned around. 

A long, tall wall panel was now tilted away from them, revealing itself to be just a flimsy piece of propped-up cardboard. The entire lobby, in fact, had walls that were nothing but thin, cardboard panels, lackadaisically propped up on thin base supports and unattached to each other. A dark, open space loomed beyond the tilted wall. 

Vincent again stifled a laugh. Roland stepped forward to try to pull the panel back into place. This just caused whatever rickety support it had to give way further, and the whole panel toppled down into the next room with a ‘whomp’. 

Roland stared at the minor damage he had caused. Despite himself, Vincent continued to laugh. Roland twisted his mouth in thought, then reached out to the next wall panel and gave it a slight push. It wobbled where it stood, looking as though he could topple it as well with a slight shove. This had Vincent laughing even harder. 

Roland turned to his partner, shook his head, and smiled. 

Further investigation was interrupted by the door on the other side of the room opening. Watching now both detectives noted the doorway was itself free-standing, its frame propped up from below and a cardboard wall panel segment set on top. 

Through the doorway the receptionist reentered. Without a word she moved behind her desk and sat down again. The two detectives looked at each other, but before they had a chance to say anything another figure emerged from the doorway. 

The man who walked into the lobby was dressed like some action movie soldier. He had on camouflage fatigue pants, crisscrossed bandoliers of ammunition across his otherwise bare, unmuscled chest, and a bandanna tied tight around his forehead. He was also wearing clown makeup, though as he got closer it became apparent it was more just a layer of pale coloring, more like a mime than a clown. His shoes looked like they belonged to an Aladdin-style genie or a medieval jester or perhaps a Christmas elf. They were baggy and purple and oversized and had bells on their curled up toes that jingled as he walked. 

The man carried a sidearm and a very large knife on his belt and an automatic rifle slung across his back. When he got to them and began to speak it became apparent he was also wearing false Dracula teeth which caused a strange lisp in his voice. Once more Vincent struggled to contain his laughter. 

“Vat can I do for you gentleman?” 

Roland started to speak, but as he stared at this man he found himself with nothing to say, instead just mouthing words for a second. 

“Are you the manager?” Vincent asked. 

“I am a manager.” 

The two detectives exchanged a glance. “A manager of what?” Roland asked. 

“The manager in charth of local inquiries.” 

Again Roland found himself struggling to articulate anything further. 

“I didn’t catch your name,” Vincent at last managed to end his repressed chuckles. 

“Archibald.” 

“Archibald what?” 

“Just Archibald.” 

There was a loaded pause after this. “Well alright,” Roland said, holding out his hand to shake. The man just stared at it, prompting Roland to quickly withdraw. “Archibald. Roland, Vincent,” he gestured. “We’re here because we’re interested in extorting someone.” 

“How so?” 

“Oh, you know, extort someone.” He paused, staring, waiting for comprehension. “As in, get money from them through threats. Nothing special, just plain old extortion.” 

“That’s not really what we do here.” 

“It’s literally what your sign outside says.” 

“That’s just a motto.” 

The two detectives exchanged a glance. “What exactly do you do?” Vincent asked. 

“We’re a combination security and insurance firm.” 

Roland paused, glanced at his partner only to see Vincent returning the look. Roland drew a deep sigh. 

“Okay sir, look,” Roland pulled out his mobile and displayed his electronic badge. “We’re homicide detectives. Detective Hayes, Detective . . .” 

“Vincent,” Vincent interrupted loudly. 

“We’d like to ask you a few questions.” 

“Are you guys cops?” Archibald leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. 

“Um,” Roland glanced at Vincent, confused. “We’re detectives, so . . .” 

“If I ask you if you are cops you have to tell the truth.” 

“Um, well, that’s not how that works sir, but as I just said, we’re detectives.” 

“It is how it works because I called it.” 

This had Roland blinking a few times. “What?” 

“I called no fib-backs.” 

“You called no fib-backs?” Roland repeated slowly. 

“He called it,” Vincent said. Turning to him Roland saw his partner was grinning wildly again, about to break out laughing once more. “You gotta tell him the truth.” 

“Okay,” Roland said. “As I was saying, we’re homicide detectives. We’d like to ask you a few questions about your group’s activities.” 

“No way. I call Fifth Amendment. I won’t speak without a lawyer.” 

“You call Fifth Amendment?” 

“He called it,” Vincent said through a laugh. “Nothing we can do.” 

“You realize,” Roland said, “that the Fifth Amendment is evoked to avoid testifying against yourself.” 

“No way, I know my rights. I call warrant. You can’t search this place without one.” 

“It’s, okay,” Roland gestured downward. “Calm. We’re not here to search the place. We just want to ask you some questions. Nobody is being accused of anything.” 

“I’m not answering any quethions!” Archibald’s voice was getting louder, which made the lisp from his Dracula teeth more pronounced. “If you don’t get out, I’ll have you killed!” 

“Okay, okay,” Roland held up his hands. “Let’s keep calm. We didn’t mean to offend you sir.” 

“You are threthpassing on private property! I am in my righths to gun you down and have you tortured and powah raped.” 

Vincent and Roland glanced at each other, both of them with disturbed looks. 

“Okay, okay,” Roland said. “We’re leaving.” 

“You know,” Vincent said, “threatening an officer could be considered probably cause.” 

“That’th it! Guardth!” As he spoke, Archibald bent over and removed one of his shoes. Holding this up he began to wave it violently toward the detectives. The result was a chiming of the bell on its toe. 

From the doorway, crashing through and causing the adjacent wall panels to wobble, came a pair of men. Both of them were dressed like Roman centurions, with plastic breastplates over their t-shirts and galea-style helmets, also plastic. They carried with them very real assault rifles. The two spread out as they rushed in, one taking cover behind the receptionist desk, the other rushing across the room to take cover behind the plastic cactus in the corner. To Vincent this was especially silly given how small the cactus was, but Roland found himself more focused on the rifles now leveled at them. 

“Hey, hey, guys,” Roland took a step backward, still holding up his hands. “Stay cool. We were just leaving. I apologize for the misunderstanding, we’re not here to cause problems.” 

“Theseth men are threthpathing on our property. I am invoking citizenth righths to exerthize thecond amendment tholuthons. We are thtanding ouw gwound.” 

“You guys realize this is not a stand your ground state, right?” Vincent said. 

This got him an incredulous glance from Roland, who had now raised his hands above his head. Vincent smiled even as he did the same. 

“Our righth aw what we thay they are. You can’t thtop uth.” 

Looking across the room at the two armed centurions, Vincent said, “do you guys have permits for those rifles?” 

“You want fucking permith!” Archibald shouted as he took a step toward them, pulling out his own sidearm and brandishing it about with a wild flail. “We know yo nameth. We can find where you live. If you don’t leave immediately we’ll come to you houthez and rape your wiveth and murder yo children. That will be our pemith.” 

“Guys, really,” Roland continued to step backward with his hands raised, Vincent now doing likewise. “There’s no need to be this threatening.” 

“You’re being threatening.” It was not clear if Archibald said this as a question or a statement or a random utterance directed at somebody else. 

“We’re not, we’re not threatening anybody.” 

“We have evewe wight to threaten you. What will you do. We control city hall, we could have you arrethted. You’ll be the oneth guilty if we have to kill you for thwethpathing. We can have yo nexth of kin awethted and inpwithoned on yo behalf.” 

By now the two detectives were at the front door. Fortunately it opened outward, allowing Vincent to just lean against it and get it open. He stepped out, holding the door open with his body while Roland stepped through. 

“No need for that, we’re leaving, see,” Roland said. “We’re gone, out the door.” 

The two of them slipped out of the doorway, allowing it to close. They continued to back away for a few paces. It was impossible now to tell what was going on inside through the painted storefront, but nobody followed them out through the door. 

They looked at each other, then with an unspoken agreement turned and raced back to their car at a run. 

Once they were inside Roland fired up the engine. Then they sat there, staring again at what still looked like an abandoned storefront. There was no pursuit. 

“I don’t think they have permits for those guns,” Vincent said. 

Roland shot him a cold look, then set off driving away. They drove in silence until the Jumpies storefront was out of sight. 

“You think we should file an incident report about this?” Roland asked. 

Vincent shrugged. “Won’t do any good. I’m sure that guy was right, they have connections at city hall.” 

“I understand why Maddox was so scarred of them. But,” Roland shook his head. “Fuck. They were advertising extortion. Publically.” 

“They never actually mentioned it.” 

“Except in their giant, publically displayed sign. That and what we saw in there just now would be enough to get a warrant.” 

“It’s out of our jurisdiction.” 

“It’s our case though. They had those strange costumes, just like our attackers in this apartment massacre.” 

“Eh,” Vincent grimaced. “A lot of these gang, protestors, whatever they are, dress up in weird costumes these days, doesn’t mean anything. The stuff those Jumpies were wearing doesn’t quite match what are suspects wore.” 

“They were also linked to a similar case, remember.” 

“A case the Pasadena sheriff was ordered to drop.” 

Roland paused as they came to a stop at a red light, tapping his hands arrhythmically on the steering wheel. “The Pasadena PD could get a warrant. Based on that sign alone.” 

“Assuming the Jumpies don’t own the judges as well.” 

“At some point even that won’t cover ya. I mean, this was so blatant.” 

Vincent replied with a skeptical look. 

“If nothing else, at some point this goes to a federal judge.” 

“They might own the federal judges as well.” 

“Federal judges? You think the whole Nationalist party is protecting these goons?” 

Vincent just shook his head. 

“It’s so blatant,” Roland said. “How do you even win elections being that obviously corrupt?” 

“Well, they are supposedly going to have a major loss this election.” 

The light turned green and Roland resumed driving. 

“Where are we going?” Vincent asked. 

“I don’t know,” Roland said even as he continued down the street. “I was just driving while I was thinking.” 

“Did you still want to go talk to the witnesses from that previous massacre, the one from, whenever it was?” 

“I think so.” Roland paused, staring ahead intently. “Maybe. If we have time. Right now I think I want to go have that beer.” 
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King’s Arcology had its own freeway off-ramp, which like an airport led to a complex jumble of ramps and exits that looped and dove to drop-off points and parking garages. 

Kate waited at a designated pick-up area, dressed in a fancy, colorful evening gown and a sparkling, sequin-edged masquerade mask. She checked her mobile and watched as traffic whisked by in the long tunnel that ran through the arcology. 

At last an electric sedan approached, veering out of traffic into the area designated for picking up, then slowing to a roll and coming to rest right in front of Kate. 

As she stepped off the curve the other door opened and Dr. Chamabutra got out. He was dressed in the same suit he had worn that morning, which now appeared a little rumbled at the end of the day. 

Moving at a run he rushed around the vehicle to beat Kate to the passenger side door. “I got it, I got it,” he said, opening the door for her. “Allow me. Sorry I’m late.” 

This got him a suspicious glance, then a thanks, from Kate as she navigated into the vehicle in her long dress. 

The doctor rushed back around in a jolt to get back behind the wheel. 

“Thanks for picking me up,” Kate said as he got back in. “My husband is working late and couldn’t give me a ride.” 

“Oh, no problem,” He hit a button to get the computer in the dashboard to reset itself, then shifted the vehicle into drive. 

“Oh wow,” Kate said, “is this full manual?” 

“Oh no, it’s not that old,” he spoke as he accelerated and kept glancing behind himself, looking for a spot to merge back into the flow of traffic. “It’s got adaptive cruise control and self-parking, just not fully self-driving.” 

Once they had gotten out of the arcology and up to freeway cruising speed, the doctor hit a few buttons on the steering wheel that had the car take over driving. “You want me to put on some music,” he asked. 

“Oh, whatever you like.” Kate was busy looking out the window, watching twilight settle in and city lights come on. 

“I, um,” the doctor messed around with the dashboard console some, pulling through menus that seemed to be uncooperative. “No, not temperature control, damn it.” In the end he got to his music selection, settling on some techno-dance club kind of tune that had Kate giving him a surprised look. 

“Doctor,” Kate said. “Do I have to call you doctor all evening?” 

“Oh, you can if you want. My students always either call me Dr. C, or just Cham.” 

“Okay, Cham it is. Where does your name come from?” 

“From my parents?” he sounded actually confused. 

“I mean, what’s its national origin?” 

“Oh. I’m not really sure. My father’s family, like great-great grandfather, was from Gujarat.” 

“Where is that?” 

“Western India.” 

“Hmph,” Kate nodded. 

“Yeah, I know, I get that from my students all the time. They hear my name and aren’t expecting some light skinned guy with no accent.” 

“I bet it’s a lot more common than people think.” 

“My name?” 

“No, I mean people from India who don’t fit the stereotype.” 

“Oh. Yeah, probably,” Cham said. “For all I know that’s actually hurt me. You know, stupid people, they meet someone with a doctor in front of their name and an Indian or Chinese accent, they think that’s somebody really smart and studious and hardworking.” 

“You think the positive stereotype has hurt you?” 

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t fit the stereotype, so maybe people are disappointed? I don’t know, but, something’s gotta explain why I can’t get grant money, right?” He concluded with an awkward laugh. 

A silence fell over them, Kate turning to look out the window again as they drove. 

“So, um,” Cham said. “I hope I’m not underdressed. You look pretty fancy.” 

“Thank you.” She said with exact punctuation. 

“I looked online at this place we’re going, it looks fancier than I’m used to. The fanciest thing I ever go to is the president’s Christmas party. The University president, I mean, not the U.S. president. That would be way too fancy.” 

“I’ve never actually been to one either,” Kate said. “They have them all the time and my boss always gets me invited, but, ugh,” her shoulders deflated as she dropped her hands into her lap. “It always sounds so exhausting.” 

The doctor glanced over at her and seemed to notice her mask for the first time. “Wait, is this like, a masked ball thing?” He gestured to his own face. “Do I need one of those?” 

“The official invite called it a ‘Halloween Masquerade.’ I don’t remember it mentioning anything about dress requirements.” 

“I just don’t wanna be underdressed, ya know.” 

Already Kate was on her mobile, checking. “Let me find the invite. Um, here. Mayor Saffron’s office. Halloween Masquerade. Silver Screen Lodge.” She scanned a moment further. “It doesn’t say anything about having to dress up.” 

“Alright. I guess it’s too late now anyway.” 

“We’re on the official guest list, they’re not going to turn us away.” 

“True, true. Oh,” Cham made a sudden lunge toward the dashboard screen. “Do you have the address? I should make sure we know where we’re going?” 

“You didn’t program it in already?” 

“No. I think the cruise control is just following this lane.” 

Kate rolled her eyes and picked up her mobile from her lap again. 

Night fell in full as they cruised up toward the Hollywood Hills. They arrived fashionably late, by which time it was fully dark out. Their destination was not well lit. The place almost seemed like a private mansion, with a gate facing the street where they had to stop and show the guard Kate’s mobile with the invitation to scan. 

Almost everything about the location had a kind of low-key ambiance, except, incongruously, for the blue neon sign that arched above the wrought-iron entrance gate. It read ‘Silver Screen Lodge’ in swirly cursive letters that blinked and flashed in sequence. It looked as though the sign from a Las Vegas casino had been stolen and mounted in front of some old world nineteenth century manor. 

They proceeded up a long drive toward the main building. It was dark out here, and plentiful trees blocked any lights from the street. In the car headlights they spotted, among the fountains and manicured gardens, a scattering of various large scale movie props. The doctor eagerly pointed out when he spotted a large, animatronic dinosaur, posed and poised to fight a similar animatronic alien creature. They saw a free-standing awning with some cars parked beneath, each looking familiar though neither could identify from what movie or show they originated. 

“What is this place?” Cham asked, his hands gripped tight on the wheel. 

“I’m not sure,” Kate began pulling it up on her mobile to see what she could find. “I never really asked about the venue.” 

“When I looked it up online it made it sound like it was a historical preservation society, for like, old movie props and stuff, but it feels like we’re driving up to somebody’s house.” 

“Maybe it use to be a house and this preservation society bought it and converted the place.” 

“Yeah, that makes sense.” 

At last they reached a pool of light, right outside the main entrance. The light, in fact, was provided by a series of LED spotlights that shown with blinding intensity. Once they were in the pool of light their eyes were overwhelmed, rendering the rest of the world beyond as an impenetrable darkness. 

As they pulled up a valet stepped forward from out of that darkness toward the car. At least, Cham assumed he was a valet. He was wearing a red uniform that looked kind of like a hotel bellhop outfit, kind of like a red version of a Civil War era military uniform. As they got out the valet held up a tablet toward the doctor. Initially he was confused, then realized it was a code to scan with his mobile. He did so, getting an electronic voucher popping up. The valet looked at this, nodded, took the keys, and got in to drive off without a word. 

The doctor watched his car disappear into the total darkness. Then he and Kate looked at each other. There was nobody else around, and as the low whirr of the electric car faded the world also became darkly silent. 

“I guess we should go in then,” Kate said. 

Up some stairs and through a tall, stately set of double doors, they entered a grand entrance hall. Curved, flanking staircases led up to a balcony overlooking the room, a chandelier hung in the middle, and paintings and sculptures occupied every corner and nook. A dozen or so people stood in small groups talking, barely sparing a glance for the newcomers. The doctor looked around among them and noticed most, but not all, were wearing masquerade masks like Kate. He felt a little better about this. 

Between the two grand staircases, running beneath the balcony, there was a short, dark hall that opened up into an even bigger and brighter room beyond. Not knowing where else to go both of them were drawn to this. 

At the end of the hallway was a grand ballroom. It had a dozen chandeliers, each in a different style, all of them oddly situated at different locations and heights. It was as if the room was not meant to have that many chandeliers but somebody had insisted upon cramming them all in however they could fit. 

After a moment of blinking and adjusting to the glaring bright lights, Kate looked around to realize the rest of the room followed this same design concept. What might have been a dance floor was instead filled with furniture and oddities. There was a grand piano in one corner; a fountain with a statue of a mermaid at the center; a full size replica of a World War II era tank that was clearly made of plastic and cardboard; a model train set that ran across multiple tables and circled the perimeter of the room on a high ledge; a gigantic sepia toned globe; a series of painted sculptures made to look like they were three-dimension versions of famous paintings like the Mona Lisa or the Girl with a Pearl Earring. 

Everywhere they looked, Kate and the doctor found, their sight line fell on some weird object crammed into this room. 

Mingling among all the elegant knickknacks was a whole crowd of people. If not for the odd things they were standing amongst, the crowd would have dominated the room, and they would have probably congregated around the edges to leave a dance space open in the middle. As it was though, between the kitsch and the people, the room was jam packed, with barely enough room to move around. 

“So, um, wow,” the doctor said. 

“I’m not seeing anybody I know,” Kate said. It was tough to tell with all the masks, but she felt like there were a number of people in the mayor’s office she would have been able to recognize, had she seen them. 

The doctor shook his head. “I don’t either, not that I really expected to.” 

They both stood there in the entrance way, trying to absorb all the stuff they could see in this room. 

“So what do we do now?” Cham asked. 

“There’s a buffet over there,” Kate pointed. Against a side wall, tucked behind some weird statues made of rusted sheet metal, there was a long table set out with food. 

“Uuu, good idea.” 

The two waded through the crowd and the clutter of the room. Arriving they found the spread was mostly fancy, pretentious, unappetizing looking hors d'oeuvres, but both were hungry enough not to care. Few people had congregated around the food, so they had a clear shot as they began making their way down the table, grabbing things and eating as they went. 

“I did not realize how hungry I was,” Cham said. 

“Mmm,” Kate responded through a mouthful. 

As they progressed down the buffet table they looked out, through gaps in the line of metal statues, at the crowd. On this end of the room, which was mostly shadowed from the preponderance of chandeliers, it felt almost like they were hiding in some secret alcove and looking through viewing slots out at the main ball room. 

The doctor paused, staring, then turned to face away from the crowd. He leaned over to speak softly to Kate. 

“Is there a guy out there with a facial tattoo?” 

Standing up on tip-toe, Kate peered through the crowd, quickly spotting him. He was a tall, stocky figure in a well-tailored suit. Although he wore a masquerade mask it did nothing to prevent Kate from recognizing him, nor did it cover any of the abstract pattern that crawled like a vine up the right side of his face. 

“You don’t know him?” Kate asked. “That’s the mayor’s press secretary.” 

“No. Should I know him?” 

“Well, he’s the press secretary, so he’s always the one giving the press conferences. He’s been on the news a lot.” 

“They have a guy with a facial tattoo doing the press conferences?” 

“Yeah. Mr. Gus. You never heard about this?” 

The doctor just shook his head. 

“It’s kind of been a thing, it got commented on a lot when he first started.” 

“Huh. I guess I’m not following the right social streams.” Cham turned and looked out again at the crowd. “Why did they chose him to be press secretary?” 

“Well, the story as I heard it, he was a friend of Mayor Saffron who was in prison, he got pardoned, and the mayor gave him a job.” 

“The mayor pardoned him and gave him a job?” 

“No, it was a federal pardon, he was in federal prison.” 

“For what?” 

Kate looked up, trying to remember. “I think it was drug related. He was running some drug smuggling ring, something like that.” 

Again Cham glanced over his shoulder for another look. “Is that the mayor he’s talking to right now?” 

Kate had to tip-toe again for another look. “No. I don’t see the mayor anywhere. You want to go look for him?” 

“Well now I’m wondering if I want to talk to him at all.” 

“Really?” 

“If he’s hiring ex-con drug kingpins to do press conferences? I’m not sure I want to work with someone like that.” 

“I mean, he’s what ya got. For the next couple months anyway. He’ll be a lame duck after next Tuesday, but he’s in charge now.” 

The doctor leaned against the table and folded his arms, working his jaw in thought. “How do you even work with people like that? He’s your boss, right? The mayor?” 

“Not my direct boss.” 

“Still.” 

“Well I’ve had this job for almost fifteen years, under Democrats, Republicans, and Nationalists. So I’ve worked for all kinds of crazy people.” 

“As crazy as this?” Cham jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the crowd. 

“Mmmm, well, okay, this administration has been pretty crazy. But so much of what the people at the top do just gets undone or reversed by the next administration. Most of the time all I do is keep doing my job and wait for things to cycle around again.” 

Some others making their way down the buffet line started to catch up with them, so they moved onward. Cham, however, continued to peer out into the crowd, always eyeing the press secretary. 

“What is that a tattoo of?” he asked. 

“Hmph?” Kate looked up from some deviled eggs she was sampling. 

“The press conference guy. What is his facial tattoo a tattoo of?” 

“I don’t know, I think it’s just an abstract pattern. “ 

Cham leaned down some for a better view between a pair of sculptures. Shifting down the buffet table had brought them a little closer to the press secretary, and now Cham spotted a tattoo on his hand as well. 

“What about the one on his hand?” 

“The what?” Again Kate looked up from the buffet. 

“The tattoo on his hand? What’s that of?” 

“I don’t know, why are you obsessing about it?” 

“It’s weird. How does someone with a facial tattoo end up in politics?” 

“It was a thing when he started, but then everyone got used to it,” Kate shrugged. “Do you want to go ask him yourself?” 

“No. Definitely not.” 

“He’s friends with the mayor. That might be your in.” 

“I don’t think I want to receive grant money if I have to partner with criminals.” 

Stepping down the line some more, Kate found a good angle to look out at the crowd. Just as she did the press secretary reached up to adjust his mask. She saw, on the back of his right hand, was a tattoo of an iron cross within a circle. Four snakes spiraled out of the center of the cross, curving into a pinwheel pattern. 

“I’ve never actually noticed that tattoo on him before.” Kate stared, then turned to the doctor. “Are you sure you don’t want to go ask him? You could strike up a conversation, see if he’ll introduce you to the mayor.” 

“Ugh. No.” The doctor turned around again, leaning against the table. 

“You want to go look for the mayor himself then?” 

“Hmmm.” The doctor worked his jaw some more but made no other response. 

“Well I should go find my boss, just to let him know I’m here.” She stared at the doctor, but he was just looking off into space now, his face set in a scowl. “You want to come with me or go mingle on your own?” 

“Huh?” He looked up at her. “Oh, I don’t know. Isn’t this place suppose to be some kind of museum of movie props and stuff?” 

“That’s what you told me earlier.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I read online, but I don’t recognize any of the movies any of this stuff is from.” He gestured around at the sculptures. 

Kate looked around but was already shaking her head. “Neither do I. Maybe we could find out more in the library.” 

“The library?” 

She pointed toward a hallway branching away behind them. It was shrouded in shadow, but a sign hanging from the roof above it read ‘Library’ with an arrow pointing right. 

“Alright,” Cham said. “I’ll check out a library.” 

Entering the hallway felt even more like being in somebody’s house. It was narrow, and may have run the whole length of this building, but there were no lights in here, such that it faded into darkness in both directions. Lights spilling out from branching doorways were the only indication of the hallway’s length. 

They followed the direction the sign had pointed and quickly found themselves entering a different world. The sound of the crowd back in the ball room was muffled to almost nothing, and the sparse lighting accentuated a sense of suddenly being alone in this place. 

They passed a doorway on the left, then found the next one down had a sign on it labeled ‘Library.’ The door was ajar, but no lights were on inside. 

Both of them hesitated. Standing to one side of the doorway, as if something might jump out at him from the darkness, the doctor reach across and slowly pushed the door further open. Unfortunately there was not enough light in the hallway to spill much into the room, which remained dark. 

Stepping forward, the doctor groped along the adjacent wall until he found a light switch. Turning this on illuminated a room that looked more like a museum, a proper museum, than a library. There were curio cabinets along the walls and glass display cases in the middle. The only concession to an actual library were a couple of bookshelves, almost looking like an afterthought, set against the far wall. 

Like the main ball room the decorating theme were was one of eclectic clutter that left little room for people to move about. They entered slowly, trying to take it all in, feeling once more like wherever their eyes went their gaze fell upon something strange or unexpected. Along one wall there was a set of mannequins dressed in various historic military uniforms. A cabinet next to them had medals and coins and trophies on display. The central display cases held a wide variety of historic weapons, including ancient rifles, muskets, and sabers. 

“This does not look like a library,” Kate said. 

“Look at this,” the doctor pointed to a curio cabinet he had wandered up to. Kate stepped over to join him. Looking closer now she saw it was a collection of Nazi memorabilia. There were coins and stamps and plates decorated with the swastika symbol. Among these Kate also saw various old newspaper clippings, set in little frames, though they were faded beyond readability. 

“Oh, look,” the doctor bent over some to point to a lower shelf. An iron cross medal was displayed in a little case down there. “That’s the symbol that’s tattooed on the one guys hand.” 

“You mean Mr. Gus?” 

“Who?” 

“The mayor’s press secretary?” 

“Yeah, yeah. Except his had snakes coming out of it as well, and it didn’t have the Nazi symbol on it.” 

As he eagerly pointed Kate knelt down to look closer. The cabinet, like the rest of the room, was not well lit, but getting close enough she saw there was a swastika in the center of the medal. “That’s the iron cross,” Kate said. “It was like the Medal of Honor in Germany.” 

“Why is it in a collection of Hollywood memorabilia?” 

She just shook her head in reply, taking a step forward to move to the next display. 

“A lot of this stuff looks like it’s from World War Two,” Cham said. “Like this uniform, isn’t this a World War Two uniform.” 

“That looks more World War One to me, with the spike on top of the helmet.” 

“I thought that was both world wars.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“I’m pretty sure it was. Oh, this one is definitely World War Two. It’s got more swastikas on it.” 

The next uniform in this line of mannequins was that of a Nazi SS officer, with an array of medals on the breast and the double lighting bolt SS symbol on the cap. Stepping forward Kate leaned in to look at some of those medals and ribbons. Many contained other symbols she did not realize were used by the Nazis, including the Eye of Providence, a coiled snake, and a hieroglyphic style frog-headed figure. There was also a ribbon showing another iron cross, except this one also had four snakes spiraling out from the center in between the branches of the cross, the snakes themselves almost forming a kind of curved swastika, just as Cham had described for Mr. Gus’ tattoo. 

“There have been a lot of World War Two movies.” Kate turned around to look at the central display case. “Actually, there’s a lot of Civil War stuff here as well.” 

“Yeah.” He pointed across the way. “Those uniforms are definitely Civil War.” 

“None of it looks like it was actually used in a movie though. It looks more like this is a museum of actual uniforms and stuff.” 

“Good point. Even if all of these guns and costumes were from movies, what movie needed those coins and newspaper clippings?” 

“They might have gotten used in a movie,” Kate said, “but I would think the stuff to get into a Hollywood museum would be important props, not just stuff in the background. Unless those were important props, but I have no idea what movie that would be.” 

Cham did not reply, instead continuing to slowly walk behind her, admiring all the different displays around them. 

“You know,” he said, “everything here comes from the losing side of these wars. It’s all Nazi stuff or Confederate stuff.” 

“I wonder if this room is specifically dedicated to those kinds of movies.” 

“Movies about losers?” 

“Movies about Nazis or Confederate soldiers. Actually,” Kate stopped her slow walk to look back toward the front of the room. “I wonder if this place is in the middle of a renovation, maybe.” 

“That would explain why the ball room out there had so much crap in it, and why this room is so full I have to squeeze by at points.” 

“And why it’s labeled library. They probably moved the actual books somewhere else and crammed stuff in here while they work on other rooms.” 

“Huh. You think we should go check out another room?” 

“If you want,” she shrugged. 

Cham turned around, about to move back out, when one of the uniforms in the next row caught his attention. “Okay, now look at this,” he pointed. 

In its basics this uniform looked like that of the Nazi SS officer a few spots down. However, it added a red sash across the chest. The cap, while otherwise identical, had replaced the double lightning bolt SS symbol with that of a coiled snake done in gold relief. Most notably, as the doctor was directly pointing out, it had on its left breast a patch displaying an odd flag symbol. It was the stars and bars of the Confederate battle flag, but in its middle was a black swastika. 

“What movies is this from?” Cham asked. 

“I don’t know, but it sounds kind of interesting.” From her purse Kate produced her mobile and held it up to her face for voice activation. “What movie,” she asked with slow enunciation, “combined Nazi and Confederate uniforms?” 

She held her mobile out and waited. 

Cham stared at her, waiting for an answer as well. “What movie was it?” 

“I’m not finding anything. Hold on, I’ll take a picture and do an image search.” 

“You won’t find anything,” a husky female voice said. “It’s not from any movie.” 

Both of them jumped a little in surprise, then spun around. 

From the row of costumed mannequins along the opposite wall there stepped a short, slight framed woman. She wore a plain black masquerade mask and dark, casual clothes. 

“Oh,” Kate held one hand to her chest as she took a deep breath, then let out a laugh. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to surprise you.” 

“That’s okay,” Kate laughed again. 

“Where did you come from just now?” the doctor asked. 

“I was just standing here, waiting to see if you guys noticed me.” 

“What were you doing here?” 

“The same as you, probably. I got bored at the party and decided to look around this place.” 

“Why were you hiding in here?” Kate asked. 

“I wasn’t hiding,” she said with a wide smile. “I was just standing right here. I just didn’t say anything when you came in.” She added with a little shrug, “wanted to see how long it took you to notice me, until I realized you might leave and never get around to this side.” 

“Why were you hiding in the dark?” Kate asked. “The lights were off when we came in.” 

“The lights being on haven’t helped you guys any, you still haven’t figured out what you’re looking at.” As she spoke the woman started making her way around a large display case towards them. 

“That didn’t answer her question,” the doctor said pointedly. 

Kate held up a hand toward him. “What do you mean?” she asked. “What are we looking at here?” 

She pointed to the row of uniforms they had been examining. “These aren’t from any movie. They’re actual uniforms, worn in ceremonies performed at this lodge.” 

“Ceremonies?” 

She turned and pointed to the other side of the room. A little further down from the Civil War uniforms she had been standing amongst were a set of white KKK robes. “This ‘lodge’ is actually a front for an offshoot of the KKK. They go by different names but officially they call themselves the Army of Civilization.” 

“You still haven’t answered the question,” the doctor said. 

“That’s because I’m here looking for answers too.” 

“That just avoided the question again.” 

“Cham.” Kate turned to him, reacting to his combative tone. 

“What question are you asking?” the woman tilted her head as she stared at him. 

“Why were you hiding in here in the dark?” 

“It wasn’t dark.” She held up a flashlight she had been carrying and flicked it on and off. 

“That still seems suspicious.” 

“Doctor, why are you harassing this woman?” Kate asked. 

“She’s suspicious! Sneaking around here in the dark. She could have been burglarizing the place.” 

Kate just stared at him, her eyes flaring wide in disbelief at his blunt accusation. 

“I could say the same of you,” the woman turned askance to the doctor. “You’re loitering around in the off-limits back part of the lodge.” 

“Is this area off-limits?” Kate asked. “We were just following signs for the library.” 

“If this area is off-limits what are you doing here?” Cham spoke over Kate as he continued to press. 

“I don’t know, but I do know certain areas are restricted to everyone but the inner circle.” 

“So why were you back here then, if you thought it was off-limits?” 

“Why were you back here?” 

“We were just following the signs,” Kate said. “ I didn’t see anything that said this was off-limits.” 

“We didn’t even know there were off-limits rooms,” Dr. Cham said. 

“Really, that’s your excuse?” the woman said. “Now who’s being suspicious?” 

“Do you even have an invite?” Cham asked. “Or did you break in here or something?” 

“I have an invite.” She held up her mobile. “I’m the plus one to a major Hollywood producer friend. Do you have an invite?” 

There was a brief stare down, then Kate reached to get out her mobile. 

“I don’t actually care,” the woman waved this off. “We’re just avoiding the real question.” She turned and pointed to the uniforms behind her. “Aren’t you the least bit curious?” 

“Curious?” Cham asked. 

“About this supposed movie memorabilia museum that’s actually a front for the KKK, and why the mayor is holding a party here?” 

“Maybe the mayor doesn’t know?” This got Cham critical looks from both of them. “Yeah, I don’t believe that either. But you still haven’t told us what you were doing back here.” 

“You haven’t told me either.” 

“We really were just exploring,” Kate said. “We didn’t want to mingle out in the main room and we saw a sign that said ‘library’ and came to check it out.” 

“You don’t think that’s what brought me back here too?” 

“You were skulking around in the dark,” Cham said. 

“Skulking?” 

“And you’re being really evasive. It’s suspicious.” 

The woman folded her arms and regarded him with a scrunched look on her face. “Well, if we’re all just checking this place out, why don’t I just leave you to it.” 

“Actually, I think we should talk to management,” Cham said. 

“Why?” Kate asked. 

“Find out what the off-limits areas are, and tell them someone was sneaking around back here.” 

“You want to report me?” the woman asked. 

“I think we should.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you’re suspicious.” 

“Doctor,” Kate said, shaking her head, at a loss for words. 

“What? She’s suspicious.” 

“No more so than us. Why do you keep harassing her?” 

“Are you really going to try to report me to somebody?” the woman asked. 

“Unless you give me a reason not to,” Cham said. 

“So you’re going to go talk to management? The people in charge? Of this place?” Again she gestured toward the Confederate uniforms and KKK outfits. 

This at last had the doctor hesitating, scowling as he looked around the room. 

“Look, fine,” the woman said. “Cards on the table. I’m a PI. My name is Sheila Ruby. My client hired me to investigate what goes on at this lodge. They suspect it might be something nefarious.” 

“So you weren’t really on the guest list,” Kate said. 

“Oh no, I have an invitation. My client pulled some strings.” 

“If your client was invited,” Cham said, “shouldn’t he already know what goes on here?” 

“You were invited and you didn’t know.” 

“That’s fair,” Kate said. 

“How do you know all this then?” the doctor asked. 

“What?” 

“How do you know, like, these guys are linked to the KKK, or that all this stuff isn’t just props from some obscure movie?” 

“Please. I’m a PI. I did my research.” 

“So what did you find?” Kate asked. 

She glanced between them, then sighed and looked down at her mobile. “Alright. It’s all pretty out in the open. If you look at the website for this place they have a virtual guest book. I looked up some of the people who signed it recently.” 

Pulling this up as she spoke, she turned her mobile toward them to see the virtual guest book. “There are several prominent white supremacists among them. The people in the guest book are linked to all kinds of different white nationalist or militant right wing organizations, including the Gooders, the Jumpies, the Minute Men, and the Army of Civilization.” 

“I thought the Minute Men arrested a bunch of white supremacists,” the doctor said. 

“There was a big show of kicking some out a few years ago, but nothing really changed.” Sheila had gone back to looking at her mobile. Now she turned it toward them again. “The Army of Civilization had these photos on its website.” 

The photo she showed had a line of people dressed in white KKK robes. Still holding her mobile up to them she started swiping through pictures. There were more showing white robed figures involved in some ceremony around a bonfire. Others showed people dressed in various uniforms, posed in lines and holding assault rifles and other firearms. 

“You’ll notice,” Sheila said, “a lot of these people are wearing uniforms that match the ones in this room.” 

“Some of these look like a Civil War reenactment,” Kate said. 

“Not quite. They’re preparing for the race war they think is coming.” 

“If you already found all this online,” the doctor asked, “why come here? This seems pretty damning by itself.” 

“If I knew what I was going to find I wouldn’t need to investigate. Finding out is my job.” 

“What have you found so far?” 

She gestured to the rows of uniforms across the room. “I found uniforms matching the ones I found online. Some of the guns look similar. I think this connects them to the Army of Civilization for sure. Beyond that, I plan to explore some more. I’m hoping to find out exactly how Mayor Saffron is involved.” 

“Was he in the virtual guest book?” Kate asked. 

“No. And I haven’t seen him here yet either.” 

“Neither have I,” Kate shook her head. “Why do you think he’s involved? Other than the obvious reasons.” 

“That’s all I have to go on so far, unfortunately. So now, if you’ll excuse me.” Pocketing her mobile, Sheila turned toward the exit. 

“Wait,” the doctor said. “Where are you going?” 

She gave him a coy look. “Back to enjoying the party, and letting you two get back to exploring the ‘library’?” 

“Aren’t you worried we’ll report you to management?” 

Sheila rolled her eyes at this. “Good luck even finding management. If you do though, be sure to tell the white supremacists that you found a completely innocent looking white girl with an invite in an open part of the lodge and decided to report her as suspicious.” 

“I thought you said this area is off-limits?” 

She offered him a decisive shrug. “Then be sure to tell them how you were sneaking into a restricted part of the lodge when you found me.” 

There was a brief stare down after this comment, then Sheila smiled and turned to leave. 

“Wait,” the doctor said. “Can we come with you?” 

“You want to go with her?” Kate asked. 

“Why not?” 

“Shouldn’t we be trying to find the mayor?” 

“She’s also going to find the mayor,” he gestured to Sheila. “And I want to know what he’s involved in before asking for his help.” 

“His help with what?” Sheila asked. 

They both shot glances at her, suddenly apprehensive. 

“Cards on the table,” Sheila said. “Or do I report you to management.” 

This prompted another brief stare down. 

“We’re trying to get a meeting with the mayor about a joint city-university grant proposal,” Kate said. 

“A grant for what?” 

“Fusion research.” 

“You’re nuclear physicists?” 

“I am,” the doctor said, holding himself a little taller. 

“I just work for the city,” Kate said. “I got us in the door.” 

Sheila glanced between the two of them. “So you came here thinking you could corner the mayor and convince him to fund your project?” 

“It’s state funding,” Kate said. “We were,” she paused, glanced away, sighed. “We were trying to put together a joint city-university partnership to apply for a state grant. Getting the mayor to just commit to supporting us publically would be a real help.” 

“So I guess I’m not the only one doing something a little underhanded.” 

“It’s not underhanded!” the doctor almost shouted. Kate, however, was blushing and hanging her head a little. 

Sheila just stared at the two of them with a look that was smug even through her mask. “Well alright. If you want you can come along, for now.” 

They left the museum room that had been labeled ‘library,’ turning off the lights as they did. A little further down, the dark hallway rounded a corner, beyond which they found an open door that was also labeled ‘library.’ The lights inside were on, and poking their heads in they found nobody present. 

Unlike the first room this one actually looked like a library. Tall bookshelves lined every wall, while shorter bookshelves, about waist height, were set back to back down the middle of the room. They all entered and started slow walks down the room, perusing the shelves. 

Right away they found this room had an air of ancientness and decay. All of the books were old, their spines cracked or peeling, their print faded. In addition to the books there were a lot of old video or audio media, on cassettes or discs or even vinyl records. 

“Definitely feels like a library,” the doctor said. 

“Look at the titles,” Kate said. Leaning in closer, the doctor saw along the shelf he was perusing were such books as ‘Foundation of the Nineteenth Century,’ ‘The Myth of the Twentieth Century,’ ‘The Passing of the Great Race,’ ‘The Turner Diaries,’ ‘Mein Kampf,’ and ‘The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.’ On her side Kate picked up one and held it toward him. Its plain white letter titling read ‘The Coming Race War: America in the Twenty-first Century.’ 

Putting this down, Kate bent down to look at the lower shelves. Here she found a series of pamphlets of some kind, white paper stapled together in lieu of binding. Picking one up she found it had a newspaper like layout, with a banner that read ‘Newsletter of the Army of Western Civilization.’ 

Further down the room, Sheila had already gotten out her mobile and was taking pictures of everything. The doctor continued down his aisle, finding the next shelf populated with old, unlabeled DVD cases. Opening some of these he found hand-written labels on the discs themselves that identified them as numbered installments in classes with names like ‘survival basics,’ ‘small unit tactics,’ and ‘firearm maintenance.’ Mixed among these he also found a case with an actual printed label, belonging to a copy of ‘Birth of a Nation.’ 

“Not exactly what you expect to find in a Hollywood memorabilia museum,” Sheila said. 

“Pretty much proves these people are racists,” the doctor said as he moved down to a shelf containing paperback books. Picking up one of these he began reading the back cover synopsis, describing oppression of white people in the aftermath of a ‘Second Civil War.’ 

“So the question still is,” Sheila said, “why is the mayor consorting with these racists?” 

“He’s a Nationalist,” Cham said. “They’re all racists.” 

“Not this extreme, and this publically.” From a nearby shelf she picked up a stapled pamphlet like the ones Kate had found. Its front page had a whole list of racist slurs splashed across it in bold type. “They’re not usually Nazi-level racists.” 

“This isn’t public though.” 

“It’s not advertised, but it hasn’t been hard to uncover.” 

“Hey, folks,” Kate said. “Quiet for a moment.” The two of them turned to her. “Do you hear that?” 

All of them listened. There was a definite low level murmur coming from somewhere. They all started looking around. 

Moving toward the back of the room Sheila spotted a doorway, tucked in at the end of the row of bookshelves such that it was largely concealed from the entrance. Through the doorway was a dark set of stairs leading upward. Without speaking she turned and motioned to the others. 

They gathered at the doorway, peering in. From the threshold they could look up to see the stairs rose only a short distance before opening out on a dim lit room. The murmuring they heard was slightly louder here. 

Kate and Cham both looked to Sheila. She met their gazes in turn, then shrugged and proceeded up the stairs. 

At the top they found themselves in a control booth. There was a high-grade movie projector, and next to this a control panel for lighting and sound, situated in front of a window that overlooked a small auditorium. On the other side of the bulky projector was a high-end movie camera set up on a thick tripod. The camera was plugged in to a laptop and was currently recording. Server racks dominated one end of the room, and shelves with assorted camera and sound recording equipment occupied the other. 

They all looked around at this briefly, but naturally congregated toward the window. 

Looking down on the auditorium they saw there was a small audience gathered in front. On the stage was a projector screen, currently blank and providing a backdrop for a speaker, whose voice was the source of the murmur they had heard. 

The speaker himself was a man wearing a beat up suit, its jacket arms and pant legs burnt and torn and filled with holes. A necklace he wore was decorated with a whole tapestry of ‘immigrant documentation identification cards’, commonly known as yellow cards, their yellow background the only distinct feature at this distance. There were enough of these cards to cover his entire chest like a suit of armor. 

On his head the speaker wore a plastic crown. A yellow bandana covered the lower half of his face. 

“United,” he said, giving his speech as he slowly paced up and down the stage. His voice was being picked up by a microphone, but that microphone was not being projected into the control booth, such that they had to strain some to hear. “United, together, is our only hope for stopping the vagination of America.” His voice was gruff and gravely. “In the twentieth century, when American men could still be men, we conquered not just tyrants and despots, but nature and disease. America would be eradicated of infectious diseases, except we keep importing more. Immigrants bring many diseases to America, but the worst among them are the mental diseases of socialism and liberalism. These toxins of the mind sap our strength and create a great moral confusion, so that people can no longer tell the difference between right and wrong or the difference between men and women.” 

The speaker stopped his pacing, staring out at his small audience and gesticulating as he continued. “This must be stopped. These people who are spreading mental diseases, they are not Americans. America is more than a land. It is an idea, an idea of freedom and liberty. People who do not have American ideas are not Americans. The liberal and the progressive, when they talk of government control instead of liberty, of cancellation instead of free speech, of racial reparations and gender relativity, these are UnAmerican ideas, spouted by UnAmericans.” 

“These people,” here he paused to make explicit air quotes with his hands around people. “These ‘people’ must not and cannot be allowed to mongrelize democratic government. It is up to us, real Americans, white Americans, undiseased of mind and body, to stop them.” 

There was a round of applause. Up in the control booth the interlopers continued to peer out. “God, what is this?” Kate whispered. 

“Look,” Sheila pointed. She had been holding up her mobile, watching it as she recorded the whole time, but now looked beyond it to point at the audience. “Is that Mayor Saffron in the front row.” 

“Where?” the doctor moved over and craned his neck to see where she was pointing. Toward the end of the row sat a heavy-set man in a suit and a masquerade mask, his face turned to look down the row such that they could see him in profile. 

“It might be,” Kate said. “I can’t tell.” 

“He’s got the mayor’s build,” Sheila said, “and I think I caught him smiling and showing the gaps in his teeth.” 

“He has false teeth that replace those,” Kate said. “He never takes them out.” 

This got her a sharp, sidelong look from Sheila, who resumed looking through her mobile as she continued to record. “And look who’s sitting next to him.” 

Kate and Cham both leaned forward over the control console to look. The man next to the mayor was tall, enough so that he seemed tall even sitting down. He did not wear a mask, and like the mayor he kept glancing down the row, giving them looks of him in profile. 

“I don’t recognize him,” Cham said. 

“That’s Raymond Id,” Sheila said. 

“Who?” 

“The billionaire media mogul. You don’t know who Raymond Id is?” 

“Never heard of him.” 

“I think you’re right,” Kate said to Sheila. 

“Who is he?” Cham asked. 

“Well, he’s a billionaire media mogul,” Kate repeated what Sheila had said with a shrug. “He owns a bunch of right-wing news streams and local news affiliates, and probably a bunch of other stuff.” 

The doctor just shook his head, still lacking recognition. Down in the theater the speaker had started up again, though so far what he was saying just seemed to be a restatement of what he had already said. 

“I think the guy on stage might be the District Attorney,” Kate said with sudden surprise. 

“Why is that?” Sheila asked. 

“I think I recognize his voice.” 

Just then the man on stage had in fact finished speaking, holding up a fist and declaring ‘white power.’ There was a round of applause and held up fists as well from the audience. The speaker stepped down, handing off the microphone to another individual who had stood up and stepped forward. This man was wearing a Dia de los Muertos skull mask and a top hat. Although not as impressive as the first man, he wore a necklace over his suit that was adorned with a row of yellow cards. 

“White power,” the new speaker said, again raising his fist and prompting the audience to do the same. This speaker had a louder, less gravely voice than the first man. “We are gathered here because next week this country faces the most important election in its history. This election will determine whether the forces of white replacement, cancel culture, and Satanism finally deal the final death blow to our American heritage.” 

“Oh my god,” Kate said, her voice almost breaking into full volume and prompting Sheila to gesture for her to keep it down. 

On stage the new speaker continued unabated. “No real American would ever vote for the demon-crats and their welfare queen and social justice enablers. Their votes are illegitimate and should be thrown out, and it is up to us to make this happen. The Liberal and the Socialist will stop at nothing, including ballot stuffing and hacked election machines, even including violence, to cling to power. They are united in insisting their votes are legitimate even as they show themselves to be traitors and terrorists aligned against all that America stands for.” 

“Oh my god,” Kate said again, her face pale from shock. 

“Are you okay?” the doctor asked her. 

“That’s my boss.” 

“Your boss?” 

She turned to him, raising a shaking arm to point. “The man on stage, talking right now, is my boss. From work.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m certain. I recognize his voice.” 

On the stage, Kate’s boss continued. “They are united against us, this evil mass of libtards, cucked elites, cannibal feminists, Jews, urban gangs, and social justice terrorists. Yet we are divided, fighting between Republicans and Nationalists, between conservatives and sell outs. America falls if we do not come together! United, together, is our only hope for stopping the vagination of America.” 

They all recognized this line. In fact, listening closer, they realized that from there, Kate’s boss had moved into the exact same speech, almost word for word identical, as the first man had given. Why he would be doing this none of them knew, and did not get much chance to contemplate. 

“I can’t believe it,” Kate said. 

“That it’s your boss, or that he’s giving an identical speech and nobody seems to notice?” Cham asked. 

“Guys,” Sheila said, gesturing downward again, to keep their voices down. 

“Oh sorry,” Cham said. 

“No.” She held up a finger to her lips, then pointed toward the door. Looking in that direction they now realized they could hear footsteps. 

“Someone’s coming,” Cham said. 

“Hide!” 

“Where?” 

Already Sheila was pointing toward the shelves of camera equipment at one end of the room. Without further thought the three of them scrambled in that direction. There were several metal shelving racks, all of them filled, and all on wheels to allow them to be pulled apart. The three bumped and shifted the racks slightly, pushing them apart so they could fit into the gaps. After a brief, blinding moment of action they all fell silent. 

Now the only sound was the low, indistinct murmur from the auditorium that had drawn them up here. From where they were they had to strain even to make out words, and there was no sound of footsteps. 

Just as they allowed themselves to breath again though they heard those footsteps start up, this time on the stairs. 

A portly man carrying a plate of food from the buffet walked into the room. He was not at all dressed like he belonged at this party, wearing board shorts and a plain white shirt. At no point did he glance in their direction, instead turning the other way, moving past the movie projector, and sitting down in front of the laptop plugged into the camera. 

The whole projector and camera set ups were now in between them and the man. They remained still, but could not tell what he was doing, other than sitting over there. 

Sheila gestured to the others. Getting their attention, she pointed to the door, then whispered at almost no volume, “one at a time.” 

Before they could respond she slipped out from behind the shelves. Kate and Cham watched with apprehension as she crept toward the door. Moving forward, Sheila saw that, because the door opened inward and had been left open, there was only a brief window where the man could have a line of sight on her path. She slipped across this and was out of the room. 

Kate shot a terrified glance at the doctor. He looked back, then shrugged and moved out as well. As he went he kept his eyes locked in the direction of the man, watching for any sign of being spotted. He walked right through the brief danger zone, noticing as he did that their antagonist was wearing headphones and seemed absorbed in the laptop. 

With a deep breath Kate took off herself. She rushed much faster than the doctor had gone, staring straight at the door the whole time. 

In a second all three of them were standing back in the library. Sheila ushered them onward, toward its front entrance. They made their way back down the dark hallway. 

As they got back to the main ball room, Sheila let out a breath and turned to the others. Kate, however, did not stop, barreling forward into the ball room and across to its entrance. Cham rushed after her, and Sheila rushed along after both of them. 

In the entrance lobby Kate continued on, heading toward the front door. “Kate,” the doctor called out, finally getting her to stop. 

They trio gathered up in a tight circle there in the middle of the foyer. Kate was breathing heavy. 

“Are you okay?” Sheila asked. 

“I’m,” she nodded, but hesitated before saying more. “I’m okay. I just, I need to get out of here. I’m sorry, just, seeing that, seeing,” she paused, glanced around. There were few people here in the foyer, and they were all spaced apart in their own tight conversation circles. “Seeing my boss up there. I just, I don’t feel right. I’m gonna take off.” 

She turned, about to head for the door again, but then stopped and turned back. “Actually,” she said to Cham. “You’re my ride.” 

“That’s okay, I’m ready to leave too.” 

“I’m sorry you didn’t get an opportunity to talk to the mayor.” 

“At this point I don’t think I would want to even if I had the chance.” 

The doctor pulled his mobile from his pocket, hunting for his valet voucher, and gestured toward the front doorway, prompting Kate to head off again. 

Sheila stood there, watching them walk out into the night without further word to herself. As they disappeared from sight she looked back at her own mobile, which she now realized she was holding in one hand with a death grip. She stopped it from recording video and switched to send a text message to her client 

‘U R going 2 want 2 C this.’ 

 

6 

Walking a lady back up to her door was the gentlemanly thing to do. Dr. Cham clung to this thought, unwilling to admit to himself that Kate had been right and he should have just dropped her at the arcology’s loading and unloading zone. Parking at the structure was a convoluted nightmare of labyrinthine ramps and confusingly named lots. Every step of the slog getting to the door of Kate’s condo was a step he had to retrace back out. 

As he got back onto the freeway and the smart cruise control took over again, however, the doctor found himself feeling less tired than frazzled. All the racist paraphernalia and the strange speeches had left him rattled. It was not the kind of thing he was used to seeing, spending as he did most of his time on a university campus. It had been obvious Kate was upset by it all too, moving in a state of shock as they had made their way to her condominium. Thinking to himself, Cham concluded that was the real reason he had insisted on being a gentleman and walking her to her door. 

Now he felt like punching something. He thought about punching the air-bag in the middle of the steering column, but stopped himself, realizing it would just hurt his fist. Instead he reached over and, with a series of aggressive finger jabs, set the cruise control to change course. 

The doctor was too wound up to sleep, so might as well go in to work and get something done. 

Work, for Dr. Chamabutra, was a relatively new building, constructed during the height of the energy crisis. A metal scaffolding facade, glass atrium, and ironic bank of solar panels provided an aesthetic veneer for the concrete block that housed his lab. Inside this was the sun, or so he liked to tell people. The main lab at the heart of the building contained a test fusion reactor, a device that, he insisted, would one day turn the nation’s chronic energy crisis into an energy bonanza and pave the way for a radically different world. 

Tonight though the reactor was cool and quiet, and the doctor parked on the opposite side of the lot. Here another new building, shaped like a geodesic dome with its top two-thirds cut off, housed some ancillary functions. Among these was an advanced super computer, and it was to the simulations lab that Dr. Chamabutra now headed. 

He found the lab, filled with server racks and shelves of electronics, empty. He had thought perhaps to find one of his graduate students here, manning the console and working on something, as they often did. Then he remember it was still Halloween, and they all had Halloween parties to go to. They had scoffed and laughed when he said he was going to a party as well, and then seemed genuinely surprised when he told them he was serious. Even then, it seemed, they had not believed him, all taking off and assuming he would be around to swing by and check on the latest run. 

Which, as it turned out, he was, but that seemed no excuse for his students abandoning this post. 

The doctor took a seat at the main interface terminal. In truth there was little need for anybody to babysit this super-computer. Once a simulation run was kicked off the thing ran on its own. Or at least it did ninety-nine percent of the time. His graduate students were young enough to be cavalier about the whole thing, but Cham knew just how precious time on this computer was, and he was not going to allow that small possibility to bite him and wreck one of his runs. 

He logged into the computer terminal and pulled up the simulation output display. There were still days to go before this simulation was complete, but what he saw so far allayed his concern. Plasma physics and nuclear magnetic fluid dynamics were not easy subjects, which was why simulating the interior of his reactor with precision required this super-computer. The doctor needed precision too, feeling that maintaining just the right conditions was key to getting the reaction to stabilize and become self-sustaining. He felt like he was getting irresistible close. 

Leaning back in his chair, he embarked into a late night daydream, contemplating if this next run could actually result in a breakthrough. His funding problems would be solved, for sure. He allowed himself, in his mind, to bask in the light of his successful reactor, accolades and patents and maybe Nobel Prizes and at least a cease to late night worries about how close he was to losing funding altogether. 

That thought brought back the night and darkness, as the doctor realized, if these simulations running now, and the actual test runs that would follow, were not spectacularly successful, then they might very well be the last such runs he ever got to do. 

He shook off all these thoughts and focused again on the output from the simulation run. 

Somewhere, at some indeterminate distance, there was a very loud noise. 

The doctor looked up and around. Everything in the simulation lab looked fine. He glanced around behind him but still found nothing amiss. With a shrug he turned back to the results. 

A second later there came another, even louder noise. It sounded like an explosion. Again the doctor looked around. Seeing everything still in order he got up and headed for the exit. 

Out in the hall there was still no sign of anything wrong. He wandered out to the side entrance where he had parked. 

Looking across the lot he saw something was going on at the reactor building. It looked as though a car had been driven into the front, glass atrium, which was around to the left of the side the doctor was facing. Standing there, stunned in surprise, he realized there were figures moving around the car. From this angle they were cast in shadow and difficult to resolve, but it looked like a bunch of people rushing into the building through the shattered glass around the wrecked car. 

As was often the case, the doctor’s first thought was for his reactor. He pulled out his mobile to call campus security even as he started across the lot. Each time he heard a ring on the other end it prompted him to pick up his walking speed. By the third ring he had escalated into a jog, and when it rang a fourth time without answer he lowered the mobile away from his ear, arms now pumping as he broke into a full out sprint. 

Getting closer, he noticed a side entrance that had been smashed open, the door completely broken off its hinges and laying on the ground. The doctor realized he still had his mobile in his hand, held it up to his ear, found it was still ringing at campus security without answer. He killed that call and instead dialed nine-one-one. 

Once again hearing just ringing on the other end pushed the doctor into further action. He stepped through the broken doorway, into the main halls of the building. It was very dark in here, with the only lights coming from the far ends of the corridor. He looked in both directions but saw no activity. Turning, the doctor headed toward the reactor room. Right away he heard crunching beneath his shoes as he walked. Looking down he realized he was walking on broken glass shards, a result of somebody coming along this hallway and smashing out lights. 

On his mobile there was a click, and he was connected to a nine-one-one operator. 

“Uh, hello,” the doctor said in a calm, level voice. “Yeah, hi, I need to report a break-in at the UCLA annex campus. In progress, an in progress break in.” 

Despite his voice the doctor was once again starting to pick up speed as he continued down the hallway. 

“I got no answer at campus security. No, this is the annex, the reactor lab building. I can give you the address.” 

He continued to relay information to the dispatcher as he moved. The doctor reached a set of double doors leading to a side hall. Normally this required an access card to enter, but the doors had been smashed in like the side entrance and hung partly off their hinges. 

Down another dark hallway the doctor at last came to the entrance to the reactor control room. He began to think that somebody had come through here with some kind of heavy police battering ram, using that to smash in all these doors. He walked through another broken doorway and into the reactor control center. 

At last the doctor arrived in a room with some light. This, however, just revealed the wrecked state of everything. Server racks had been toppled, computer work stations smashed in and scattered onto the floor. Most of the lights in this room were smashed as well, but the lights in the main reactor bay were all on, flooding it in white light that spilled some onto the control room wreckage. 

Wading forward through the debris, the doctor came to the partition that looked out on the reactor itself. The glass here, despite its thickness, had been broken as well, and he felt an additional wrongness standing there with no barrier between the control center and the reactor bay. 

Looking out, Dr. Chamabutra saw the reactor in no better state. Under normal circumstances he loved to stand here and stare up at that magnificent piece of technology. It looked like a giant, black, metal sphere, with an elevated walking platform around its girth and a mass of electrical cables and pipes and coolant lines spilling out of it to various electronic racks and chiller racks and pumps scattered around the room. All of this was still there, but in a jumbled mess only someone like the doctor could recognize as fundamentally flawed. 

Panels had been ripped off and electrical cables ripped out. Equipment around the room had been toppled and dealt blows with a sledgehammer. Part of the elevated walkway had collapsed, crushing some other equipment beneath it. Even one of the heavy struts that supported the central sphere of the reactor itself had somehow been dislodged, probably with a jackhammer, causing the whole structure to develop a frightening tilt. 

The doctor knew the tools being used on his equipment, the sledgehammers and even a jackhammer, because the people wielding those tools were still present. 

A whole group of people dressed in football helmets and tiger-print leisure suits were running wildly about the bay, swinging various hammers or other blunt instruments, seemingly at random, occasionally connecting with things. 

Up on the still intact part of the walkway there was a circle of people in psychedelic print suits and giant dog costume heads, like the mascot of some college football team. They were holding hands in a partial circle and seemed to be praying or otherwise performing some kind of ceremony around the reactor. 

The doctor spotted a man on the far side of the room wearing neon green tights, a propeller beanie hat, and what looked like a sleeveless suit of armor. He had a jackhammer that he was walking along the floor, tearing up the tiling and anything else he passed over. 

There was also a guy with his skin painted blue and his hair in a bright red Mohawk. A guy wearing the lower half of a two-person horse costume, his upper body wrapped in an oversized fireman’s coat. A guy in leather pants with spikes coming out of the seems and a snakeskin sports coat. A guy in a toga and a rubber Reagan mask. A guy in an Indian headdress and an official Star Trek uniform. 

For a long, stunned moment the doctor just stood there, his mind unable to process either the horror of seeing what had happened to his reactor or the absurdity of the people doing it. He became aware of a voice in one ear, very quiet but persistent. He looked and realized he was still holding his mobile, not quite to his ear but up near it. 

“Hello,” the nine-one-one operator said. “Hello? Sir, are you still there?” 

“Yeah, I’m uh, I’m here. There’s a whole gang of them that have broken in and destroyed my rector.” 

“Sir? Sir, are you in danger?” The doctor resumed staring and did not reply. “Sir, if you’re in danger you need to try to get to safety if you can. Is there a way you can do that?” 

As he continued to stare the doctor’s hand slowly dropped away again, the voice of the dispatcher fading with it. 

The random chaos of people running around the bay brought a man to a spot in front of the broken control room window. This one wore a basketball jersey, a multi-colored clown wig, and a fencing mask, and was wielding a machete. The fencing basketball clown stopped and looked straight at Dr. Chamabutra. Then he raised up his weapon, pointed it toward the doctor, and started making some weird grunting noise. He began to approach the doctor, skipping rather than walking, but still grunting and pointing his blade right at Cham. 

At first the doctor remained frozen. Then the fencing clown stopped skipping and broke into an all-out charge, raising his machete above his head, his grunting transforming into a piercing howl. 

The doctor screamed and turned to run. He bound across the wrecked control room and through its broken door. He knew the layout of this place instinctively, and without thinking turned down some side corridors toward the nearest exit. 

Most of the hallways he passed through still had working lights, which now seemed blinding. Behind him he could hear more howls and screams, but he did not look back, instead just picking up speed. 

He reached an emergency exit and crashed right through it. He was on the far side of the building from where he parked, near the edge of campus. Still reacting without thinking he continued at a run in a straight line, away from the building and into the night.
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For the second day in a row, Roland arrived first and made coffee. He was determined not to make the same mistake as the day before, in which he drank the whole pot himself before lunch. So instead he drank the whole thing in the first couple hours. 

Once again, without quite intending to, he had spent the morning at his computer, wired and speed reading. He perked up as Vincent walked in. 

“Good morning.” 

“Uh,” Vincent moaned as he sat down. 

“You are uncharacteristically late and low energy this morning.” 

“Uhh.” 

“Tell me my partner has not been turned into a zombie.” 

Vincent turned to him and gave him the finger. 

“Oh man, flip-off zombies are the worst.” 

“Ugh. Katie had a rough night. I was up with her for a while.” 

“Oh yeah?” 

“Mmmm.” Vincent ran his hands across his face and turned toward his computer. “Hey, did you send me an email again?” 

“Oh yeah, sorry, I sent you a few more links this morning.” 

“You realize every email you send me is another one I’m going to have to delete in six months.” 

“Delete unread, I know.” Roland paused, looking off into space. “Do you ever wonder if everyone else thinks you’re the office jerk, and that’s why you got partnered with the FNG?” 

“I know I’m the office jerk. You’re the one that got stuck with me.” 

Roland smiled and leaned back in his chair. “So what happened to Kate?” 

“Oh, she was at that gala last night. Apparently it was at some racist museum and there were people giving white supremacist speeches.” 

“Really?” suddenly Roland was leaning forward. 

Vincent just shrugged. “Nationalists, what do you expect?” 

“So were you up waiting for her?” 

“No, she came home early. She was in shock and wouldn’t say anything. Then she was mad and wanted to rant for a while. Then we stayed up talking and lost track of time.” 

“Wait, wait,” Roland waved a hand. “She was shocked that the Nationalists are racists? Because, I know nothing about politics and that doesn’t surprise me.” 

“Oh, one of them was her boss.” 

“Oh. Oh, that makes more sense.” 

“Yeah, she saw her boss giving some racist speech. She was dreading going in to work today.” 

“I mean,” Roland leaned back again, looking away in thought, “we work with a bunch of racists and we show up every day.” 

Vincent shrugged and turned back to his computer. “Fuck, you sent me a dozen emails. I’m not reading all this.” He turned back to Roland. “What is all this about?” 

“Oh, here, let me show you.” He rolled his chair back to his computer. “Last night there was another attack.” 

“Another apartment massacre?” 

“Not quite,” Roland gestured to the news stream he had up on his computer. “I heard this on the news this morning. Apparently a lab on the UCLA campus was broken in to last night. Nobody killed, but a few people got assaulted and they trashed a whole lot of expensive equipment.” 

“That sounds fucking absolutely nothing like our case.” 

“Ah,” Roland held up a finger. “I would think so too, except for this one fact that prompted me to call the UCLA precinct and get the details.” He pulled up a case file on his computer. “Witness statements, multiple witness statements, including this one from a scientist who works in the lab, describe the perpetrators as wearing ‘random, mismatched Halloween costumes and wielding both plastic and real weapons’.” Roland pointed to the statement as he read it off the screen. 

“So?” 

“So these are the Jumpies,” he gesticulated with even more force at the computer. 

“Right. So?” Vincent’s voice rose some. “What the fuck does that mean?” 

“You don’t think there’s a link? The night after this massacre a similar group does this?” 

“First off, the description of these guys does not match the perps in our case, and second, this attack does not in any fucking way resemble killing immigrants.” 

“Ah,” Roland clapped his hands. “I thought you might say that. Both you and the Pasadena detective seemed skeptical about the connection to this Jumpies gang, even though our perps and the Jumpies both seem to have a whole costume shtik. So, I thought, are there any similar gangs like that around?” 

“Of course there are.” 

“Of course. They’ve got web sites as well. I started looking at all of these political organizations slash gangs that come out for presidential rallies and such, and I found these guys.” Turning to his computer he pulled up a website. “This group calls themselves ‘the Lost Children.’ Their website is almost nothing, very little info and no social stream connections or anything like that, but it does have a few pictures.” 

On the computer he navigated to those pictures. They showed people wearing long, black trench coats and tattered clothing. All of them had their faces concealed, either behind bandanas, wrapped up like a mummy, or with cheap Halloween masks. Once the picture was on the screen Roland turned to stare at Vincent. 

For his part Vincent examined the picture, then realized he was being stared at. “Alright, what am I looking at?” 

“These guys, they match the description, both from the Inglewood massacre and my own witness from the other day. Look, long trench coats, dudes dressed up like the Mummy.” Roland paused, waiting for a response, but then continued. “Maddox, the Pasadena detective, didn’t think the witness statements quite matched the Jumpies, but these guys look like an almost identical group except with slightly different costumes.” 

“Is one of them an off-shoot of the other?” 

“I haven’t been able to figure that out. Our gang enforcement division doesn’t have anything on either of these groups. I think we need to talk to the guys that originally worked the Inglewood case.” 

“Who were they?” Vincent asked. 

Roland pulled up a different file on his computer, then pointed. “I don’t recognize either of their names.” 

“Huh,” Vincent gave a bare chuckle. “You can try calling them, but both of them have moved on.” He reached out and pointed to the screen. “This guy moved back east, he joined that new, um, whatever it is, the spy thing, the . . .” 

“The spy thing?” Roland asked. 

“You know, the police and spy, the new intelligence merger, um . . .” 

“Oh, the FBI-CIA merger? The Global Security Agency.” 

“Right, the GSA. He joined them. This other one, he left the force altogether. I think he lives up north somewhere now.” 

“Hmm. Well that makes it more difficult. Do we have contact info for either of them?” 

Vincent shrugged. “I don’t.” 

“The chief might. You want to go talk to him?” 

“No.” 

“Well, I’ll go then.” 

Roland got up, shooting to his feet in a coffee-fueled spring. With an equal and opposite amount of lethargy Vincent got up as well. 

“Seriously,” Roland said, “I can go ask, you don’t need to come.” 

“If you’re talking to the chief I’m going as well.” 

Their office area was a bland landscape of cubicles like so many other offices, not the kind of work space either of them had imagined when they got into this line of work. Their boss had an office with a glass wall at one end of the area. 

“Hey guys,” the chief said, looking up from his computer as they appeared in the doorway. “Come on in.” 

While Roland entered the office, Vincent remained leaning against the doorframe. 

“Chief,” Roland said. “We’re looking for the contact info for some detectives that have left the force. Do you, or anybody around here have that?” 

“Charlene in admin probably. But before you go any further, I had something for you guys.” He finished something on his computer, then turned in his chair to fully face them. “You guys are working the Southside Massacre, right?” 

“I’m not sure why we’re calling it that, but yes, we are. I’ve got a promising lead with a possible connection to the UCLA lab break-in last night.” 

“Doesn’t really matter what we call it,” the chief said, “because we’re shutting it down.” 

All of them just stared at each other in a hazy silence. 

“Wait, what?” Roland asked. 

“I’m sorry, guys. It’s a direct order from the mayor’s office.” 

“Seriously?” Roland stood there, staring, with a dumb look on his face. In the doorway Vincent suppressed a snicker. 

“Totally serious,” the chief said in a flat tone. “Shut it down, close the case.” 

“Are we talking about the same thing here?” Roland asked. “This was a massacre. A hundred and fifty people murdered in some weird occult ritual.” 

“I know guys. Trust me, this is not my decision.” 

“Can the mayor even do this?” 

“I’m informed the mayor has ‘absolute authority’ to shut down any investigation. I can argue it, but this is chain of command, and I’m not optimistic about getting very far with a complaint.” 

“Why would the mayor want to do this? Is he protecting somebody?” 

“I can’t comment on that.” 

“This is,” Roland shook his head. He turned to Vincent, who just continued to linger in the doorway, smirking. Roland balled up a hand in a fist, took a breath, released it. “We’re just forgetting about the murder of all those people?” 

“Those are our orders. The mayor also ordered the UCLA lab investigation shut down.” 

“I knew it, there is a link.” 

“I’m sure your instincts are good, Hayes, but it doesn’t matter. Whole thing is shut down.” 

“This is corruption though,” Roland said. “The mayor is obviously protecting somebody. Why else would he shut down both these investigations?” 

“I’m sorry guys, but this is the way it is.” 

“How can he possibly get away with this though?” 

“Why not?” Vincent said. “The victims are people the mayor wants to hurt. Nobody likes eggheads any more than they like imports.” 

“Thompson,” the chief turned sternly to Vincent. 

“Sorry, sorry,” he held up his hands and took a step back. 

“I don’t want another HR incident any more than you do. I’m sorry guys, my hands are tied on this.” 

Roland stood there, his hands flexing into fists, grasping for something to say. At last he sighed. “Alright.” 

“Take the rest of the day, if you like.” 

“Thanks, boss.” 

The two walked away, Roland stomping off, Vincent flashing a smile to the chief before following. When they got back to their cubicle Vincent sat down, but Roland remained standing, looming over their coffee maker. 

“Can you fucking believe this?” he said in a low voice. 

“Sure,” Vincent said. “Happens all the time.” 

“This? This happens all the time?” 

“The mayor orders investigations shut down all the time. Hasn’t happened to me in a while.” 

“How does he get away with it?” 

“Why are you so mad about this?” Vincent said with a smile. “Didn’t this ever happen in Chicago?” 

“No! Never!” Roland could not help but break out in almost a shout. 

This had Vincent breaking out as well in full on laughter. “That’s the Nationalist way of doing things, I guess.” 

“You aren’t mad about this at all?” 

“No. I think it’s funny. We’re cops in a city run by criminals.” 
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The phenomenon of ‘crowing’ as an urban development was one Finn had long championed. It involved constructing row houses or condominiums on top of strip malls or parking garages, creating cheap housing as a response to both the housing and energy crisis. Finn believe in this solution, he advocated for it, and he lived it. 

His home was an upscale townhouse that sat just above an auto parts store, in a row of identical such town homes that sat above a row of indistinguishable such stores. The sun was low when Finn’s autonomous campaign motorcade dropped him and his security detail off in front of his place. 

An empty store front in the ground level strip mall had been converted into a lobby for the housing development above. After badging through this, Finn parted ways with his security detail and headed upstairs. Down a long, narrow hallway that ran along the backside of the building, he came to his own door. This one required a simple key, which he fumbled for in his exhausted state. 

His wife was at work. As he came in lights automatically flipped on, music automatically started playing, other systems he was less aware of started automating. He made his way upstairs and started to get changed. 

He was halfway into a ratty concert t-shirt when his doorbell chimed. Finn hesitated, reached for his mobile, hesitated again, finished getting his clothes on. By the time he had his mobile in hand and pulled up the app, the security camera showed nobody standing at his front door. This prompted a frown of puzzlement. Usually the doorbell ringing meant somebody buzzing him from the lobby, or even outside the lobby, and the app usually responded by opening the camera feed from one of those locations. Finn could not remember the last time somebody had rang the doorbell at his actual door. 

Rushing downstairs, he got into his entry hallway and stopped dead. His front door was left wide open. Finn stood there, his entire body going cold, his heart seeming to hold its breath before resuming its beat. 

“Your security is lacking,” a female voice from the kitchen said. 

Finn almost jumped back up the stairs. He composed himself then, hesitantly, came forward, rounding the corner leading into the open dining area. 

Standing in his kitchen, with the fridge left open, ingredients arrayed out on the counter as she made herself a sandwich, was a short, lithe woman. She was dressed all in black: black boots, black pants, black turtleneck, black hair that drooped into her eyes, and black wool cap. 

She did not look up as he rounded the corner and stood there stunned. “I mean, I expected much better security from someone about to become mayor of all Los Angeles.” 

“My security detail is downstairs. Do I know you?” 

“Indirectly. I saw your security detail in the lobby.” 

“They let you pass?” 

“Sure, walked right past them.” 

Finn blinked, shook his head, took a few steps closer. “How did you get into the building at all?” 

“I tailgated the person coming in after you. I waved the card from my own building at the scanner. It makes the same beep sound whether its accepting or rejecting a card. Nobody noticed the little light flash red.” 

“That seems like a design flaw.” 

“That’s what I thought.” 

“How did you get into my home then?” 

“I just picked the lock. It’s not hard.” 

“You rang my doorbell, then picked the lock?” 

“No, I picked the lock first, then rang the doorbell to let you know I was coming in.” 

Again Finn stared blankly, then shook his head to clear it. “So seriously, how do I know you?” 

Her sandwich complete, Sheila turned to face him with it in hand. She took a big bite and stretched out the chewing, then at last said, “Sheila Ruby, P.I.” 

“Ugh,” Finn moaned, then sat down at his kitchen counter opposite Sheila. “Of course. You’re the one that . . .” 

“Uh-huh. I was hired by a friend of your campaign to look into the less savory connections of your opponent.” 

“Your website said you were extremely discrete.” 

“I’m in here, aren’t I? Without raising an alarm.” 

“Yeah, okay. Welcome to my home. Is this just a casual breaking and entering or is there a reason you’re here?” 

From a pocket Sheila produced a thin device, slapped it down on the counter, and slid it across to Finn. Examining it, he realized it was a data-stick. 

“It’s the pictures and video I took at the Silver Screen Lodge,” Sheila said. 

Looking at the device some more, Finn got out his mobile, realized this was not a wireless data-stick, then sighed as he got up to retrieve his laptop. 

“Might be time to move into the twenty-first century,” Finn said as he sat back down and turned on his laptop. 

“It’s more secure if it only allows physical data transfer.” 

“Details,” he waved away this comment as he plugged in the data-stick and started opening files. 

Sheila remained quiet, eating her sandwich while Finn furrowed his brow and frowned at the computer screen. 

“I never saw anybody that could be positively identified as the mayor,” Sheila said, “but his staff was clearly there.” 

“What are all these Nazi uniforms and,” he paused, tilting his head as he looked, “Civil War uniforms?” 

“They had all kinds of white supremacist paraphernalia on display in some of the back rooms.” 

“These look like KKK outfits.” 

“The owners of this ‘Lodge’ are linked to an off-shoot of the KKK.” 

Finn frowned again, falling silent as he continued to examine the pictures. “Um, who are these people?” 

Sheila leaned forward, and he spun the laptop so she could see. “Oh, okay. So, the man there is Dr. Sandrahar Chamabutra. He’s the head of fusion research at UCLA. Interestingly, his lab was ransacked later that evening.” 

“I saw that in the news this morning. What was he doing at this gala?” 

“He was a guest of the woman in that picture, who is a low-level city bureaucrat.” 

“Huh,” Finn looked up at her. “I would not have expected a fusion researcher, especially with a name, like, whatever it was you said.” 

“Dr. Chamabutra.” 

“That. I would not have expected him to be at something like this. Really I would not have expected white supremacists to have infiltrated that far into academia.” 

“Oh, he’s not a white supremacist. Neither was the bureaucrat lady. I don’t know how they got invited or why they showed up, but it was obvious neither realized what they had stumbled in to.” 

“What is this video?” Finn asked. 

“Play it.” 

With a sigh Finn started watching. The sound quality was low and the picture quality worse, but he could definitely make out the words echoing from a microphone. He watched intently for about a minute, then paused it. 

“Who is this guy speaking?” 

“Good question,” Sheila said. “Kate, the bureaucrat lady I ran in to, seemed to think it was the District Attorney.” 

“I was thinking the same thing.” 

“A voice analysis gave it an eighty-percent match.” 

“That’s not a very good match,” Finn said. 

“I attribute the other twenty-percent to bad video quality.” 

“Fair.” He looked back down and continued to watch the video. The angle changed and was interrupted by whispered voices off-screen, unintelligible but loud enough to overrun some of the racist rant on stage. 

“Those other voices,” Sheila said, “are Kate and the doctor speaking with me.” 

“So, you say this fusion scientist that was here is the same guy who had his lab destroyed last night?” 

“Yes,” she nodded concisely. 

“Is there a connection? Did they find out he was here, and saw this, and decide to go after him?” 

“I don’t think so. I don’t think anybody realized we had seen this,” she gestured toward the video. 

“Is there a chance though? Also, more importantly, is there a chance somebody found out you were there, and is going to trace you back to me?” 

“There’s always a chance. That’s why I snuck in here.” 

Finn drooped his head, then shook it. “Damn it. I knew this was a bad idea. I told him it was a bad idea.” 

“You’ve got some pretty damning stuff on the mayor’s staff, at least.” 

“True, except everybody knows that. Everybody knows the whole Nationalist party is a bunch of racists. This wouldn’t hurt Saffron if it got out, even if he appeared in the video. Ugh. Do we have anything that connects the mayor to this lab break-in? That could be something.” 

Sheila considered this, then shook her head. 

“It seems a little too coincidental,” Finn said, “that this scientist was at this gala and then had his lab destroyed the same evening.” 

“We’re on the same page. I checked in with my police contacts this afternoon, to see what they knew about the investigation. Turns out, the mayor’s office ordered the whole thing squashed, along with the Southside Massacre case.” 

“Squashed? As in, they closed the investigation?” 

“Uh-huh,” Sheila nodded as she took another bite of her sandwich. 

“How can the mayor just order a police investigations ended?” 

She just shrugged in reply. “Mayor has a lot of power over the police department. My sources say that detectives hadn’t even been assigned to the fusion lab break-in yet, and the detectives working the massacre case got reprimanded.” 

“For what?” 

This time she shook her head. “It sounded like it was for no good reason. My sources say these guys aren’t well liked.” 

“Who aren’t well liked?” 

“The detectives, the ones on the massacre case.” 

“Ahh.” Finn paused, looking away in thought. He realized as he did that the video was still playing on his laptop. He closed the video player and shut down the computer. 

The silence extended out, Sheila eating while she watched Finn intently, Finn tapping his finger against the counter as he stared into space with even greater intensity. “He was right,” Finn mumbled to himself. “The bastard was right.” 

Sheila raised her eyebrows but said nothing, instead continuing to watch him as she chewed on her sandwich. 

Finn turned his intense gaze toward her. “Does the mayor order a lot of investigations closed before they’re concluded?” 

“It happens all the time,” Sheila said. 

“Of course, standard Nationalist corruption. Only when he’s connected though, right? He shuts down cases to protect himself and his friends.” 

“Presumably.” 

“Why these cases then? How is he connected to this massacre and the destruction of a research lab?” 

“Unfortunately I don’t know.” 

There was another long pause, Finn continuing to tap his finger and stare intently. “Do you,” he said, paused, started again. “Do you know the names of these detectives? The ones that got reprimanded.” 

“It’s in my report.” She pointed to the data-stick still sticking out of the laptop. “Everything I’ve told you today is in my report on that drive, along with documentation backing it up.” 

“Do I get to keep this?” Finn pointed to the data-stick. 

“Of course. That’s a copy. I have one, my employer got one, and at his request I’m providing one to you.” 

Finn nodded to himself as he unplugged the data-stick and put it in his pocket. For a few seconds further he continued to stare down at the closed laptop with intense concentration. Finally looking up again he saw Sheila taking another bite of her sandwich. “Do you want me to get you something to drink with that?” 
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The sun shone low through the buildings, lighting up the tops of downtown skyscrapers and the arcology, like torches over the darkening world. Kate was too exhausted to appreciate the view of the arcology like she usually did, instead trudging up the stairs to the light rail platform and dropping herself onto a bench to wait for her train. 

Avoiding her boss was not difficult, she did not speak to him most days anyway, but actively wanting to avoid him exacted a mental toll on her already overloaded psyche. She had so many vacation days saved up, and with no staff so little chance to ever use them. For perhaps the first time ever she gave real, serious thought to quitting her job. 

This dark reverie was interrupted by her mobile buzzing. Grudgingly she fished it out of her purse. It was a call from Dr. Chamabutra. She answered without even trying to disguise the exhaustion in her voice. 

“Kate. Ms. Thompson. I’m glad I got a hold of you, I’ve been trying to call all day.” 

“Yeah, I know doc, I saw your calls. I’m completely overwhelmed at work since my entire staff got laid off.” 

“Oh right, I’m so sorry, you told me that, I didn’t,” he trailed off, and Kate detected a deepening sadness in his voice. 

“That’s alright,” she said. “Not to downplay the day you must have had. I read about the lab break-in at UCLA. That was your lab wasn’t it?” 

“It was. I was there, actually.” 

“Oh my god,” Kate sat up. “Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine, really took me by surprise though.” 

“What happened?” 

“I stopped by my lab after dropping you off last night, and I saw people breaking in. So, I called nine-one-one and I went to investigate, and inside there were a bunch of crazy people wearing weird costumes trashing the place. They saw me, of course, and ran after me with machetes. At that point I was like ‘nope’ and I bolted, ended up running all the way home.” 

“Oh my god.” 

“Which, all of that is weird enough, but today it got weirder. So, I ran off while I was still on the line with nine-one-one, the operator stayed with me, thank goodness, she must have heard me breathing. I told her what happened and where I was and she said units had been dispatched. That was the last I heard. So of course I didn’t sleep at all last night. Instead I stayed up trying to get in contact with somebody, at the local precinct or campus security, trying to find out what was going on. I had gotten to safety so I wasn’t going to call nine-one-one again, be one of those people calling the emergency line just to complain.” 

“You’d be surprised how many people do just that,” Kate said. Looking up she saw her train pulling into the station. Absently she got up and headed to board, still listening to the doctor’s story. 

“So I went back over there this morning, and of course the police had the whole area taped off. I told them I was a witness, and what I saw and all that, and the officer I spoke to took my contact info and said a detective would be by to speak with me. They had my whole office area taped off too, so after class this morning I ended up just going back home. I kept calling, finally got through at the precinct, and I told them I was a witness and I asked to speak to the detective in charge of the case, and they told me there was no detective assigned, they considered the case closed.” 

“Closed?” Kate asked, her question syncing up with the closing of the train car doors and the train lurching into motion. 

“I asked if they’d already caught the perpetrators, but all they would tell me was that the case was closed. They didn’t even want to take my witness statement! So anyway, sorry for the long story, but the point is I’ve been calling everybody I can think of, trying to get a hold of somebody who knows something. Then I remembered you had said your husband is a police detective, so I thought, maybe, if you, or really, if he would do me this favor. I just want to know what’s happening with this case.” 

“I’m sure it can’t be ‘closed’ closed,” Kate said. “They probably did just catch whoever did this and it’s in the,” she paused here, suddenly remembering the speeches she had witnessed the night before. “In the D.A.’s hands.” 

“I just want to know what’s going on. I’m a witness, you’d think they’d want to talk to me.” 

“I’m sure they will. It’s government, everything moves slowly.” 

“I hope they caught everyone, there were a bunch of people involved in this break-in. They need to be medically examined too, some of them were handling stuff that’s mildly radioactive. Not that I care what happens to the fuckers who broke in to trash my reactor, I hope they get the fucking death penalty, not that they should but, geez. I’m sorry, it just pisses me off. They caused tens of millions of dollars in damage!” 

“Do you have insurance that will cover this?” 

“The university does, partly, but that’s not the point. Who does something like this? It’s so fucking ignorant. They’ve set my project back by, months, years probably. Probably ruined what little chance I had at grant money. And oh, that’s the other thing, the insurance payout is going to depend on the results of this police investigation, which I can’t even tell if one is happening.” 

“I’m sure it is.” 

“How come I can’t get anybody to tell me anything about it though? This things are public knowledge, right?” 

“Not always. There are details that have to be withheld.” 

“Yeah, okay, but I’m a witness, there should be detectives talking to me. The case shouldn’t be closed. It doesn’t make any fucking sense.” 

As her train pulled through another stop and sped on to the arcology, Kate felt the initial rush from the doctor’s news start to wear away, leaving her that much more exhausted. “It sounds like it was just a miscommunication.” 

“How does ‘closed’ mean anything other than case closed, no more investigation?” 

“I, uhh,” she sighed. “I don’t know. I’m sure there’ll be an investigation, maybe it just got handed off to a different department or agency. That kind of thing happens all the time. Just, give the system a chance to work, it’ll all get straightened out. Or you’ll die, one or the other, but either way it’ll be resolved.” 

“I’ll die?” 

“I was being facetious.” 

“Oh,” the doctor paused where a chuckle should be. “Could you please, at least talk to your husband. If I could just get the name of the detective working this case, or find out who is working it, or just, something.” 

“Ugh,” she sighed again. “Yeah, okay, I’ll talk to my husband. Listen doc, I gotta go, my train’s about to arrive.” 

“Can I call back tomorrow?” 

“I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything out okay?” 

There was long pause on the doctor’s end. “Okay. Thank you, Ms. Thompson.” 

“Kate.” 

“Thank you Kate, so much, I really appreciate it.” 

“It’s not a problem. Go get some sleep doc, you sound as tired as I feel.” 

“Alright. I will. Thank you. I will.” 
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The second pot of coffee was a bad idea. 

It was now late, dark outside, and there was nobody else left in the office, except Roland. He had open, spread across his desk, the paperwork from the Pasadena massacre file. On his computer screen, similarly, he had files related to the Southside massacre spread about, open on top of each other. 

He sat leaning back in his chair, surveying the entire spread of information, not focused on any of it. He steepled his hands in front of his face, grimaced in thought, and stared some more. 

Reaching over to the pile of physical paperwork, Roland absently picked up a slip of paper. On it was written the phone number for one ‘Austin Riddle’, one of the detectives who had investigated the Inglewood apartment massacre a couple years earlier. Without an official case, Roland had no reason to call this man. Of course, he likewise had no reason to ask Charlene, the kindly old admin, for the contact info, nor did he have a reason to stay here late staring at these files, but he was doing all that anyway. Considering this, Roland also noted to himself that it was now even later back east. Not the time to be calling somebody he didn’t know. 

“Or perhaps,” he said aloud to himself, “it’s the perfect time.” He continued to stare at the slip of paper, at the numbers on it, as if just concentrating on it was enough to connect a phone call. “No,” he said aloud, “that doesn’t make any sense.” He put the slip of paper back down. 

Right then the phone on his desk rang. For a second Roland felt a twinge of embarrassment at having been talking to himself. Then he realized where the noise was coming from and spun his head toward it. He stared with disgust at this relic, wired and corded and ringing with a kind of piercing chime. It was surprising to hear it; nobody ever called him on his desk phone, and he sometimes forgot it existed. 

As it rang a third time he realized he would have to do something. He picked up the clunky headset. “Hayes.” 

“Detective Hayes. This is the duty officer. There’s a  Mr. and Mrs. Watts here at the front desk to speak with you.” 

“With me?” Roland pointed to himself as if the duty officer might be talking to somebody else. 

“They asked for you by name.” 

“I don’t,” he looked down and furrowed his brow. “I don’t recall a Mr. and Mrs. Watts.” 

“They asked to speak with Detective Roland Hayes.” 

Roland flexed his mouth some without forming any words. “Well, alright then. I’ll be right out.” 

Arriving in the precinct lobby, Roland caught sight of the couple and recognized them immediately. Rich and Alysha were the old couple he had interviewed as witnesses to the Southside massacre, the ones who had found his only real witness, the twelve-year old Maria. Now the two of them stood there, looking forlorn and hallow when not surrounded in the eclectic clutter of their house. 

“Detective Hayes.” The both took a hesitant step forward, then stopped short and glanced at each other. 

“Good evening. What brings you two by?” 

“We, uh,” Rich started. 

“We wanted to talk to you,” Alysha interrupted him 

“Okay, go ahead.” 

“That, uh,” Rich said, glanced around, then lowered his voice. “Would you mind talking outside?” 

Roland just stared at them both, looking like a pair of lost dogs hoping to be taken in. “Yeah, okay,” he gestured toward the exit. “We can talk outside.” He turned and gave a nod toward the duty officer manning the front desk as he followed the couple out into the night. 

They quickly made their way across the parking lot, arriving at their car. Roland was not sure what he had expected, but a sporty hatchback that looked like it might have recently been taken off-road was not it. Rich got out the key fob, unlocked the car, and opened the back passenger door. 

From inside there slipped a tiny figure. In the low light Roland did not recognize her at first, but taking a step closer he realized this was Maria, the young girl who had fled to this couple and his one witness in the Southside massacre case. She stood there silently, staring at Roland, her feet unmoving but her body position angling subconsciously to stay behind Rich. 

Alysha came over and took the girl’s hand, then looked up at Roland. Now all three were staring at him. They remained like that, just looking at him as if nothing else needed to be said. 

“Okay, um,” Roland glanced around. Most of the parking lot was empty. “Okay, what is this about?” 

“So, Maria,” Rich gestured toward the girl. “She’s, uh, she’s still with us.” 

“So I can see.” 

“Nobody has come by to ask about her,” Alysha said. “At all. Seriously, nobody.” 

“This is an,” Rich started to say in a loud voice, then hesitated, glanced at Maria, and continued at almost a whisper. “This is an orphaned girl, and nobody has come by to check on her or ask about her. Other than you we haven’t even heard from the police about this.” 

“Yeah, okay,” Roland nodded. “You need to call Child Protective Services.” 

“We already did,” Alysha said. “I spoke with several people there. They said Maria isn’t their jurisdiction because she’s a yellow card holder. They told us,” she paused, looked around, and drew a deep breath. “They told us to contact INS.” 

“Alright, what did INS say?” 

“We,” Rich said with a sigh. “We haven’t contact INS.” 

“Okay.” Roland paused. “So,” he made a slight gesture with his hand, “sounds like you need to call INS.” 

“We can’t contact INS,” Alysha said. “They’re part of the GSA now. We saw an expose on it just the other day on the Daily Stream.” 

“They’re what now?” 

“The Global Security Agency.” 

“Immigrant children with no guardians can lose their yellow card status,” Rich said. “They get sent to this deportation camp in Texas called Arcadia. People just disappear there, nobody knows what’s going on, the government labeled in top secret.” 

“That sounds like some over-hyped liberal hysteria to me, to be honest,” Roland said. 

“Who told you it was over-hyped hysteria? The corporate news streams that didn’t report at all on the whole massacre that took Maria’s family, or the right-wing ones that called it all fake news?” 

This got a slight smirk from Roland. “You sound like my partner, with the paranoid conspiracy talk.” 

“Do you think your partner is paranoid,” Alysha asked, “or is he right?” 

This gave Roland genuine pause. He found himself thinking of Vincent, how he had seemed so unsurprised by the bloodshed of the massacre, unsurprised that it happened before, and even unsurprised when the mayor’s office shut the whole thing down. Part of it, Roland felt, was the guy’s unflappable persona, but it seemed like Vincent honestly expected a lot of the messed up things they encountered. 

“Alright,” Roland said. “You can’t go to INS. What do you want me to do here?” 

“Well,” Rich said. 

“We don’t really know,” Alysha said. “Maria doesn’t have any other family that she knows of. Her whole extended family lived in that building.” 

“We were hoping,” Rich said, “you might have some ideas.” 

Roland sighed. As much as he expected this answer, hearing it felt like altogether too much for one day. He started to double over, bracing himself to lean with one outstretched arm against their car. After a few seconds the sensation of being totally overwhelmed washed over him, and he looked up again at the couple and the little girl hiding behind them. 

“Okay. Okay,” Roland stood up straight. “If you won’t go to INS, you’ll need to sit tight for a few more days. I’ll see what I can do.” 

“Oh, thank you,” Rich said. 

“Thank you so much,” his wife said at the same time. “This, it really means a lot to us.” 

Even as they both spoke though Roland was shaking his head and waving them away with his hands. “No, no, I’m not guaranteeing anything. I could come back tomorrow and say I’ve got nothing, you’ve got no option but to contact INS.” 

Rich nodded to this even as he reached out to shake the hand Roland had tried to wave off their thanks with. “Well, we’ll have that discussion when the time comes.” 

“Yes, really,” Alysha said, “we appreciate anything you can do. We’re just trying to do what’s best for Maria.” 

Invoking her name got all the adults staring at the little girl, who cowered back a little further under their gazes. 

“You folks have kids yourselves, right?” Roland asked. 

“Yes, and two grandkids now.” 

“You have any yourself, Detective Hayes?” Rich asked. 

“I do. And an ex-wife and partial custody so long as I keep moving to follow her around the country.” He paused, then shook his head. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
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On a balcony high in the King’s Arcology, overlooking an atrium that itself could have contained a good-sized skyscraper, Kate at last lugged herself to her door. It took some jostling, between her purse, her briefcase, and her laptop, before getting her keycard out and activating the door lock. 

As the condominium door swung open Kate staggered through into the front room. She dumped everything she was carrying on the couch, then summoned her last bit of energy to stumble over to Vincent. 

Her husband sat at the dining room table, which like so many surfaces in their place was filled with clutter. He had cleared a spot among the clutter to set down a napkin bearing some pizza slices. Even as Kate entered Vincent remained absorbed in something on his mobile, holding it in one hand, munching on a slice with the other, and never looking up from the screen throughout any of it. 

“Did you get a Hawaiian as well?” Kate asked. 

Absently, Vincent waved toward the kitchen counter. A spot among the clutter there had been cleared as well to make room for the pizza boxes. Kate came up and hugged him from behind, then kissed him on the forehead. “Love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

A moment later Kate was clearing her own spot at the dining room table next to Vincent. She dug in to eat without another word. 

They remained in silence like that for a few, warm, pleasant minutes, Kate absorbed in her exhaustion, Vincent in his mobile. 

“I thought you were going to be working late tonight,” Kate said. 

“Uh-uh,” he shook his head with a mouth full of food. 

“Didn’t you have some big case you were working?” 

“No,” Vincent said, still not looking up. “The plug got pulled on that.” 

This had Kate freezing in place. Slowly she put down her pizza slice and turned to her husband, a cold feeling passing over her. “What exactly do you mean by ‘plug got pulled’?” 

Vincent looked up, detecting the abrupt tone shift. “It means the mayor ordered the police chief to order us to stop the investigation and close the case.” 

“This is that thing with the whole apartment building of people that got murdered?” 

“The Southside massacre, they called it for no reason.” 

“Did you arrest anybody in this case?” 

“Nope.” 

“Did you have any suspects?” 

“Nope.” 

She stared at him, and he stared back before starting into a little laugh. “Case closed,” he said. “By order of the mayor.” 

“How can it be cased closed if you haven’t caught anybody? It didn’t somehow become a cold case already, did it?” 

“No, Roland had some leads. But the case is closed because the mayor said so.” 

“So is some other agency taking over the case, or are the murders of hundreds of people just going uninvestigated.” 

“That second one.” 

“But,” she tried but failed to say anything more, instead staring at him, mouth agape, incredulous. 

Again Vincent laughed. “I don’t know why everybody finds this so hard to believe. Hundreds of murders go unsolved every year.” 

“Even when those murders happen all at once?” 

“They don’t normally happen all at once, but,” he concluded with a shrug. 

“Does the mayor order a lot of murders to go unsolved every year?” 

“He orders a lot of cases closed. Usually not murder cases.” 

“So,” she shook her head. 

This had Vincent laughing even harder. 

“This isn’t funny,” Kate said. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, smiling and reaching out to squeeze her hand. “I think it’s funny.” 

“It’s rank corruption.” 

“I know it is.” 

“And you’re okay with it?” 

“I’m not,” Vincent said, “but I can’t really do anything about it.” 

There was a tense moment as they stared at each other. Then Kate released her anger in a sigh. “That’s just, it’s so . . .” 

“I know. It makes me mad too.” 

They fell silent after that, holding hands and staring off into space. Presently, Vincent withdrew his hand. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, leaning forward, trying to make eye contact. “You have another rough day?” 

“Oh god,” Kate slumped her shoulders and ran her hands down her face. “I hate my job.” 

“You don’t hate your job.” 

“No,” she sighed. “I love my job. It just, might not be worth it any more.” 

“Did your boss say anything?” 

“I didn’t talk to him.” 

“You can’t avoid him forever,” Vincent smirked. 

“No, but I don’t have to talk to him more than necessary. I don’t talk to him most days anyway and there’s no reason I need to start.” 

With her energy drained to a sluggish pace, Kate scooped back up her paper plate, and resumed eating. Presently Vincent turned back to his mobile. 

“Oh, did you get my text?” Kate asked. 

“Which one?” 

“Just before I got home. About that UCLA lab thing?” 

Vincent looked up at her with a confused stare for a second, before realization struck. “Oh right, that. Yeah, that case got shut down as well.” 

“What?” 

“It got shut down as well, at the same time as our case.” 

“By the mayor?” 

“Yeah, the mayor’s office ordered them both closed. I don’t think anybody had even been assigned to the lab case yet.” 

“God, so, no wonder.” 

Vincent looked up at her. “No wonder?” 

“Sorry. The doctor, from last night, who went with me to the gala, it was his lab that got broken in to. He kept calling me today trying to figure out what was going on with the case.” 

“Why was he calling you?” 

“Because I mentioned my husband is a detective. He was probably calling everybody he could think to call.” 

“Hmph.” 

Kate paused, then turned to look at Vincent. “Why did the mayor shut down that case?” 

“I don’t know. Roland was convinced the cases were connected.” 

“The cases?” 

“I mean, our case, the massacre case, and this lab thing.” 

“Is that what you think?” Kate asked him. 

“They probably are since they both got shut down. Mayor protecting some crony of his.” 

“Why did Roland think they’re connected?” 

“Eh,” Vincent shrugged. “It was a stretch. The gangs involved, they’re kinda similar. He thinks it was the Jumpies involved in both cases.” 

“The Jumpies? Aren’t they a political activist group?” 

“They are. They’re also a criminal gang.” 

“They’re both?” 

“I guess so. The group that attacked the lab fit their description, but the one in our case was a little different. Also, our attackers were all into occult shit, which isn’t really the Jumpies thing.” 

“How do you know they’re into the occult?” 

“They drew a bunch of symbols at the scene. Here,” he held up a finger, then turned back to his mobile. A moment later Vincent had brought up a picture. He held it out for Kate to see. 

“Oh god. Is that drawn in blood?” 

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. You asked.” He took his mobile back and scrolled through the pictures some more. 

“Should you even be showing me those?” 

“Eh,” he shrugged again. “Case is closed.” 

“Why do you have pictures on your mobile?” 

“I took them myself. Our forensics team are idiots. Here’s one drawn in spray paint.” 

He held up his mobile again to her. Kate leaned forward, squinted, then with a sudden lurch reached out and grabbed the mobile away, holding it right up to her face. 

The picture on it showed an iron cross drawn on a wall in black paint. Snakes curved out between the branches of the cross. 

“You saw this symbol?” she pointed to the mobile and asked. 

“Yeah. I took the picture, didn’t I?” 

“I saw it too. Last night.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, this exact symbol, the iron cross with the snakes coming out.” 

Vincent reached out to take his mobile back, but Kate did not let go and he ended up just turning it some toward himself so he could see. “Is that what those are? I thought that was just a really shitty attempt to draw a swastika.” 

“I saw this Vincent. Seriously. It was on some of the uniforms and books in that museum, the Silver Screen Lodge museum. The mayor’s press secretary has this as a tattoo as well on his hand.” 

“Okay,” Vincent shrugged. 

Kate stared blankly at him, then her gaze slowly drifted back to stare at the picture. 

“I mean,” Vincent said, “the mayor is corrupt, and connected to criminal gangs. We knew that already.” 

“This is actual, physical evidence though. Linking the mayor to this massacre.” 

“There’s already a lot of evidence against the mayor. People still vote for him.” 

“Yes, but,” she shook her head. “That’s evidence of corruption. This links the mayor and his gang to murder. To mass murder, of immigrants, like some kind of government sponsored ethnic cleansing. This is just . . .” 

“I know.” 

“It’s beyond anything, it’s,” she sighed, sinking back down and still staring at the picture. 

“I’m sorry.” Vincent reached out and touched her on the leg, giving it a slight squeeze. Kate did not respond, still staring at the picture, or perhaps through it, off into the vague space beyond, into what it represented. When she did not respond to him Vincent got up, leaned forward, and forced himself between her and the picture by wrapping her up in an embrace. 
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By the third day Roland was starting the morning by heading straight to a coffee shop. There was one just down the street from the precinct. Most of the force, uniformed or not, disparaged the ‘snobbishness’ of boutique little coffee shops like this, and snickered at Vincent for being a snob about his coffee. So, although he found himself waiting in line, Roland noted there were no cops or other detectives about. Which was the way he wanted it. 

Despite his months working with Vincent, Roland himself was still indifferent to his coffee and did not frequent shops like this. As he stood in line he stared up at the menu and tried to discern which items on it constituted actual coffee, versus coffee-adjacent caffeinated drinks, versus non-caffeinated drinks of uncertain lineage. He was lost in concentration, staring at the menu, when his mobile buzzed. 

It was his personal mobile, shoved into his back pocket. Before last night he had almost forgot he even had the thing. During his time in Los Angeles he had slowly, with the inertia of a boulder sliding down a hillside, begun to do everything on his work-issued mobile. His personal one nowadays lived on an oft-forgotten desk at home, plugged in next to his pile of physical paper mail. It was only the special occasion, brought on by the events of yesterday, that had prompted his personal mobile’s excursion to his back pocket and Roland’s excursion to this coffee shop. 

Roland pulled out the old, disused ‘smart’ phone and held it up. There was no other call he expected, and no surprise as to who it was. He glanced around, saw nobody from the force around, then nevertheless stepped out of line and moved to take the call out on this place’s little patio. 

“Hello?” Roland listened, straining to hear the voice on the other end. “Yes, I contacted you.” Out here there was more noise from traffic on the nearby street. He started to move around the patio, toward the side of the coffee shop. “No, I don’t care. I don’t know and I don’t want to know what you’re doing or how you’re doing it.” 

By now he had left the patio and was standing in a wide alleyway. He paused here, the sound of traffic muffled, and looked around, finding himself alone. “Yeah, no, it’s for some people I know.” The voice on the other end seemed to be getting lower, and he strained again to hear. “No, I’ve met them. They’re legit. Yeah, no, that’s fine, I will get them in contact.” 

As he disconnected the call Roland drew a deep breath and leaned against the nearby brick wall. Pulling out his work mobile he started to transcribe a number from that into his personal phone, then hit the button to connect this new call. 

On the other end it was Alysha who answered. 

“Yeah, Mrs. Watts. This is Detective, I mean,” he paused. “This is Roland Hayes. We spoke last night. About, um, about your houseguest.” 

“Oh yes, hello,” she said with a chipperness that grated on him, standing as he was in an alleyway speaking on an unofficial, ancient, harder to trace phone. “Did you find out anything?” 

“So, yes. Get ready to write down this number.” 

Roland juggled his two mobiles, before realizing the number was on the same mobile he was calling from. He put it on speaker, fumbled with the screen some more, and at last read out the number. 

“You got that? That’s the number for a coyote. Call him, tell him I put you in contact with him. He’ll take care of the rest.” 

“What exactly is he going to do?” 

Roland clenched his eyes and cursed silently, hating having to give details about this out loud. “He’ll get her set up with new ID and get her out of the state.” 

“But, to where? Is he going to set her up with a family? Who’s gonna take care of her?” 

“Look, I’m sorry, Mrs. Watts. I’m not a miracle worker. This is what I could do. Either call this coyote or call INS, that’s what I can offer you. The coyote isn’t going to be cheap either, so be ready for that.” 

“Oh, sure, right.” 

“Best of luck to you, and to Maria.” Before she could ask more Roland disconnected. 

Back inside the coffee shop the line had died down. Roland got his coffee and headed for a seat in the corner. As he sat down he once again pulled out his personal mobile and deposited it on the table. 

Initially Roland just sat there, drinking his coffee and staring at the ancient phone. After a couple minutes of contemplation he reached into another pocket and pulled out a slip of paper with a different phone number written on it. This he took another minute to just stare at, before at last reaching some inner resolve. He picked up his personal mobile and started dialing. 

After a couple rings the call was answered by a light rattle of a voice. “Agent Riddle.” 

“Agent Riddle, good morning. This is Detective Roland Hayes with the LAPD.” 

There was a pause on the other end. “Detective Hayes. Good morning.” 

“Good morning,” Roland said again, realizing he had not quite collected his thoughts before dialing. “Am I, by chance, speaking to the former LAPD Detective Austin Riddle?” 

This got him another pause. “That is correct.” 

“Outstanding. Agent Riddle, if I might take a little of your time to ask some question about an old case.” 

By now, Roland was starting to realize that pausing before saying anything was a habit of this man. “Alright.” 

“During your time here you investigated a case involving the murder of about a hundred people, all of them yellow-card holders, at an apartment in Inglewood.” 

“I did. I remember the case.” 

“I’ve read your notes. You mention suspecting a gang called the Jumpies to be involved.” 

“Yes, I recall that.” 

“You didn’t mention why you suspected them though.” 

The pause this time was particularly long. “I don’t suppose I did.” 

“I don’t suppose you recall what that reason was?” 

“I do.” 

There was a pause after this, long enough that Roland felt compelled to say something. “Okay.” 

“The evidence was circumstantial. The gang involved in the Inglewood massacre was reported to be dressed in costumes, something the Jumpies are known for.” 

“Did you ever look into the exact kinds of costumes the Jumpies wore, versus the kinds other gangs wore?” 

“The case never went that far. Or at least it didn’t under me. It got moved to some incompetent noobes and then shut down. Nothing ever came of it.” 

“I saw some of that in the case file,” Roland said. “Any idea why it was shut down?” 

“Order of the mayor’s office.” 

“Yeah, okay. Do you know why the mayor’s office shut it down?” 

Another notable pause. “I don’t know for sure.” 

“You have a suspicion.” 

“Conjecture. I suspect the mayor has a connection to someone involved in this case, and the mayor was moving to protect his connections from prosecution.” 

“Did you ever bring this up or report it in any way?” 

“Huh,” there was a mirthless chuckle on the line, then another pause. “No. My partner did. He reported it to the Inspector General.” 

“What happened?” 

“That’s why my partner is no longer in law enforcement. Driven out. The IG, I suspect he had connections to these criminal gangs as well.” 

“Currently our department does not even have an IG,” Roland said. 

“Okay,” Agent Riddle said in is his ever flat tone. 

Now it was Roland’s turn to pause, collecting his thoughts again. “Can I ask you something else, not directly about this case.” 

“Yes.” 

“What is the connection between the mayor and these gangs? Are they bribing him? Is he more intimately involved in their activities? Is it some kind of blackmail?” 

“I don’t know for sure.” 

Roland smiled as the pause drew out, feeling he was starting to get a sense of this guy. The agent reminded him a little of Vincent. “You have a suspicion though?” 

“All I can tell you, if there really is such a connection, it would involve that big media mogul. He’s the common link between the mayor and the gangs.” 

“Big media mogul?” 

“Right. Raymond Id. Owns a series of news streams and local news stations, and assorted other things. Billionaire. I could conjecture that he’s some kind of kingpin, or just a go-between, but it is a matter of public record that he funds both the mayor, through his reelection campaign, and these gangs, through their political action committee fronts.” 

“So this mogul, he could be,” Roland started to ask, but was cut off. 

“Let me stop you there, Detective Hayes. We’ve already probably gone too far.” 

“Gone too far?” 

“You don’t want to end up like my partner. Driven out of law enforcement. I recommend you do as I have. Drop the whole thing.” 

“What if I told you I was calling because there was a repeat of the Inglewood massacre, either the same group or a copy-cat?” 

“I would tell you the mayor’s office will be shutting you down very soon then.” 

“Actually, they already have.” 

“In that case,” Agent Riddle said, “we already have gone too far. I recommend letting it drop, Detective Hayes. Pursuing this further means interfering in forces far beyond your ken.” 

The phrasing caught Roland off guard. “You don’t say.” 

“I do. Good day, Detective.” 

“Good day,” before he could even finish speaking, Riddle had hung up. 

Roland took another drink of coffee while staring at his phone’s blank screen. Then with a sigh he got into its settings and set about deleting any record of the phone calls he had made that morning. 

Before Roland could do anything else he became aware of someone sitting down across from him. Looking up he realized it was Vincent. 

His partner had his own cup of coffee and his own mobile out. Vincent set down his drink and sat down without ever looking up from his mobile. Speaking at a low mumble, Vincent said, “don’t look behind you.” 

Instead Roland, knowing the drill, looked down at his own mobile. He hesitated a second before responding in a murmur of his own. “What’s behind me?” 

“Security detail. In a second he’s gonna walk out. We’ll leave and follow him.” 

“Security detail for what?” 

“We have a meeting with a VIP.” 

Roland desperately wanted to keep asking question, but knew Vincent was not going to say anything more. He settled into actually looking at his mobile and drinking his coffee. 

An interminable minute later, Vincent at last put away his mobile, grabbed his coffee, and stood up from the table. “You ready?” 

Finishing his own coffee, Roland gave a casual nod and got up as well. 

The two of them walked together out onto the street. Immediately Vincent led them around the corner and down a less busy side street. Up ahead Roland spotted a couple of burly men in suits and knew these must be the guys they were following, but right away he set about avoiding looking at them and affected a casual air. 

At the end of a short block they came to a quick recharge station. A few electric cars, by their nature all newer and fancier looking, were parked there. One of them though, a long black sedan that could almost be called a shortened limousine, stood out. The two security guys went straight to this car. One circled around to check on its recharge status. The other stepped up to a rear door and pulled this open. Then he turned to look at the two detectives and gave them a single, subtle nod. 

Vincent did not hesitate, and Roland was forced to press on to keep up. They climbed into the back seat of the fancy electric car. Inside it looked even more like a limousine. In fact, they realized, it was one of the rare, fully autonomous type vehicles, designed to never have a driver. The rear bench wrapped around the far side like a limo, and in front there was a single bucket seat at the control panel, situated on what was normally the passenger side. This seat could turn all the way around to face backwards, which it was at the moment. A solidly built man with a pair of big-rimmed, stylish glasses sat in that control seat. 

“Gentleman,” he said. “Welcome.” 

The security guard closed the car door behind them as the detectives scooted in along the back bench. “Hey,” Roland said. “I know you. You’re, um,” he paused, one hand held up, his fingers twitching at the answer. “Um, don’t tell me. You’re the politician guy. They, um, the guy who’s running for mayor.” 

“Finn Lambeau. I’m glad to see my campaign to increase my name recognition is paying off,” he added with a sarcastic grin. 

“Oh, you don’t need name recognition from me, sir. I already know who I’m voting against.” 

“It sounds like you’re in the right place then.” 

“I would have already voted for you,” Vincent said, “if this city didn’t have that stupid in-person ID check requirement and no early voting.” 

“That is something you have my solemn promise I intend to fix,” Finn said. “Technically the lack of early voting makes us in violation of California election law. Voting in this city should work like the rest of the state, not like Alabama.” 

Roland smiled at this. “So, um, it’s good to meet you sir. Roland Hayes.” He offered out his hand. 

Finn shook it. “I know.” 

“Well, it is good to meet you, especially since you’ll be our boss in a few days.” 

“More like a few months. Swearing in doesn’t come until January.” 

“Oh yeah, yeah. But, um, I just found out about this meeting a few minutes ago, so, I gotta admit, I have no idea how or why this is happening.” 

“Well, as to why, I contacted you because I heard you’re the two detectives who were leading the Southside Massacre case before it got shut down.” 

“That is true,” Roland nodded, then glanced at Vincent. His partner remained intractable as always. 

“You were reprimanded for it, right?” 

“Oh, that’s,” Vincent laughed. “What haven’t I been reprimanded for?” 

“It was a minor thing,” Roland said. “We requested some files from the Pasadena PD without filling out all the proper forms. We probably wouldn’t have gotten any official reprimand if we weren’t the least popular guys on the force.” 

“They didn’t do that because we’re unpopular,” Vincent said. “They did it to remind us to keep the case closed.” 

“I take it,” Finn said, “you guys didn’t appreciate having this case stolen out from under you.” 

“It wasn’t stolen so much as shut down for corrupt reasons,” Roland said. “Actually, that’s probably a lot worse that having it given to somebody else.” 

“Did you have any leads, prior to Mayor Saffron shutting it down?” 

“Yes,” Roland said. 

“Eh,” Vincent said at the same time. 

The two glanced at each other. “I had some thin leads I wanted to follow up on,” Roland said. 

“Well, the reason I brought you both here today is that I wanted to ask you to resume your investigation immediately.” 

“This,” Roland glanced around. “You want us to continue the Southside Massacre investigation?” 

“I want you to continue that investigation, yes,” Finn nodded. “Technically I don’t have the authority to ask you to do this. But we all know it was corruption on Mayor Saffron’s part that lead to the investigation being pulled. I’ll be mayor-elect in a few days and I’ll want the case reopened. Once the transition begins I’ll have some strings I can pull to cover for you two.” 

“What happens if you’re not elected?” Roland asked. 

“The election is five days away and I’m up by almost twenty points. I’m ahead by ten even in the right-wing news stream push polls designed to make me look bad.” 

“If you’re going to be mayor anyway though,” Vincent said, “why go through a back channel like this?” 

Finn leaned back and laced his fingers together on his lap. “That is a good question. First off, just a guess here, but you two probably don’t like sitting on a case for a couple of months before picking it back up again, and that’s how long before I could officially order it reopened. Once I’m elected I could speak to your chief and tell him I plan to have the case reopened and would, let’s say, appreciate him doing so immediately. But that could turn into a public dispute if the chief decides to support Mayor Saffron. It’s a whole mess I’d like to avoid.” 

“Why do you care about this case at all?” Roland asked. “Other than wanting justice for a bunch of people that got sadistically murdered.” 

“Justice for those people, yes, but this also involves corruption now, of the current mayor and his staff. When Saffron loses he’s going to begin a giant purge of any evidence of all the stuff he’s done the past eight years. The Nationalist party tactic, the times they’ve been defeated at the polls in other states, has been to poison the well. Burn the evidence and trash everything on their way out. This mayor has more reason than most to want to cover his tracks once he leaves office. I’m really concerned about what he might do as a lame duck.” 

“And investigating this case will prevent that?” Roland asked with deep skepticism. 

“Investigating this case brings to light some of the corruption. It helps hold Mayor Saffron and his people accountable. This is,” Finn glanced away for a second in thought. “This is not the only backup plan I have.” 

“Hmmm,” Roland leaned back. “This is, um . . .” 

“I’m not the mayor yet,” Finn said. “I can’t order you to do any of this. I’m asking if you’re willing to do it. I realizes there are risks. You’ll be putting yourselves out there. As am I. I got the impression you might be amenable to an outside arrangement. Obviously I would need you two to keep this on the down low for the time being.” 

“Well,” Roland said. “Technically, taking outside investigator work on our off time violates policy.” 

“I’ll do it,” Vincent said. 

Roland shot a wide-eyed glance at his partner. 

“Good to hear,” Finn said. Slowly he turned to look at Roland, as did Vincent. “How about you, Detective Hayes? I know policy being what it is . . .” 

“Oh no, I’m in too,” Roland said. “Absolutely. I only mentioned policy because I thought Vincent might want to back out.” 

“Why would I want to back out?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I got the impression you didn’t really care about the case one way or the other.” 

“I’m in it first for the chance to fuck the mayor. The current mayor.” 

“I’m surprised,” Roland said, “you’d take a risk like this for petty vengeance.” 

“What’s the risk? A bunch of other guys take outside P.I. work and nobody cares.” 

“Except we’re the two they’ll enforce that policy against.” 

“If they catch us,” Vincent gave a sly nod. “Which they won’t.” 

“Whatever your reasons, gentleman,” Finn said. “You don’t need to justify yourselves to me.” Reaching into his suit jacket pocket, Finn pulled out a data-stick. “I already had a P.I. looking into some of the mayor’s activities. This is what they found. I don’t know if it’ll help, but you’re welcome to it.” 

Roland reach out and took the data-stick, examining it with some trepidation. 

“Gentleman,” Finn slapped his hands down on his knees. “I’m glad you’re onboard. Vincent has my info if you need to contact me directly. Otherwise we’ll be in touch in the next couple days.” 

As Vincent and Roland got out of the car, the two security guys climbed in. The detectives stood there and watched as the fancy, stubby limousine drove away. 

Both of them just continued to stand there and stare after the car was gone. At last Roland turned to his partner. 

“So, seriously, why did you agree to this? I always figured you were way too cynical to stick your neck out for anything.” 

Vincent hesitated before finally turning to face him. “At that Halloween party thing that Katie went to,” he paused, looking away again. “She saw some fucked up shit. She was really upset about it, and she got more upset when she saw some pictures from the Southside scene. She said some of the symbols there matched ones she saw at the party thing.” 

To this Roland slowly nodded. They both fell silent again, unmoving. 

“Why are you so eager to do this?” Vincent asked without looking at him. 

“You never saw that little girl, did you? The only witness I found at the Southside Massacre.” 

Vincent shook his head. “Kids suck.” 

“Yeah. Adults suck too. Nobody deserves the deal she got.” 

Slowly Vincent started to nod as well. 

“So are we gonna work this right now?” Roland asked. 

Vincent turned to him. “I didn’t have any other plans. You?” 

“Our big case got closed. Or, rather, this is our big case. Except, it’s still closed, but we’re still working it. So no, I’m free. How do we proceed, given we don’t have any department resources for this?” 

Even before Roland finished asking, Vincent had pulled out his mobile. “That doesn’t matter, the department was never interested in collecting evidence from the scene anyway.” A ringing tone sounded from his mobile, and Vincent held it close to his mouth, ready to talk. 

“Who are you calling?” 

“I happen to know someone who has more evidence from this crime scene than the police do.”
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The central blocks of Historic Chinatown in Los Angeles were a tourist trap. A few blocks beyond this center though there were some authentic, Chinese-speaking markets and hole-in-the-wall restaurants. Vincent and Roland found themselves a few blocks beyond that. 

The address brought them to something that looked like a small warehouse. The front was a blank wall with a single door and a space to the side with the dust outline of a sign that had once hung there. Roland stepped up to the door and knocked. 

They waited, wondering if anything would happen. Then they heard several locks being undone, and the door opened. 

In the doorway stood Jack, the freelance journalist. As when Vincent had met her a couple days earlier she was dressed in casual denim, with her hair shaved close on the right side and drooped over the left. She stood there with a blank look that she cast between them. 

“Great,” she said. “Cops.” 

“Uh, hi,” Roland said. “Detective Roland. I believe you know Vincent.” The two made a point of not actually flashing their badges. “We spoke earlier.” 

“I know we did.” 

“Do you mind if we come in?” 

“Do you have a warrant?” 

The two detectives looked at each other. “We do not,” Roland said. 

“You’re not a suspect,” Vincent said, “if that helps.” 

“Yeah,” Jack said with heavy sarcasm. “That makes me feel a lot better.” She continued to stand there in the doorway, staring at them, unmoving. 

“Don’t suppose you think maybe you owe me a favor for letting you in to the crime scene the other night?” Vincent asked. 

When she hesitated at this, Roland added, “it’s good to be owed favors by cops when you arrive at future crime scenes, too.” 

“Fine, come in.” She turned away, gesturing for them to follow. 

Down a short hallway they entered a wide warehouse space filled with clutter. Much of it was electronic in nature: tables filled with camera and video equipment, a server rack, a virtual reality setup. One corner had the beginnings of a professional photography studio, with various light stands and tripods arrayed in front of a white backdrop. The opposite corner from that was a kind of library. Bookshelves were stacked on bookshelves, necessitating a ladder to reach the upper levels, and an orange work ladder leaned against the wall nearby. In front of the bookshelves were a set of rotten couches surrounding a coffee table, and off to the side was a single library cubicle. 

As Jack made her way across to a different far corner, the two detectives meandered slowly into the area, taking it all in. Vincent moved toward the bookshelves in the near corner and spotted a doorway that led to something that looked like a kitchen. In the other direction Roland, wandering toward the photography setup, found himself glancing through another doorway into a room with a futon and a department store clothing rack hung with clothes. 

“Do you live here?” Vincent asked, calling across the room. 

“I do not have to answer any questions that might incriminate myself,” Jack called back as she sat down in front of a large workstation, one in a long row of such workstations, situated in the far corner from where they had entered. 

“Trust me, we are not here to bust you for any building code violations,” Roland said. “We have much bigger things to worry about.” 

“I sleep here,” Jack said. “And eat here. It’s hardly a living.” 

“Are you a photographer then, or a journalist?” 

“Are you here to interview me about my professional development?” 

“Actually we came here looking for an argument,” Roland said with a smirk. 

This, at last, seemed to get through. Jack sighed and turned in her chair toward him. “I’m both, and a lot of other things. Life in the precariat means being flexible.” 

“Precariat?” Roland asked as he at last came over to join her, leaning against a large conference table situated near her computer workstations. 

“The pre-car-e-ot,” she sounded it out. “Right.” 

“What is that?” 

Jack raised her eyebrows. “You’re detectives and you’ve never heard that before?” 

“Give him a break,” Vincent called over from where he was looking at the book collection. “He’s the fucking new guy.” 

“Ah,” Jack turned back to Roland. “Precariat. Precarious proletariat. It’s the gig economy class.” 

“That’s a whole class now?” Roland asked. 

“It’s one of the big five.” 

“The big five?” 

She gave him another perturbed look. “Demographers recognize America as being divided between five main classes these days. There’s the landed gentry, the rich people you never hear about because they aren’t billionaires but who own most of the capital, the real estate and small companies and fast food franchises and all that. There’s the old school professionals, people who still work salaried office jobs and commute from their white-picket fence houses in the suburbs. Or telecommute from the suburbs. There’s the special economic zone, or special commerce zone workers, the people laboring like third world peasants in the regulation exempted ‘economic development zones’ the Nationalists have been setting up. There’s the squatters, people living in the more remote suburban communities, where cities have stopped providing services and banks have given up trying to collect mortgages. Those people grind out some existence, I don’t even know how. Then there’s the precariot.” 

“So what do you do?” Roland asked. 

“Whatever I can. I sell photos to low rent news streams. I sell stories to more reputable ones. I do freelance photo shoots,” she gestured toward her setup in the other corner. “I sometimes do freelance video editing,” she gestured toward the workstation in front of her. 

“This looks like some fancy equipment,” Roland gestured at the computer and around at the room. “It’s a pretty nice place, too. Doesn’t seem all that precarious.” 

“First off, no it isn’t.” 

“It’s big at least.” 

“I rent this place along with three other people. Everything you see was acquired used, and it’s not all mine.” 

“Are your roommates around?” Roland asked. 

“Those two,” Jack pointed toward a far door off of the front entrance hallway, “are working a movie shoot. They’re camping in their van the next couple weeks. This guy,” she pointed to the next closed door down, “is probably out working some delivery service or something.” 

“What about this one?” Roland pointed to the next door in the row, the open one looking in on the clothing rack. 

“That’s me.” 

“Okay, then who is that?” Roland pointed to the last door in the line, which sat right next to a rear exit and the photography setup. 

“That’s the bathroom.” 

“Oh. Okay, well, still, it doesn’t look like you’re doing too bad for someone with precarious income.” 

“Are you insinuating I’m also involved in criminal activity?” 

“I was actually kind of hoping so,” Roland smiled, folding his arms and leaning back against the table again. “We could use someone with connections.” 

“This non-job comes with no benefits, no health insurance, and no days off, and I’m one slow month away from living on the street. So yes, I kind of wish I was involved in criminal activity too. That’s where the real money is.” 

“Maybe we should go in together on something.” 

“Did you guys come here just to ask me about macroeconomics and my own personal finances?” 

“Like we said on the phone,” Vincent said, a hint of agitation in his voice as he walked over from the bookshelves, “we came here to see the photos you took of the crime scene the other night.” 

“When we spoke on the phone,” Roland said, “you sounded like you were willing to help us.” 

“When we spoke on the phone I gave you my address and admitted I was home. That was my first mistake.” 

“You said we could come over and look at the photos you had,” Roland said. 

“I said no such thing.” 

“Well,” he thought for a moment. “Okay, but you implied it. You didn’t specifically say we couldn’t.” 

She folded her arms and gave him a hard stare. 

“May we please look at the photos you took of the massacre crime scene on Monday?” 

Jack kept staring, but then turned around to her workstation and began waking up the multiple computers hooked up there. Roland stepped forward to admire the setup. There was a whole row of monitors, and a corresponding row of input devices, not just keyboards and conventional computer mice but also odd joystick mice, an electronic drawing pad, some kind of half-sized keyboard with odd symbols on its few keys, and a pair of virtual reality glasses. 

As she started to work, Vincent came over to stand next to Roland. “So,” Jack asked over her shoulder. “Why do police detectives need to see my photos? Are the regular police pictures not good enough? Or are you already so desperate for leads that you’re grasping at straws?” 

Vincent and Roland glanced at each other. “They police photos are definitely not good enough,” Vincent said. 

On the central, big screen in front of Jack she pulled up a video. “We’ll check out what I got on my implant cam first.” 

“Implant cam?” Roland asked. 

She tapped her temple on the shaved side of her head. “Implant.” 

Pertinence fled Roland as he leaned in for a closer look. He saw now that what he had taken for some oddly placed piercing was a port slot, meant to interface with some kind of external memory. “You have an implanted camera?” 

“I do. It senses nerve signals along the optic nerve and translates them into electrical signals, which get recorded on a micro solid state drive. I can download through this,” she tapped the port Roland was still staring at. 

“That sounds expensive.” 

“I am literally in debt up to my eyeballs.” 

This had both detectives genuinely smiling. 

“The worst part is I’m not even sure it was worth it. I haven’t had to smuggle in a camera as much as I thought I would. Also, I get terrible acne around the port for some reason.” 

“I see that,” Roland said. This get him a withering look. “Er, um,” he slunk back to lean against the table again. 

“Okay, so here’s the footage I captured while I was in the building,” Jack said, scooting aside in her chair to let them take a look. 

“What is that giant black spot in the middle of the screen?” Roland asked. 

“That’s my blind spot.” 

“You have a giant blind spot in the middle of your vision?” 

“Everyone has a giant blind spot.” 

“What?” 

Jack turned to him. “It’s true. Everyone has that. Where the optic nerve meets the back of the eye, there are no photoreceptors. So you have a blind spot.” 

“I, uh, I don’t,” Roland looked around, then held his hand in front of his face. 

“You can’t see it,” Jack said, “because your brain edits it out.” 

“Really?” 

She nodded emphatically. “Your brain smooths over the image you’re seeing. Everything you think you see is a post-processed image filtered through your subconscious.” 

“That is,” he stroked his chin in thought, “slightly unsettling.” 

“It’s the same with your nose.” Jack rolled her chair to the side and pointed to the lower left side of the still playing video. In that corner her nose was plainly visible. “Most of the time you never notice your nose, though it’s constantly in your field of vision. Because my implant camera is hooked directly into my optic nerve you don’t get any of that occipital lobe post-processing. This is the raw data coming in from your eye.” 

“God,” Roland said. “Humans are poorly designed.” 

“Tell me about it. Try dealing with a uterus.” 

“Ooo, no thanks.” 

They all turned back to her video. Having gotten over its initial oddities, Roland began focusing on the scene around the blind spot. 

“This video,” he said. “It looks, I don’t know, odd. Beyond the whole blind spot stuff.” 

“A lot of people say that. It’s something about the contrast, I think. I’m not sure if it’s something that’s truly in the eye or if it’s an artifact of the conversion to pure electrical signals that the implant is doing.” 

“It’s also really grainy,” Vincent said. 

“That is definitely in the implant. They have better ones now, but those are even more ridiculously expensive.” 

“I see why you wonder if it was really worth it,” Roland said. 

“Oh, it was worth it,” Jack said. “Not for the subterfuge, if it was just that it would have been a waste. But there’s something about the video it captures. I always see things on the implant cam I never would have noticed in real life.” 

“You see things your eyes don’t see?” Vincent asked. 

“Ahh,” Roland smiled and nodded at this. “I like that.” 

The two of them fell silent as they turned back to the screen. By this point in the video Jack had reached the upstairs apartments and was beginning to poke her head into each, looking around at the bloodshed. 

“We’re almost to the part where I meet you,” Jack said to Vincent. 

“Wait, stop right there,” Vincent lunged toward the monitor. Jack jumped a little, jabbing out to pause the video. “Go back a little.” He made her rewind, her vision camera sweeping back over the scene. “Right there.” 

Where it was paused they were looking at a wall. There was a faded outline that showed where a television had once been mounted. That television was laying smashed face down on the floor. In its place a trio of symbols had been drawn in blood on the wall. 

“What is it?” Roland asked. 

“Those symbols were not in the police pictures,” Vincent said, his voice rising a little. 

He continued to stare, fixated. Roland and Jack shifted their gazes between the screen and Vincent. 

“Did the police seriously not notice these symbols?” Jack asked. “They were everywhere.” 

“I saw several like them in the lobby,” Roland said. 

“Yes, you saw some like them,” Vincent’s voice got a little louder. “Not those exact symbols. Those aren’t anywhere in the police photos.” 

“Did you really look through all of the forensics photos?” Roland asked. 

“I looked through them. I don’t just play games on this,” he held up his mobile. 

“You’re sure these symbols weren’t there?” 

“Those symbols are not in any police photo, or in any of mine.” 

“Let me see if I can get a better view,” Jack said. She moved the video backwards and forwards until she had the most straight on view of the wall she could find. 

The first of the symbols was an iron cross with snakes coiling out between its branches. The second showed a cross with some kind of spiral in the middle. The third looked like the outline of a lightbulb with an Eye of Providence in its middle. 

“I know this first one was everywhere,” Roland pointed. “I recognize it. It’s a symbol the Jumpies also use.” 

“Yeah, that’s the cross and lazy swastika,” Vincent said. “I got pictures of that. Katie saw it at that party thing too, the other night. I mean these other two. Those aren’t anywhere else.” 

Manipulating the video software, Jack extracted a pair of still images, one for each symbol. “Hold on,” she said, sliding her chair down to another screen and pulling up a different video program. “I’ll do an image match search of the drone data, see if these show up anywhere.” 

While Vincent continued to stare at the symbols on the paused video, Roland moved to look over Jack’s shoulder. “Can you really image match search those?” 

“Sure.” 

“I ask because they’re so grainy, and the images themselves are crudely drawn.” 

“It’s going to return a lot of garbage we’ll have to go through.” She pointed to an adjoining monitor where still images extracted from her drone footage were already starting to line up. 

Roland stepped around her to get a better look at these. As he did Jack slid back over toward the original monitor. Scooting in beneath Vincent’s stare, she zoomed in on the still image so that the two symbols in question filled the screen. Magnified to this size they were very blurry and somewhat distorted. 

“I’m pretty sure this one is a white nationalist symbol,” Jack pointed to the third symbol. 

“The one with the dollar sign pyramid in an omega?” Vincent asked. 

“What?” Roland stepped back over to look at this screen. 

“Doesn’t that look like a Greek-letter omega?” 

“I guess I don’t know what an omega looks like.” 

“I think it’s suppose to be a snake head,” Jack said. “See, here, it’s the back of a cobra.” 

“Oh yeah, I see that.” 

On yet another of her many screens Jack pulled up a web search. In a moment she had dozens of images that resembled that third symbol. Some were simple, black and white outline drawings, others done in a money-green shade, still others in more complex color palettes. All of them, however, unmistakably showed the back of a cobra head, except the smiling face outline of an actual cobra was replaced by the all-seeing eye and pyramid symbol. 

“Yeah,” Jack said. “This is the symbol of the Egyptian god Sqil.” 

“Never heard of him,” Roland said. 

“It’s not a real Egyptian god. It was made up by right-wing trolls online as a semi-ironic joke. Here,” she pointed to the caption of one of the images her web search had found. “Said to be the god of fire, chaos, destruction, bringer of sorrow. They claim Sqil was a god who helped found the United States and was worshiped by the founding fathers in masonic temples.” 

Scanning the web search over her shoulder, Roland noted it did not actually say most of what Jack had just said. “How do you know all that?” he asked. 

“I’ve been covering these groups for almost ten years.” 

“So what is a semi-ironic religion?” Vincent asked. 

“Right-wing trolls love to invent weird belief systems like this as a trolling scheme. If anyone takes them seriously they laugh at that person for falling for the ‘obvious prank.’ Except when it suits them they’re totally serious about it themselves. They use this stuff as code to talk about their racist beliefs and their half-baked plans for revolution. Sometimes they actually believe the nonsense they invent, like actually worshiping this fake Egyptian god. Like everything with these people it’s completely incoherent, by design, to cover for the fact that they can’t put together a coherent thought.” 

“Is this other symbol also a white nationalist troll thing?” Roland asked, pointing to the cross with spiral symbol. 

“Probably. It kind of looks like the blood drop cross, which is an old KKK symbol. Either that or it’s the emblem of the Great American News Stream.” 

“What is that?” 

“It’s a typical right-wing propaganda news stream. It’s owned by Raymond Id, the billionaire who owns a controlling interest in the King’s Arcology.” 

Hearing this gave Roland pause. As Jack continued to monitor the image match results coming up on her monitor, he took a step back. After a moment Vincent did as well, pulling out his mobile and digging into something there. 

“You mentioned something about Raymond Id earlier,” Roland said, “on the drive over.” 

“Uh-huh. He’s mentioned in the files our client gave us. Hold on,” Vincent fought with his mobile, getting it to connect to the wireless data stick he had and open the contained files. “The P.I. he hired claims Raymond Id was present at that Halloween party the mayor threw.” 

“Did your wife see him there?” 

“She mentioned somebody who looked like him, but she wasn’t sure.” 

“I heard his name mentioned earlier today as well. I called one of the detectives that worked the Inglewood case a couple years ago.” 

“Which one?” 

“Riddle. The one with the G.S.A. now.” 

“Did he actually tell you anything?” 

“He was a little circumspect. He thought it was the Jumpies that were responsible.” 

“That’s a false lead.” 

“And I’m not arguing that,” Roland held out his hands. “Point is, I asked him what the connection between the mayor and these gangs was, and he mentioned Raymond Id. Said Id was funding both the mayor and the gangs through different intermediaries.” 

“So what does that mean?” 

“Well I wasn’t sure if I should believe this spook, but now I’m wondering if he was right. What if this is the connection?” 

“How does this connect anything?” 

“Well, mayor covers up gang violence on behalf of his benefactor, the media mogul.” 

“What’s the mogul’s motive in this? Why does he have a gang committing random violence for him?” 

Roland paused to consider this. “To create a newsworthy event, generate ratings for his stream?” 

“That doesn’t make any fucking sense. None of the news streams are covering this. Jack is the only reporter interested in it.” 

“Yeah, I didn’t buy that answer either. Maybe Raymond Id is a true believer.” 

“In what?” 

“Well,” Roland scratched his chin. “In whatever this gang, this political organization’s cause is.” 

“That’s the problem I’ve been getting at,” Vincent’s voice rose as he spoke. “What is the motive? Why is anybody doing any of this?” 

“Hey guys,” Jack said. 

Turning back to her they saw that Jack had scooted over to yet another screen. Here she had pulled up the full video from her drone and was playing through it. 

“Did you find something?” Roland asked, leaning in toward the screen next to Jack, where her image match search continued to return results. It seemed it had set about identifying every bloody smear present in her video footage.  

“There, no. That’s going to need to run for a while. Look at this though.” She pointed to her current screen. “This is that same room with those unique symbols, but recorded by my drone when I sent it back through.” 

Looking over Jack’s shoulders the two detectives examined this new footage. It was obviously the same room as before, with the faded television outline on the wall and the broken television itself on the floor. The drone had a wider shot, taking in more of the room, such that a body could be seen off to one side and a toppled bookshelf on the other. 

Most apparent in this view, however, were the symbols on the wall. The first one, showing the iron cross and snakes was still there. The other two were not, replaced with only some blood streaks. 

“Note the time stamps,” Jack leaned forward to simultaneously point to the respective time stamps on the drone footage and her implant cam footage. Examining these, Roland saw that the drone footage was recorded about twenty-six minutes later. 

“See,” Vincent pointed to the drone footage. “I told you those symbols weren’t present in the police photos.” 

“Is this the same room?” Roland asked. 

“For sure,” Jack continued to point to both screens. “Look, same television, same blood smear right here.” 

“That has to be the same room,” Vincent said. “Those walls are identical. And I’m certain if I found the forensics photo of that wall it’ll look like this,” he pointed to the drone footage. 

“So when Jack came through with her implant cam,” Roland pointed as he thought aloud. “All three symbols were there. But when the drone came through twenty-six minutes later, two of them were gone. Could someone have accidentally hit that wall and wiped them away?” 

“If someone accidentally bumped them,” Vincent said, “it would have just smeared some of the blood. This was intentionally wiped clean.” 

“Yeah, look,” Jack said. In a separate window she had gone further back in the drone footage. The time stamp here was a couple minutes before the one on her implant cam. “At first I just had the drone quickly poking into each room, looking for something interesting. Look, you can see the symbols.” 

Her latest view showed the room from a different perspective. The wall in question was on the left side of the screen, but the television outline was still visible, as were the three symbols from her implant cam footage. 

“There’s no way that was accidentally wiped away,” Vincent said. “That first symbol is right next to the others and it’s untouched.” 

“So they were intentionally erased, before the forensics team took photos,” Roland said. “The only people around in that time to do that would have been the patrolmen or the crime lab people themselves.” 

“A lot of those guys are fans of the mayor. Could easily be working for him.” 

As Vincent said this Roland continued to stare at the still video images, rubbing his chin and nodding his head. “Could those symbols have been some kind of message? As in, hey, it was us, Raymond Id and company, so don’t pursue an investigation. Then the cop working for the mayor sees it, knows what the message means, wipes it away so it doesn’t end up in the police files, and later reports what he saw to the mayor, letting him know to squash the investigation?” 

“Hmm,” Vincent nodded. “Could be. Except I don’t know why Raymond Id has to be involved.” 

“His name keeps popping up, it can’t be a coincidence. He’s connected to this somehow.” 

“Even if he is, where does that take us? We don’t have any direct evidence of his involvement.” 

“That’s what we would need to get next.” 

“How? Going up against a billionaire would be hard enough in an official investigation.” 

Roland fell silent, still staring at the bloody symbols on the screen. “Could maybe Id himself have been among the killers?” 

“Maybe. It’s all speculation.” 

“We know there were multiple attackers here. Had to be what, a dozen or two, to take out that many people and set them up like they did, with all the symbols and disfigured corpses. Who could they have been, specifically? Id and a bunch of cronies? Id and a bunch of fellow travelers?” 

“It’s speculation that Raymond Id was even there.” 

“I hear ya, but stay with me. Assume Id is involved, whether he was physically present or not. Why? Did he pay this gang to do this with him as part of some sick fantasy? Did the gang sign up for it?” 

“You’re assuming this was an extremist right-wing terrorist organization,” Vincent said, “working with a guy who owns a right-wing propaganda stream. I think we know they’re motives for killing immigrants.” 

“Except Raymond Id is a billionaire. If he’s involved, why isn’t he thinking bigger? He could be influencing elections and buying politicians. How does this one gruesome killing spree help his cause?” 

“You’re still assuming this billionaire guy was involved at all.” 

“Yes, but if he’s not, how is the gang that did this connected to the mayor? We know Saffron is corrupt, but why protect this particular gang, whoever they were?” 

“Okay guys,” Jack said. “I found your symbols.” 

Again they found themselves pulled from a conversation back toward Jack’s screens. 

“You found some more examples of those unique ones?” Roland asked. 

“No, but I found them online.” 

Up on the screen now Jack had a web image search. It showed an array of variants of the blood drop cross, with the curled blood drop variously at the center of the cross, or its top, or red tear-dropped shapes coming from the sides of the cross. Some of the symbols replaced the actual blood drop with a red spiral, or with four snakes curving out like with the iron cross variant. 

“This right here,” Jack pointed to a symbol of a cross with a four-pointed star at its center, “is the symbol of Raymond Id’s media conglomerate.” She turned and moved over to another view. “Then these are the Sqil symbols.” 

The images she had found here were more variable. The snake headed god was shown in different poses, some looking like traditional hieroglyphics, others more like poses from a super-hero comic book. One symbol showed the snake head with the Eye of Providence on a figure that appeared to be wearing an American flag cape. Another had Sqil kneeling down as if praying before the blood drop cross. 

“You’re good at this,” Roland said. 

“At web searches?” 

“Yeah.” 

“You aren’t? Sounds like part of a detective’s job.” 

“You’re a lot faster than me.” 

Jack looked back at the screen, then moved to follow a link from one of the images. It brought up a news stream brief. Jack paused the automatic video and scrolled down to the text. 

“Let’s see,” she began scanning the article. “Says here this symbol, ‘Praying Sqil’, is prominent with a group called The Lost Children.” 

“I’ve heard of them,” Roland said. “They’re another criminal organization, like the Jumpies, but their website photos were an even closer match for our perp descriptions. I did not see that symbol anywhere on their website though.” 

“Hmm,” Jack kept reading. “This article is from last year. Says Lost Children are a political protest movement and activist organization that got started as an anti-abortion group. Not known for violence. Engaged in peaceful protests and charity work, blah, blah. Often show up to demonstrate in tattered suits and clothes, sometimes with fake gore, to represent the carnage created by liberal policies.” 

“Not known for violence?” Vincent picked up on this statement. “I’m skeptical.” 

“You’re right to be skeptical,” Jack said. “Look who this is.” On her screen she pointed to the banner at the top of the news stream. 

“The Great American News Stream,” Roland read. “Wait a second, that’s the news stream owned by this Raymond Id guy.” 

“Uh-huh. It’s one of them, he owns a whole media empire. I think this one has changed its name to the Great American Stream, or G.A.S.” 

“Gas?” 

Jack smiled sardonically at this. “In this case it’s a reference to the gassing of Jews in the holocaust.” 

“Seriously?” 

“White supremacist groups sometimes refer to ‘gassing’ as a catch all term for good solutions. They also make various acronyms of the letters G-A-S. Some people think that’s why the merged FBI-CIA got called the Global Security Agency, as a subtle switch on the letters.” 

Roland was shaking his head. “Seems like subtlety is something these people don’t do. They are completely up front about everything.” 

“If they were completely up front about everything we’d have solved this case already,” Vincent said. 

“That,” Roland started, paused with his mouth open, smiled, “is a good point. These people are completely up front about their motives.” 

“When you control all the government and all media you can do that.” 

“Technically they don’t control all of the government or media,” Jack said. 

“Didn’t you tell me that the other night? There is no more local news because it’s all controlled by conservative media conglomerates?” 

“Most local news is. Nowadays there are really four types of media outlets.” 

“Are you going to explain to us what they are?” Roland asked. 

“Do you want me to?” 

“No, seriously, go ahead, I’m curious.” 

“Don’t most people get all their news from their social streams anyway?” Vincent asked. 

“True,” Jack turned toward them again, “but those are just passing along clips and excerpts from actual news organizations. If we’re talking about companies that create actual ‘news content’ there are four types. There’s the small time, fringe news streams, which sometimes are more like just old websites than actual streams. If they have videos at all it’s just slow pans of still images with music and text blocks over it. They usually have an agenda but can be anywhere on the political spectrum, but it doesn’t matter because they’re too small to have a significant audience. I sell stories to them all the time.” 

“Really?” Roland asked. 

“Sure. They’re not picky about content and you can make a fast bit of cash there. The other end of the spectrum are the prestige news streams. Those are the ones that require a subscription. They do real journalism, and the income from their subscriptions let them fight off nuisance libel law suits. When I have something really good I sell it to one of them.” 

“I take it they pay better.” 

“A lot better, but they edit and fact check everything, so it takes a lot more work to get a story they’ll accept. They don’t much matter either because less than five percent of people have a subscription to a news stream. The majority of Americans get news from the other two types of streams. Either the main-stream, big name news streams, which avoid reporting anything too critical of the Nationalist party because of the libel laws that allow the Justice Department to sue them over ‘slanderous content.’ Or the big name right-wing news streams, which are basically propaganda outfits for the Nationalists.” 

“Couldn’t the Democrats, or some other party, sue these right-wing news streams under the same libel laws?” Roland asked. 

“They can and they do, but the federal judiciary is stacked with Nationalist partisans who are totally willing to issue completely inconsistent rulings in different cases.” 

“I’d never actually heard of these laws before,” Roland said with a shrug, “what exactly do they do?” 

“It’s not actually a law, it’s just the Justice Department and federal judges giving new interpretations to existing libel laws. The effect is that it expands the definition of libel so that anybody who is ‘exposed’ to slanderous reporting can sue a news organization, instead of just the person who got slandered.” 

“That sounds,” Vincent considered for a second, “stupid.” 

“Sounds like it would mean a lot more people suing,” Roland said. 

“That’s exactly what it does. Some liberal people liked the decision because they used it to sue speakers who gave talks at universities, but since so many federal judges are Nationalists and not even trying to hide it, the result has been successful lawsuits against main stream news organizations.” 

“Huh,” Roland paused to stroke his chin. “Well, count me as one of the people who was completely unaware of it.” 

“It didn’t change much on the surface, but this is why there’s been such an expansion of right-wing media the past few years.” 

“Hmm. So this would be how Raymond Id made his fortune?” 

“Partly. He was already rich, but having his competitors deal with thousands of lawsuits while he was protected by Nationalists judges helped.” 

“You’re still on this Id guy?” Vincent asked. 

“Yes. I still think it goes back to him. Media mogul with various paranoid fantasies about race wars, ethnic cleansing, fake Egyptian god-free mason conspiracy theories, finds his fortune buoyed as the Nationalists come to power, decides now is the time to put his plans into action. Leverages these political gangs as foot soldiers and uses the mayor he’s bought to avoid accountability.” 

“That’s all conjecture,” Vincent said, “and it still doesn’t explain what the fuck he’s trying to accomplish.” 

“Oh, agreed, definitely. But even if he isn’t the kingpin he’s connected to this somehow. Why else is the mayor protecting these gangs?” 

“He doesn’t have to be connected. The gangs are, what is it, um, the thing, the campaign, election thing?” 

Roland glanced over to Jack, neither quite sure what Vincent was going for. “You mean,” Roland asked, “the political organizations that don’t have to report where they donate money?” 

“Right, that. They could be funding the mayor directly.” 

“Even then, it still goes back to Id, because he’s the one funding the gangs.” 

“Do we know that for certain?” 

“There are no official public records of him funding any of the political action terrorist gangs that have appeared since the energy crisis started,” Jack said, “but that’s because they don’t have to report their donors on their tax records. Raymond Id is always appearing at their events and talking about how much money he gives them.” 

“Do we know which gangs, in particular?” Roland asked. 

“Any one you can think of. The Jumpies, the Gooders, the Oathkeepers, the Army of Civilization.” 

“Giving them money doesn’t prove anything though,” Vincent said. “All we really know is that it was one of these gangs, one that dresses in Halloween costumes, and the mayor is protecting them.” 

“I still think Id is the primary suspect,” Roland said. “Or, at least, connected somehow.” 

“Even if he is,” Vincent asked, “how do we investigate that? We still have no official backing and we’d be going up against a reclusive billionaire.” 

“If you guys want to know about Raymond Id,” Jack said, interrupting the detective’s one-on-one conversation and drawing them back to the present, “I have a source that might have some insider information about him.” 

“Oh yeah?” Roland turned toward her. 

“But first I want something from you guys.” 

“My promise of future favors isn’t enough?” Roland flashed a sheepish grin. 

Jack scowled and shook her head. “This could work out for you too. I want to join you on this investigation, record what happens. I think I could write this up for a long-read piece later.” 

The detectives glanced at each other. “It’s kind of irregular,” Roland said, “to have a journalist following around detectives actively investigating a homicide case.” 

“It’s also irregular for detectives to be involved in an unauthorized investigation.” 

“What makes you think this is unauthorized?” 

Even as Roland asked the question, Vincent cracked a big smile. Jack glanced at him before answering. “Because you’ve already mentioned it twice.” 

“That,” Roland said, pausing with his mouth open. “Oh.” 

This had Vincent bursting into full laughter. 

“Oops.” 

“Did you think this needed to be kept a big secret?” Vincent laughed. 

“Yeah. At least from the press.” 

“She’s not gonna report us. Detectives moonlighting as P.I.’s is not news.” 

“Yeah, guys,” Jack said, “I don’t care why you’re off the reservation. It’s pretty obvious it’s because you’re investigating something that city hall wants covered up. That’s the real story that I want.” 

“Still not sure I like this,” Roland said. 

“If you’re gonna be out on your own, without backing, that’s all the more reason to want all the help you can get.” Jack turned and gestured to her computers with a flourish. 

“Well,” Roland said, stopped, considered, looked at his partner. Vincent only responded with a shrug. “Alright, it’s a deal. What is this source you have on a reclusive billionaire?” 
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Once again Roland found himself on the I-10, driving toward the arcology and navigating amongst a snarl of semi-autonomous traffic. 

“So,” he glanced in the rear-view mirror, catching sight of Jack in the back seat. “You say this psychic is named Madam Lily?” 

“Her real name is Alison, but don’t call her that. She goes by Madam Lily.” 

“But she is a psychic?” 

“Psychic, mystic seer, something like that.” 

“I still don’t understand how this is helpful,” Vincent said without looking up from his mobile. 

“Because,” Jack said, “she knows Raymond Id. She knows a lot of big rollers, she has a psychic to the stars sort of business, except more business people than Hollywood types. She keeps it low key to make it seem more exclusive.” 

“Oh,” Roland said, “so Raymond Id is like . . .” 

“A client of hers.” 

“Okay, I get it now. When you first said psychic I thought we were just going to go contact a spirit or hold a seance to ask for clues.” 

“We might still do that, but trust me, it’ll be worthwhile.” 

“How did a psychic to the stars become friends with a freelance journalist?” Vincent asked. 

“I did the web design for her online store.” 

This had Vincent turning around in his seat to give her a quizzical look. 

Jack shrugged. “Precariot. You take work when you can get it.” 

Their GPS navigator was working again, as near as Roland could tell. It took him through a convoluted series of turns that brought them to a strip mall right next to the freeway. Crowning had turned this area into a mixed use neighborhood, with row houses built on top of the stores. 

“The psychic for the stars lives in this neighborhood?” Roland asked as he parked the car. 

“I think that part of her business is mostly house calls,” Jack said. 

They got out and looked around. Right across the street from the strip mall was a low embankment leading up to the interstate. The sound wall at the top of the slope let a low ‘whoosing’ noise of cars on the freeway seep over. 

Turning to the strip mall it was easy to guess at the psychic’s shop. It had no prominent sign, but the front windows were filled with plants growing up trestle work. Interspersed among the greenery they could see colored crystals catching the sunlight and other things that must have been coated with glitter from the way they sparkled behind the plants. 

Stepping closer they spotted a sign above the entrance to the shop, tucked beneath its slight awning, that read ‘Omega Vector.’ A smaller sign hung in the window next to the door read ‘open’ in an elaborate cursive script. Right below this another sign, in a different style of calligraphy, read ‘tarot, astrology, spiritual counseling, wonder.’ 

A bell, consisting of an actual physical bell hung above the door, rang as they walked in. Looking around they saw the trestles and plants continued into the interior, intermingling with merchandise shelves. These were in turn populated with exactly the sort of stuff the detectives had expected. There were crystal balls, dream catchers, wind chimes, candles and incense and smelling salts. One side of the shop had a rack of clothes that looked meant to outfit a trip to a Renaissance Fair. Next to this were shelves filled with jewelry that featured colored crystals and things meant to convey a ‘steampunk’ aesthetic, which meant just normal jewelry with non-functional gear accents. Next to that was a shelf filled with various glitter dildos. 

Roland paused at this, having not quite expected the glitter dildos. Like the jewelry they also came in a surprising variety of colors and shapes and presence of glitter finishes or non-functioning gear accents. 

From the back of the shop there emerged a tall, older woman. She wore a long, blue dress much like the ones for sale nearby. It had extraneous lace everywhere, giant flared sleeves with gold tassel trim, and, most notably, a deep v-neck line. Her bulging breasts, her bulging lips, her tight face, all stood out for having had obvious plastic surgery, seemingly calculated to go exactly one step into excess. 

Without a word she scanned over the detectives, but then noticed Jack. “Oh, Miss Jack, hello!” Arms thrown open she continued forward to wrap up Jack in a hug. 

“Ugh,” Jack grunted as the air was squeezed out of her. “Hello Lily.” 

Madam Lily stepped back and again cast her gaze at the detectives, now standing on either side of her. Jack cleared her throat, then introduced the two of them. 

“Detectives,” Lily smiled. “I’m impressed. Usually we only ever get a beat cop or two around here.” 

“The uniformed cops stop in here?” Vincent asked. 

“Sometimes.” 

“They ever looking for anything in particular,” he gestured around at the shelves with a coy smile. 

“Can you keep a secret?” Lily asked. 

“Yes.” 

“So can I.” Despite the tightness of her skin around the upper part of her face, there were still a lot of smile lines appearing around her mouth when she flashed her own mischievous grin. 

“I would have thought you knew we were coming,” Roland said. “Since you’re a psychic, right? You can see the future?” 

“I am not a psychic, in as much as I never claimed to be able to see the future.” 

“What do you claim to be able to see?” Vincent asked. 

“Clearly.” Again she flashed that wide, lower face only smile. 

It took Roland a moment, but then he smiled at this as well. “Some one with a clear view is just what we need. Madam Lily, do you mind if we ask you a few questions?” 

“Am I in trouble?” She asked with genuine concern. 

“Not at all, but you might know some things that could really help us out.” 

Lily paused, then glanced at Jack, who gave her a single nod. “Alright then.” 

Already Vincent had started to wander off, looking through the aisles of jewelry and new-age knickknacks. 

“Do you own this place?” Roland asked. 

“I rent it. This store space and the attached town home unit above.” 

“Anyone else work here?” 

“I have a half-dozen part time people to man the store, take stock, stuff like that.” 

“What exactly is your business then?” 

Lily smiled and held out her arms, gesturing at the store. “Is the decor not to your liking, detective?” 

“Is that all it is, selling all this?” 

“I have a variety of services, run both through this shop and online through some servers in the back.” 

“A variety?” 

Lily just smiled in response to this question. Roland glanced over his shoulder at Jack, who shrugged. “I told you, life in the precariot.” 

“Okay,” Roland said. “What exactly are these services?” 

Lily sighed and glanced off into space. “Well, besides the store, which exists here and online, I also do tarot and astrological readings, in-person and online, I do occasional video restaurant reviews for a local entertainment stream, I teach a weekly self-defense course at the martial arts studio a few doors down, I run a specialized erotic stream, and I record synthesized, ambient music tracks in my mini-studio upstairs, which I then license to video game makers.” 

“You teach martial arts?” 

“I teach self-defense, it’s not quite the same.” 

He considered this, then looked over at Jack. “For being in the proletariat you guys seem to be doing pretty well.” 

“The key part of that is precarious,” Jack said. “We do dozens of things to make ends meet, and if any of them fall through we sink.” 

From where he had been browsing, Vincent wandered over to join the conversation. “Roland,” he said, “you walked right past the main lead.” Turning to Lily he asked, “you run a porn stream?” 

“I run a niche porn stream, yes.” 

“Do you film any of it here?” 

“No, it’s almost entirely CGI.” 

“Okay,” Roland said. “Now I have to ask. What kind of niche porn stream is this?” 

Lily paused to take a deep breath. “It is a form of porn called ‘guncocky’.” 

“You’re gonna have to elaborate on that.” 

“It’s, okay,” she took another deep breath as she collected her thoughts. “It’s a form of porn. It’s often entirely computer generated scenes, but occasionally you’ll find virtual images super-imposed on live-action shots. It’s usually gay porn, though not always. But the key point is that, the computer generated imagery is used to replace all of the penises with firearms.” 

Both detectives just stared at her, not quite sure if she was finished. 

“Usually large handguns, but we’ve done all kinds. Sawed off shotguns. Hunting rifles. M-60s. Even stuff like light sabers or phasers.” 

There was a very brief silence that followed, then Vincent burst out laughing. 

“Wh, wh,” Roland twisted his mouth to one side as he struggled to respond. “Why?” 

All this got him was a critical stare from Madam Lily. 

“Because someone will pay for it,” Jack said. 

Roland looked between the two women, his mouth moving but not quite forming words. “But why?” 

Madam Lily smiled with her mouth while still fixing him with her sharp eyes. 

“Because the world is full of freaks,” Vincent laughed, “and they’re all online.” 

“So,” Roland gestured toward Lily. “You create this, these computer generated porn videos with the, the,” he gestured toward his pants, “the guns?” 

“It’s a very consistent revenue stream.” 

This got Vincent breaking down in a fresh round of laughter. Roland just shook his head. 

“Are these questions really something that is helping you in some way?” Lily asked. 

“No, no,” Jack stepped forward. “We came here because we need advise on a sensitive subject.” 

“Oh really?” Lily arched an eyebrow and turned with a fresh look at the detectives. “Alright then, let’s step in the back.” 

She locked the front door of the shop and put up an ‘out for lunch’ sign, then lead them toward the back. 

Through a door with a dream catcher hung on it and a beaded curtain they entered a dimly lit break room that had been decorated with an entire layer of new age. One wall was hung with a colorful tapestry that depicted humans moving through history, from stone age people to the space age, with all sorts of monuments and famous historical figures filled in within the fine details. 

It took a sharp eye to notice the peeling drywall exposed around the edges of the tapestry. Likewise the skull candle base, covered in wax from a half-melted candle, and the place setting depicting an elaborate Celtic knot, were almost enough to disguise the microwave they were sitting upon. 

In the back corner there was a bookshelf, filled with odd-sized books held up with various gargoyle and dragon bookends. Next to this there hung some kind of star chart covered with astrological signs. More candles and incense burners sat on the bookshelf, and another plant grew from a gnome-head pot on its top, its green tendrils spilling across and down the sides of the bookshelf, making the whole thing look like some kind of forest spirit. 

Next to the bookshelf was a round table and booth that looked to have been taken from a restaurant. The booth was half-round; the other half of the table had a series of mismatched chairs. 

Madam Lily led them back to the booth, sliding in to it herself and gesturing to the chairs. Once they were all seated she set her hands on the table, took a moment to make eye-contact with each of them, and then asked, “so, what is it you want to know about?” 

Jack leaned forward and lowered her voice. “We’re here to ask about Raymond Id.” 

The only response this got at first was a blank look. Then Madam Lily leaned back some and asked in a flat tone, “what is it you wish to know about him?” 

“Is he a client of yours?” Roland asked. 

“I don’t have clients, and as a matter of professional etiquette I don’t speak about the affairs of those who seek my council.” 

“What are they if they’re not clients?” Vincent asked. 

“They can go by many names, as suits their preference. Advisees. Seekers. Questioners. The Confused. The Lost. Some of them come to me like lost children, seeking not just direction but meaning.” 

Vincent and Roland glanced at each other as soon as they heard her say ‘lost children.’ She had said the phrase flatly, with no special emphasis, and was now sitting there with a rigid smile, looking between them and waiting for a reply. 

“So is Raymond Id one of these seekers?” Vincent asked. 

“Like I said, I don’t speak of other’s affairs, and in any event that is not the sort of information I provide.” 

This had Roland trying to suppress a disgruntled look, then when he failed at this, he turned the look toward Jack. She glanced at him but did not respond. 

“If I might observe,” Madam Lily said. “It sounds like you detectives might not know exactly what it is you’re really looking for.” 

“That isn’t uncommon in our line of work,” Roland said. 

“Well I for one have always believed in supporting our boys in blue. Even when they are wearing cargo pants.” 

This had Jack and Roland smirking as they turned to Vincent. He just smirked as well and gave a little shrug. 

“As such,” Madam Lily said, “I would be willing to offer a free reading today.” 

Upon hearing this Roland let out a slow sigh and Vincent made a half-suppressed roll of his eyes. Jack, however, was quick to lean forward. “That would be much appreciated.” 

Lily just smiled at them all. Then she sat up straight, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. Opening her eyes she held up her hands, then, with a sort of grand gesture that draped her giant flared sleeves across the table, she held out one arm toward the bookshelf behind them. 

“We’ll need to choose a deck. Jack, if you would, on the top shelf.” 

Jack got up to look. Lined up on the shelf were a series of card boxes. They were a rainbow of colors, with no labeling other than a single word on the side. Leaning back in his seat, Roland saw their names were ‘Fire, Sun, Blood, Dragon, Moon, Night, Ice.’ Next to these were some larger card boxes with pictures on them and more elaborate names: ‘Fell Star, Ethereal Light, Black Midnight, Open the Future.’ 

“Which one?” Jack asked. 

“A simple one for a simple spread. Perhaps Night would be most appropriate, for our secretive detectives.” She raised her eyebrows and gave a sly smile as she spoke. 

Jack retrieved the box and delivered it to Madam Lily. She continued to move her arms in grand, sweeping motions as she removed the cards. 

“You do card tricks?” Roland said, more as a statement. 

She just kept smiling as she shuffled the deck. Then she set it down, and with a smooth motion splayed out the whole deck in a line. The back of the cards in this deck showed a nine pointed star on a black background, surrounded by geometric shapes in the four corners. 

With another smooth passing of the hand she flipped all the cards over, revealing their faces. Immediately they realized this was not a normal playing card deck but a tarot deck. Pictures of elves and dragons on the cards gave the whole thing a fantasy theme. 

“I want everyone to take a deep breath,” Madam Lily said, “and focus on what you know about this individual. Not your opinions or what you might theorize or think you know, but what you actually know for sure.” 

Her hands continued to move as she spoke. She gathered up the cards, flipped the deck, shuffled. She cut it with one hand while waving the other above it. Then she paused, glanced up at them, and flexed her eyebrows in a coyish look. 

Placing the cards down again, Madam Lily once again splayed out the entire deck in a long line. She leaned back and looked up at Roland. “Pick a card, if you would, without showing it to me.” 

“Is this a magic trick?” Roland smirked. 

“Of course it is.” 

With a shrug, Roland reached across the table and drew a card. 

“Take a good look,” Madam Lily said. 

“I have no idea which card this is,” Roland said. 

“That’s okay, just memorize the drawing, what it looks like. As best you can.” 

Roland took a few seconds to stare at the card. 

Meanwhile, Madam Lily gathered back up the rest of the deck. She reached across and placed this in front of Roland. “When you’re ready, shuffle your card back into the deck.” 

Again with a little shrug Roland did just that. He found the cards were a bit bigger than normal playing cards, and the deck had more of them, making it bulkier and harder to shuffle. He managed to do it, awkwardly. 

Reclaiming the deck, Lily resettled herself in her seat, sat up again, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. She shuffled the deck again, then passed it back to Roland. 

“Okay, shuffle the deck one more time, this time with your eyes closed, and this time I want you to concentrate on your card, picturing it in your mind.” 

“Alright.” Roland flexed, stretching his arms, cracking his neck and knuckles, then set about grabbing the deck. Once he had it set in his hands he closed his eyes and shuffled. 

After that Lily gestured for him to scoot the deck back to her. She collected it up in both hands, clasping it between her palms and holding it up over the table. 

“Now,” she said, “without revealing what your exact card was, I’d like you to try to sum up the picture you saw it. Preferably in a single word if you can.” 

“Um, okay,” Roland paused and thought for a moment. “Factory.” 

“Uh-huh. I sense your card was the King of Pentacles.” 

With a quick flick of the wrist, Madam Lily held out the deck in her open left palm and tapped on its top with her right hand. There was another flick of her fingers and a quick blink, and suddenly her right hand was holding a single card. She flipped it around and held it up to them. “Is this your card?” 

With a genuine smile Roland said, “yes it is.” 

Reaching across she set the card down, face up, in front of Roland. “The King of Pentacles represents industriousness. It can be productive energy in general, or someone or someplace with a lot of productive energy. It can also be someone who is generally accomplished in life.” 

Still smirking Roland leaned back and folded his arms, regarding Madam Lily without comment. 

As she shuffled the cards again she turned to Vincent, who was sitting in the middle of the three. “I sense you are the more skeptical member of the partnership,” she said with a nod toward Roland. 

Vincent did not respond, except to continue staring at her as he adjusted his position in his seat. 

“Good,” she said with a wide smile. “In that case, I feel your card should be reversed.” 

From there Madam Lily proceeded to repeat the whole process, having Vincent pick a card from the splayed deck and memorize its picture. When he held it up to look though she asked him to flip it upside down and memorize it like that, which got her an arched eyebrow but no comment. She had Vincent shuffle the card back in and then they traded off reshuffling the deck. 

When it came to the point where Madam Lily held out the deck in her hands and asked Vincent to describe his card in a single word, he said, without hesitation or inflection, “slut.” 

She smiled. “Your card had a picture of a naked woman? Perhaps one pouring water?” 

Vincent responded with the slightest of nods. 

Lily flicked her wrist and tapped the top of the deck. A card seemed to suddenly appeared below her outstretched hand, as if it had fallen out through the deck and her left hand itself, fluttering down to the table. 

With a quick motion Lily grabbed up this card and held it up to them, upside-down. It was labeled ‘Temperance’ at the bottom and did indeed depict a naked woman pouring water from a heavy jug. She reached out to place this card in front of Vincent, upside-down relative to him. 

“The Temperance card means exactly what it sounds like,” Madam Lily said. “Moderation in all things. Reversed, however, it means the opposite. Gluttony.” 

She began shuffling the deck again as she continued to speak. “Taken together, the first card represents the subject of the reading. The second card provides the context. In this case we have productivity, a productive person or place, such as a city, perhaps, but also one known for excess. Less a shining city on a hill than a modern day Sodom.” 

After this Madam Lily turned to Jack. The two detectives, focused as they were on picking up the magic tricks, had failed to notice that Jack had her mobile out and was taking notes on everything. 

“You’ve done this with me a few times before,” Lily said as she slid the deck across to her. “So just go ahead and draw a card, then shuffle it back in.” 

“I don’t get a whole show as well?” 

“We’ll do something special for the end.” 

Jack drew a card from the middle of the deck, held it up uncomfortably close to her face while leaning far back from the table, then shuffled it back into the deck. 

Lily scooped up the deck, shuffled, held it out in her left palm again. 

“Do you want me to describe my card?” Jack asked. 

“Do you want to?” 

“Mmmm,” Jack thought for a moment. “Beggar.” 

“You make it too easy.” 

Holding up the deck, Lily flicked its top as she had done before. This time nothing seemed to happen. Then in one smooth motion she flipped her left hand over and slammed the deck down onto the table before it had a chance to fall everywhere. Taking her hand away revealed the top card. She held this up for them to see. 

“The six of pentacles,” Lily said, “represents generosity. You can see the picture is a rich man giving alms to the poor. Often though this card has a dark underside, because there’s an implication that the ‘generosity’ does not come free. It’s more patronage than charity.” 

She reached out and placed the card in front of Jack. “After the subject and the context,” Lily pointed to the cards in front of Roland and Vincent, “there is the focus. The action card, if you like. This could represent actual acts of charity or patronage, but in this position the six of pentacles can also mean acts of mercy.” 

Lily flipped the deck back over and shuffled it again. “There is one more card, which I will pull myself. If I could have you all push your cards to the center.” 

Each of them hesitated, looking at the others, but then they all pushed their cards forward, into a line at the center of the table. 

“Which of you wants to do the last shuffle?” 

Again they all hesitated. “I will,” Jack said. 

She shuffled the deck, had Vincent cut it, then reached out and splayed out the cards in a line as Lily had, though without nearly as much grace, necessitating some smoothing out and adjusting before they made a nice line. 

Madam Lily covered her eyes with her left hand and turned away while reaching out with her right. She felt across the table until her hand landed on a card. With a flick of the wrist and a twisting little flourish, though still without looking, she pulled the card up and dropped it on the table across the first three. 

Opening her eyes Madam Lily turned back to them. “The final card is the outcome. In this case,” she gestured to her card, “it is the ace of wands. It’s a card that represents decisive movement toward a desired goal, often implying plans that are coming to fruition or maybe reaching some crucial moment.” 

She paused, glancing down at the tarot spread, them chuckled. “There is also a strong sexual undertone to this last card. It can represent the final, energetic push toward orgasm.” 

A broad smile cracked on the face of both detectives, and Vincent laughed a little. 

“I have known more than one man,” Lily said, “who referred to his penis as his ‘Ace of Rods’. In the outcome position though it usually means an energetic new beginning, possibly a break with a less desired path and a change toward something better. Perhaps an opportunity for improvement.” 

She paused, looking at each of them in turn. Then Madam Lily leaned back and spread out her hands, as if revealing the spread for the first time. 

Nobody said anything, just staring at her or the cards. She leaned forward again, resting her chin on her propped up hands. “I trust you can take it from there.” 

There was another pause. Then Roland blinked, clenched his eyes for a second, and said, “what?” 

“Yes, we can,” Jack was quick to add. “Thank you very much.” 

“We can?” Roland looked at her. “We can do what now?” 

Already, Lily had gotten up from the booth. “I’m afraid that is the extent of your freebie. If you want more,” she paused, looked at Vincent, flashed a coy smile, “you’ll have to pay for it.” 

Vincent chuckled at this as he got up from his seat. Jack had stood as well, and Madam Lily ushered them toward the door. Roland found himself moving along even as he struggled to overcome his bafflement. 

“Wait, what even was that? We didn’t learn anything.” 

“Sure we did,” said Jack as they exited through the beaded curtain and out into the front of the shop. 

“What did we learn? I still don’t even know if Raymond Id is a client here, or whatever they’re called, seekers. Or patron? Is that what you were saying?” He turned to ask of Lily. “Is Raymond Id a patron of yours?” 

This got him a big, exasperated eye roll from Madam Lily. 

“Come on guys,” Jack said. “Let’s not overstay our welcome. Thank you again, Lily.” 

“Of course, always, my dear. Do come back sometime,” Lily added to the detectives. “I always love to hear from our good folks in law enforcement.” 

Roland found himself standing there, his mind still trying to catch up with what exactly had happened. Already though Jack was moving toward the front door, and Vincent was following along. 

“Come on,” Vincent said, “we should get back.” 

Outside they climbed back into the car. Roland sat in the driver’s seat, resting his hands on the wheel and staring forward into space, his mouth still moving like he was struggling to form words. 

“So this guncocky is pretty extensive,” Vincent said, staring at his mobile. “Listen to these titles. Sawed Off Jerk Off. Lever Action. Double Barrel Butt Shot. Full Frontal Jacket. Hair Trigger. Cum Sabre. Glocksuckers. M-60-9.” 

Roland let out a breath and smiled. “Alright, well, we’ve wasted the morning on this, should we get back and check in at the office?” 

“Sure,” Vincent said. 

“If you’re doing that,” Jack said, “I need a ride back home first.” 

Roland turned around in his seat to look at her. Like Vincent she appeared buried in her mobile. Roland thought about saying something, but then just turned back forward instead. 

“Great,” he started the car and shifted into gear. “Add to all this a bunch of extra driving.” 

As they pulled out of the parking lot, Vincent turned around to speak with Jack. “So did you really understand any of that?” 

“Of course.” 

Roland glanced at her in the rear view mirror. “You actually got something out of it?” 

Jack was still focused exclusively on her mobile. “Yeah, just give me a second.” She paused, stared, frowned. “Oh come on. I lost reception.” 

They were stopped at a traffic light now, and Roland turned fully in his seat to face her. “So you actually got useful information out of that?” 

“Yes, I’ve told you three times. As soon as I can get reception I’ll have it worked out.” 

“You need reception to work it out?” 

“Yes.” She tapped at her mobile, then shook her head as she set it down. “I’m never gonna get good reception on the freeway. You guys want to get lunch and go back to my place and I can finish this there?” 

Roland paused, then turned to Vincent. 

“I don’t actually want to go back to the office,” Vincent said. 

“Alright,” Roland sighed. 
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Jack was still at her computer when the detectives walked in carrying an armload of takeout food. 

“You were not kidding about that place,” Roland said. 

“Legit Chinatown,” Jack said without turning away from her screen. 

“There was not a word of English on that menu.” Roland set about unpacking cartons of fried rice and spiciness on the random table situated near Jack’s workstations. Behind him Vincent was still slowly walking across the studio, absorbed in his mobile. 

“Have you heard anything from the chief?” Roland asked his partner even as he produced his own mobile to check. “I thought he would have been asking us to check in by now.” 

Vincent shook his head. “Nope. But I did get a couple texts from Finn asking about our progress.” 

“Did you respond already?” 

“I told him we’re volunteers, so unless he wants to start paying us extra he’ll have to be patient.” 

“That’s kind of a harsh tone to take with our future boss.” 

“Hmph,” Vincent just shrugged, putting away his mobile and grabbing his portion of lunch. 

“Did he respond back?” 

“Uh-huh. I think we’ll be getting extra money.” 

“Seriously?” 

Vincent nodded as he scooped up some noodles with his chop sticks. 

“Is that legal?” 

“It’s not illegal. It may violent department policy.” 

“Oh, well,” Roland grabbed his own carton of rice. “Add it to the list. I guess this means we better get some results though.” 

Both of them turned in unison to look at Jack, but she ignored them, still focused on her computer. 

“Are you going to eat?” Roland asked her. 

Jack held out one hand and scrunched her fingers in and out, still without looking at them, her arm remaining extended like that until Roland handed her something. As he did he stood up and peered over her shoulder. 

Her multiple monitors were a clutter of windows, some still showing the videos and pictures of the crime scene they had been going over earlier, others with web searches on an inexplicable variety of topics. 

“So can you really explain that whole tarot thing?” Roland asked. 

Jack had situated her container of noodles and beef in her lap and started eating, all without taking her eyes from what she was working on. Now though she at last turned away, spinning around in her chair to face them. “Yes.” 

Roland stepped back, leaning against the table and continuing to eat. “Alright, let’s hear it.” 

Turning over her shoulder, Jack pulled up a text file that contained the notes she had been taking during the reading. “Okay, so, the first card was the King of Pentacles, with the factory and industry, which is obviously Raymond Id.” 

“Obviously?” Roland asked. 

“Madam Lily chooses her cards carefully.” 

“What do you mean chooses her cards?” 

Jack turned back to him with narrowed eyes. “That was all a sleight of hand trick. You know that right?” 

“But we chose the cards.” 

“Are you sure?” 

Roland started to respond, then paused in thought. 

“Lily knew exactly what the spread was going to be before she started. Not because she’s psychic, but because she orchestrated it all. There’s a reason she likes doing tarot readings at that table, and that she always wears those big, flared sleeves.” 

“Do you know how she does it?” Vincent asked. 

“Not exactly, but I can guess at some of it. I know for sure the cards that come up are the exact ones she wants.” 

“Why though?” Roland asked idly, still staring off into space. 

“Why what?” 

“Why go through all that just to answer our questions?” 

“It’s her way of communicating.” 

“What?” Roland asked in rabid disbelief. 

“That’s how she does it,” Jack said. “When a therapist knows what they want to tell a patient they do so directly. Madam Lily couches it in the mystic and supernatural because that makes some people more likely to believe.” 

“Is she some kind of therapist then?” Vincent asked. 

“I think she ends up as one sometimes.” 

“Including to us?” Roland asked. “Did she not think we would believe a straight answer?” 

“In our case she was giving us information about a client, or whatever she calls them. If she just told us directly she would be revealing confidential client information. If she does it through tarot, then she’s just tapping into the mystic insights that ‘any seer’ could use to get the same information.” 

“That,” Roland said, then paused again, thinking about it. “That is both really stupid and kind of genius.” 

“She’s done this with you before?” Vincent asked. “Told you about clients this way?” 

Jack just nodded in reply as she took another bite of food. 

“Is this woman a scam artist then?” Roland asked. “Or does she really believe this mystic stuff herself?” 

“I think she goes out of her way to never give a straight answer to that question.” 

“Hmm,” Roland fell silent in thought as he continued to eat. 

“So what was she telling us?” Vincent asked. 

“Let’s see,” Jack glanced back at her notes again. “So the first card was the king of pentacles, obviously Raymond Id the media mogul, but she used a king card for him, and he also owns a major stake in the King’s Arcology, so obvious reference to that.” 

She paused, chewing a bite and reviewing her notes. “Second card was reverse temperance, meaning gluttony. Except Lily explicitly mentioned that, um,” she paused to scan over her notes some more. “She mentioned that when combined with the first card it could refer to a prosperous city, but less a shining city on a hill than a modern Sodom.” 

Reaching out Jack flipped open another window on her central screen. “I did a search, there’s no clubs or anything named Sodom in the arcology, but there is a strip club named Gomorrah.” 

Now both Vincent and Roland were leaning forward, and Roland actually took a step toward her computer. “You don’t say.” 

Jack gave him a sidelong glance before switching back to her notes. “The third card was the six of pentacles, which she said represents patronage, giving alms to the poor but expecting something in return.” 

“You think Raymond Id is a patron of this strip club?” Roland asked. 

“Not just the club but likely a particular dancer.” 

“Do you know who?” 

“That was the toughest part to find, especially with a slow connection.” She started rearranging windows on her computer again, pulling up other web searches. “Dancers at these clubs normally work as contractors. The club doesn’t necessarily advertise the names, or pseudonyms, of the dancers, but the girls themselves are often self-promoting. Lily mentioned that the six of pentacles can sometimes represent acts of mercy. I tried to find a dancer who goes by ‘Mercy’ but didn’t have any luck, but there is a dancer who calls herself ‘Mercedes’ whose social stream mentions she dances at Gomorrah.” 

“Mercedes?” Roland asked. 

“It comes from the Latin word meaning mercy.” 

Roland stared at the screen, ignoring Jack’s critical look. “So,” he began slowly, still thinking, “you think Raymond Id is, what, involved with this girl?” 

“So, the final card,” Jack brought up her notes again, letting the plain text cover the web search results she had up, “was the dick card. I’ve seen Lily use that card before in readings. Usually it represents fraught sexual relationships. I think Raymond Id is either having sex with this dancer, or was, or wants to be. Let me see,” she scanned again over the notes she had written. “Lily also said the ace of wands can represent energy toward a new beginning or moving to a different path. That might mean that this Mercedes is ready to break with Raymond Id and so she might be receptive to speaking with investigators.” 

After finishing, Jack turned back to the detectives and leaned back in her chair. 

Roland stepped back to lean against the table, letting the conversation lean in to silence. 

“You got all that,” he said, “from that vague babbling she was doing?” 

Jack just smiled and nodded. 

“This is clearly a language I do not speak.” Turning to his partner, Roland saw that Vincent was staring at his mobile. 

“So are we going to a strip club then?” Vincent asked. 

“I think we’re going to a strip club. Do we know when this Mercedes will be there?” 

“Um,” Jack turned back to her computer. “Her social stream says she’s dancing at Gomorrah tonight.” 

“So we’ll head over tonight. I assume you want to come along?” 

“Oh, of course,” Jack said. “Could I get a ride?” 

“Ugh, I suppose. In the meantime we can head back and check in at the office,” Roland said to Vincent. His partner finished typing something on his mobile before looking up. “Are you texting Finn, letting him know we’re making progress?” 

“I was texting my wife.” 

Roland gave him a sidelong look. “Were you asking your wife for permission to go to a strip club?” 

“I was asking her if she wanted to come along,” Vincent stuck his mobile into his pocket. “She’s interested in this investigation too.” 
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Somewhere in the bowels of the King Arcology, Roland found himself once more at the wheel and completely lost. His GPS navigation devise had no signal and no clue. “Why is this so complicated?” 

“Because these parking lots predate the arcology,” Jack, riding in the passenger seat, said. “They were free-standing parking garages. When they built the arcology they got merged and the rest of the structure was built around and on top of them.” 

“Here we go,” Roland pointed to a sign, “Lot B.” 

“No, that’s not what we want.” 

“They told us to meet at Lot B.” 

“No, they told us to meet at Atrium B.” 

“So does Lot B not connect to Atrium B?” 

“No, I told you,” Jack said. “Lot A accesses Atrium B. Lot B accesses the Main Atrium.” 

“Well that’s just stupid.” 

Roland managed to flip them around and retrace their steps. When they at last wound their way into Lot A they found it at least had better parking. They found a spot near a central bank of elevators. 

A quick elevator ride up brought them to the bottom floor of a vast atrium. Roland was taken aback and found himself craning his neck to gawk upward. 

The ceiling in this space rose a full thirty stories above them. The southern wall was entirely glass, sloped inward slightly. During the day it would have let in copious California sunshine, but by the time they had gotten parked the sun had already set, and the whole space was instead lit with bright LED lights along its entire height. 

In the center of the atrium were two giant concrete pillars. Around these wrapped a whole panorama of planters and water features, crisscrossed with walkways at different levels. Water entered the atrium from somewhere near the top and flowed down through dozens of hanging pools before spilling into a deep koi pond at the center of the base level, in between the two columns. 

The other sides of the atrium were lined with balconies and walkways, some of which had planter spaces of their own, sending green tendrils across large portions of the towering walls. Other elevated walkways were lined with holographic displays, featuring advertisements that interplayed with the existing water features and support columns. 

As Jack walked out into the atrium Roland tailed a little behind her, turning around and staring up at all this. There was a busy crowd in the mezzanine, and Roland almost collided with some people as he moved forward. 

“Stopping looking like a tourist,” Jack said. “Do you see them?” 

“What?” 

“There they are.” Jack pointed, then waved. Looking over, Roland spotted Vincent and Kate on the far side of the giant koi pond. 

As they came up to the couple Roland caught up with Jack and declared, “this place is pretty impressive.” 

“Have you never been to the arcology before?” Kate asked him. 

“Not to the atriums,” Roland said as he continued to crane his neck and look around at the elaborate water features above. “The Great Lakes Arcology did not have anything like this.” 

“Eh,” Vincent said, “it’s just a bunch of fountains.” 

“Are all these condos,” Roland pointed to the balconies lining the walls. 

“Or apartments,” Kate said. “These sides,” she pointed to the east and west walls, “with the private balconies, those are the super expensive ones.” 

“Where do you live in all this?” 

“Lower down. Eastern atrium.” 

“Enough playing tourists,” Jack said. “Do we know where this place is?” 

Kate held up her mobile. “So, Club Gomorrah is on the west side, mid-tier, floor 168.” 

Vincent listened to this, then nodded, pointed, and turned to head off. The others moved to follow after him. 

“So, by the way,” Jack said to Kate, offering out her hand. “I’m Jack.” 

“Oh, right,” Roland said. “Jack, this is Kate, Vincent’s wife. Kate, this is our freelance reporter.” 

“Your freelance reporter?” Kate asked. 

“Yeah. They’re desperate for gigs so you can get them really cheap.” 

“Was there somebody else who was going to join us?” 

“Finn?” Roland said. “No, he declined.” 

“He said something about being an elected politician,” Vincent said, “and not wanting to appear in a strip club.” 

“Pff,” Jack scoffed, “lame excuse.” 

“He wants us to tell him all about it when we’re done though.” 

They exited the atrium into a long, wide, airport-like corridor, complete with moving sidewalks. At the far end  they emerged into a circular plaza at a giant confluence of corridors. In the center stood a massive bank of elevators. 

The elevator they got in was sizable, stretching far back so that it felt more like a subway car. They rose at accelerated speed, enough to feel a slight wave of vertigo as the motion set in. When they got off they were in a similar wide corridor, though with lower lighting. Vincent led them around a corner to a bank of regular size elevators. It was another brief ride on one of these to their final destination level. 

They at last emerged into a low lit lobby. Even darker hallways branched from it in various directions. Vincent paused to consult his mobile, then led them down one of these. 

“This looks like the seedier part of the arcology,” Roland said. 

“It basically is,” Kate said. 

“Wait, did they design it this way? Did they plan to have a seedy neighborhood in this thing?” 

“At least a vice neighborhood.” She gestured to the row of shops they were now walking along. Looking around Roland felt like they were moving through some kind of red-light district version of a shopping mall. There were bars and night clubs and marijuana dispensaries on either side of this wide corridor, while balconies above each side were lined with massage parlors, online gambling cafes, and still more bars. 

There was a light crowd moving along the corridor, clumping into denser knots at some points. One of these was right outside ‘Club Gomorrah.’ 

The little group came to stand on the outskirts of the crowd. Looking over them, Roland could see the neon sign for the place, done in a deep red color. Next to the actual neon name, the sign also included a picture of a volcano. Flashing lights made it look like lava was actively spewing out of its top. 

“Was the biblical Gomorrah destroyed by a volcano?” he asked. 

“It was more avenging angels and rain of fire kind of stuff,” Jack said. 

“So why does their sign show a volcano?” 

“I don’t think that’s meant to represent a volcano,” Vincent said. 

All of them turned to stare up at the sign again. “Okay,” Roland said, “in that case, why is their sign a stumpy, conical penis shooting out red jizz?” 

“Red bodily fluid is usually blood,” Jack said. 

“So this place’s sign depicts a misshapen penis that’s pissing blood? What kind of club are we going to here?” 

“Apparently an exclusive one,” Kate pointed forward to where a set of bouncers were checking people over before allowing them in. 

“Oh. We should get in line.” 

They made their way around the outskirts of the crowd before finding the end of the line. The people in front of them looked like they were dressed for a night club or an evening at a fancy restaurant. 

“Are we underdressed?” Kate asked. 

“Maybe,” Roland stood on his tiptoes to peer forward at people further up in line. Then he turned to Vincent. “We might need to use our badges to get in here.” 

“You shouldn’t,” Jack said. “I made a reservation.” 

“You can make a reservation at a strip club?” 

“Apparently. They took my reservation when I called to confirm Mercedes is working tonight.” 

“I’m surprised they gave out that information.” 

“Why wouldn’t they give it out?” Kate asked. 

“I don’t know,” Roland said, “in case there’s some stalkers creeping around?” 

“It’s a strip club. There’s always creepy guys around.” 

“Good point.” 

“Having a woman call might have made a difference,” Vincent said. “They might be less willing to give reservations to creepy sounding guys.” 

“Yeah, maybe,” Roland said. 

“I’m sure they’d take a reservation from anyone who has money,” Jack said. 

“Do we have money?” 

“Vincent said you do.” 

In response to this Vincent just smiled and nodded. 

“So did you reserve us a table?” Roland asked of Jack. 

“I got us a private booth.” 

“Nice,” now Roland nodded as well. “That’s some good forethought. When did you guys do all this?” 

“This afternoon,” Vincent said. “She texted me to ask about it while you were busy answering emails,” he finished in a whiney tone. 

The line moved at a slow pace, but they eventually got to the front. Jack gave them her name and right away they were ushered in. They passed through a main room with multiple stages, each occupied by a topless woman gyrating along a pole and surrounded by darkness. The bouncer led them to a back hall lined with private booths behind red velvet curtains. 

Inside they found they had a circular booth around a pair of concentric tables. There was an outer, thinner, C-shaped one, and a sturdier, slightly higher inner one with a pole coming out its middle. The four of them slid in to position themselves around the booth. 

A moment later a topless waitress came by to take drink orders. 

“So what is the plan from here?” Kate asked as the waitress left. 

“Well,” Roland smiled, reaching forward and spreading his hands out on the inner table, “usually a girl comes by, gets naked, and dances up on this table while we watch.” 

Kate just stared back at him. “Are we going to ask her anything?” 

“Oh, you want to ask her questions. That costs extra.” 

“We’ve got extra,” Vincent smiled. From a cargo-pants pocket he produced a thick wad of cash. He rifled through it with his thumb. 

“Oh, so we actually have money,” Roland said. 

“Of course.” 

“I thought,” he paused, turned to Jack, “when you said that, I thought you meant you just told them we had money to scam our way into a private booth.” 

Jack just shrugged. “Vincent texted me and said you guys were covering expenses.” 

“Where did you get all that money?” Kate asked him. 

“From our sugar daddy. I picked it up this afternoon.” 

“You mean Councilman Lambeau?” 

“Technically some lackey of his.” 

“Is that legal?” 

“It’s not illegal for us to act as P.I.’s,” Vincent said. “It’s against department policy, but not illegal.” 

“I mean is it legal for Lambeau, or his campaign?” Kate asked. 

“I think he paid this out of pocket.” 

“Really? I didn’t think city councilman made that much.” 

Vincent just shrugged, then stuffed the money back away. 

“Okay, so we have money. Are we just going to bribe this girl to talk?” 

“We’ll try just asking first,” Roland said. “See how far that gets us.” 

“Okay. So we know she’s working tonight. Do we have to specially request her?” Kate looked around, realizing everyone was staring at her. “What, I’ve never been to one of these places before. Do they not allow requests like that?” 

“I already requested her,” Jack said. 

“They actually let you reserve a dancer with the private booth?” 

“For the amount this thing costs, I think they’ll do pretty much whatever you want.” 

“Ahh yeah,” Roland smiled and nodded, as did Vincent. 

“Do we know what we need to ask her once she gets here,” Kate asked, but even as she talked she was interrupted by a buzzing from her mobile. She turned to fish it out of her purse. 

“Don’t worry babe,” Vincent said. “We’ve done this kind of thing before.” 

“It is kind of our job,” Roland added. 

Kate, however, was absorbed in her mobile. “Aghh,” she slumped her head down. 

“What is it?” Vincent asked. 

“I keep getting texts from Dr. Chamabutra.” 

“The doctor from the party the other night?” 

“He keeps texting and calling to ask how the investigation is going. It’s like I went out with him once and now he’s this needy wannabe boyfriend all of a sudden.” 

“Tell him what we told Finn. If he wants constant updates he needs to be footing part of the bill.” 

“It’s worse that than,” Kate said as she set her mobile down on the table in disgust. “He wants updates, but he also wants to meet with you guys to discuss something.” 

“With us?” Roland said. 

“With my detective husband. I think he’s inferred there are two of you.” 

“So have him text it to you and tell him you’ll pass it along.” 

“I already asked him to do that, but he insists on talking in person.” 

“Why?” 

“He’s paranoid about electronic eavesdropping or something.” She picked up her mobile again, scrolling through the text thread. “I don’t know, this makes no sense.” As she was holding and looking it buzzed again. “Aghh,” she let it slip from her hand and fall onto the table. “He wants to know if we can meet right now.” 

“Is he going to come here?” Jack asked. 

“I’m sure he would if I told him where we are.” 

“Tell him we’ll meet with him after we’re done pursuing this lead,” Roland said. 

“Will you actually meet with him?” 

“Sure.” 

“Yeah,” Vincent added. “If it’ll get him off your back.” 

“Thanks babe, though I don’t think it will,” she slumped over, leaning her head on Vincent’s shoulder. 

They all fell silent, and before anybody could speak again there was a rustling of their booth curtain. All of them turned to see a short, petite Hispanic woman slip into the booth. The pink bikini she wore was little more than a series of strings designed, it seemed, to just barely meet the absolute minimum definition of clothing. She had dark hair that wisped around all the way down her back, and large eyes that swept across the group in an instant. 

There was the briefest of pauses, then she offered a wry smile. “Ooo, couples night.” 

Before any of them could react in any way, she stepped forward and vaulted herself up onto the central table. It became apparent how much shorter she would have been without the high-heels she was wearing, their lift almost as long as her lower legs. The bases of the heels were transparent, and had little slots in the side, as if to provide a spot to insert money. 

With a flick of her wrist she had undone her top. She dangled this over Roland, draped it a little onto his face, then flung it aside. A second later she was climbing up and doing a spin around the central pole. 

Around the table everyone exchanged a series of glances. It was Jack that reacted first, leaning forward a little and looking upward, trying to make eye-contact. She started to say something, but before she could Roland held out a hand in front of her. 

“Hold on, hold on. Let’s let this play out a little first,” he said with a giant smile. 

Jack looked at him, scowled, and swatted his hand away. “Um, miss, miss.” Jack waited until she got a glance from the dancer, who nevertheless continued her routine. “Are you Mercedes?” 

“Uh-huh,” she said, still spinning around the pole. 

Looking around the table, Jack determined she was not getting any help. “We’d like to ask you a few questions.” 

At first she got no response. Then, as Mercedes reset her heels on the tabletop, she said, “okay,” even as she launched into her next series of moves. 

Again Jack looked around the table. “Um,” now Kate leaned forward as well, “preferably while you’re not dancing.” 

“Oh come on, she can answer questions while dancing,” Roland held out his arms. 

Glancing down, Kate noticed a bowl of pretzels that had been left out on their table. She grabbed one of these and threw it across at Roland. 

“Alright, alright,” Roland laughed even as he stood up. “Come on down, Mercedes, or whatever your real name is.” He held out an arm to help her step down. 

She paused and regarded him, but then let him help her down. “Mercedes is my real name.” Once she was off the table she slid into the booth to sit next to Roland. 

Roland stared at her, unable not to notice that she had slid in until she was slightly pressed against him. He took a deep breath and began to speak while looking more past her than at her. 

“Do you dance here most nights?” 

She looked up at him, then shrugged. “Some nights.” 

“You dance anywhere else?” 

“Dance? No.” 

“You work other jobs?” 

She continued to stare at him, then turned to take in the whole table again. “What is this about?” she asked. 

All of them hesitated. Then Vincent leaned forward across the table and locked her with an unblinking stare. “Have you ever danced for a man named Raymond Id?” 

“Maybe. I’ve danced for a lot of people.” 

Without breaking his stare, Vincent reached down and pulled out his sleeve of cash. He brought this up within sight, then slowly began to slip out hundred dollar bills, depositing them on the inner table. “You dance for him recently?” 

Despite the money, Mercedes kept her eyes on Vincent himself. She gave a nonchalant shrug to his question. “Last weekend.” 

“Was that the most recent time you saw him? Roland asked. 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Anything strike you as unusual that night?” 

“No.” 

“Do you usually dance for him in a private booth like this?” 

Before Roland could even finish the question, Mercedes scooted away from him and looked around at the whole group. “Guys, what is this really about?” 

Roland scooted away as well, twisting his body to face more directly toward her and bracing one arm on the table. He stared at her, then shot a quick glance across at Vincent. For his part, Vincent continued his unnerving stare right at Mercedes. Roland turned back to her, pulled out his mobile, and flashed his badge. 

“We’re involved in an investigation.” 

“Did Raymond do something?” 

“We think he might have information pertinent to a police investigation.” 

“Well he probably did do something. He talks about it enough.” 

Around the table everyone glanced at each other again. 

“What exactly does he talk about?” Vincent asked. 

“He doesn’t talk about doing anything, just all the things he wants to do.” 

“Like what?” Roland asked. 

“Oh, you know, like killing all the illegals, or saying he wants to arrest them and take them to a ranch he says he has in Texas and hunt them for sport. Or when those protesters were blocking streets downtown last year, he wanted to call out his people to show up with guns. He said that could be the spark, I remember that.” 

“His people?” Roland asked. 

“Yeah, he says that a lot, says he’s gonna have ‘his people’ do whatever.” 

“But he never mentioned who these people are?” 

“I just assumed his entourage that follows him around.” 

Leaning past Roland, Jack took this opportunity to enter the conversation. “Does he have a big entourage?” 

“No. He was two bodyguards and one creepy guy, like a personal assistant or something.” 

“So you think,” Roland said, “he wanted these bodyguards and creepy guy to start killing people?” 

Mercedes just shrugged her slight shoulders again. “I don’t know. I don’t know what other people he has.” 

They all fell silent. Roland stared into space, then turned to look around at the others. Vincent kept his gaze on Mercedes, doing his best to be unnerving, while the girls both turned to Roland. 

“Has Raymond Id ever offered to pay you for more than just dancing?” Roland asked. 

“Oh yeah, all the time.” 

“Did you ever take him up on the offer?” 

She opened her mouth but said nothing, instead looking around at the others. 

“They are not interested in you honey,” Kate said. “Believe me.” 

“I couldn’t have even if I wanted to,” Mercedes said. “He didn’t want just me.” 

This got a smirk from Vincent. “He wanted two girls at once?” 

“Not just any two girls. He offered me fifty-thousand for one night with him and this psychic lady he’s in to.” 

Roland tilted his head and lifted his eyebrows in response to this. “Do you know the name of this psychic lady?” 

“I think it was Madam Lily? Madam something.” 

Shifting position in their seats, both detectives turned to look at Jack. She ignored them, instead leaning forward to speak with Mercedes. “What did this Madam Lily have to say about the offer?” 

She gave another of her shrugs that seemed to shudder down her whole, still topless body. “I don’t know. I never even met her.” 

“You never met her?” 

“Uh-uh,” she shook her head. 

Jack looked around, but Roland was shaking his head in confusion as well. “Why did he want the two of you in particular?” Jack asked. 

Mercedes just kept shaking her head. 

“So did this Madam Lily turn him down?” Roland asked. “Is that why you never took him up on this offer?” 

“I don’t know. I never even met or talked to Madam Lily.” 

“Is she, this psychic lady, if she had said yes would you have done it?” 

“Ewww, no,” she squirmed a little. “No, I didn’t want to. That’s why I never tried to call her to ask.” 

“Why didn’t you want to?” Vincent asked. 

“Was the money not good enough?” Roland asked at almost the same time. 

“No, it wasn’t that. It’s just that, Raymond, he’s,” she curled up her lip as she looked around at all their expectant stares. “He’s really creepy. I didn’t want to be alone with him.” 

“You wouldn’t have been alone if this Madam Lily was also there.” 

“I’d still be by myself with two strangers.” 

This gave Roland pause, and he again turned to look around at the group. The ensuing lapse in conversation was filled with the muffled beat of the club music coming from out front. Kate’s mobile buzzed. She glanced at it, then let it fall to the table again and slumped her head down in frustration. 

Reaching over Vincent started rubbing her back with one hand in wide circles. As he did he scowled a little, than turned back to Mercedes. “Has Raymond Id propositioned you with this offer more than once?” 

“Oh yes, only every time I see him.” 

“How often is that?” 

“Um, well, he’s really sporadic. Sometimes he’ll come in every night for a week, but then he’ll be gone for months.” 

“When did he first start coming here?” 

“He’s been coming since I started, last year.” 

“And he’s been propositioning you the whole time?” 

“No, that started just a few months ago.” 

Roland turned toward her and leaned forward again. “And the last time you saw him was last weekend?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Did he ask you about this three-way then?” 

“A whole bunch!” she jumped a little, as if the question had surprised her. “He wanted me and his psychic to come with him to some Halloween party and then go back to his penthouse.” 

“But you declined?” Roland asked. 

“It didn’t sound any better than his usual offer.” 

Her answers had gotten Kate to perk back up and lean toward the conversation again. “Do you know where this Halloween ball was taking place?” 

In reply Mercedes just shook her head. 

Leaning forward now, Jack tapped her hand on the table a couple times and spoke in a fast voice. “Would you be willing to accept Id’s offer if it were part of a police investigation?” 

Her eyes went even wider as she turned to look around at them all. “What would I have to do?” 

“Nothing you wouldn’t do if you weren’t helping us. That’s kind of the point.” 

Mercedes continued to glance between Jack and the rest of the group, various emotions shifting across her face, almost in rhythm with the club music. “Would I get to keep the money?” 

Jack nodded. “Yes, you would get to keep the money.” 

“This Madam Lily would have to agree to it too.” 

“Uh-huh, we’ll handle that part.” 

“If you agree to this,” Vincent said, “you’ll have a couple detectives who will owe you a big favor in the future.” 

“And all I have to do is agree to see Raymond Id, like he’s been proposing? Nothing else?” 

“Nothing else,” Jack said. “Just give us a contact number where we can get in touch and we’ll set up the rest.” 

Mercedes looked around again, hesitating. She had started to fidget with her hands in her lap. 

“Here,” Jack slid her mobile down the table past Roland. “Give me your contact number. I’ll get in touch when everything is set up.” 

Again she hesitated, glancing between Jack, the mobile, and the others in rapid succession. “Okay,” she said as she scooped up the mobile. 

After inputting her number she sheepishly slipped out of the booth. “Do you guys, uh,” she pointed to the central table. “Do you still want me . . ?” 

“Oh, no that’s fine,” Jack reached across to grab the cash Vincent had layed out, then thrust this toward Mercedes. 

“Hold on,” Roland said, intercepting the wad. “I’ve always wanted to do this.” 

Taking the stack of bills in his palm, Roland held it out toward Mercedes. With his other hand he started flicking single bills off, creating a miniature rain of cash coming down on the short dancer. 

All of them just sort of watched the bills float to the ground. “Oh,” Roland said. “That actually felt kind of demeaning and sad. I’m sorry.” 

Mercedes stared at him, but then laughed. “It’s alright.” She bent down to gather up the rained bills. 

“No, here, let me,” Roland slid out of the booth and started gathering bills as well. “Vincent,” he gestured toward his partner, and after some more pointing by Roland and some faked misunderstanding from Vincent, finally got him to hand over some more of the cash. Roland added this to the pile he had gathered and handed it to Mercedes. “Thank you. We owe you for this.” 

She left, and Roland slipped back into the booth. 

“Smooth,” Jack said to him. 

“So are we really going to send that girl into Raymond Id’s penthouse?” Roland asked of her, gesturing a thumb after Mercedes. 

“If we can.” 

“You realize this is not how police investigations are normally conducted.” 

“Good thing this isn’t a real police investigation.” 

Roland laughed as he continued speaking. “The second thing I was about to say: you realize this is not an actual police investigation with police resources, right?” 

“She doesn’t know that,” Jack said. 

“Sure, but I guess where I’m confused, what are you planning here? Is this a sting operation of some kind? Is that why you’re interested in getting Mercedes into Id’s penthouse?” 

“It’s not exactly a sting operation, per se.” 

“Okay, so what are you planning? We’re obviously not just sending her in just to see what happens.” 

“Of course not.” 

“But,” Roland glanced around, “you told her she didn’t have to do anything, other than accept his proposition. So, um,” he squinted his eyes. “How does this work?” 

“She doesn’t have to do anything because we’ll have Lily in there.” 

“What does that get us?” 

“It gets us Lily, a pseudo-scam artist and expert at sleight of hand, into this guy’s penthouse.” 

“Will Lily agree to this?” Kate asked. 

“That’s what we need to work on next,” Jack said. 

“Hmm,” Roland leaned back and scratched his chin in contemplation. “I like where you’re going with this. But if I’m understanding correctly, what you’re proposing is potentially very dangerous. And we’d be sending these two in without police protection if anything goes wrong.” 

“No risk, no reward,” Jack said as she pulled out her mobile. “I’m open to better ideas if you have any.” 

“No, no, I like this, if they’ll go along with it. What exactly do we have Madam Lily do once she’s in there?” 

“I can write a Trojan horse and put it on a small data stick for her. All she’ll have to do is plug it in to any computers she can find. It’ll give us access.” 

“You can do that?” 

“I can write basic code, yes.” 

“Does that count as basic?” 

“Most computer viruses are stupidly simple. The trick is getting them on the target computer in the first place.” 

“Will that get us anything?” Vincent asked. 

“It’ll let us see what Raymond Id has on his computers. Do you guys not think that’ll help with your investigation?” 

“If he’s unconnected to this massacre it doesn’t.” 

“I’m sure he is though,” Roland said. “So yes, I like this idea a lot.” 

“I don’t know,” Kate said. “This is starting to sound,” she glanced around at them all. “Kind of illegal.” 

“It’s legal when the cops do it,” Jack said. 

“Except this isn’t an official investigation.” 

“Our client is more interested in the actual information than in building a prosecutable case,” Roland said. “He’ll also soon be in a good position to give us cover.” 

Kate looked around at all of them. Then her mobile buzzed and she looked down at it. “Ugh,” she bowed her head down into her hands. “It’s the doctor again. Guys, what can I tell him?” 

“Also, what should we tell Finn?” Vincent asked. 

Roland scowled in thought. Then he turned to Jack. “Is Madam Lily’s shop open this late?” 

“No, but she’ll be up. She’s a night person.” 

“Alright, contact her and let her know we’re on our way over.” Roland then turned and pointed to Kate. “Tell this doctor we’ll meet with him tomorrow. Unless it’s so urgent he needs to see us tonight, in which case tell him to meet at Madam Lily’s shop.” Finally he turned to Vincent. “Tell Finn we have a hot lead on the Raymond Id connection but need another day or two to run it to ground.” 

As Roland finished the others were already starting to send out text messages on their mobiles. “Also,” he added, “tell Finn we blew all his money on strippers and are gonna need some more.” 

“More money or more strippers?” Vincent asked. 

“Yes.” 
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It was well past dark when they arrived back at the little crowned strip mall that was home to the ‘Omega Vector’ shop. In the glow of intermittent street lights the neighborhood took on a whole different tone, not spookier or more sinister, but definitely like it was a different world from its daylight version. 

Roland pulled up and parked in the exact same spot he had that morning. As soon as they got out of the car they saw a man emerge from an electric sedan a few parking spots down. Kate let out a sigh as Dr. Chamabutra rushed toward them. 

“Dr. Cham, I presume,” Roland said, stepping forward. 

“Hey. I wasn’t sure if I was at the right spot.” 

Roland offered out his hand, introducing himself and the others. “I understand you have something very important you want to talk to us about.” 

“Let’s all get inside first,” Jack said, taking off toward the shop. 

All of the store fronts along here had metal grating curtains that were drawn down over their doors and windows and locked to a latch embedded in the pavement. Beyond the grating in front of Lily’s shop there was just darkness. 

“Does she know we’re coming?” Kate asked. 

“I texted her. I never got a response.” 

Even as Jack said this though a light flicked on inside the shop. They all gathered outside, waiting. A few moments later Lily opened the front door. She was wearing a silken robe over flannel pajamas, and managed somehow to look both more elegant and more unkept than in the daylight. 

Madam Lily folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe, staring at them all through the grating curtain. She remained like that, not looking like she was about to move. 

“Did you get my texts?” Jack asked. 

Lily sighed. “I just did. This had to happen tonight, huh?” 

“It’s pretty important,” Roland said, “and time is of the essence.” 

She stared at him, then looked around at the rest of the group, taking them all in. “Alright, fine, come on in.” She unlocked the grating with a key and rolled it up, then stood in the doorway, ushering them in. As they filed past she watched with her hands on her hips. “You brought your entire entourage this time.” 

“We’re sorry for coming by so late,” Jack said. 

“It’s fine, it’s fine . . .” 

Lily was interrupted by the doctor, who stepped forward with his mobile, holding it out toward Kate and the detectives. “Yeah, I have something really important as well.” 

“Okay, hold on,” Kate held up both hands in front of her. “Let’s just, one thing at a time here.” 

“You should see this though, it directly relates to the case of what happened at my lab.” 

“We’ll see it, just, hold on.” 

“It’s really, just, let me show you,” he pressed toward them, holding his mobile up to display something. 

“Stop!” Kate said as he started to get in to her personal space. “Stop.” 

“If it could wait until we all met up here it can wait until we talk to our host,” Roland said, then turned back to Madam Lily. “Sorry to barge in like this.” 

“Too late,” she said, eyeing all of them again. “Well come on, let’s all have a seat in the back.” She shooed them toward the back of the store, then locked up and moved to follow. 

In the back room where Lily did card readings the whole little assembly gathered. Jack took a seat at the booth, prompting the others to gather around the little table. As Lily entered she scooped up a folding chair and set it down a little ways back from the booth. “Alright,” she said with a deep breath, “what is this all about?” 

“So, what I wanted to show you,” Dr. Cham held up his mobile again, this time toward Roland, who was sitting next to him. 

“Doc,” Roland held up an arm to prevent the mobile from being shoved in his face. “Chill.” 

“Who even are these people who have barged into my home late at night?” Lily asked. 

“I’m sorry,” Jack said. “This is Kate, Vincent’s wife.” 

“Your wife is helping you investigate this case?” 

Vincent had been observing everything so far with a wry grin. Now he just shrugged. “Sure. Brought in a psychic for it, so why not.” 

“I hope I get to meet this psychic at some point as well.” Lily turned and nodded toward the doctor. “Who’s our anxious friend over here?” 

“Dr. Chamabutra,” Jack said, “fusion researcher at UCLA.” 

“Fusion researcher? I don’t know that I can help with that. Uh, Kate, are you actually a detective as well or what?” 

“I’m the city’s chief scientist.” 

“No kidding,” Lily nodded, then looked around at them all again. “Y’all are the oddest collection of individuals I think I’ve ever had in here.” 

“Surely, at best we’re top ten,” Roland said. 

“So your fusion doctor clearly has something he needs to get off his chest, so why don’t you let him go first.” 

Reluctantly they all turned to Dr. Cham. He held up his mobile again and leaned in over the table, angling it so everyone could look. Vincent did not even bother, instead glancing down at his own mobile, and Jack found herself excluded by the doctor’s body positioning. The others just stared with blank expressions. 

“So what am I looking at?” Roland asked. 

“After my lab was broken in to a couple nights ago and some gang wrecked my test reactor, it meant I got de-prioritized for time on the super-computer the university uses to run big simulations. I was using it to run a complex plasma fluid dynamics sim for the next run of my test reactor, but who knows when that will be since now we’ve got to rebuild the whole thing. So that meant that time on the super-computer went to the next in line. Whoever that was, they would have motive.” 

“A motive?” Roland asked. 

“For wrecking my lab.” 

“You think whoever wrecked your lab did so just to get time on this super-computer?” 

“They could have. Follow the money. Time on the super-computer is expensive, and there’s a long waiting list for it.” 

“Yeah,” Jack said, “and people who rent time on university super-computers are known for their connections to violent gangs.” 

“It wasn’t a university department though,” Cham said. “It was an outside company.” 

“Outside companies get time on the university’s super computer?” Roland asked. 

“Sometimes. It’s in demand because it’s so high-end. Outside companies always get lower priority though, versus university projects with grant money. They were next in line only because they hadn’t yet gotten bumped by somebody else, which happens a lot. This could have been their only way of getting in run time.” 

“That sounds like a stretch,” Kate said. 

“So who is this outside company?” Roland asked. 

“Right here,” the doctor held up his mobile again. 

Roland was forced to lean in and squint to see the screen. “Timespace Creations. Never heard of ‘em.” 

“I hadn’t either. But when I looked through their website I found out they do a lot of programming and rendering for one of those online persistent multiverse VR worlds, you know, like Oasis or Virtual Matrix, except they work for a smaller one called Another Life.” 

The doctor flipped to a different website, this one with a lot of small print, and held up his mobile again. This time though everyone just kept staring at him. “So I looked them up, and I found this article that talks about how Another Life has a large contingent of white supremacist users who are using it to build their own virtual all-white ‘ethno-state’ within the virtual world.” 

Rapidly the doctor flipped to yet another website on his mobile and held it up again, talking now at a fast, continuous rate. “Then I looked into both companies a little more, and both Timespace Creations and Another Life are owned by a company called King Street Media, which is a large holding company owned by the media mogul, Raymond Id.” 

Dr. Chamabutra spoke this name slowly, enunciated each syllable in an elevated voice. Then he paused, staring wide eyed at the two detectives. 

“So what does that all mean?” Kate asked. 

“It means Raymond Id, the Nationalist media mogul, might have been behind the lab break-in.” 

Looking up from his mobile, Vincent turned directly to Roland. “Didn’t we already kind of know that, since it was one of the gangs Id funds that appeared to be involved?” 

“I suspected Id before,” Roland said, “and this is another bit of evidence for that theory. It’s a good theory, doc, but we were already investigating Raymond Id, and I’m not sure why it was so important to tell us this tonight, in person.” 

“Because they might be monitoring everyone’s mobiles,” the doctor said. 

“They?” Kate asked. 

“Yeah, the government.” 

“The government? As in me, at city hall? Or do you mean the government as in the police?” She gestured toward Roland and Vincent. “Or government grant money people, like yourself.” 

“No, no, not that government. I mean, like the G.S.A.” 

Roland rolled his eyes in epic fashion. “The G.S.A. is not monitoring our mobiles, doc.” 

“How do you know? They could be, they’re all those agencies, FBI, CIA, NSA, ICE, DEA, ATF, all rolled together. They have all those monitoring programs.” 

“That is exactly how I know they are not monitoring anybody’s communications. Everyone at the G.S.A. is right now trying to stab someone else there in the back, or else is still struggling to find their own ass with both hands.” 

“Hey, everyone,” Jack said, scooting down the booth some to be more in the conversation. “You’re missing the headline. What is a VR company doing with a university super-computer?” 

“I don’t know,” Cham said. “I couldn’t find out any details about the job they’re running.” 

“What even could they be doing?” Roland asked. 

“The whole point of a super-computer is to run simulations, like big climate sims, or economic agent based sims, or plasma physics sims like mine. A Virtual Reality world is just one big simulation, so they could be doing something for that.” 

Jack was quick to cut in again after this. “Except a super-computer like the one at the university is best for very high-fidelity, long run-time sims. VR companies usually want low or medium fidelity sims that can run in real time.” 

“That is true,” the doctor nodded. 

“They’re not using this super-computer as a server for their virtual world, are they?” Roland asked. 

“No,” Chamabutra shook his head. “No, they couldn’t. It’s not even hooked up to the internet.” 

“Hmm,” Roland scratched his chin, and the rest of them fell silent. 

Sitting up in her seat, Lily looked around at the group. “So, okay. I’m glad y’all came here tonight to share this with me, but could someone now please explain what you’re all doing here?” 

Cham looked up and about as if he were seeing the room for the first time. “What even is this place?” 

“It’s my shop.” 

“Shop for what?” 

Lily paused, crossing her legs and staring intently at him. “For all the things you see here, and all the wonder and advise I can offer.” 

“What?” 

Looking up from his mobile, and speaking with an edge in his voice, Vincent said, “she does tarot readings and astrology and that other stuff it says on the sign out front.” 

“Isn’t that all fake?” the doctor said. 

Lily raised her eyebrows and turned to look at him askance without saying anything. Everyone else fixed glares on the doctor. 

“Well, it is,” he said. 

There was a tense pause, everyone now glancing between the doctor and the madam. Vincent wore a huge grin and did everything he could to stifle a full-out laugh. 

With a smile, Lily leaned far forward. “Doctor, what I do here is fake in exactly the same way my tits are fake.” 

This was too much, and Vincent burst out laughing. Everyone else smirked, except Dr. Cham, who stared in confusion. 

“Some people like to call them fake,” Lily said, “because they’re not entirely composed of naturally occurring fat tissue. Instead they also include a pair of surgically implanted silicone gel packets. However, they are also real, in the sense that they are not some mirage or optical illusion but real objects, with actual mass and volume.” 

“So they’re fake.” 

“They’re real enough that you have yet to make eye contact with me.” Again, this prompted a new round of chuckling from Vincent. “If they are fake, I must say, I greatly prefer them to the ‘real’ ones.” 

“So you admit this is all fake.” 

“Doc,” Jack said, “shut the fuck up!” 

“That’s what she said. Her answer made no sense, it just avoided the question.” 

Lily folded her arms as she continued to stare. “Fake is a pretty vague term. I might just as easily say you’re a fake.” 

“I’m not fake, I’m a scientist. Science isn’t fake.” 

“Yes, fusion research, I gather. How’s that going for you?” 

“It’s going very well,” Cham said, irritation now entering his voice. 

“It sounds like it, from what I’ve heard tonight.” 

“Before this week it was going great.” 

Lily took a deep breath and flashed a big smile. “Doctor, I make money by providing a service to paying customers who come here of their own volition, many of whom, I will add, leave quite happy, enough so that they return, often multiple times.” 

“That’s because you’re scamming them.” 

Without breaking her smile, Lily continued in the same even tone. “For example, your friends here got a freebie this morning, and already they are breaking down my door in the middle of the night looking for more.” 

“It actually was really helpful,” Roland said. 

“Thank you,” Lily nodded to him. “In contrast, doctor, you take taxpayer money and create,” she held up a hand, as if she were about to produce a card from thin air, then just stopped in that pose, “what, exactly?” 

“I’m researching fusion power!” 

“So you said. Haven’t they been researching that for like a century now.” 

“Not that long, and we’re making great progress.” 

“Uh-huh. So how much electricity is being produced by fusion power?” 

Through gritted teeth Chamabutra said, “that’s not the point.” 

Lily looked around at the others and smiled even wider. “You know, I keep reading about how we’re in this energy crisis economy, how nowadays a quarter out of each year is a recession and everybody keeps talking about needing energy security. This building, for example, used to just be stores, but they built houses on top, and more in the lot behind it, because so many people want to live closer in to the city, since gas and electricity are so expensive. I guess you’ll be fixing all that soon enough, doctor, with your fusion power.” 

“Yes we will! We’re going to have cheap electricity again and stop climate change thanks to the work people like me are doing, while you’re just scamming people for nothing.” 

“Just another century or so, right?” 

“No!” 

“When will it be done then?” 

“I don’t know, but that’s not the point.” 

“Of course it isn’t,” Lily said. “The point is, I provide a service that people are willing to pay for, and that they get in a timely fashion, including it seems even late at night,” she held out her arms to gesture at the full room. “You make promises to people that never get fulfilled, despite decades going by. It sounds to me like you are the one running a scam. So I wonder, which of us is really the one who is fake.” 

“That’s not,” the doctor started to shout. 

“Cham!” Kate yelled at him. 

“Doc!” Jack said at the same time. “Shut the fuck up!” 

Once more Vincent started chuckling. 

Dr. Chamabutra paused, then shot to his feet, almost toppling his chair in the process. He marched out of the room at a brisk pace, like a passing storm, seeming about to destroy something as it went but then just leaving clear air in its wake. 

All of them sat there, looking at each other. No crashing sound came from the front of the shop. Then, however, they heard the sound of rattling metal. There was a pause, then the sound again, then another pause. Finally, the doctor’s voice floated back to them. “Your grating’s locked.” 

This had Vincent laughing even harder, and the rest all suppressed smiles to various degrees. Madam Lily said nothing, her face with just the slightest hint of a grin. 

There was some more rattling, then they heard foot stomping, and the doctor reappeared at the backroom doorway. “Your grating is locked,” he said. 

Madam Lily turned around, staring at him without saying anything. 

With a big sigh, the doctor continued. “Could you please come open your grating so I can leave?” 

“If I’m getting up it’s to let all of you out so I can go back to the show I was watching, which is what I really want to be doing right now.” 

“What?” 

“Doctor,” Roland said, “sit down and shut the fuck up.” 

“If you want to know who wrecked your lab and why,” Kate said, “then sit down and let us talk.” 

“Why, so you can get scammed with a bunch of religious, pseudo-scientific bullshit.” 

“Dr. Chamabutra,” Lily said his name slowly, as if her voice was slowly standing up to keep its balance. “Is it really so grating to you that you can’t come into my home late at night, insult me, and then be applauded for it.” 

The doctor seethed, his own breaths coming deep and quick. 

“Or are you so used to not being questioned that it was disorienting when I did not accept your baseless assertion of my own inferiority and instead stood up for myself, and in fact responded with the better argument.” 

“You did not have the better fucking argument!” 

With preternatural calm Lily smiled at him. “Do you normally become so upset when you are winning an argument?” 

This line had Vincent chuckling aloud again. “Shut up,” the doctor said to him. 

“Okay, enough,” Roland said. “Doctor, sit down and shut up already.” 

They watched as the doctor stood there and ground his teeth. Then he strolled over, grabbed the chair he had sat in earlier, dragged it to the wall away from the table, and sat down with his arms folded and a grimace on his face. 

Lily flashed a wane smile at the rest of the group. “So, as I was asking earlier, what is this visit all about?” 

“We’re really sorry for disturbing you this late,” Jack said. 

Lily rubbed her eyes with one hand, then gave a little dismissive wave. “It’s alright. It’s a little late to be insulted, but not to entertain a friend in need of help. I’m assuming you need some kind of help from me.” 

“So,” Jack leaned forward and put her hands flat on the table. “We talked to Mercedes.” 

This got her an askance look. “Who?” 

“The stripper,” Roland said, “or erotic dancer, that Raymond Id is in to.” 

Nonplused, Lily batted her eyes a few times and said, “okay.” 

The tension in the room that had not fully dissipated from the earlier shouting now seemed to grow deeper. 

“She told us about Id’s offer,” Jack said. 

“What offer was that?” Lily asked with a blank look. 

Jack looked around, finding the others all now looking at her. “The offer to you and her.” 

“Um, okay. I don’t know what offer this is.” 

“Really?” Roland blurted louder than necessary. 

This got him a highly arched eyebrow look. 

“Did Raymond Id never proposition you?” 

“Proposition?” Lily asked. “As in, like, a prostitute?” 

Slowly the four around the table started to nod their heads. 

“No, he did not,” Lily said. 

Jack glanced over at the detectives, who were both staring intently at Lily, then continued. “So, according to Mercedes, Raymond Id offered her fifty thousand dollars for a night alone with just himself, Mercedes, and you.” 

Lily’s eyes got even wider upon hearing this. 

“Did you seriously not know about this when you sent her to us?” Vincent asked. 

“This is the first I’m hearing about it.” 

“Mercedes said she wasn’t interested,” Roland said, “which is why she never contacted you about it, but we assumed Id had approached you as well.” 

Lily just shook her head. “Not at all.” 

Everyone fell silent again, the tension in the room now so taut it felt like music could be played on it, like every small noise was magnified into something discordant. The doctor loudly shifted his position and shuffled his feat. Vincent tapped something on his mobile. There was a creak as something somewhere in the structure settled. 

“So I hate to have to ask,” Jack said, “but would you consider doing it?” 

“What? You want me to prostitute myself?” 

“Is this really any different from when you worked as an escort?” 

“Well first off, I was a lot younger and dumber back then. More importantly, even then Raymond Id was the kind of guy I never would have taken as a client.” 

“Why not?” Roland asked. “Because he’s creepy?” 

“Have you met Raymond Id?” 

“No, but I’ve seen pictures, and he looks creepy.” 

“Mercedes made him sound creepy as well,” Kate said. 

“He is creepy, for sure, but the bigger problem is that he’s so rich. I mean, fifty thousand dollars? Is that each, or between the two of us?” 

The others all glanced around at each other. “I guess we never asked about that,” Kate said. 

“Well either way,” Lily shook her head, “it’s a very bad sign. Guys who ask about price are guys who read the find print that says sex is not guaranteed.” 

“You didn’t end up just having sex with them anyway?” Vincent asked. 

Both Jack and Kate gave him reproachful stares, and Kate let out an audible sigh. 

“What?” Vincent said to her. 

Lily glanced around at everyone present. “Whether I slept with them or not, those guys would act like it wasn’t guaranteed. They didn’t act like they were entitled. Or, well, they did, usually, but they also usually felt obliged to try to earn it. They were at least trying to impress me. Guys like Raymond Id, who can just throw infinite money at any problem, he’s going to expect to snap his fingers and instantly get anything he asks for.” 

As she spoke her poise and gaze had become unfocused, leaving her now slumped a little in her chair and staring at the floor. 

“We totally understand,” Kate said, “if you don’t want to do this. Mercedes was reticent, but she agreed to it if it helps an official police investigation.” 

This got her a wane smile. “I get the feeling this is not quite an official investigation.” 

With a sardonic grin Jack said, “what gave you that impression?” 

“It was mostly that the detectives were being followed around by a journalist, a university professor, and the city’s chief scientist who is also one of the detectives wives. Also, police coming to me speaks of a certain desperation.” 

Roland grinned a little at this. 

“Am I right?” Lily asked. “What is it you guys? Is this a side PI gig kind of thing? Or some personal vigilante mission? Or are you on the outs with your boss and exceeding his orders?” 

Pausing to consider this, Roland said, “a little of each, actually.” 

Lily smiled, then leaned back and sighed. 

“Mercedes did agree to help us,” Jack said, “but none of it works without you.” 

“What exactly are you proposing here?” 

“If you agree to this, and take up Id’s proposal, you’ll be up in his penthouse with all kinds of access. I want to install a backdoor into his computer system.” 

“Okay, so, I know almost nothing about computers.” 

“Don’t you do video CGI work?” Vincent asked. 

“I do. I assume that was not the kind of computer work you needed.” 

“You won’t have to worry about that,” Jack said. “I’ll handle it. I’ll give you a thumb drive or portable data stick of some kind. All you’ll have to do is find his mobile, or tablet, media deck, PC, smart home system, pretty much anything with the right interface, then just make sure it’s on and plug-in the portable drive. It’ll self execute.” 

“How big are these drives?” 

Jack held up her fingers with a small gap. 

“What if I’m searched?” 

“Unless they plug it in themselves and know about automatic scripts it’ll appear completely innocuous.” 

Lily fell silent, staring off into space. 

“Does that mean you’ll do it?” Roland asked. 

“I didn’t say that.” 

“If you help us we could potentially be taking down some very bad people.” 

“I know exactly who you’re trying to take down,” Lily said. “Raymond Id, for one, which isn’t going to happen. He’s a billionaire, we’ll all be destroyed long before him. We’d also be up against his Nationalist politician friends, who are also far more powerful than any of us.” 

“They’re also corrupt racists,” Kate said. 

“Not to mention responsible for massacring a couple apartment buildings worth of immigrants,” Jack said. 

“Also, they trashed my test reactor,” Dr. Cham said in a loud voice. 

Everyone else cringed while Lily gave him a cold stare. 

“It really will help us out a lot,” Jack said, “and for a professional like you it isn’t even that risky.” 

“You put up with whatever weird sex game this guy wants for a night,” Roland said, “you make fifty k, and you walk away, won’t even have to talk to us again after that.” 

“Unless I get caught. Or even if not, then I’ll still have to see him again and it’ll be even weirder than it has been. Though maybe even worse, if you succeed,” she paused and sighed, “when someone like Raymond Id goes down they take a lot of lesser people with them. Or they let the smaller people take the fall and they walk away unscathed.” 

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Jack said. “We can figure out something else.” 

Lily buried her hands in her face. “God. Alright, I’ll help you guys. Geez, I’m gonna regret this, I know it.” 

“Awesome,” Roland said. 

“So, what we do,” Jack leaned forward over the table, addressing the others around it. “I’ll contact Mercedes, have her contact Lily to make that connection, then either of them I think can contact Id. We’ll want to get this set up as soon as possible. I’ll start working tonight on putting together what Lily will need.” 

“Let’s put this virus thing you have on more than one kind of data stick,” Vincent said. “Just in case he’s using some weird European standard or something.” 

“I don’t know guys,” Lily said. “This is feeling more and more like a bad idea.” 

“Come on,” Roland turned to her, “you can’t back out on us now.” 

“What does your spirit say?” Jack asked. 

Madam Lily paused and cast an intense stare around at each of them. “This is for sure going to help bring down some corrupt politicians, at least?” 

“And help bring murderers to justice,” Kate said. 

Turning away to look off into space, Lily started nodding to herself. Then, with a swing of her arms, she shot up to her feet. “Alright then, everyone out. No guarantee I won’t change my mind in the morning.” 

“But for now you’re in?” Roland asked. 

“Out, out,” Lily started waving them all toward the exit. “The later you keep me up the crankier I am tomorrow and the more likely I am to tell you to forget the whole thing.” 

“Thank you for doing this,” Kate said. 

“Everyone out.” They had all stood up now, and Lily had moved behind them, driving them toward the exit. “Out!” 
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From an elevator lobby bigger than her house, Madam Lily stepped out into the main atrium of King Arcology. It was cylindrical in shape, a vast shaft that occupied the heart of the structure, centered around a single, towering concrete column that rose above her into a distant, vanishing height. There was no preponderance of greenery here, like in the south facing atriums. Instead this space was given over to a metal and glass future. Each level overlooking the atrium had floor-to-ceiling glass windows, making the whole space look like an inverted skyscraper. 

She was getting a lot of looks, more than she was comfortable with on this particular evening. She glanced down at herself. She was wearing a long, black gown, with long, flared sleeves and a deep v-neck that went down to her belly button. She also had on black lipstick, black earrings, and a black fake pearl bellybutton piercing. Despite often wearing things like this, especially when visiting clients, she felt particularly exposed standing out in the crowd of the atrium. 

In lieu of a purse she carried a large tote bag, and from this she fished out her mobile. She checked it, sighed, looked around the atrium, sighed again. Her gaze landed on a bar located a quarter of the way around the atrium perimeter, and she headed for that. 

Many of the public areas in the arcology felt like being in an airport, and this place definitely had the sad ambiance of a hotel bar. Lily took a seat near the end and ordered a margarita. 

She was just fishing out her mobile again when a short, Hispanic woman approached. She wore a red dress whose neckline was so low, and whose hem was so high, that the two were in danger of meeting. Lily’s first thought was that her long, black hair was doing a better job of clothing her. 

“Um excuse me. Are you . . .” 

“Madam Lily, I am. You must be Mercedes.” 

She flashed a nervous smile. “I am, except tonight I’m supposed to, um,” she glanced down at her mobile, then held it up toward Lily. “I’m supposed to go by Isis, and, uh, you’re suppose to go by Mistress Diamond.” 

Lily gave her a sidelong glare. “Seriously?” 

As if desperate to prove she wasn’t lying, Mercedes held up her mobile again, almost shoving it in Lily’s face. “That’s what he texted me an hour ago. He’s been sending me new requests all day.” 

“I believe you,” Lily gestured to keep the mobile from being shoved right up to her eyes. “Why Isis? Does that name have some special significance to you?” 

Mercedes just looked down nervously, then shook her head. “Does Mistress Diamond mean something to you?” 

“Well,” Lily looked at her drink, which had just arrived. “Misty Diamond was a name I used when I was,” she paused to take a first sip, “younger.” 

“Oh, but, um, I’m supposed to ask if you remembered to bring the, um, incense, and the occult, uh,” she squinted at her mobile. 

“The occult accouterments? Yes I did.” 

“What does that word mean?” 

“It, well, it means, the extra stuff associated with a particular activity, I guess. In this case it means candles and charms, things to set the mood, if the mood you’re looking to set is less erotic and more summoning a spirit.” 

“Is that what you do?” Mercedes asked. “Summon spirits?” 

“No, it’s not dear,” Lily shook her head. 

“Oh.” 

Mercedes looked down at her mobile and the floor. Lily turned back and took another drink. “Mmm. Do you want something before we head up?” 

This got the girl to look up for a second, at Lily, then at the bar. When she turned back though she pursed her lips and shook her head. 

“Are you sure?” 

She nodded. “I think I should go into tonight with a clear head.” 

“Smart move,” Lily said, even as she took another drink. “Do we have everything else we need?” 

“I think so. Oh, you remembered the horoscope right?” 

“I’m all set on that front.” 

“Okay.” Mercedes paused, looking away across the atrium and fidgeting with her mobile. “We’re supposed to meet him at a restaurant on floor, um, 301, Main Atrium North.” 

Nodding, Lily took another drink and forced herself to slow down. Her own nerves were not being helped by the nervous fidgeting of the woman next to her. Taking a deep breath and her time, she finished her drink, paid, and slowly got back to her feet. “Okay, you ready?” 

Mercedes nodded her head in a big motion, as if trying to convince herself. 

“Come on then.” 

They crossed the atrium to a bank of glass elevators. The view out into the vast vertical space made the ride up dizzying. Lily leaned against a bar on the side and faced the door. Mercedes stared through the glass side of the elevator at the giant central column of the atrium, which looked like a featureless concrete pillar regardless of the level they were on. 

Exiting into a lobby, they glanced around, then spotted their destination. As they walked through this much quieter part of the arcology their high heels made an echoing click on the gleaming tiles. Lily had selected her highest pair of black heels, but now noticed the Mercedes wore a pair that must have been seven inches tall, meaning the girl must have been naturally quite short. 

The restaurant, one in a row of very fancy looking places, was just called ‘Chic,’ which to Lily felt both pretentious and uncreative. They entered into more of a foyer than a lobby, with a single podium behind which stood the maitre d’. He stared straight on as they entered, looking at them yet also kind of looking past them, and not saying a single word. 

“Um,” Mercedes fidgeted some more. 

“We’re here to see Raymond Id,” Lily said, holding her head up a little, if only to play the part. 

He held up a single finger for them to wait and disappeared through a doorway into the restaurant. 

Behind where the maitre d’ had stood there was a giant tropical fish tank. Lily took a step forward, looking through this to the restaurant beyond. At the far end she could see a slightly sunken area with windows looking out on the main atrium. There was a grand piano off to one side, though it was unoccupied. The rest of the place looked busy, filled with white tablecloths and black ties and sparkling gowns. She took a deep breath. 

Before she could take in anything further the maitre d’ returned. “Right this way ladies.” 

They followed after him into the main dining area. As Lily had expected, they drew a lot of looks as they went, but she resolved to just keep walking, staring forward and wearing a wry smile. 

They were led to a table at the back corner, right next to the window. Raymond Id sat near the back, surrounded by his entourage. It was the same group both girls had seen several times before, whenever they had met Raymond. 

Id himself was a towering man with a close shaven head and dark eyes. Some of the corporate emblems used by his various companies depicted Raymond’s head re-imaged as that of a bald eagle, with his prominent nose and mouth extended into a beak. As a result of these promotions many people said he looked like an eagle, but to Lily the simile was thrown off by his jutting, pointy chin, which was accentuated nowadays by the tight chin beard he had started to grow. 

His two bodyguards also had shaven heads and wore sports coats similar to the boss, though they were shorter and stockier. Lily was certain they were at least brothers, since aside from looking similar in general they had the same gigantic eyes with strangely small irises, making their eyes look extra large and extra white. The fourth member of this group was a gaunt man, shortest among them, with grey, thinning hair and wearing a pastel blue leisure suit. He had a tattoo on his right arm that looked, from what could be seen of it, like a spider web. It poked out of his sleeve onto the back of his hand and from his collar up onto the side of his neck. He also had, on his right cheek, a scar that extended half his smile like a ragged grin. Mr. Nigel stared at the girls as they approached, his eyes unblinking. 

Lily had expected this, and ignored them. Instead she smiled toward Raymond, who was already rising out of his seat. As he did she started to affect a more pronounced hip sway to her walk and opened her mouth, as if surprised to run into him there. 

“My lovely ladies, welcome,” Raymond said in his unidentifiable, vaguely European accent. He held out his arms wide toward them, and as he did the two bodyguards moved to pull out seats for them on either side of the boss. “Please, have a seat. Gentleman, help the ladies with their bags.” 

Lily shot a quick glance at Mercedes before moving to circle around the table and take a seat. “Let me get that for you miss,” one of the bodyguards smiled as he took the tote she was carrying. She eyed it as it left her possession, but remained focused on Raymond. 

The two bodyguards sat next to the girls, while Nigel was directly across from his boss. The creepy, gaunt man had said nothing and not stopped staring, unblinking, at Lily and Mercedes. 

“Mistress Diamond,” Raymond turned to Lily with a smile, taking her hand in both of his, pulling it up somewhat awkwardly, and placing the faintest of kisses on her knuckles. “I believe you already know everyone.” 

He turned to give the same treatment to Mercedes. “My lovely Isis. These are my bodyguards,” he gestured around the table, “and tonight, yours as well, and this is my assistant, Mr. Nigel Cho.” 

Nigel, or Mr. Nigel, as Lily knew he liked to be called, bowed his head slightly toward Mercedes before resuming his stare at her. 

“I was so sorry that neither of you could make it to my Halloween Gala,” Raymond said. 

“Oh, Raymond dear,” Lily smiled and placed one hand lightly on his upper arm as she spoke. “You know how I am about fitting things in to my schedule.” 

“Of course, my star, of course,” he smiled in a way that made his eyes seem smaller and darker and made a whole awkward ensemble with his narrow chin beard. “It is all inconsequential. Tonight is just as good.” 

He turned, slowly looking around at the whole table. “I have a full evening planned. If all goes well this will be a night of cosmic significance.” 

Lily just kept smiling. She shot a glance across at Mercedes, who looked confused but, upon noticing Lily, smiled as well. 

“But first,” Raymond continued to move his arms in grand, sweeping gestures as he spoke, “we must eat. Eat as if there were no tomorrow.” He gestured to the table, where several plates of appetizers were already cramming up most of the space. 

Upon first entering, Lily had thought this the kind of extremely expensive place that charged exorbitant prices for bite size portions on intentionally bigger than necessary plates. Either she had been wrong in that assessment, or Raymond had bullied and demanded them into breaking protocol for him. The plates on the table now were stuffed to overflow with food from a weird assortment of genres. 

“Everyone must partake,” Raymond said, gesturing to each of them, including his own people. “Come, everyone gorge yourselves, feast without a care in the world.” 

At that moment a waiter was just walking by, and Raymond signaled for his attention. “We need a couple of drinks for my ladies. Let me see, a, I should think,” he shot a sidelong glance toward Lily. “For the sophisticated Mistress, a black demure with a slice of lime.” Smiling broadly, he turned to regard Mercedes with a leering glare. “And for my stunning Isis, mmm, your driest calimocho. Oh, and we’ll take the second course as soon as it’s ready.” 

“Of course sir, coming right up.” 

As the waiter rushed away Lily let out a chuckle. “That poor boy is rushing off to figure out what a calimocho even is.” 

“They’ll make do,” Raymond said. “I would never bring my beauties to a place where I did not trust in their utmost professionalism.” He shifted in his seat toward Lily. “But what of you, my sweet gem. I hope you remembered to bring everything I requested.” 

“Of course. I got everything on the list, and a few extras,” she flashed a coy smile. 

Leaning back some, Raymond kept his body toward Lily but started talking over his shoulder toward Mercedes. “I trust, my stars and sky, that you have not had the singular experience of being present for one of my Mistress Diamond’s readings?” 

Mercedes jolted upright, as if surprised he was talking to her. She shook her head rapidly. “No, sir. Uh, no.” 

He shot her a glance with a grin. “Come now. Sir? Please, tonight it is Raymond.” 

“Oh, sorry. I’m, er, no, I haven’t seen Lily, er, Miss Diamond’s readings.” 

“You will get to tonight, for certain. Her skill as a seer of truths is unparalleled, as is her connection to the realms beyond our own. I seek her advise often, in matters both personal and professional.” 

“Ah,” Lily let out a little gasp. “Raymond, I don’t believe you’ve ever asked me for professional advise.” 

“The personal and the professional are one and the same though, are they not? Those who try to separate them are diluting their strength and dividing against themselves. It is so much work to maintain one persona, why spend energy on a second? In the end doing so can only create a psychic and spiritual split. Was it not you yourself that taught me this?” 

Lily raised a single eyebrow toward him. 

“Ah,” he let out a mock laugh. “Do not be so modest. I have incorporated many of your teachings into my own life. We must all be whole people, not wearing different masks for the professional, the personal, the intimate worlds.” 

There was a pause while Lily hesitated. “Well,” she said, “there is a lot to be said for being true to one’s self.” 

“Of course. Being our true, purist selves. How succinctly you put it my north star. The search for purity in this corrupt, fallen world of ours. Is that not what all of us ultimately seek? Purity, and the clarity that comes with it, sifting away the extraneous, the ephemeral, to get to the things that truly matter. Purity and clarity of purpose cannot be attained without purity and clarity of soul, and that cannot be attained without purity and clarity of the body. It is a pyramid, each layer using the previous one as a foundation. Without a solid foundation, none of these higher levels, these greater goods, these more transcendent goals can stand.” 

As he went on, arms still moving in grand, sweeping gestures to match his rhetoric, Raymond seemed to be staring more off into space than at any of his audience. Lily took the chance to scan around the table. His two bodyguards were busy stuffing their faces, as he had directed earlier. Nigel, she was sure, had yet to break his stare on Mercedes, absently eating without looking away or blinking. He was leering, Lily supposed, but his expression was blank, which made it even more creepy. 

For her part, Mercedes was also staring off into space, whether because she was trying to follow whatever Raymond was saying or because she had zoned out and was pretending not to be here, Lily could not tell. 

“How else can purity be achieved,” Raymond said, “except through water and fire. Water can cleanse, yes, but only if it itself is pure, lest we be left with a residue. Such is the downside of so many religions, seeking to purify their souls in unclean water, they are left washed and yet coated in a residue of gunk and psychological baggage.” 

“Of course, as we have discussed before,” Lily said. She was recognizing this now and realized where Raymond was going. 

“Of course, yes, I’m glad you remember. Yes, so if water will not do, what other choice but fire. The pure, cleaning power of destruction. Obviously many, the weak and frightened, fear such a statement. They focus to much on order and security, but the opposite of security is freedom. How few realize this? With freedom comes possibility, and possibility must include chance, luck, and at times failure. Chaos goes with freedom as order goes with security. Order and security may bring comfort, but they are also static. How are we to change, to grow, to be dynamic and adaptable if we remain in rigid, static order? We must not shun the uncertainty of chaos but embrace it.” 

By now Lily had started to get hungry, staring at all this food in front of her. She grabbed a small serving plate and filled it up with an odd assortment of bites, which included deviled eggs, egg rolls, sliders, mini-quesadilla slices, and bruschetta. As she started to eat she nodded at Raymond, then glanced across at Mercedes, who was still staring off into space. 

“Oh, Isis, dear,” Lily said, reaching toward her. “You have to try the bruschetta.” Lily passed the plate on. Mercedes stirred, stared at her, then took the plate without a word. With her free hand Lily again lightly touched Raymond on the shoulder. “I’m sorry Raymond, I interrupted you.” 

“Oh, no worries at all, my glittering jewel. After all, you know this all, it is you who first taught it to me.” 

“You are too kind, dear. If anything I pointed you in a direction and you ran with it.” 

“Ah, but is that not the most important part? Before we can learn we must learn how to learn. Could I have become as I am now, paragon of freedom, had I not first learned how to let go of order and security, how to become pure through the cleansing power of spiritual fire, to burn away our masks and our weaknesses and leave only our glistening, strong core, like a diamond tempered in the fires of the earth. Like you yourself, Mistress Diamond.” 

“Hm?” Lily looked up from eating. “Oh, Raymond, you flatter me?” 

“Ha. High praise, my crystal flower.” 

He looked like he was about to say more, about to launch into the next leg of whatever he was talking about, but at that moment waiters started to arrive bearing trays. The full meal of appetizers was cleared away, replaced with plates containing heaping mounds of pasta. 

As the place setting were finished getting laid out Raymond looked down at his own plate, placed his two fists on the table to either side of it with a ‘thunk,’ and took a deep breath. 

“Excellent,” he said, looking around at them all. “A toast then.” 

Glancing over Lily saw the strange, fruity, bourbon concoction Raymond had ordered her and that she did not fully trust. She had not touched it, and it had not been fortuitously cleared away with the appetizers as she hoped, so she grabbed it up. 

“To the most important night of our lives,” Raymond said, then added with a grin, “so far.” They all clinked glasses over the center of the large table, having to reach and stretch to do so. 

All of them settled into eating, including Raymond, and so the conversation fell quiet. Even Nigel, though still stealing frequent glances at the women, seemed content to mostly concentrate on his food. 

Before they were finished, Raymond indicated to the waiter to bring out dessert. By this point even the burly bodyguards were showing signs of slowing down. Lily thought about protesting the imposition of dessert, but then thought that perhaps spending the rest of the evening in a food coma might be best for everyone involved. 

Their host spoke little, and everyone followed his lead, through the arrival of rich slices of chocolate cake and subsequent coffee. 

At last Raymond, finishing off the tiny tea cup of coffee they brought, leaned back in his chair and rested his hands on this stomach. “I reserve this place only for the most special occasions. It is always so filling.” 

“It was a lovely choice,” Lily told him. 

“Thank you, Miss Diamond, I do value your opinion on such things.” He turned with a grin to Mercedes. “Are you ready, my star-filled sky, to get the evening truly started.” 

She looked at him with wide eyes in response. “Oh, sure, if you’re ready, Mr., er, I mean Raymond.” 

His smile only grew as he glanced across the table at his assistant. A slight signal from the boss had Nigel fishing something out from his inner jacket pocket. He stood up and reached across the table to hand it to Raymond. 

It looked like a long jewelry case, but when Raymond opened it he revealed it contained three pills. Two of them were red and grey capsules, while the other was a circular white tablet. “This one,” he pulled out the white tablet, “is for you, my Isis, goddess of sky and health.” 

He handed it to her, and she stared at in her hands, her eyes just getting wider. Raymond turned to Lily and plucked out one of the capsules. “These other two,” his grin and his voice took on shaded, conspiratorial tones, “are for us.” 

Raymond handed the capsule to Lily, then claimed the other one himself. “You’ll find these will give us just the right edge to maximize our experience this evening.” 

“I always suspected you were more a partier than you let on,” Lily said. 

“As you taught me, one must not be solely dedicated to work.” With a slap-like gesture Raymond popped the pill into his mouth and downed it with a large drink of water. 

With the deftest touch, Lily motioned to pop her pill in her mouth just as Raymond had, but palmed it instead. As she lifted her water glass to drink with her left hand, her right slipped under the table and the pill slipped into a hidden pocket in her flared sleeve. 

Mercedes watched them both hesitantly, but then took her pill as well. 

“Now, my wise and sensitive seer, shall we get underway?” 

“Of course. I am ready if you are.” 

“Excellent,” he gestured to his assistant as he rose from the table. Nigel moved to handle the check while the rest of them made their way toward the exit. 

“Tell me,” Raymond said, walking alongside Mercedes and slipping one arm around her waist, “how familiar are you both with the King Arcology.” 

“A little,” Mercedes said. 

“Not much, I’m afraid,” Lily said. As he turned to her Raymond held out his right arm for her to hang on, which she did. “I’ve only ever been here to visit your office.” 

“Truly? Well, then I am glad I planned this as I did. I must show you something.” 

He led them out of the restaurant and back to the elevators. Rather than one of the glass atrium elevators, they headed for a different set across the lobby. When an elevator arrived the two bodyguards checked it first, then stood like castle guards as the others entered, holding back and preventing some people behind them from cramming in with Raymond’s group. 

They rode up more than a hundred levels, arriving at a part of the arcology that seemed, to Lily, even more like an airport. It was all long, wide, brightly lit hallways and signage. Still hanging on Raymond’s arm she focused on remembering the route, feeling a slight worry she could become lost in this place. 

Next they arrived at a bank of private elevators. These were accessed from an enclosed lobby whose entrance had a guard and a keycard-operated door. Nigel produced the keycard that got them access. 

The elevators here were more spacious and felt like something from a fancy hotel, with their mirrored back walls and brass handle bars around the perimeter. They also took off with a jolt. Lily felt her already heavy stomach drop in an uncomfortable way as the elevator accelerated. Mercedes had it worse, tittering and almost toppling over. Raymond wrapped his arm even tighter around her waist to hold her up. 

Nigel, who had been navigating ahead for most of this excursion, had pressed the button for the topmost floor this elevator accessed. They arrived with another lurch, Mercedes again threatening to topple on her towering heels. Looking over at her Lily saw that her eyes were almost closed, as if she were about to fall asleep right there. In contrast, Raymond’s eyes were dilated. 

The elevators opened onto a circular observation deck. In front of them was a expansive view of the city at night, lit up as it stretched inland into the distance. 

Raymond walked steadily forward, the women almost pulled along in his gravitational wake. He came to stand next to a railing that separated them from the glass window and the sky beyond. Outside it was fully night, leaving a view that was nothing but blankets of lights spread across a sea of darkness. 

“This is the private observation deck,” Raymond said, his voice almost a monotone. “Accessible only to those who live in the arcology penthouses. It is the highest accessible point in the structure, the apex of the pyramid. I like to come up here to think. During the day you can see everything from up here, inland all the way to Palm Springs, or out to Catalina. It gives me perspective.” 

Lily watched him as he spoke. His voice became notably flatter as he went on, and at no point did his stare deviate from some far away point. Taking a deep breath she turned to stare out at the lights herself and tried to emulate his tone. “It is beautiful.” 

“That it is, Miss Diamond, like yourself. You can linger here as long as you like.” 

The thought of standing up here the whole rest of the evening briefly crossed Lily’s mind. But she immediately realized that was stupid, and also counter to why she was doing all this in the first place. She took another deep breath, as slowly and evenly as she could, and tried to calm her nerves. 

“Whatever you like Raymond, it is your evening.” 

Without turning away from his distant stare, Raymond said, “tonight I become the true king of the King Arcology. From here on you may call my His Majesty, the Pharaoh.” 

This prompted a giggle from Mercedes, who once again would have completely fallen over had Raymond not been holding her up. It also got a grin from Lily, but immediately she suppressed this, matching Raymond’s tone and stare. The pill he had given her looked identical to the one he had taken, but now it occurred to her she was just assuming, and hoping, they were the same. Or at least that Raymond was too stoned himself to notice how she was acting. 

“Of course,” Lily said in a flat, low, husky voice. “Whatever His Majesty wishes.” 

Raymond did not respond, just continuing to stare blankly. 

They remained like that for some time. Nigel and the two bodyguards lingered a discrete distance away, and there was nobody else up here. Mercedes settled in to leaning heavily on Raymond, her face buried against the shirt he wore under his sports jacket, looking like she was asleep on her feet. 

Their host himself remained motionless, just staring into the night, wide-eyed, perhaps not even blinking. He continued to hold up Mercedes, even though it seemed like his arm must be getting very tired from supporting so much of her weight. 

Lily was getting tired as well, standing for so long in her heels. She resolved though not to say anything, both because she did not want to interrupt whatever drug-induced reverie Raymond was in, and because she wanted to put off going back to his penthouse for as long as possible. 

Behind them, Lily could feel Raymond’s entourage lurking. Combined with the oppressive silence it felt unsettling. She wanted to turn around, just to see they were still standing at the same spots, or to check they had not turned into monsters, but increasingly she was afraid to move. It did not seem like Raymond himself had moved at all, even his breath coming shallow and slow, and the weirder he got the more paranoid she became about arousing suspicion. 

At last Raymond spoke. “Well, shall we proceed?” His voice was still flat and lifeless. 

“Of course, Your Majesty.” 

They returned to the elevators, Raymond walking a lot slower now, taking precise, deliberate steps. Lily hugged herself a little tighter to his arm and leaned her head against his shoulder, as if that might hide her from his attention somehow. 

In the elevators Lily made sure to take note of the floor they were going to. They rode in a sickening drop and a jerking stop. They were deposited into a lobby that had just the bank of elevators and a total of four other doors, leading to different penthouse suites. 

The two bodyguards scrambled ahead, unlocking the penthouse and entering first. They moved in and made a sweep through the place while Raymond, the girls still flanking him, continued his slow, automaton march. As they entered the penthouse the two bodyguards reemerged into its foyer. 

“Looks all clear boss,” one of them said. 

Slowly Raymond turned to them, then gave a single nod. 

Scurrying forward, Nigel produced a mobile, a set of keys, and the keycard he had used to access the elevators. These he deposited in a dish on an end table near the door. Then he stepped forward toward the boss. 

Raymond turned to his assistant, his head moving in slow motion. Nigel pressed his hands together and bowed slightly. “First thing tomorrow, sir?” he said in a wisp of a voice. 

“Yes. Thank you, Mr. Cho.” 

With that the creepy guy was gone, disappearing out into the lobby. 

“If you don’t need anything else, sir,” one of the bodyguards said. “I’m gonna take off as well.” 

“Of course.” 

Once those two had left the remaining bodyguard moved to lock the door. Raymond watched him with his stare of intense, focused indifference. 

“Uh, so I’ll be out here if you need anything, sir.” 

“Very good.” 

“I believe these are yours, ma’am.” From where it had been deposited, at the entrance to a hallway, the bodyguard picked up Lily’s tote she had brought. She took it from him with a smile, then cringed internally, hoping the smile had not looked out of place. 

If it had the bodyguard did not react, instead just moving off into a front room dominated by a giant television. Beyond it Lily saw there was an open kitchen area and what looked like doors to a balcony. Raymond, however, towed them along in a different direction, moving down a hall and to a doorway that opened into the master suite. 

This end of the penthouse had its own foyer, with bi-fold doors on either side. Through one set of these they found themselves in what, Lily assumed, was the master bedroom. 

As a bedroom it seemed exceptionally weird, and Lily wondered if it was always set up like this or if Id had rearranged for the occasion. Dressers and open wall shelves lined three of the walls. The fourth wall had another giant television built in to it, and an elaborate sound system and other electronics filling a low shelf beneath this. 

The only light source was a lava lamp on one of the shelves, leaving most of the room in darkness. It was rendered all the more dark by the walls, painted a deep blue shade, and the black tile flooring. For a bedroom, this gave the place a cold, clinical feel. 

In the middle of the room was a bed that looked too small for the space, and far too small for someone as tall as Raymond. It was circular in shape, covered with black satin sheets and red pillows. Red flower pedals had been scattered across and around the bed. 

They stood and paused there in the doorway, backlit from the foyer, unmoving. Lily turned to look at Raymond, studying him as he studied the room. His face had become ever more rigid, the grins he had been flashing earlier replaced with a steady, lusterless gloom.  

“It is perfect,” he said. Leaving Lily standing there, he used both arms to escort Mercedes across the tiles to the bed. It was a tall bed, more the height of a high table. Raymond positioned Mercedes at what passed for the foot of its round shape. Grabbing her by the waist he hefted her up and sat her on the mattress. 

“My Isis. For you it is but to lay back and relax here, in your proper place of repose and veneration, and leave the rest to us.” 

He turned to look at Lily. “Close the door, my shining nova. I have selected appropriate outfits for us all, allow me to retrieve yours. I trust you have all the accouterments on hand.” 

“Of course, Your Majesty.” 

“Very good, you may begin setting up. I shall require a dream catcher here,” he indicated a hook on the wall beyond the ‘head’ of the bed, “and of course, there should be equilibrium between the two sides,” he stretched out both arms toward the opposite side walls. 

Without another word Raymond slipped off into a walk-in closet on the far side of the room. Lily moved her tote away from the direction he had gone, setting it next to the television and sound system. She reached in past the candles and incense she had brought, feeling around among all the loose stuff until her hand closed on a can of mace she kept. Then she fished around some more until she found the taser she also carried. She slipped these into a side pocket for easy access, then began pulling out the room decorations Id had requested. 

Before she could start setting up he emerged from the walk-in closet, carrying clothing covered in plastic wrapping. “For My Isis,” he walked over and depositing one of these on Mercedes’ lap. She had remained sitting on the bed, wobbling slightly but managing to stay upright, and did not react. “And for Miss Diamond,” he passed the other garment to Lily. “You will help Isis into hers, while I shall go change and make myself ready.” 

Again moving abruptly as soon as he finished speaking, Raymond turned and went through another door, this one leading to the master bathroom. Lily set about removing his clothing choices from their wrapping. 

Her own was nothing other than a long, loose flowing skirt. She had no doubt that, whatever this entailed, he intended her to be topless. She considered wearing it higher up, as a shoulderless dress, but realized this would just draw his ire. With a sigh Lily got herself changed, her original gown becoming a convenient clothing wad that covered the side pocket with her self-defense implements. Then she stood there, topless, hugging her arms around her breasts. She took a deep breath, set her shoulders, and proceeded. 

The outfit for Mercedes was odd. It reminded Lily of nothing more than a long, backless poncho made of coarse netting. Getting the younger woman out of her dress, skimpy as it was, proved the hard part. Once she had managed this though it was easy to drape the whole net thing over Mercedes’ head and let it fall into place. It was long enough that it technically hung all the way down to her feet, yet the nylon netting material was in such a wide grid that it really did not function as clothing at all. It was also completely open in the back, making it seem like a hospital gown and giving Lily a little smirk. 

Mercedes remained woozy, tittering on the edge of the bed and the edge of falling asleep. “You look good,” Lily told her, feeling like she should say something. The younger woman grinned wildly at this, then flopped back onto the bed. 

Lily set about placing crystals on the shelves and lighting candles and incense burners. The candles increased the illumination in the room considerably, yet only darkened the ambiance. She was almost done when she heard a stirring from the bed. 

“Lily,” came a weak voice. 

She rushed over, looking down at Mercedes, who in turn was staring upward, twisting her head side to side, the rest of her body limp. “Lily.” 

“I’m right here dear.” 

“Lily. I’m scared.” 

Lily took one of Mercedes’ hands in her own. “I’m right here. I’ll be here the whole time.” 

“I can’t move my arms and legs.” 

“That’s the drugs, dear. You’ll be alright, just try to relax.” 

“I’m so dizzy.” 

“I know.” She touched Mercedes on her shoulder and gave her a little squeeze. “Just relax, I’ll be right here.” Lily paused, staring at the poor girl, then glanced over to the door where Raymond had gone. There was a bright light on in there, seeping beneath the closed door, and she could hear the sound of water running. 

Lily leaned in and spoke at a whisper. “Whatever happens, I’m gonna be here the whole time, okay? I’m completely sober, and I have mace and a taser with me. We’re gonna be alright.” 

Mercedes turned, her eyes struggling to remain open yet trying to make eye contact with Lily. Finally she let her eyes close and gave a little smile and nod. 

Even as she had said it, Lily realized it was untrue that she was completely sober, and she started to regret her pre-meeting cocktail. Nevertheless, between the giant meal, the inordinate time spent up on the observation deck, and the creepiness of this room, she felt both sharp and on edge. 

With a sigh Lily resumed setting up her candles. She also had some prisms Raymond had instructed her to bring, which she set up around the lava lamp, and some wind chimes she hung in the corners. It was similar to the setup he liked in his office, elsewhere in the arcology, when she visited him for readings, and she tried to take solace in this little bit of familiarity. 

She worked her way over toward the entertainment center. As she set some candles there she took note of the television controls. There was a panel built into the wall right below the screen that looked like it could flip out. Within that, Lily suspected, would be various electronic ports. 

Her contemplation was interrupted by a sudden light spilling into the room. She shot up straight as Raymond stepped out of the bathroom. He was naked, his hairy body covered in a thick sheen of oil. On his head he wore a headdress meant to resemble that of an Egyptian pharaoh. Its top and chin strip were shaped like the jaws of a snake, as if Raymond’s face were looking out from being swallowed. The snakehead flared out on either side, like a cobra, and on these side fans were drawn some ornate symbols in inscribed gold. One symbol showed an iron cross with snakes coiling out of it in a swastika pattern, the other was a cross with a spiral at its center. 

Briefly, Lily was struck with fear at being caught, though she had done nothing except look at the television control panel. After this brief moment of terror, though, she quickly took control of her expression. Raymond did not seem to notice, instead standing there with his hands on his hips, surveying the room. As Lily watched him she saw that he was also completely erect, a condition she suspected was either a result of the drug he took earlier, or another drug he had taken just now. 

“Excellent,” he said, “just as I pictured it.” 

He turned off the bathroom light, casting the room again into the twilight of the candles and lava lamp. 

Lily remained where she stood, afraid if she said anything her voice would betray her mounting sense of terror. Raymond ignored her, moving over to the bed. Mercedes still lay there, unmoving and seemingly oblivious. Raymond examined the bed, then from underneath the mattress he fished out a set of straps. 

As he worked these Lily realized the point of the net poncho he had made Mercedes wear. The straps integrated in with it, one for each arm and leg, tying up her limbs while also pulling the rest of the netting taunt, pinning her to the bed. 

As soon as he had the first arm strapped down Mercedes let out a low moan and started to roll toward him. Raymond pushed her back flat without a word and continued his work. 

“Um,” Lily took a step forward. “Your Majesty. Does,” she paused when Raymond stopped and turned toward her. “Does Isis need to be tied down?” 

He paused, stood up, and looked over the bed. Mercedes again started to roll some, though now her right arm and right leg were pinned in place. “An interesting thought. What did you have in mind?” 

Realizing she had no answer to this, Lily hesitated. “Well, that depends on what comes next.” 

“Hmmm. No. No, it has to be this way. This will definitely be necessary for the Great Ritual to succeed.” He circled around as he resumed strapping Mercedes down. 

“Perhaps, Your Majesty, I could be more helpful if I knew more about what happens in this Great Ritual.” 

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I can handle it so long as you obey and do your part, Mistress Diamond.” 

Lily took a slight step back, not wanting to press her luck further. She watched him finish strapping down Mercedes, leaving the young girl in a spread eagle position. Looking underneath the bed, Raymond then found some kind of lever that allowed him to spin the whole thing. He did just that, rotating until he had Mercedes lined up with the room, one limb pointing directly toward each of the four corners. 

With that done Raymond stood up and admired his work. Then he turned to Lily. “My diamond in the sky, did you cast the full horoscope for me that I requested?” 

“I did, Your Majesty. I was not sure if, um, if Your Highness wished a horoscope for today or tomorrow or this past Halloween, so I did all of them.” 

“Excellent. Your thoroughness is commendable. Let us use tomorrow’s.” 

Having backed up a little more Lily now had her bag right at her feet. She reached down and pulled out her mobile. “Also, um, they’re on my mobile. Is that a problem?” Holding up the device, its bright screen became a beacon in the dark room. 

“Ah,” Raymond flashed a distorted smile that disappeared right away. “The touches of the occult you mix with those of the modern is why I have always loved you, Miss Diamond.” 

Turning back to Mercedes, Raymond regarded her once more with a critical eye, then took a deep breath. 

He looked back at Lily and pointed toward the wall with the television. “Stand here, right behind me, and read my future in a loud, clear, slow voice while I penetrate the fetish.” 

Lily could not help herself from blurting, “the what?” Fortunately her voice caught in her throat and it came out as a murmur. 

Id did not seem to hear her at all. Instead he turned to Mercedes, climbed up part way onto the bed, and started having sex with her. Mercedes let out a low moan as he first penetrated her, then fell silent. 

Lily watched, stunned despite what she had expected going into the evening. Then she remembered herself. Quickly she shuffled over to be directly behind Id. Holding up her mobile she began to read. 

The first part of the horoscope, as always, was largely just a list of planets in their relation to Id’s sun sign. Normally she would have skipped over this part, but without time to contemplate anything she just started reading verbatim. As she did she kept glancing up, watching Id’s awkward thrusting. He was positioned half on, half off the bed, his feet barely touching the ground, his weight on his thighs, looking like he was struggling for leverage. 

“Louder,” Raymond said. 

She was not sure if this command was directed toward her or Mercedes. Nevertheless she raised her voice as she continued. 

“Slower,” Raymond said. 

Again, feeling totally uncertain, Lily responded by slowing down. In fact she started to go as slow as she dared, feeling like she might have something more to fear when she reached the end. 

In some back part of her mind, Lily reflected that she had made quite a lot of very weird digital pornography, and yet never had she found herself in a situation as bizarre as this. It was almost enough to make her laugh, not in spire of the terror but because of it, laugh at the absurdity of her own situation. Her voice caught a little as she stifled this impulse and she took a second to reset her expression. 

She was still blathering through astronomical details when Id abruptly stopped. He climbed off the bed and turned to her, his whole body now drenched in sweat. 

Surprised by this Lily stopped reading and looked up. His face still wore a completely blank expression, and looking up at him, this close, she saw his eyes were still fully dilated. 

“Continue,” Id said flatly. Without another word he turned to walk away, bumping Lily with one of his arm as he did. It looked to her to be inadvertent, as if perhaps he did not have full control of his limbs, but it was done with great strength, enough to have her taking a few steps back to regain her balance. 

Once she was steady again Lily went straight back to reading, holding her mobile up and out now so she could partly watch Id at the same time. 

He had moved over to one of the dressers on the side of the room. From a drawer he retrieved an ornate, ceremonially dagger. 

Id stepped forward with the knife, slowly drawing it from its sheath. It had gold inlaid in the handle to make it look as if a snake coiled around the grip. The blade itself was curved, its sharp edge gleaming in the low light. 

Lily kept reading, following Id with her eyes but remaining rooted in place. He ignored her as he returned to the bed. 

Id set down the knife next to Mercedes. Reaching under a pillow he pulled out a red cloth. This he slipped over Mercedes’ head and tightened around her mouth. Mercedes let out a muffled gurgle. Lily, watching, stumbled slightly in her reading and moved quickly to recover. 

Already Id was back up on the bed, resuming his intercourse with the near unconscious girl. “Glorious Isis,” Id said, his words coming in short breaths between thrusts. “She of unfathomable beauty, only your sacrifice is worthy of the might of Sqil. I offer it in thanks for the fulfillment of His Prophecy.” 

With that Id grabbed up the knife again. Pinning one of Mercedes’ arms with his left hand he cut her wrist open along the length of her forearm. Blood erupted all along her arm, flowing red over her skin only to disappear against the black sheets of the bed. 

Despite her state and her gag Mercedes let out an unmistakable scream. Even muffled it  seemed loud enough it might have been heard in the front room of the penthouse, if not further. 

At the same time Lily let out a gasp. “What are you doing?” she blurted despite herself. 

“Do not stop reading!” Id shouted. “The ritual is almost at its climax.” 

Focusing against the panic that was now threatening to engulf her, Lily went back to reading, a little faster and louder than she intended. At the same time she began to shuffle sideways, toward her tote. 

Even as Mercedes bled and let out a couple more muffled cries, Id continued to thrust into her. Lily cursed not having thought to ditch her heals when she changed. She quickly did this now, pulling off the straps one-handed even as she kept reading. Then, stepping down, she bent down further, feeling around in her bag. Her reading slowed even further as she split her concentration between her mobile and her free hand. Id said nothing, and in fact seemed to respond in turn, slowing his own pace to match her voice. 

“Oh beautiful Isis,” Id said. “How I love thee. May your blood cleanse the world as it cleanses my soul.” 

Sitting up again, Id grabbed hold of her other arm and made another slash along that wrist, producing another eruption of blood. 

Finally Lily found the side pocket, and her hand closed around her can of mace. She stood back up again, continuing to read, her voice becoming slightly louder and faster. 

“Ahhh. Ahhh.” Id started to let out loud moans, almost imitating a wolf’s howl. “The climax has arrived.” Grabbing the knife again he sat up, gripping it with both hands, and brought it ramming down into Mercedes’ neck. 

As soon as this motion was complete he stopped. He pulled out the blade, creating another eruption of blood, and set his arms to brace himself on the bed. He was breathing very hard and profusely covered in sweat. Lily had stopped reading, but he did not seem to notice. 

“Now we take the . . .” he said as he started to turn toward her. 

Lily was standing right next to him. Before Id could say more she held up the can of mace and sprayed it directly in his face. 

Id staggered away with a much higher-pitched cry than he had been making. He stumbled but managed to stay on his feet. With his free arm he tried to wipe his eyes. Opening them Lily saw they were bloodshot and still dilated. They stared blindly for a second, then focused on her. Id let out a roar and moved to hurtle over the bed, the dagger outstretched toward her. 

Lily retreated a few steps. As soon as Id was clear of the bed she held up the mace and sprayed him again, this time a longer, continuous stream. Id held up his free hand to shield his face and kept moving forward. He thrust with the dagger, then followed this up with a wild slash, neither of which were close to where Lily was standing. 

She fell back again. Once more stooping down without taking her eyes off him, she reached around and found her taser. Activating this she dropped the mace can and stood up again. 

Id was stumbling around, trying to wipe his eyes clear and slashing at the air with his dagger. As Lily stood back up he turned in her direction, his eyes again focusing on her though their reddened haze. Quickly he moved to close, holding the dagger straight out, driving toward her. 

Lily watched, trying to control her breathing. As he went to drive his weapon home she took a step to the right. Using her left forearm she braced against his right arm, causing his thrust to go wide. Simultaneously she took the taser and drove it into his exposed left flank. 

Id let out a long, anguished cry. If nothing else had been heard outside this room so far that most certainly was. He seemed to lose strength but somehow not consciousness, and he also still had weight and momentum on his side. His body crashed into Lily and their feet became tangled. 

They fell over in one lump. Lily toppled backwards, landing hard with Id crashing down on top of her. It knocked the wind out of her and left her dazed. Id, however, seemed blind. He tried to lift his blade, but he was holding it overhand and Lily’s forearm was still braced against his, preventing him from getting leverage. With a weak blow he brought the butt of the hilt down against the tiles to Lily’s left. 

With a sudden wrenching sound Id spit up a glob of white foam and bile, right on Lily’s chest. Squirming to get out from under him, she found she was pinned, her right arm caught between herself and her attacker. Through the pain and panic she wrestled that arm in every direction trying to get free. She found she was able to move it up, and ended up driving the taser forward, straight into Id’s jugular. 

An even louder cry erupted from Id’s mouth, followed by an even bigger torrent of white foam. It spilled down his chin and onto Lily’s face and chest. Id started to get up, bracing himself with his arms on her sides, as he had been over Mercedes just a few moments before. 

For the first time Lily was able to wonder, on an intellectual level, why he had not lost consciousness already. Her body was still reacting though, her arm keeping the taser pressed against his neck, her other arm still braced on his to prevent him bringing the dagger toward her.  

She let off with the taser just to jab him again in a slightly different spot, then did so again and again. He let out a cry that slowly turned into a wheeze, his bloodshot eyes rolled back in his head, and at last he collapsed on top of her, unconscious. 

Right away Lily started to wriggle out. She pushed at the giant dead weight and slid and scrambled on the floor until she was free. Once she was clear of Id she continued to scramble backwards, opening up space. She slid backwards on the tile until her back hit against the wall. Then she remained like that, still gripping the taser in one hand, struggling to catch her breath and staring at the scene. 

Id remained face down on the floor, unmoving. Beyond him Mercedes still lay on the bed, just as motionless. 

Remembering the other woman from seemingly a lifetime ago, Lily quickly got to her feet. She kept the weapon ready and an eye on Id as she circled around in a wide berth. 

On the bed, Mercedes lay in an immense pool of blood. Much of it was invisible, having soaked into the black sheets, but they felt damp when Lily put her hand on them. Checking, she found the Mercedes had no pulse, and pulling up her eyelids also had no eye response. 

Setting down the taser, Lily took Mercedes’ hand in both of hers, just as she had done mere minutes before. She held it like that, slumped down a little over the bed, and tried not to sob or breakdown as she cried. 

She remained like that for a time that might have been as long as the whole attack, yet felt far shorter. Then she stood up, wiping away tears with her arm, and walked back over to Id. Prodding him with the butt end of the taser got no reaction. She circled around, keeping her feet apart and her nerves on edge, until she got to the dagger. It was lying loose beneath his hand, and she managed to kick it away. Then she kicked him a couple times in the side, a little harder than she intended, but still got no reaction. 

At last she knelt down and, putting some effort into it, managed to roll Id over onto his back. Once she did she saw he had spewed up even more of the white foam, creating a pool of it in which he had been lying. His eye lids were still open but his eyes were rolled back in his head. She checked but found he too did not have a pulse. 

She sat down right there, staring off into space. 

There were no other sounds anywhere in the penthouse. No footsteps or shouts or people coming to see what all the commotion had been. 

When Lily stirred again it felt like some incredible time had passed, as if all of this were now some bad memory from years ago. She looked around the room, seeing nothing had changed. Slowly and shakily she got back to her feet. 

She went over to her bag and fished around. She had thought forward enough to bring an extra set of clothes, gym clothes in this case. She got the bile cleaned off and changed into these. They were tight fitting spandex kind of gym clothes, because that was how Lily rolled, but now she wished she had brought some baggy sweater and giant coat she might wrap around herself and hide in. 

Lily gathered up some of her other stuff as well, packing her tote with her taser and mace and the gown she had worn. From the sleeve in this she also retrieved a data stick Jack had given her. 

Her next stop was the television. As she had thought to do earlier she now opened up its panel. As suspected there were ports there, including one that fit her data stick. She did not dare try turning the television on for fear it would start playing something at high volume. Instead she just plugged in the data stick. 

A little green light on its end lit up. She watched this intently, holding steady for about thirty seconds before blinking a few times in a quick pulse and then returning to steady. Waiting for that, she realized, was going to be nerve wracking each time. 

Lily unplugged the data stick and looked around. There was nothing else electronic in this room she could see. She moved to the double doors and poked her head out. 

The master suite foyer was pitch black. She slipped out of the bedroom and across to the other set of double folding doors. Gently she pushed one of these open just enough to get a peak inside. 

This next room was also mostly black, but it appeared to be an office. Slipping in, Lily noticed some vertical blinds on the far wall. She crept across and opened these. Doing so let in some low ambient light from the vast spread of city lights far below. 

Much like the bedroom, this room had an austere and clinical feel. It had the same black tile floor, open shelves around the edges, and a giant television integrated into the wall, mirroring the one in the bedroom. In place of the weird, circular bed, there was an expansive desk as its center. 

Lily went to the wall television first. Here she found a more complicated setup than the television in the bedroom. It appeared to be a video screen intended for conference calls, with a tiny camera embedded in its center and a whole array of controls built into a panel beneath the screen. Opening this was like opening a laptop computer, revealing a keyboard and a smaller screen, but also a series of ports. Lily looked through these until she found one matching her data stick. It was currently in use, but she unplugged whatever was there, plugged in the data stick and let in cycle, then replaced everything back the way it was. 

Over at the main desk she found its top was a giant touchscreen. There was also a loose tablet left sitting out on the desk. She took a seat in the high-backed leather chair behind the desk and started looking around. It had no drawers, but there was a cabinet beneath that held some electronics. The table-computer did not appear to be on, or at least there were no glowing lights to indicate so. She found the power button and started the whole thing booting up. 

While waiting for this she grabbed the tablet. Jostling it caused it screen to come to life, revealing a log in screen. Lily ignored this, instead looking around the edges. She found a flap that could be opened to reveal more ports, again with one that fit her data stick. 

Jack had actually given her multiple data sticks, compatible with different connection ports, but had said this was the one she was most likely to find. Lily was quite glad now that Jack had been right about that, because she had left the other data sticks back in her tote, and did not want to dally here long. 

By the time the data stick had gone through its silent cycle on the tablet the main desk computer had finished its startup. It was now displaying a log-in screen of its own, black but with enough of a glow to light up the room in a way that felt conspicuous. Lily ignored the screen while looking under the desk again at the electronics. Once more she found a port in the size she needed, plugged in her data stick, and waited for its transfer. 

Jack had explained the process of plugging the thing in, waiting thirty-second, and watching for the flashes. Lily had complained of having to wait that long, imagining at the time she would be trying to do this with a sleight of hand while carrying on some distracting conversation. Now she found the time just left her to sit still while her nerves rattled and she contemplated how she had no idea if this thing was working or not. 

Once she was finished with the desk computer she glanced around again, but saw no other obvious electronic devices in here. She decided it was not worth the risk to search for more and instead it was time to bail. 

Back in the bedroom she gathered her tote and got her shoes back on, wondering if walking around the arcology in tight gym clothes and high-heels would draw a lot of attention. She did not bother gathering up the odd decorations Raymond had her bring, but she did go through and blow out all the candles. 

Slipping out of the master suite, she crept down the hall toward the exit. The layout was such that she passed through a stretch that opened into the living room. As she started to move past this she saw the remaining bodyguard, sitting on the giant couch and watching something on a tablet he held in his lap. 

Almost immediately he sat up and looked over his shoulder at her. Almost as a reaction Lily held up a finger to her mouth. “Shhhh. He’s asleep.” 

Only after she spoke did Lily realize what a threat this guard might be. She did not know if the bodyguard had gone into this night knowing Raymond’s plans, if perhaps he expected her to be dead right now. 

The bodyguard nodded and smiled as he stood up to face her. “Everything all right?” 

Lily nodded. “Fine, just fine.” 

“There was a lot of banging in there, of multiple kinds it sounded like.” He laughed, and Lily forced herself to smile. 

“His Majesty is quite,” she drew a deep sigh, “energetic. I assume he told you not to disturb us?” 

The bodyguard nodded. Lily shot a glance back down the hall toward the master suite. “Probably best to do that, let him sleep it off.” 

“You’re taking off though?” 

Again she gave him a forced smile. “He doesn’t want to wake up next to this. I think,” she paused, glanced away, tried to control her expression while she composed herself. “I think he’s quite satisfied with the evening.” 

“Uh, okay. You want someone to walk you to your car or something.” 

“Oh, I’ll be fine. It’s the arcology, right? It’s perfectly safe.” 

“Sure. Just don’t go below the atrium levels.” 

Lily studied him, trying to discern if he was serious about this comment, and decided he was. “Well, see you around,” she smiled again and gave a little wave as she continued toward the door. 

“Wait,” the guard circled around the couch to catch up with her. “You’ll be wanting this.” 

From the adjoining kitchen counter top, where it looked in on the living room, the guard moved to retrieve one of a pair of briefcases. As he did Lily found herself focusing on the presence of the second briefcase and what it meant. 

“Wouldn’t want to go through all that for nothing,” the bodyguard said, handing the briefcase over to her. 

“Oh, I’m sure Raymond is good for it.” 

Her smile got a corresponding smile from the bodyguard. “Here, let me show you out.” 

While the guard rushed into the penthouse foyer, Lily paused for a deep breath to ward off the roiling panic she was feeling. Then she turned and followed after him 

The bodyguard disarmed an electronic lock, taking far longer with it than Lily wanted. At last he got the door open and held it for her. She smiled and waved one last time as she exited. 

In the elevator lobby, Lily had to stand and wait another interminable interlude. She reshuffled the stuff she was carrying, getting her tote hanging from her shoulder to free her right hand, which she stuck down inside and grabbed hold of her taser. She remained standing there, staring back at Id’s penthouse door, until the elevator at last arrived. 

It was a relief to find she was the only one in the elevator. She hit the button for the bottommost floor it could access, then slouched against the wall. 

Despite her attempts to remember the path they took earlier in the evening, Lily felt like she had no idea where to go once she got out of the elevator. Fortunately there was a map just outside the enclosed lobby. She forced herself to breath slowly as she consulted this, noting the route to get her to the express elevators. 

Taking off again, she walked as fast as she dared while trying not to seem conspicuous. From here she entered into the more populated parts of the arcology, the commercial and entertainment sections filled up with Friday night crowds. She kept her head down and avoided eye contact. It occurred to her she had, a number of times before, made the ‘walk of shame,’ had in fact packed to prepare for it this time, but never before had she made a ‘walk of terror.’ 

The express elevators, with extra length and overhead hand-holds, were crowded even at this time of the evening. Standing still at the back and waiting felt worse that walking, as if she needed forward momentum to avoid spinning apart in all directions. Lily rode down to the transit level. 

Exiting here she started moving forward again, then thought to do something she should have done as soon as she was out of the penthouse. Fishing in her tote she found her mobile. While still walking forward, though now at a slower, controlled pace, she called Jack. 

Her friend was up and answered right away. “Lily. I didn’t expect to hear from you tonight. Everything alright?” 

Lily focused her eyes directly forward in a stare that truly mimicked the one Raymond had worn up on the observation deck, and she spoke in the same flat tone. “Jack. I need a ride and a place to stay.” 

“I, uh, okay. Are you alright?” Jack lowered her voice. “Are you in danger?” 

“I’m in the arcology, heading toward the I-10 West pick up zone. I need a ride, I need a place to stay, and I need them right fucking now.” 
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In her otherwise darkened studio, Jack sat in front of a blaze of light provided by the screens of her workstations. She shifted between setups and moved across screens with a certain grace, as if she were conducting a symphony. Even a knock on the front door did not perturbed her rhythm. 

One of her roommates, awake but bleary eyed, got up from his own pool of light next to one of the tall bookshelves, to answer the door. “Jack,” he called out in a scratchy voice. “It’s the cop guy again.” 

“Did he bring food?” 

“Yes.” 

Moving into the main area came Roland, a duffle bag slung over his shoulder and a load of takeout food bags in his arms. He stumbled a bit through the clutter, navigated his way to the all-purpose table near the workstations, then set down the food and glanced around in the dark. 

“You want some,” Roland asked Jack’s roommate in a low voice. “I got extra.” 

“Nah, I’m gonna turn in. Night.” He stumbled off into his room, closing the door with a solemn thud. 

After watching this, Jack turned back to Roland and pointed across to her own bedroom door. “She’s in there,” she whispered. “Just leave her bag by the door.” 

With a nod Roland dropped off the duffel bag, then took a seat across from Jack. “So,” he waited until he had her attention, then pointed to the door, “is she gonna be alright?” 

“She’s made it through some bad experiences before,” Jack paused to look off into space. “Lily is a survivor.” 

Roland waited, thinking there might be more, but Jack just returned to working on her computer. “Well,” Roland set about unpacking the food he had brought while he continued to speak. “She’ll be glad to know I found her to-go back without a problem and got the place all secured. It didn’t look like there was anybody watching, and no signs anybody had broken in already.” 

“I’ve been monitoring the news, so far there’s been no report of Raymond Id’s death. Probably they won’t be finding him until tomorrow morning.” 

Jack continued about what she was doing in silence, moving back and forth in her wheeled office chair. At one point she spun around, wheeled over to the table, grabbed up a container of kung pow chicken, and in one smooth motion rolled herself back to her workstations. 

Moving slower and with less grace, Roland wheeled the chair he sat in around the table to get a better look at what Jack was doing. Upon arriving he saw that her screens were filled with command prompts, computer code, and tiny font technical manuals. 

“What is all this?” he asked in between bites. 

“Hacking,” she said. 

“Okay.” He resumed eating and watching her in silence. “What is hacking?” he asked. 

“Computer hacking.” 

“Okay.” He took another bite, chewed in silence and kept watching. “What’s computer hacking?” 

“Are you trying to get on my nerves?” 

“Just a little. I’m also genuinely wondering what you’re doing.” 

Wheeling down to a monitor, Jack pointed to a document showing a mass of computer code. “This is the worm I had Lily insert into Id’s system.” 

“Did you write that yourself?” 

“Oh no. I do not have the patience or the time for that.” 

“Where did you get it then?” 

Jack turned to him with a glare that shown even in the dark room. “Do you really want to know?” 

Roland took another spoonful of curry and shrugged. “We’re all in pretty deep at this point.” 

“True. Alright. I have some hacker friends in Seattle I contacted.” 

This got a smile from the detective. “So you really are a computer hacker.” 

“Yes, I am a real hacker,” she said as she set about working again. “Most people think computer hacking is magic. Really it’s just a con game.” 

“Some people think what Madam Lily does is magic.” 

“While others think what she does is a con. That’s why she was so good for this. This worm,” she pointed to the code again, “is the kind of thing that’s usually embedded in spam pop-ups or phising emails. It can’t actually do anything unless someone installs it on the target system. Traditionally that means tricking someone who already has access into running the executable. In our case we used a completely non-tech based con to get someone on the inside where she could physically access the system.” 

As she spoke Roland was nodding. “Okay, so Lily successfully installed the worm on his system. Now what?” 

“The worm has set things up to allow me remote access. Usually at this point a hacker would either lock everyone else out and hold it for ransom, or use their access to install other malware of some kind. In our case we’re searching for evidence.” 

“Now you’re talking something I understand. What have you found so far?” 

“So far I’ve been searching his drives for files. It goes really slow because I’m routing the connection through a VPN, and also because there are a lot of different devices and drives on this home network.” 

“So,” Roland dragged out the word, “you haven’t found anything?” 

“If this had gone according to plan I wouldn’t be so worried about staying hidden.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“So, if I didn’t think anybody would suspect something was amiss, I would set myself up an account on his system, then I could log in directly. I could just delete the worm because I would be a ‘legitimate’ user at that point, and since all I’d be doing was looking for and copying files, it’s possible they’d never notice me. The problem is that leaves a lot of fingerprints, and I’m worried this computer network is going to be part of a murder investigation.” 

“You really think they’ll look at Id’s computer?” Roland asked with a knowing smirk. 

“Well, I’ve heard some detectives like to be thorough in cases like this.” 

“Uuuu, sick burn. So is what you’re doing now not going to leave any fingerprints?” 

“It will leave a lot less. The down side is I have to route through this VPN and rely on the access portal the worm itself created. That slows everything down and leaves me vulnerable to anti-virus software.” 

“Oh, so if his anti-virus finds your worm?” 

“I’ll lose access.” 

“How long do we have?” 

“I’m working on that problem,” Jack gestured toward some of her other monitors, displaying various text files. 

“What is all this?” 

“This is the code for the worm we used,” Jack pointed to one of her screens. “This is some potential modifications to its code I could make,” she pointed to a similar file next to it. “And this is documentation on his operating system.” 

“You’re reading the help manual? We are in trouble.” 

“This did not go according to plan. But the anti-virus did not do a scan at midnight, so we’ve still got time. I plan to stay up all night working the problem and scanning for files in the meantime.” 

“Okay. I appreciate that, seriously.” 

Jack paused to glance back toward the bedroom door. “After what Lily went through to get us this access, I want to make sure it was worth it.” 

Roland turned back to look across her monitors. “But so far nothing?” 

“All I’ve tried so far are basic file searches. I searched for files with ‘lost children’ in the name and got nothing. Then I tried ‘jumpies’ and got this.” 

She scooped up her kung pow chicken and resumed eating as she slid down to the next screen. Here she pulled up another text document. Looking closer Roland saw it looked like a receipt or invoice of some kind. 

“What is this?” 

“Read it,” Jack pointed to the fine print. 

He scooted over and leaned in closer. The header of the invoice said ‘Jumpies’ in a solid, italicized font, making them look like they were perhaps a delivery company. Scanning down he saw this was an itemized invoice for various ‘services rendered.’ The actual list included such things as ‘breaking and entering,’ ‘extra security target fee,’ ‘mayhem hourly rate.’ Looking toward the top Roland saw the document also had, right below the ‘Jumpies’ logo, an address that he recognized as the headquarters he had visited with Vincent earlier that week. Just below this there was also a note that said ‘target location’ and listed another address. 

“This address?” Roland pointed. 

“That’s the building at UCLA that houses Dr. Chamabutra’s test reactor.” 

Roland continued to stare, finding the more he did the more lost for words he became. “Wow.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I knew they were up front about being criminals, but I didn’t realize it was so brazen. This is easily enough for a warrant.” 

“I warrant to do what?” 

“A search warrant. For both the Jumpies headquarters and Id’s penthouse, at least. It’d probably be enough to make an arrest.” 

“You going to arrest Raymond Id’s corpse?” 

“No, I meant, in a hypothetical sense. Normally we could arrest everybody involved with evidence like this, except Raymond Id is a billionaire with expensive lawyers and the mayor backing him up.” 

“When you’re as powerful as he is, why bother hiding anything,” Jack gestured toward the invoice on screen. 

“Except they are hiding something, somewhere, otherwise we’d know all the details already. Have you found anything else?” 

“Right now I’m searching files for ‘silver screen’.” 

Roland gave her a confused look. 

“As in Silver Screen Lodge. I thought there might be something there connecting him to the mayor.” She moved to slide her chair down past Roland, pointing to some other screens. “I’m also trying to figure out how to access his email and text messages.” 

“You don’t have access to those?” 

“No, because I’m not logged in as him. Even if I was there might be separate passwords, but hopefully he has those stored on his system somewhere, assuming I can manage to get access to them.” 

“What are you doing here, exactly, to try to get access?” Roland asked as he wheeled his chair over behind her again. 

“Reading.” 

“Oh. Right. Well, it sounds like you still have a long night ahead of you.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m gonna head home and get some sleep. First thing tomorrow morning me and Vincent will head over to speak to our patron, let him know,” Roland glanced over at the bedroom door, “what’s going on.” 

“Let him know that Raymond Id is dead?” 

“Yeah. Maybe. Not sure he wants to know. Anyway, afterward we’ll swing by here, we can follow up any leads you’ve generated.” 

Jack nodded absently. “Okay.” 

Roland again turned to look toward the bedroom, falling silent and staring at it for a long while before at last moving to leave. 

 

2 

The first rays of dawn were just starting to create a halo around the arcology when Vincent and Roland arrived at the Lambeau campaign headquarters. It was located at some generic rented office space among other generic rented offices and surrounded by a nondescript parking lot. 

Roland parked a ways out in the lot, toward some drainage ditch it bordered upon. Getting out he paused to look toward the building and the thick cluster of cars parked up front. 

“There are a lot of people here already.” 

“Three days before the election,” Vincent said without looking up from his mobile. He started walking, but gestured to a point away from the campaign offices. “He asked us to use the side entrance, around here.” 

They walked across the parking lot, toward a grassy strip that ran between a pair of buildings. “What exactly did you tell him?” Roland asked. 

“I told him we had some important updates and that we should talk in person. He said to come here anytime after five AM, and to text when we arrive.” 

A walkway running through the grassy strip brought them to the side entrance. It did not seem any more concealed than the front entrance. In fact, looking around at the surrounding single story office buildings, all of which opened out onto this green space, Roland would have guessed this was the front entrance, while the side entrance was the one facing the parking lot. 

They came up to the door and lingered there a moment. The front was glass, looking in on a dark, bare room. The door itself was locked. Vincent started to look around for a buzzer or intercom of some kind, but then someone emerged into the dark room inside. 

Both detectives stepped back as the door opened. Poking her head out like a late moon rising was Finn’s campaign manager. She looked between the two of them without a word. 

“Hey, we’re here to see Finn, Councilman Lambeau,” Roland said. “Could you tell him Detective Hayes and Detective . . .” 

“Vincent.” 

Roland shot a glance at his partner. “Could you tell him Vincent and Roland are here to see him?” 

She looked between them again. “Ooo-kay,” she said as if they were crazy, and disappeared back into the building. 

The world around them fell very quiet. Roland looked across at Vincent, who was still staring at his mobile. 

“Why don’t you ever want to tell anybody your last name?” Roland asked. “Are you embarrassed you took your wife’s last name?” 

“I didn’t tell anybody my last name before I got married,” Vincent looked up at him. “I prefer nobody know my last name.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Because I don’t want just anybody to be able to go online and find out everything about me.” 

“Wait,” Roland arched an eyebrow, “can they do that if they know your last name?” 

“They can’t do it if they don’t know my last name. I want as little information about myself out in the world as possible.” 

“You’re always looking at your mobile though.” 

“So?” Vincent held up his mobile and turned the screen toward Roland, revealing he was playing some brightly colored game. “I’m not on any social streams. I don’t have private email, and I don’t go anywhere online that requires me to create a free account.” 

“So what are you afraid of, exactly, if they get your information? Some government conspiracy?” 

“No, that’s stupid. I’m afraid of big corporations. When they get your information they turn you into a commodity.” Vincent held his stare, then turned back toward his mobile. 

“So are you always just playing games on that thing?” 

“Or reading news. Or making sure you’re not getting us lost.” 

“Don’t those things require you to sign up with an account?” 

“I only look at maps, I don’t have tracking on. And I read subscription news streams.” 

“Those require an account though.” 

“Not a free account.” 

“So you’ll sign up for an account only if they make you pay?” 

“If I’m paying then I’m giving them money to provide me with something I want. If you don’t pay with money you’re paying with your attention and time.” Vincent looked up again with a devilish smile. “If you’re not paying for the product than you are the product.” 

Roland had no response to this, and had no time for one either as he noticed motion behind the darkened office windows. The door opened again, this time to reveal Finn. 

“Sorry about that guys,” he said, “I forgot to tell my staff to expect you. Come on in.” 

He ushered them through the doorway and into an empty foyer area. An unused conference table and a box of campaign paraphernalia sat in one corner, and a doorway led off to a dark hall. Finn, however, just stood there as they entered, folding his arms and staring at the two detectives. 

“So what is this important news you didn’t want to send by text?” 

Roland hesitated to respond, shooting a glance at his partner. 

“Raymond Id is dead,” Vincent said. 

“Raymond Id? The right-wing media mogul?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“He’s dead?” 

“As of last night.” 

“You’ll probably be hearing news about it sometime today,” Roland said. 

“How do you guys know?” Finn said, then immediately held up a hand for them to stop. “Actually, no, wait, don’t tell me, I don’t want to know any of the details.” 

“His body will probably be discovered . . .” Vincent started to say. 

“I don’t want the details!” Finn gestured downward even as he raised his voice. 

Vincent stopped speaking but grinned insatiably. 

“I assume since you’re telling me this it has something to do with the investigation.” 

“We have direct evidence Id was involved with the ransacking of that lab at UCLA on Halloween night,” Roland said. “Intimately involved, as in he was the one who ordered it. I’m sure it’s connected somehow to the Southside massacre and the related mass killings of immigrants over the last couple of years.” 

“Some of that is just speculation,” Vincent said. 

“It’s being born out so far,” Roland said. 

“You have direct evidence?” Finn asked. 

“Id and the people he hired documented it themselves.” 

“And this is something that would hold up in court?” 

The two detectives exchanged a wary glance. “It would get us a warrant, for sure,” Roland said. 

Finn looked away and sighed. “Is any of this going to connect back to Mayor Saffron?” 

“With the brazen way these people operate, yes, I’m certain we can find hard evidence, stuff that would convince any jury willing to listen to the facts.” 

“Hmph,” Finn shook his head. “That may be harder these days than you think.” 

“To answer your question,” Vincent said, “we don’t have anything that connects this directly to the mayor.” 

“We’ve got some leads we’re pursuing though,” Roland said. 

“Okay,” Finn said. “Keep up the good work, boys.” 

“We’ll check back in the afternoon, let you know what we’ve found.” 

 

3 

There was now sun streaming in through some of the high windows across the room, hitting the wall above the computers where Jack was working. 

Lily sat behind her, on the other side of the table, in a cushy recliner she had dragged from some more remote corner of the room. To Jack she looked almost unrecognizable with no makeup, her hair frizzy, wearing sweat pants and an oversized, shapeless hoody, and drinking coffee. 

A pleasant morning silence had fallen on the room, Jack almost unaware of it or the external world in general as she edited lines of code. This was shattered, however, by a knock on the door. The two looked at each other, than Jack got up to answer. 

Lily watched as she returned, followed by their two detectives. 

“Do they always show up with food?” Lily asked of Jack in a hoarse voice. 

“I told them that was the condition for entry,” Jack said as she returned to her workstations. 

“We brought good coffee.” Vincent held up a carrier of coffee from some small, artisanal coffee shop. 

“Also, breakfast,” Roland said as they began laying out food on the table, pushing aside the leftovers of the Chinese take-out he had brought in late the night before. 

Jack turned back to something on her computer, and Lily did not pay them much attention. Vincent sat down without further comment and settled in to eating. Roland looked about at the room, his vision eventually settling on Lily. 

“How are you doing?” 

She looked up at him and grimaced. “I’ll live.” 

From her monitors, Jack spun around and wheeled over to the table to grab some of the food. “Not good,” she said, “you’ve got her drinking coffee again.” 

As she said this everyone turned to Lily. Without a word she set down the coffee mug she had been gripping in both hands, then reached out and grabbed one of the coffee cups the detectives had brought. She gripped this in both hands as she settled back into place. They all laughed a little. 

“So wait,” Roland said with a smile as he turned to Jack. “We’ve got her drinking coffee. I think all of us were involved in coming up with this plan. In fact I think it might have been your plan.” 

“Yes,” Jack said, “but you guys keep delivering coffee.” 

Roland laughed. “In that case I am most directly at fault, yes.” 

“If anyone is at fault here it’s me,” Lily said in a forlorn voice, “for agreeing to this insanity.” She paused as the room fell awkwardly quiet, taking a sip of coffee and staring into space. “But if anyone is truly at fault it’s Raymond Id for being involved in some human sacrifice cult.” 

Picking up his breakfast and coffee, Vincent shifted a few seats down to sit next to Lily. “Is that what you think this was? Some kind of cult ritual?” 

Lily shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s what it seemed like.” 

As she spoke Roland circled around as well, standing next to Vincent. “Are you okay talking about this? We’d like to hear your story, so far we only got the version you told Jack.” 

She glanced at him, turned away to stare into space again, then at last nodded. “Might as well.” 

“So you’re sure this was planned as a human sacrifice?” Vincent asked. “Raymond Id brought you there to kill this girl, um . . .” 

“Mercedes,” Lily said. “Yes, I’m certain, definitely. He was never acting drunk or intoxicated or even angry. He seemed weirdly calm the whole time, even when he was having sex with her. It seemed like it was all going according to plan, until I, um, well,” she looked away, tears welling in her eyes that she fought to control. 

The two detectives glanced at each other, and right away Lily shot a glare up at them both. “I saw that. I know what you guys are doing.” 

“You do?” Roland asked. “Could you tell us, cause we have no clue.” 

“You’re interrogating me like a witness.” 

“You are a witness,” Vincent said. “To a murder.” 

“Yes, but I’m not a suspect. Don’t hold back your suspicions, just say what you’re thinking.” 

Almost reflexively the two partners exchanged another glance. “So it was all going to plan until you intervened?” Roland asked. 

“It seemed that way.” 

“Do you think he intended to kill you next?” Vincent asked. 

She looked at him straight on. “I don’t know. Maybe. I guess I thought he might at the time. But either way, he was actively in the process,” her voice choked up a little and she stumbled on the word. “He was in the process of killing,” again she paused to keep herself together, “of killing that girl.” 

“Oh no, nobody’s saying you didn’t do the right thing,” Roland said. “You had every reason to fear for her life and your own. What you did was completely rational, and kind of heroic.” 

“I killed a man in self-defense, after he’d killed another victim,” Lily said, looking up now and staring straight at Roland through her tears. “It wasn’t heroic, it was just stupid.” 

The detectives paused, watching her to gauge her reaction. Lily stared into space, then took another sip of coffee. 

“Do you want to stop?” Roland asked. 

“Why stop now?” 

“You don’t mind if we ask more questions?” 

“You can ask, but I don’t know what more I can tell you.” 

“What we’re trying to figure out,” Roland said, “is what the fuck Id was thinking. Like, say, do you have any idea what he intended to do with the body, or, uh, bodies?” 

“Thanks for that morbid thought,” she said, but cracked a slight grin in spite of herself. 

“Sorry.” 

“It’s actually a good question, really. I have no idea what he intended. My gut tells me his creepy assistant, Nigel Cho, might have been involved. I don’t know. I don’t think the bodyguards knew anything about it.” 

“Why do you say that?” Vincent asked. 

“When I went to leave there was one of them out in the front room. He let me out, and paid me as well. Briefcase full of cash. There was another briefcase there as well, next to the one he gave me.” 

“Presumably for Mercedes?” Roland asked. 

“It could have been a decoy, I guess.” 

“Either way, that’s good to know. It means he was either not telling his bodyguards about this, or they were in on it and brought two briefcases to fool both of you.” 

“Or he didn’t initially intend to kill either of them,” Vincent said. 

“Everything he did seemed so planned and deliberate,” Lily shook her head. “I really don’t think knifing her like that was a spur of the moment thing.” 

“So, for the record,” Jack turned around from her computers to join the conversation, “I don’t think Id intended to kill Lily.” 

“Why not?” Roland asked. 

“Because he gave her a different drug than the one he gave Mercedes.” 

Roland frowned in thought as he turned to his partner. “That doesn’t prove anything, but it’s a good theory.” 

“Do you know why he wanted to kill Mercedes?” Vincent asked. “Or both of you? Obviously you said this was part of some weird ritual, but what was the point of the ritual?” 

“It was a ritual to the whole made up Egyptian god, right?” Roland asked. “Sqil?” 

“Right,” Vincent said, “but what was it suppose to accomplish?” 

As the detectives spoke Lily was shaking her head. “I don’t know. He referred to it as the Great Ritual and talked like it was of cosmic significance. He said he was going to become the true king of King Arcology at one point. None of it made any sense to me.” 

“So about that,” Jack said, “based on what Lily told me, I also did a search on Id’s drive for ‘great ritual’ and found some interesting things you’ll want to see.” She paused, then added, “when you’re ready.” 

The detectives exchanged glances, then turned to look across the table. 

“No more questions for me?” Lily asked. 

“Actually, yes, one big one,” Roland turned back to lean against the table and face her again. “Do you want to go to the cops with this?” 

“Aren’t I talking to the cops right now?” 

“I mean the real cops.” 

“You guys aren’t real cops?” 

“We’re real cops just like your tits are real,” Vincent said. 

Both detectives chuckled, but Lily was looking between them with a confused stare. “So wait, do you guys really want to go to the police and officially report all this now?” 

“Not all of us,” Roland said, “just you.” 

“Why would I want to do that?” 

“You witnessed a murder,” Vincent said, “then killed the murderer in self-defense when he attacked you. Going to the police is what most normal people would do.” 

“If you want out of this and don’t want to get further involved,” Roland said, “this might be your last chance.” 

This had Lily shaking her head again. “It’s already too late. I killed Raymond Id, the guy who owns the police.” 

“Mmmm,” Roland started to respond, only to have it turn into a slight squirm. 

“Guys, I’ve heard all about your investigation so far,” she said with a nod toward Jack. “He’s involved with white supremacists who commit mass killings and then leave symbols drawn in blood to let the police know not to investigate. He ordered that doctor’s lab destroyed, and not in some indirect, ‘will no one rid me of this troublesome priest’ kind of way, but from a business that advertises as criminals and provide receipts. How am I suppose to go up against that and get any kind of justice?” 

Her rapid fire rant had everyone collectively pausing for breath. “Technically,” Roland said, “what Id owns are the mayor and some other politicians, and they control the police, but in a few days there’ll be a new mayor who is a lot more sympathetic to our case.” 

“Even if you go now,” Vincent said, “the DA is not going to have time to start hassling you before the election.” 

“But he’ll have plenty of time to do so afterwards?” Lily turned to stare at him. 

“Well the longer you wait the more it starts to look suspicious.” 

“After the election,” Roland said, “they’re all going to be too busy covering their asses and burning the evidence to worry about this case.” 

“Seems like covering their asses might involve precisely ‘handling’ this case.” Lily looked down and paused for a sip of coffee. “Assuming they actually lose the election.” 

“Finn is up big in all the polls,” Vincent said. 

Lily, however, was still looking down and did not seem to be paying attention. “Sorry if I’m not reassured that the new politicians are going to be less beholden to people with money than the old ones.” She shook her head as she spoke. 

The detectives said nothing, and Lily slumped into silence. “No,” she said, shaking her head again, “it’s already too late. Even if I’m not accused of some crime and railroaded by the so-called justice system, I’ll still be ruined. Once word gets out that I was somehow involved with Raymond Id’s death, it’s going to scare off customers. No matter what happens I’m going to lose a big chunk of my income.” 

“Maybe you’ll attract some customers too though,” Roland said. “There are a lot of people who don’t like Raymond Id.” 

She gave a wry grin. “No. I don’t think this is somehow going to work out for me. I guess it’s time I was moving on.” 

“You’re taking it rather well, considering.” 

She said nothing. From over at the computers Jack spoke up. “Lily will survive. She’s tough as nails.” 

“It’s not the first time everything has burned and I’ve had to just move on,” Lily said. “I think Jack has even more stories of that happening than I do.” 

“Well if it makes you feel any better,” Roland said, “you did an amazing job.” 

She looked up at him with a mirthless chuckle. “An amazing job showing up and plugging in some data drive into computers?” 

“An amazing job surviving and accomplishing your task. You witnessed a murder executed in cold blood, fought off your attacker, then still managed to hang around and do what you came to do, instead of fleeing in terror, which is what I would have done. That also means you had the forethought to be prepared for this attack, and the presence of mind to cope with the aftermath.” 

She scoffed again, shaking her head and looking away. “I’m not a hero. I don’t want to be a hero either, and I don’t really feel like looking on the bright side of my life being ruined.” 

“You did better than most people would have, is all I’m saying.” 

“You also had the ability and presence of mind to palm that pill he gave you,” Vincent said. “I got that to Kate, she’s going to have some people she knows at the county drug lab test it, we should know what it is later today.” 

“The point is,” Roland said, “if you want to bail on us now and go to the cops I would not blame you.” 

Lily looked up with a suspicious, sidelong glance. “Are you saying you’re okay with me turning you guys in?” 

“Well,” Vincent said, “we’d prefer you didn’t mention us. But you could still go to the cops and protect yourself.” 

“Yeah, don’t mention any ulterior motives,” Roland said, “just tell them you were in it for the money when things went sideways with this weird ritual, cult stuff.” 

Lily stared at him, her gaze for the first time that morning looking bright and alive. “No. We’re talking about the same corrupt cops, working for a corrupt mayor, who let white supremacists slaughter entire apartment buildings of Hispanic people with impunity. Do you really think someone like me can go in and confess to killing their benefactor and get any kind of real justice?” 

“Well . . .” 

“No. No, this is billionaire Raymond Id, with connections and expensive lawyers and a whole vindictive political party cult worshiping him, and I’m some carnival scam artist. Even the supposedly unbiased news will be calling me a whore, little less what Raymond Id’s own stream will do.” 

She stared at them, but the detectives had no response. “No,” Lily said. “My life, as it is, is ruined, my business is sunk. I don’t want to hear how it’ll be alright or how this makes me a hero. Just tell me it was worth something.” 

“It was worth a lot,” Jack said over her shoulder. “You wanna see?” 

They all did, moving right away to circle around the table and gather up in front of Jack’s array of monitors. 

“I was talking with Lily when she first got up this morning,” Jack said, “and she mentioned that Id had called this ‘the great ritual,’ so I started searching for that and found a whole bunch of files and folders, all of which I’ve transferred to secure storage.” 

“Good move,” Roland said. 

“Could you just do that to his entire drive?” Vincent asked. “Just get all the data on his computer.” 

Jack shook her head. “The connection is too slow and he’s got too much. It’d kill my ability to do anything else on the system. Anyway, here, the ‘Great Ritual’ folder Id had includes the receipt I found earlier for the Jumpies trashing that lab. It also had all these pictures.” 

She pulled up a series of pictures. Each one was a pictogram drawn in blood. “I’m going to run an image comparison in a moment, but I’m pretty sure these are pics taken from your massacre crime scene. Or some of them are, some of them have earlier dates, which I bet correspond with the previous such crimes you guys mentioned.” 

Jack cleared away the pictures of bloody symbols and pulled up a new set. “There’s also these pictures, which I’m guessing were taken this Halloween at the Silver Screen Lodge.” She cycled through more images, showing people in masquerade masks and elaborate dress, either formal wear or, in a few cases, things that looked like ‘Dia de Los Muertes’ costumes. “They’re all dated last Tuesday.” 

“We should show these to Kate,” Vincent said, “she could confirm it.” 

“That’s gotta be what these are,” Roland said. 

“I’d like to see the pictures you guys got from that P.I.,” Jack said. “We could compare those as well.” 

From a cargo pocket on his pants, Vincent produced the data stick he had gotten from Finn and slapped this down on the table next to Jack. “All yours.” 

“If I get could access to Id’s personal mobile I could confirm these pics came from that, which would definitely place him at that party.” 

“Either way,” Vincent said, “none of this is directly incriminating.” 

“At least not more than the Jumpy receipt,” Roland said. 

“Right, but none of this links him to the Southside massacre.” 

“He has pictures from the scene of the crime,” Roland gestured incredulously at the computer. 

“Having pictures of a crime scene doesn’t incriminate someone. We’d need to establish how he got those pictures.” 

“Hold on,” Jack said, “there’s more. I also found this document file.” 

Opening the file brought up an image familiar to Vincent. It was an invite to the Halloween Gala at the Silver Screen Lodge, looking identical to the one Kate had shown him. Except then Jack started to scroll down. Below the usual stuff there was a list of speakers and the speeches they were supposed to give. They had such revealing titles as ‘Liberal Pussies and Their Ape Army’, ‘The Vagination of America’, and ‘The Curing the Mental Disease of Libtardism.” 

“This still isn’t directly incriminating,” Vincent said. 

“It’s building a case though,” Roland said. “We have a mountain of evidence establishing motive.” 

“Hold on, we’re not done yet,” Jack said. 

She opened a new series of document files. These looked like invoices, similar to the one from the Jumpies. All of the line items on these receipts, and there were dozens of them, spread out over multiple pages and multiple documents, were cryptic. They listed such things as ‘discrete services rendered on’ various listed dates, ranging back over the last several months, or ‘information provided during meeting at’ some restaurant on some date, the restaurants all being ones in the arcology and the date range looking similar. 

“What is this?” Roland asked. 

“More receipts. I’m not sure for what exactly,” Jack pointed to the line items, “they’re all vague stuff like this.” 

“They choose this moment to not be totally blatant about it?” 

“All of these are from this group,” Jack scrolled up to point to the letterhead at the top of the document. In plain font it read ‘Gooder Foundation.’ 

“What the fuck is that?” Vincent asked. 

“The Gooder Foundation is the charity arm of the gang slash political organization calling themselves The Lost Children. They’re kind of like the Jumpies, in the way they organize and show up at political rallies in weird costumes, but they also have a legitimate front as a Christian charity organization. Their actual structure is some combination of a criminal gang and a cult. Also, unlike the Jumpies, they’re national, as opposed to only operating in the southwest.” 

Sliding down to a different screen, Jack pulled up a news stream. “GNI Online did an expose on them last year. The organization and most of its leadership have been linked to human trafficking, illicit gambling, the drug trade, and identify theft. Their CEO and entire board of directors have either been indicted, been tried, or are currently serving jail time. Most have been convicted multiple times in the past only to get pardoned by a Nationalist governor or the president.” 

“They sound exactly like the Jumpies,” Roland said, “except bigger.” 

“They’ve also got more of a philosophy, from what I could tell. They believe in purifying themselves. Instead of weird, hodgepodge costumes like the Jumpies wear, they come to protests in clothing with mirror finishes or mirrors attached all over. According to their website it’s suppose to represent how, um, here,” she turned and opened up a website and started reading from it. “It represents how the pure will reflects back on others to expose their sins. The mirrored pure may throw the first stone.” 

“It actually says that?” Lily, sitting quietly behind the detectives, asked. 

“Their motto is literally ‘Throw the First Stone’.” 

Nobody quite had anything to say in response to this. Roland scratched his chin, then waved a finger at the Gooder Foundation website. “Prior to you finding these documents, was there anything linking Id to this foundation?” 

“Indirectly. He was linked to the Lost Children because he donated money to their political organization.” 

“So the Lost Children are the political, lobbying side, and these Gooders are the charity side?” 

“That’s what their official websites imply. Really I don’t think either of them are that organized.” 

“They’re both just different names for the same criminals,” Vincent said. “None of this, though, incriminates Raymond Id.” 

“Was there anything else?” Roland asked. 

“A couple other things yeah. It looks like before he died Raymond Id was planning on taking a trip.” 

Both detectives looked at her questioningly as Jack pulled up another series of document files. 

“This was all in his ‘great ritual’ folder?” Roland asked as he leaned over to look. 

Jack nodded. “His private jet had a flight plan filed to make a trip out to Phoenix on Sunday evening. This,” she pointed to another document, “is a reservation for a whole series of suites at a downtown Phoenix hotel, and these,” again she switched through documents on her screen, “are confirmation of bookings for different conference venues and theaters in the Phoenix area.” 

“Theaters?” 

“Right, as in renting them out for some kind of gathering. He was planning on renting over a dozen of them.” 

“What for?” 

Jack turned to him and shook her head. “It doesn’t say, only that he rented them.” 

“Why would he need a dozen different theaters at the same time?” Vincent asked. 

“Oh, they’re not all at the same time,” Jack turned back to point to some dates on the different confirmation letters. “They’re actually spread out over all of next week.” 

“So he was planning a series of conferences out in Phoenix next week?” Roland asked. 

“He was planning gatherings of some kind,” Jack said, letting some unspoken implications hang in the air as she turned back to Roland. 

“You think he was going to meet with some of, um, what? These gangs, like the Jumpies Phoenix chapter or something?” 

“I have no idea, really.” 

“Hmph,” Roland shook his head. “This just keeps getting weirder.” He stepped back and leaned against the central table, folding his arms and falling quiet. 

“Was there anything else you found on Id’s computer?” Vincent asked. 

“One other thing that was in his ‘great ritual’ folder,” Jack rearranged windows to bring up a multi-part document file. “It was a file on a woman named Lois Greenspan.” 

“Who is that?” 

“I don’t know. Lily, did you ever hear him mention that name?” 

Lily shook her head. “I don’t recall it, no.” 

“Correction,” Jack said, “I didn’t know who she was before I opened this file. Now I know a bunch.” She pointed to a table of contents for this multi-part file. “He had everything on her. National and State real ID card information, Social Security records, bank records, voter registration, credit report, criminal record, some posts from various social stream accounts and blog entries. I started reading through those but they were all just incoherent ramblings.” 

“What does her criminal record say?” Roland asked. 

“A few counts of petty theft. That’s all.” 

“So is she some right-wing Id fan-girl?” Vincent asked. 

“No,” Jack shook her head. “The opposite. Her blog posts were all leftist and socialist kind of stuff. Also, here’s her picture.” 

Clicking through the file brought up a mug shot. It showed a black woman, slightly chubby around the cheeks, with a mass of poofy, frizzy hair. 

“Her social stream posts don’t include any pictures,” Jack said, “so the only ones I found were these unflattering ID photos.” 

“Why does Id have all this information on this woman?” Roland asked. “How is she linked to him?” 

Turning back to the screen, Jack slowly shook her head. “I have no idea. I haven’t yet searched for her online, but there’s nothing else on Id’s drive about her, besides this one multi-doc file. If I can get into his email I was hoping to see if he was in contact with her.” 

“Could she maybe know something, somehow?” Roland asked. 

“I have no idea. No idea how she’s involved.” 

“Yes, but we have her contact info, right?” Vincent asked. 

“If this is accurate,” Jack said. “Her ID cards list an address. Her credit report lists a job as a waitress at a diner in the Hollywood area.” 

The two detectives both paused in thought. “Is there any risk in paying her a visit?” Roland asked. 

“You mean, do you think she would cooperate?” Vincent asked him back. 

“I doubt she’s working with these white supremacists,” Jack said, “but maybe they’re monitoring her. Obviously they have a pretty extensive file on her.” 

“We’re not going to find out anything speculating and watching Jack work.” Vincent turned back to Roland. “Did you have some big plans for the day?” 

Roland looked back at him, then made an exaggerated gesture of slapping his hand on the table, moving as if to pound the surface, then slowing down at the last moment to just lay his hand there. “Nope, I do not. Let’s pay a visit to Ms. Greenspan.” 

*     *     * 

Of course, the diner Lois Greenspan worked at was a Denny’s. 

When the detectives arrived they found the breakfast crowd, if there was one, had cleared out, leaving the place in a pre-lunch lull. They paused at the entry, looking around at the staff clearing tables, trying to spot Lois. Roland could not see her, looked to Vincent, who shook his head. Instead they moved over to the lunch counter. 

An older woman with a grandma-look came up behind the counter to hand them menus. 

“Ma’am,” Roland held up his mobile, displaying his badge. “We’re looking for a woman who works here, named Lois Greenspan.” 

This got him a blank stare in which she seemed not quite able to process what he’d said. “I’m sorry, who?” 

“Lois Greenspan,” Vincent held up his own mobile with the picture from her Real ID. “She works here, or at least used to.” 

“I don’t know any Lois’.” 

“Have you seen this woman?” 

Slowly she shook her head. “I’ve never seen that woman before.” 

“Could Lois maybe work the night shift?” Roland asked. 

“Maybe. I thought I knew everyone who worked here. Is she new?” 

“She worked here as of six months ago,” Vincent said. 

The woman just continued to shake her head and look confused. “I’m sorry. I don’t recognize her at all.” 

“Could we maybe speak to a manager,” Roland said, “or someone who could check your records?” 

“Oh, um, sure.” 

“Also,” Vincent said as he sat down at the counter and pointed to a nearby sign. “Could I get your lunch special and a diet soda?” 

“Of course.” 

Roland held out a hand to his partner in disbelief. “You’re getting something to eat?” 

“Sure. We’re here, right?” 

“We just ate breakfast though.” 

“So now it’s time for lunch.” 

With a slump of the shoulders and shake of his head Roland sat down as well. When the waitress looked to him he waved her off, saying he was good. “You are a bottomless pit,” he said to Vincent as the waitress moved off. 

“That’s what she said.” 

“What? Why would she say something like that, that doesn’t make any sense?” 

Vincent turned to stare at him, then burst out laughing. Roland smirked and shook his head again, and both of them turned to be distracted by their mobiles. 

A moment later a middle-aged Hispanic man emerged from the back and came to stand behind the counter. “Gentleman, can I help you with something?” 

“Yeah,” Roland held up the badge display on his mobile. “Detective, uh, Roland, Detective Vincent. We’d like to ask about an employee of yours, or previous employee.” 

Already Vincent was holding up his own mobile with the picture. 

“Woman by the name of Lois Greenspan. Her credit report listed this as her place of employment as of six months ago. We’re trying to track her down.” 

The manager frowned and shook his head. “No, I don’t know any Lois Greenspan. I could check our records, if she worked here before I did.” 

“How long have you been here?” 

“A couple of years now.” 

“Hmm.” 

“These records,” Vincent asked. “Are they for this Denny’s, or all the Denny’s?” 

“Just this one. We’re a franchise, so we don’t have centralized records.” 

“Well,” Roland said, “if you wouldn’t mind checking.” 

“Of course.” 

The detectives fell silent as the manager retreated off again. The waitress returned with Vincent’s drink, and he looked up and made eye contact as she did. 

“Ma’am, excuse me. Have you ever heard of an organization called the Gooders?” 

“Gooders?” 

“Yeah, like Do-gooder.” 

She paused, then shook her head. “I haven’t.” 

“What about the Jumpies?” 

“Um, are those the political protest people?” 

“Yeah. Who wear weird costumes.” 

“Yes, I’ve seen them on the news.” 

“You ever get any around here,” Vincent pointed to the counter-top to indicate this restaurant. 

“No,” she shook her head. “Or at least if they were they weren’t all dressed up like you see on the news.” 

“Hmm. Thank you.” 

As she wandered off again Roland turned to him. “You have a theory?” 

“No,” he said, “but doesn’t hurt to ask.” 

They fell silent again. Roland’s thoughts were interrupted a second later by a buzzing. It took him a moment to realize it was his personal mobile, still stashed in his other pocket. 

Pulling this out he found it was a call from an unknown number. He stared at it, debating whether to take the call or not, before deciding to answer. 

“Hello.” 

“Uh, hello, Detective Hayes.” 

“This is Roland Hayes, who is this?” 

“It’s Alysha Watts. We spoke earlier this week.” 

As soon as she said the name Roland also recognized her voice and remembered deleting her number from this phone. Right away he shot up and moved toward the exit, continuing the conversation just outside. “Ms. Watts, I told you not to call me ever again.” 

“I know, I’m sorry, but we don’t know who else to call.” 

Roland clenched his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “Okay, what is this about?” 

“We called that number you gave us, for the coyote.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“He can get us an ID for her, but the amount he’s asking for is exorbitant.” 

“I told you it would not be cheap.” 

“I know, but we don’t have that much money.” 

“I don’t have that much money either,” Roland gestured wildly at the air out of frustration. “I can’t do anything more for you, you’re gonna have to call INS.” 

“So, hold on, we found a place that can take her in. We just need to get Maria to Arizona.” 

“Okay, great.” 

“Except the problem is there are National Guard checkpoints at the state border, so she would need an ID to get through, and also our car isn’t reliable enough to make a trip that far across the desert. We were hoping you could do something . . .” 

“Like what?” Roland interrupted. “Getting her across state lines was the whole point of contacting that coyote. I’ve done what I can, I cannot get any more involved in this. Please, do not call this number again.” 

Before she could respond Roland hung up. Then he hung his head and stood there in the parking lot, staring at the old smart phone. With a heavy sigh he put it back in his pocket and returned to the diner. 

“Personal problems?” Vincent asked as he sat back down. 

“Sort of.” 

His partner said nothing further. A moment later the manager reappeared. 

“Hey guys, I’m sorry, I could not find Lois Greenspan in our system. I even went through the online applications to see if maybe she just applied here, but nope, zero.” 

“Could she have worked at a different Denny’s in the area?” Roland asked. 

“That’s a possibility. There are a few in the area, but you’d have to check around.” 

“Alright, thanks.” 

As the manager wandered off, Vincent turned in his seat to look out the window at the stark bright day. 

“So where to next?” Roland asked. 

“Checking other Denny’s is going to be a wild goose chase.” 

“Yeah, unless they have a master database of employees somewhere, which I’m doubting.” 

“Our best option is her home address.” 

“Agreed, should we roll,” Roland turned to him, then realized. “Oh right, you’re getting food.” 

“Are we in a rush?” 

“No,” Roland said sullenly, turning toward the counter and drooping his head. 

Vincent turned back to the counter as well and pulled out his mobile. He stared at something on it, then chuckled. 

“So, Kate says her doctor friend is texting her again.” 

“The fusion scientist guy?” 

“Yeah. He claims he’s done his own detective work.” 

“Oh god,” Roland buried his hands in his face. 

“Hold on. He’s done his own detective work this morning and wants to show us what he’s found.” 

“Was what he found last time useful?” 

Vincent twisted his mouth in thought. “Maybe, kinda.” 

“Ugh. Tell him to head to Jack’s place, let her deal with him.” 
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Lily now had her own spot among Jack’s computers, sitting in front of one at the end of the row while Jack continued to roll back and forth as she worked. 

“So, I can’t find anything at all about Raymond Id’s death,” Lily said. 

“Yeah, I haven’t gotten any alerts either,” Jack said without looking away from the coding she was doing. 

“Doesn’t that seem weird?” 

“A little. Usually there’s paparazzi following around someone like Id. If his penthouse became a police crime scene one of them would pay off an officer for a tip and find out what’s going on at least.” 

“Could they maybe have not found the body yet?” 

“Maybe,” Jack looked over at her. “You were the one who was there. How long before his bodyguards go to check on him?” 

Turning away Lily pulled her legs up onto her chair and hugged them to her chest, curling into a tight ball. “I thought they were going to find them right away, as I was walking out. I thought at least his assistant would come by in the morning to check how the ritual went and help dispose of the body.” 

“Could he still have been alive?” Jack asked. 

“No,” she shook her whole body in defiance of this idea. “He was definitely dead. The whole memory is a strange blur, I’m not exactly sure what order I did things in or what, what happened when he attacked me, but I know I checked him twice, he was definitely dead.” 

“Could he have been in some kind of coma that made him appear dead?” 

“I, um, I don’t think so. He was on that drug, whatever it was, but if that put him in a coma he still should have been found by now and rushed to the hospital, which would still be tabloid headlines, right?” 

“Yeah, then I don’t know. Sorry.” 

“I just . . .” 

Lily’s further comment was cut short by a banging knock on the door. “Do you want me to get it?” Lily asked. 

“No I got it. I’d be a little paranoid about answering the door if I were you.” 

Jack made her way to the front door and took a look out the peep hole. Then she came back to the main room. “It’s that doctor.” 

“What is he doing here?” Lily asked. 

“I got a text from Kate Thompson saying he had more info he wanted to share with us. I didn’t realize that meant he was coming over here.” 

Both of them stared at each other from across the room. There was another loud knock on the door. 

“Do we have to let him in?” Lily asked. 

“I don’t think he’s going away. I’ll tell him to leave if you want though.” 

As Jack waited for an answer there was a third loud knock. 

“It’s fine, he’s already here,” Lily said with a sigh. 

Moving back, Jack opened the door and leaned against the door frame, folding her arms and staring out at the doctor and the bright day beyond. 

“Oh. Hi. I wasn’t sure if anybody was home.” 

“Yet you kept pounding on my door anyway.” Jack stepped back and gestured for him to enter. 

“There’s no doorbell,” Cham said as he entered and made his way down to the main, cluttered studio area. “Wow, nice place you got here.” 

He stared, taking in all the stuff, then moved to follow Jack as she navigated to the workstations in the back corner. As they arrived Jack sat down and Lily spun in her chair, slowly moving to cross her legs in an exaggerated motion. “Hello doctor,” she said in a throaty, beguiling voice. 

“Hi,” he said, ignoring her as he focused on Jack. “Where’s everybody else?” 

“The detectives are out chasing leads.” 

“What about Kate?” 

“I assume she’s at home.” 

“Mmmm,” he murmured, looking around again as if they might all just be hiding. “I assumed everybody would be here working the investigation.” 

“I don’t know why you would assume that.” 

Jack turned back to the coding she had been doing. Lily continued to stare at the doctor while she picked up a pen from the nearby table and began to make it disappear and reappear in her hand. Cham just continued to stand there awkwardly. 

Reaching a stopping point, Jack turned back around. “So what was it you drove all the way out here to tell us?” 

“I was hoping to show it to everybody.” 

“Well get comfortable then, I don’t know when the detectives will get back.” 

“Mmm,” he grumbled something under his breath, then pulled out a chair. “Well, I’ll just show you guys, it’s not that big.” 

“Then why did you drive all the way out here?” Lily asked. 

“I wasn’t gonna send it, someone might be monitoring my phone.” 

“Doc, nobody is monitoring your phone.” 

“You don’t know that. You can never be too careful.” 

Jack and Lily exchanged a glance while the doctor pulled out his mobile. On this he had a picture that he held up to show them. 

“Wait, what are you doing?” Lily asked. 

“I’m showing you what I found.” 

“On your mobile?” 

“Yeah, I have some pictures.” 

“I thought you were afraid they were monitoring you though.” 

“Monitoring my phone. Calls.” 

“If they can monitor that why can’t they monitor everything else on your mobile?” 

“No, that’s not,” the doctor stopped and looked down at the floor. Then he took a deep breath. “Just, let me show you.” 

Holding up his mobile again revealed what looked like a picture of an explosion, with a fireball caught mid eruption, under-lighting a thick black cloud. 

“After we talked the other day I decide to do some social engineering hacking myself. I went to the tech who runs our simulation computer. I convinced him that there were some files on the machine I needed to recover. He let me come in this morning, since it’s Saturday and nobody else was around for me to disturb, so I could get access.” 

He held his mobile forward, still showing the picture of the explosion. “I was able to download some of the data from the current run that Timespace Creations is doing.” 

“So what is that a picture of?” Lily asked. 

“This is what they’re doing. Like we suspected, they’re using the super-computer to do a high-fidelity rendering, maybe to create a very life-like virtual reality world.” 

“What would the point of that be?” Jack asked. “This isn’t a real-time simulation, right?” 

“True, yeah. I don’t know. Anyway, these are the pictures I downloaded from their sim.” On his mobile he started to scroll through a series of still images. All of them just showed the explosion from different angles.” 

“Are they just using this super-computer to make pictures of a fireball?” Lily asked. 

“Well, no, they’re rendering a whole virtual environment, that includes this explosion happening within it.” 

“So when this is all done they’ll have a virtual world you can wander through and watch things explode?” 

“I guess.” 

“Did you find anything else?” Jack asked. 

Cham looked at his mobile and shook his head. “No. I didn’t want to mess things up by accessing the simulation while it was still running, so I just grabbed a sample of pictures they had already extracted, but they were all this.” 

“So what does it all mean?” Lily asked. 

The doctor shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

“It’s definitely weird,” Jack said as she turned back to her computers and the mass of coding she had displayed. 

Looking up at the workstations with sudden interest, the doctor’s eyes widened. “Did you guys find anything?” 

“We got access to Raymond Id’s personal network,” Jack said. “I’ve downloaded a bunch of his files but I’m still trying to get access to his email.” 

Cham got up to look over her shoulder, even though all that was on this screen was a document about coding. “Impressive,” he said. 

“You’ll be interested to know we found this,” Jack slid down to the next monitor and pulled up a document. 

“What is it?” 

“Read it,” she pointed to the Jumpies receipt she had found. 

Dr. Cham examined this, squinting a little and then leaning far over Jack’s chair to read the fine print. 

“This is a receipt for trashing my lab?” 

“Uh-huh,” Jack nodded. 

“He got a receipt for it?” He said in a sudden outburst, as if expecting them to deny it. 

“Apparently.” 

“Wow, that’s,” he stammered and blinked. “This proves that Raymond Id was responsible for destroying my lab.” 

“It does.” 

“What did the police say about it?” 

“Roland and Vincent thought it’d help build the overall case.” 

“This is the case!” the doctor blurted at high volume. “It’s a smoking gun. It’s practically a confession.” 

“Your lab isn’t the whole case, doctor. We’re trying to find the link between Mayor Saffron and the massacre of various immigrant communities.” 

“This is an admission of guilt though,” he gestured at the screen, standing over her, his voice rising even more. “How can the police refuse to do anything about it?” 

“We haven’t taken this to the police yet.” 

“What? I thought you had detectives working on this case.” 

“They’re doing so unofficially.” 

“How can this not be an official case?” 

“It got shut down by the mayor’s office, remember?” 

“But you have this,” the doctor gestured to the screen again. “This is absolute proof.” 

“It would be kind of awkward explaining how we got that receipt,” Lily said. 

“Also,” Jack said, “we’re not taking this evidence to the police that are owned by Raymond Id, at least not while Mayor Saffron is still in office and we still don’t fully understand what’s going on.” 

“Hmmm,” the doctor turned to stare at the screen further, then took a seat at the table. “Yeah, good point. Knowing Raymond Id was behind the lab attack the question becomes why?” 

“Among a lot of other questions.” 

“Obviously he had this gang trash my lab so I’d get bumped from the super-computer time and his own company could slip in on the schedule, but why were they so desperate for super-computer time, and why this computer in particular?” 

“Is that really the obvious conclusion?” Lily asked. 

“Yes.” The doctor stared at her blankly. “I mean, Raymond Id owns the company that got moved up when I got bumped.” 

“Is there anything special about the UCLA computer?” Jack asked. 

“Not really. There are a few dozen like it around the country. They’re all at big universities or government agencies. Ours isn’t even the biggest in the state. Stanford has an even more powerful version.” 

“Is it tough to get time on all of these computers?” 

“They all have a wait list, and there’s a bunch of paperwork involved, but otherwise no, they’re not like exclusive about it. Obviously, this Timescape Creations company got on the wait list for ours.” 

“Okay, but didn’t you say before that private companies often get bumped to give priority to research?” 

“Yeah, that sometimes happens. Our lab charges extra for higher priority, so with enough money anybody can get in. Heck, with the money Raymond Id has he could have just bought his own super-computer if he wanted.” Dr. Cham stared away into space, his jaw grinding. “It doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Are any of these other options,” Lily leaned forward to ask, “cheaper than hiring a gang of crazy thugs to vandalize a random building.” 

“Probably not,” Jack said, nodding. 

“But vandalizing a building is a crime,” Cham said. 

“What is a crime to someone like Raymond Id?” Lily asked rhetorically. “He owned the mayor, he owned the police. He was above the law. The only thing that mattered to him was whatever was easiest or cheapest or what he wanted to do.” 

The doctor continued to grind his teeth. “Wait, why do you keep referring to Raymond Id in the past tense?” 

“Because he’s dead.” 

“Oh shit. How did that happen?” 

Lily looked away and drew a deep sigh. “Painfully.” 

Once more it looked like Lily was about to say something else only to be interrupted by a knock on the door. Jack turned to the doctor and pointed to the door without a word, waiting for him to get the hint and go answer it.  

A few seconds later Vincent and Roland burst into the main room, walking toward Jack’s workstations without so much as an acknowledgment of the doctor trailing behind them. “Well,” Roland said. “Whoever Lois Greenspan was, suspect or witness or accomplice, she has vanished without a trace.” 

“Or never existed in the first place,” Vincent said. 

“Good afternoon boys,” Lily said in a flat tone. “Welcome back.” 

“Madam,” Roland bowed his head in her direction. “I hope you’re feeling better.” 

She shrugged. “I’m not feeling worse.” 

“Hopefully you’ve also had more luck than us.” He stepped over to stand behind Jack and look at what she had on her workstation. 

“So nothing at her apartment?” Jack spun around in her chair to face the detectives. 

Vincent shook his head. “Nope. Nothing.” 

“What is this about?” Dr. Cham asked. 

Roland stared at him, then turned back to Jack. “You tell him we got the files?” Jack nodded, and Roland spun back to the doctor. “So, among Id’s files we found all this info on a woman named Lois Greenspan. No indication how she was connected to the case, except her info was in the same folder as all the incriminating data. Oh,” he turned back to Jack, “did you show him the receipt?” 

“I saw the receipt for destroying my lab,” the doctor said. 

“Okay. So this woman is connected, but we don’t know how. We went to the Denny’s where she supposedly works but nobody there had heard of her. We checked her apartment, the people living in that apartment had been there over a year and never heard of her or seen her. The apartment manager had no record of her. We tried hitting a couple other Denny’s nearby, nobody there had heard of her.” 

“I called a friend of mine at the precinct,” Vincent said, “to pull her police record.” 

“Right,” Roland nodded. “The files Id had included a criminal record, but when we went to pull that we got nothing. We thought about calling Kate and having her contact someone at city hall to try some other records, tax records or something, but I think we’d get the same answer.” 

“It’s like she never existed,” Vincent said. 

“Well a Lois Greenspan definitely exists,” Jack said, sliding her chair down to the computer next to Lily. Here she pulled up another set of web search results. “After you texted saying you weren’t finding her, I did a regular old web search. I found this Lois Greenspan who lives out in San Bernardino. All I could find for her is a phone number and address listing, she doesn’t even seem to have any social stream accounts, but what’s interesting, her address obviously is San Bernardino, but her phone number is an exact match for the one listed in the files we got from Id.” 

“So she’s living out in San Bernardino, and somehow erased the rest of her life?” Roland asked. 

“That info we found is obviously fake,” Vincent said. 

“Right,” Roland said slowly, giving his partner a confused look. 

“Right, so,” he gestured, “she didn’t erase all her online information. It probably never existed.” 

“Oh, I get’cha. You think she’s like you, minimal online presence.” 

“Right.” 

“So what does that mean?” Lily asked. 

“Good question,” Roland nodded. “Why would Id create a fake profile for someone with little online presence?” 

“Why would he create a fake profile at all?” Vincent asked in turn. 

“Are we sure this Lois Greenspan is the same person as the one in Raymond Id’s files?” 

“The one in his files doesn’t exist,” Vincent said, “so no, they are not the same.” 

“Except maybe, kinda,” Jack pointed to the matching phone numbers on her screen. 

Roland shook his head. “How does Id end up with all this fake info, except the real phone number?” 

“Other parts of his info could be real too,” Jack said. “Could just be a fake address and work history.” 

“And criminal record, and credit report.” Roland sighed. “This doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Did you try calling her?” Vincent asked of Jack. 

“No, I haven’t had time.” 

“Should we try contacting her?” Roland asked. 

“I don’t know,” Jack shrugged. “Is she the kind of person more likely to cooperate with the police, or more willing to speak to a journalist?” 

“Probably neither,” Vincent said. “If she’s not on any social streams she probably wants to be left alone.” 

“Honestly, I’d prefer to talk to her in person,” Roland said. “If only to see what she actually looks like.” 

“You wanna drive all the way out to San Bernardino?” 

“God no.” The mere thought had Roland dropping into a seat at the central table. 

“Is San Bernardino outside your jurisdiction?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“This entire case is outside our jurisdiction,” Roland answered the doctor. “So yes, yes it is.” He ran his hands down his face in exhaustion, then turned to Jack. “Was there anything else new to report?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t think there’s anything else of interest on Id’s personal network, or at least the parts I can access. I’m trying to figure out now how to use a worm to install another worm to give me access to his email.” 

“Is that difficult?” 

“Very. Especially doing so without triggering anti-virus software.” 

“Could you just do like you suggested before and give yourself access, create an account for yourself or whatever?” 

“I can, but that wouldn’t get me access to his email or text messages, and it would definitely leave forensic traces. I’d rather stick with this approach for now.” 

“Hmm. Well, I’m pretty clueless about that so I leave it to you.” 

They fell silent, everyone just staring as they watched Jack at her workstations. 

“So are we going to San Bernardino or not?” Vincent asked. 

“Mmm,” Roland made a noncommital murmur of a response, and seemed about to leave it at that. “I’ll call ahead first, see if it’s worthwhile. I need a moment to decompress though before I drive anywhere.” 

“Do you want me to drive?” Dr. Cham asked. “My car has an autonomous feature.” 

The two detectives just stared at him in reply. “Nah, thanks though,” Roland said. “We’ll handle it.” 

After that Roland fell silent again, and the room was filled with nothing but the clattering of Jack typing on an old, chunky keyboard. 

“So are we going?” Vincent asked. 

“In a bit,” Roland said, prompting his partner to as last take a seat. “Are there any other leads we should follow up on?” 

“We could think about another line of investigation,” Vincent said. “We’re supposed to be connecting all this back to the mayor, somehow.” 

“Id is the connection to the mayor.” 

“We don’t have evidence for that.” 

“We will once Finn is mayor and we can get a warrant,” he gestured toward the computers and the documents Jack had found. “The question still is what was Id doing exactly, and why.” 

“Why is that the question?” Vincent asked. 

“Because Id was at the center of this. If we can figure out what his game was we’ll know how the mayor fits into it.” As Roland said this he turned to look back at Jack still doing something on her workstation. 

“Are you sure about that?” Vincent asked. 

“No,” Roland shook his head while still staring into space. “Part of me starts to worry that even if we knew the whole story this still wouldn’t make any sense.” 
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It was nearing dusk when Roland turned off into a trailer park somewhere in the California interior. 

Going out this far brought them into a profoundly different world. The crowned shopping centers, mid-rise towers, and light-rail construction had given way to decrepit malls, dead traffic lights, and ‘wasteland communities’. That was what Vincent called them, houses or neighborhoods looking like they had armed themselves for the apocalypse, with eclectic combinations of broken down cars and scavenged chain link forming impromptu fences. Smoke rose within these places from open, wood-burning fires. Stranger still was the way these places coexisted within a few blocks with normal neighborhoods, or even upscale ones surrounded by towering brick walls. 

The trailer park they arrived at had its own mismatch of chain-link fencing, stacked cinder blocks, and irregular concrete chunks around the perimeter. Inside though the place still had electricity. At the entrance there was a man getting ready to close a big, swinging chain-link gate for the night. As they pulled up Roland reached out a window, holding up his badge, and the guard waved them through. 

“Should be right over there,” Vincent pointed. 

Rolling forward, they pulled into a parking spot in front of a trailer. Like many of the trailers around here it had a flag pole out front, hosting an American flag and a Gadsden flag below this, done in red and white stripes on a blue background. 

The detectives made their way past a series of sprawling planter boxes to get up to the porch and knock on the door. An older man answered, wearing a red baseball hat with a patch in the shape of the Gadsden flag coiled snake. “Can I help you?” 

“Yeah, hi, we’re the detectives that called earlier.” 

“Oh,” a female voice rose from inside. “Is that them?” She appeared in the doorway next to the man, an older, pale skinned woman wearing a long dress and a towering puff of epically feathered grey hair. 

“Are you,” Roland said with some hesitation, “Lois Greenspan?” 

“Yes, and you must be Detective Vincent.” 

“Vincent,” Vincent said, then gestured to his partner. “Roland.” 

“Oh good, come in, come in.” 

She ushered them in even as the man continued to stand there, partly blocking the way. The detectives ignored his body language and stepped around him. 

Inside they found the living room looked austere yet cramped, filled with old furniture but otherwise lacking in decoration. “Have a seat,” Lois gestured to the couch. 

“Can I get you anything to drink?” the man asked. 

Both detectives shook their heads as they moved over to the couch, both of them also hesitating, looking around and taking in the room before sitting down. 

“Wes, my husband,” Lois touched his shoulder as she moved past him to take a seat herself. “Calm down dear, they’re here about my case.” 

“Finally,” he said, closing the door and taking a seat himself in one of the big recliners arrayed opposite the couch. “That is why you’re here, right? Finally getting around to doing something about it?” 

“That,” Roland started, then hesitated. 

“In a round about way,” Vincent said to fill the gap. “Tell us about your case, though. You mentioned identity theft on the phone?” 

“Oh my goodness,” Lois said. “It’s been a nightmare.” 

“When did this happen?” 

“About six months ago. Someone stole my identity online. They maxed out all my credit cards and took out a loan in my name.” 

“Criminal,” Wes said. “Fuckers should get the death penalty.” 

“We had to close every account we have, lock everything down. I’m still trying to get my credit score cleared.” 

“We’ve filed multiple police reports,” Wes said at a grumble, staring down at the geometric pattern rug that dominated the floor. 

“We were lucky in a way,” Lois said. “The policeman who took our report, he said with the amount of time they had before we realized something was wrong, they could have cleaned us out completely.” 

“Hmph. Some good the cops do. Since then she’s refused to even go online.” 

“Oh no,” Lois shook her head and waved her arms in front of her. “Definitely not. I make him do all that online stuff.” 

“She even deleted her social stream accounts. Not even looking at grandchildren pictures anymore, unless they text ‘em to me.” 

“No, I’m sorry. Strictly cash payments from now on.” 

Roland and Vincent watched this exchange between the two like they were watching a tennis match, following the conversation as it was volleyed back and forth at high speed. “You say you filed a report with the police,” Roland said. “Were detectives ever assigned to your case?” 

“Yes, there were,” Lois said. “They came by a couple times, but we haven’t heard from them in a few months.” 

“Are you taking over for them?” Wes asked. 

“We’re,” Roland took a deep breath as he said the word to draw it out. “We’re working a case we think might be related.” 

“Those fuckers strike again,” Wes said, sitting up a little in his chair. 

“Maybe. Tell us, how did this identify theft occur in your case? What exactly happened?” 

“Well,” Lois said, folding her hands in her lap. “It started when I got an email from our congressman.” 

“She thought it was from our congressman,” Wes said. 

“I thought it was from our congressman. It looked completely like it was from our congressman. We’ve gotten other emails from him and this looked identical, and I always check for that kind of thing, you know, and I didn’t see any difference. We’d just met him the week before too.” 

“It was at a rally we went to, launching his re-election campaign.” 

“That’s right. We were really excited to go. The election before, Congressman West, our congressman, Stephen Julius West, he’d beaten the corrupt demon-crat who had been in the seat for, I don’t even know,” she looked at her husband, “a generation.” 

“Since we moved here. Old Soviet politburo lady.” 

“It was so nice to have a different party to vote for. We were never Republicans.” 

“I almost never voted.” 

“He never voted. We were really excited when the Nationalist party started winning. So we went to the rally and gave the campaign our contact info. Congressman West was a really good speaker, full of energy, and a handsome young man. I really like the way he brought out his wife to speak too.” 

“Very good speaker,” her husband nodded along with what she was saying. “From a good Christian family. Right on all the issues as well.” 

“Uh-huh. We really like how he supports the president on everything too.” 

“So,” Roland held out a hand before they could go on. “You say you got an email that appeared to be from Congressman West’s campaign.” 

“Oh yes. It looked completely legit. So I clinked on the link, and it brought up some pop-up that I just ignored and closed. I didn’t even read it. But then right away the computer started acting weird.” 

“Weird in what way?” Vincent asked. 

“It was going slow, nothing was happening. So I just gave up and closed the window.” 

“We didn’t realize anything was wrong,” Wes said, “until a few days later when I made my weekly check of our finances and bank statements. I almost had a heart attack.” 

“Did you realize right then what exactly had happened?” Vincent asked. 

“No, but I called our bank right away. They weren’t very helpful, but we got the account frozen.” 

“They told us to call the police if we thought it was genuine fraud,” Lois said. 

“Which, what else would it be? So I called the police, they told me to disconnect the computer from the internet and not do anything with it. Took ‘em a week to get someone out here to take a look. They took the computer as evidence, we still haven’t gotten it back, and she hasn’t been online since.” 

“I wouldn’t want to go online anyway. I don’t trust any of that. I closed down all my social stream accounts too.” 

“Did you have reason to believe those were hacked as well?” Vincent asked. 

“Oh, I don’t know, but you can’t be too careful. I don’t trust any of that.” 

“Would you mind,” Roland asked, “providing us with the bank statements or credit card statements you have with these fraudulent charges?” 

“Sure,” Wes lumbered up from his seat, “I got a whole file.” 

He disappeared into the next room, and a couple seconds later reemerged carrying a data stick that he passed to Roland. “Keep it. I made multiple copies.” 

“Oh. Thank you.” 

“Ya know,” Wes said as he retook his seat, “this is all stuff we told the cops six months ago, and those guys did nothing.” 

“I’m sorry, unfortunately these investigations take time.” 

“Are you finally going to catch these evil assholes?” Lois said, the bite in her voice more surprising than her particular language. 

The two detectives exchanged a glance. “I think we have a pretty strong idea who was responsible,” Vincent said. 

“Yeah,” Roland nodded. “You may not realize it, but your story has actually been very helpful in putting the pieces together for us.” 

“So you know who it was?” Wes asked. “Who did this?” 

“We think so. I’m afraid I can’t comment further.” 

“One more question,” Vincent said. Sitting up and holding his mobile forward he showed them the mug shot of ‘Lois Greenspan’ they had gotten from Raymond Id’s files. “Have either of you seen this woman before?” 

They both leaned forward themselves to look, but ended by shaking their heads. 

“Is that your main suspect?” Wes asked. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t comment. Thank you for all your help.” 

Outside twilight was settling in as they made their way back to the car. Standing by their respective open doors the two detectives paused to look back at the trailer. 

“So what do ya think?” Roland asked. 

“You notice how they call the Democrats, demon-crats now,” Vincent said while still starring toward the last remnants of the sunset. “It’s like they’ve forgotten it’s suppose to be an insult. It’s just a name they use.” 

“Yeah, I did notice that.” 

“What did you think?” 

“I think it’s pretty obvious this congressman stole that lady’s identity.” 

“Oh, of course,” Vincent said as he at last climbed into the car, prompting Roland to do the same. “I’m sure if we looked him up we’d find Raymond Id as one of his big campaign donors.” 

“Agreed. But why steal her identity just to use it to create this whole fictitious persona?” 

“Why steal her identity and then not use it at all? Other than the name and the one phone number, the fake Lois has none of the same personal info as the real one.” 

“Yeah, that makes it even weirder. Could it just be a big coincidence, a woman who was a victim of identity theft just happened to have the same name as the fake profile we found?” 

“The matching phone numbers is way too unlikely to be a coincidence,” Vincent said. 

“Yeah. We should check on this congressman, confirm there is a connection.” 

Vincent immediately went to his mobile. 

“Are you texting Jack?” 

“Yeah, tell her to look into him. What was his name?’ 

“West,” Roland said as he started the car and went to back out. 

“Having a research assistant is great,” Vincent said. “We should have one on every case.” 

“While we’re out here, you want to check the local precinct, see about getting the file for this Greenspan case.” 

“Mmmm. That didn’t work out too well when we went to get the file on that massacre in Pasadena.” 

“Yeah, and that time we were on an official investigation. Is there anything else we might want to do out here?” 

“I can’t think of anything.” 

 By now they had come to the gate, and the guard was moving to pull it open for them. “How do you suppose a place like this can afford a full time guard?” Roland asked. 

“I’m thinking they’re not paying him in cash.” 

“What are they paying him in?” 

“Room and board. Probably he gets the second bedroom in one of these trailers.” 

“Hmm. So you’re saying this is not a neighborhood we want to hang around in after dark?” 

“It’s not really a city I want to hang around in after dark.” 

“Okay,” Roland said as he waved to the guard and pulled out onto the main street. “Back to base then.” 
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It was full night, a crescent moon providing as much illumination as the sporadic streetlights, when Vincent and Roland again knocked on Jack’s door. They found themselves standing outside, looking at the empty street around her place and how desolate the neighborhood felt after dark. 

The door opened to reveal Lily, wearing flannel pajamas yet looking a little uncomfortable. She smiled and waved them in without a word. 

Inside they found few lights had been turned on. The big main room was cast in darkness, with a couple jagged pools of light in odd corners. At the row of computers sat Kate, starring at one of the screens. Dr. Cham sat at the table behind her, concentrating on his mobile. 

Vincent moved over to his wife and greeted her with a hug from behind. “Did you get my texts?” he asked as he kissed her on the cheek. 

“Yes,” she reached up and touched one of the arms wrapped around her, speaking in a lower voice. “Jack got them, but she’s gone to bed.” 

“Sleep?” Vincent sounded incredulous. “It’s only eight.” 

“She’d been up for more than twenty-four hours,” Lily said, moving around to sit down with them. 

“Pff, that’s nothing when you’re on a stake-out.” 

“Well the stake-out is over,” Kate said. “About half an hour ago we lost access to Raymond Id’s network.” 

“Ohh,” Roland let out a low whistle. “Should we be concerned?” 

“No,” the doctor said. “She got out.” They all turned to him, but he remained engaged with his mobile and did not comment further. 

Turning all the way around in her chair Kate picked up the story. “She tried to get into his email. Whatever she did got flagged by the anti-virus scan.” 

“It was a movie bit of hacking,” Lily said. “She was all set up, typing some code or something, and then she hits enter and this pop up comes up, and she said ‘oh crap’ and she reached over and hits a single button and pulled the plug on it all.” 

“She had it set up to send a command for her worm to delete itself,” Kate said. “Which did because the new virus got flagged. So supposedly it found this new virus that had not successfully been installed on the system, but it did not find the original worm, which had been. Jack said that meant it was unlikely to get flagged and come to a human’s attention.” 

“So there’s no chance they could trace it back to her?” Roland asked. 

“That’s what she seemed to think.” 

“This is all what we gathered from her drowsy explanation right before she fell asleep,” Lily said. 

“Hmm,” Roland looked around. “Well darn, I guess we lost our research assistant.” 

“What do you mean?” Vincent said, reaching over to put his arms around Kate again. “She’s right here.” 

His wife pushed his arms away. “I’m not part of whatever drug deal you’ve cooked up with Jack. I only work for back rubs.” 

Kate got her chair spun around, facing away from the computers, and Vincent moved around to give her a back rub. 

“So do you actually have something else you found?” Roland asked her. 

“Sure. Look at this.” 

Holding up her mobile, Kate pulled one of the bank statements from the real Lois Greenspan that Vincent had sent her. On the computer she pulled up one of Id’s files on ‘Lois’ showing a bank statement there too. She held her mobile up to the screen for a side-by-side comparison. 

“These are identical,” Kate said. 

“So proof Raymond Id was behind stealing this woman’s identity,” Roland nodded. 

“Didn’t we already know that?” Vincent asked. 

“We thought so, I think this proves it.” 

“I also looked up that congressman you mentioned,” Kate said, “but I will require more back rubs if you want to know more. 

Vincent realized he had been staring at the two bank statements and stopped rubbing her back. He resumed as Kate switched to a web search window. 

“Most of his campaign money comes from a Republican Super-PAC,” she said, “but it does also list donations from King Street Media and the Gooder Foundation.” 

“Interesting, okay,” Roland said, scratching his chin. “So, Jack said earlier this Gooder Foundation was a front for a criminal enterprise that is engaged in identity theft, among other things. So Raymond Id pays them, or orders them, not sure the exact relationship there, but he gets them to work with this congressman they support to steal this woman’s identity. The campaign provides the information to this Gooder Foundation, who provide it to Raymond Id. He changes some of it, like the address, job, photo, adds some stuff, like the criminal record, and then, um,” Roland looked around. By now everyone was staring at him, following along with his train of thought. “Then what? Also, why? What is the endgame here?” 

“Also,” Lily said, having moved over to stand next to Roland, “how does this relate to killing immigrants and human sacrifice?” 

Nobody had an answer, and a reflective pause settled over them. It made the room seem a little darker, shadows creeping across from weird angles among all the equipment and furniture. The only motion was Vincent, continuing to stand there and rub his wife’s back. 

“Well,” Dr. Cham said, “all these files were labeled ‘Great Ritual’ right? Is this some part of a ritual they’re performing?” 

“A ritual to do what?” Roland asked. “Summon a demon? Bring about the end of the world?” 

“Maybe that’s exactly what it’s meant to do,” Lily said with cold seriousness. 

“You actually think these people are going to summon a demon?” the doctor asked her. 

“No, but that doesn’t mean they don’t believe. These people are obviously not rationale. They’re following the religion of some made-up Egyptian god, partly ironically. They could be conducting a ‘ritual’ that’s nothing more than some arbitrary steps they made up at random.” 

The doctor stared at her with a confused look, but then he started to nod, his face now also setting into a serious expression. “Yeah, that’s a good point. That’s how Christian and Islamic terrorists think. They don’t have any causal explanation for what their acts will achieve. They just think if they make a big enough explosion it’ll signal god to start doing something.” 

“Unfortunately,” Roland said, “that gives us no clue as to what happens next or where else this might lead.” 

“Also,” Vincent said, “I keep saying this. None of this provides any evidence that links the mayor to the Southside massacre directly.” 

“It also doesn’t explain,” Dr. Cham said, “what Raymond Id’s company is doing with our simulation super-computer now.” 

“Ugh,” Roland buried his face in his hands, then ran his hands downward, pulling on the skin. “This case is going backwards. We’ve uncovered more unsolved crimes than we have actual evidence.” He dropped his hands and looked to his partner. “Maybe we should just go to Finn with what we have. We’ve already got some damning stuff on Raymond Id.” 

“Yes, but Finn hired us to find the connection between the Southside massacre and the mayor. Also, we’re supposed to do it before the election, before the mayor starts destroying evidence.” 

“Uh-huh,” Roland nodded and braced an arm against the back of a chair. “All we really seem to have is that Mayor Saffron has been protecting Id and his gangs, and we don’t even have direct evidence of that.” 

All of them paused again, the silence further enhancing the weird lighting of the room, all of it pressing in around them. 

“Ugh,” Roland sighed and took a seat. “Maybe this whole Raymond Id thing is a dead end.” 

“That is not something I really want to hear,” Lily said. 

“How can it be a dead-end?” Dr. Cham, talking over her, blurted out in a cry that reverberated in the hush that had settled over the room. “We caught Id with literal receipts for the criminal acts he commissioned, and we have an eye-witness to him committing premeditated murder.” 

“Oh yeah,” Roland nodded to him. “If Raymond Id weren’t dead and the DA weren’t corrupt and on Id’s payroll, then we have enough to bring charges. The problem is unless we can bring down the mayor with him this isn’t doing us any good.” 

“It seems like there has to be some connection,” Kate said. “I saw Raymond Id at that gala at the Silver Screen Lodge, hanging out at the racist speeches with the mayor’s people.” 

“Could it be,” Lily said, “that you’re not finding evidence against the mayor because he’s not really involved?” 

Both detectives looked at her with critical stares. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, obviously he’s corrupt, but maybe he wasn’t really involved in this Southside massacre or the doctor’s lab getting attacked. Maybe his only connection is that Id has been bribing him, and in return he’s protecting the whole criminal enterprise, or whatever is it, that Id has been doing.” 

“He covers up for the crimes,” Roland said, “but he’s not actually commissioning them.” 

“Yeah, or planning or instigating them. Maybe that’s all just been Raymond Id.” 

“Hmm,” Roland leaned back and scratched his chin again. “So, let me think this through. Originally, when we started looking into this, I found that this Southside massacre wasn’t the first attack against immigrants of its kind.” 

“Right,” Vincent said, “but we still haven’t found evidence linking them.” 

“Right, but stay with me. Let’s say they are linked, not because it was the same gang actually doing the killing each time, but because all these gangs or crime outfits are working for Raymond Id. He starts a couple years ago with that massacre in Inglewood, on the anniversary of the President’s Day bombing. It’s a political statement, but whatever he wanted it to do, start a revolution or a race war or summon a demon to kick off Armageddon, it obviously didn’t do that.” 

“Is that what Raymond Id is trying to do?” Kate asked. 

“Maybe. Whatever he’s trying to do, that first time didn’t do anything. So he rethinks things, takes on a more religious bend. The next massacre, in Pasadena, was on Easter Sunday. Then this one is on Halloween.” 

“It was the day before Halloween,” Vincent said. 

“Right, right, the day before. Actually, wait, he does this the day before, then the next night, Halloween itself, he was at that party, right? Kate, you saw him there?” 

“I did. He was wearing a mask but I’m sure it was him.” 

“He had wanted to go to that with Mercedes and Lily though, right? Didn’t she tell us he originally invited her to it.” 

“She did say that,” Kate nodded. 

“So that’s the next step in his evolution.” 

“Evolution of what?” Vincent asked. 

“This, um, Great Ritual, whatever it was. He tried it on Easter Sunday, doesn’t kick anything off. So next time he decides, he’ll do Halloween, but actually start the night before with the whole mass killing, then the next night he had hoped to carry out this human sacrifice thing. I’m assuming his plan had been to take Lily and Mercedes to this Halloween gala and then go to his penthouse afterward and perform whatever ritual he ended up doing last night, right?” 

“That makes sense,” Lily said. 

“Do you think he did do that?” Kate asked. “Had some escort with him that night that he took back and,” she trailed off, looking around with wide eyes. 

“I don’t think so,” Lily said. “If he had done something like this before his bodyguards would have known about it when I was there the other night.” 

“You don’t think they did?” 

“I got that impression. They maybe knew he was doing some weird shit but I don’t think they expected to be dealing with a dead body.” 

“Maybe he was planning it for Halloween night,” Roland said, “but he backed out. Maybe he decided it just wasn’t right without the right people present.” He gestured here to Lily. “Then, later in the week, he gets the chance to go through with it and so he does.” 

“But why?” Vincent asked. “So he does this human sacrifice ritual, then what happens?” 

“It’s like Dr. Cham said. I think he really believed in this Sqil god whatever. He thought if he got the ritual right he would,” Roland waved a hand in the air, “he could bring about some new world or something. Each of these massacres has been him escalating, trying to find the right formula.” 

“What does any of this have to do with him destroying my lab though,” Cham said. 

“We’re pretty sure, right, that he did that to get time on that super-computer of yours?” 

“Yeah, but why do that? It looks like all he’s doing is making pictures of an explosion.” 

“And how does any of this connect to this Lois Greenspan woman?” Vincent asked. 

Roland opened his mouth to respond, then paused, looked around, slumped down. “You know, it has been a long couple of days. Maybe we should all go home and get some rest.” 

“Rest?” Dr. Cham sat up. “I’m not tired at all. I say we keep working and figure this out.” 

“We’re not going to figure it out tonight, doc,” Vincent said. “We don’t have all the pieces.” 

“Also, you didn’t spend all day driving around chasing leads,” Roland said. 

“Or trying to look up virus code on pirate websites,” Lily said with a nod toward Jack’s bedroom door. 

“Or have to fight off a deranged murderer the night before,” Roland added with his own nod toward Lily. 

“Speaking of that,” Vincent said, “did we ever get the analysis of that drug?” 

“Oh yes,” Kate reached for her purse. “That was the whole reason I came over here in the first place.” 

From her purse she produced a plastic bottle with the grey capsule inside, along with a printed lab report. 

“So,” Kate read, “the drug is, uh, some word I’m not going to try to pronounce. Brand name is Calmalin. It’s part of a class of synthetic psychotropic drugs known as somaloids. The street name is Zero or Null.” 

Lily was nodding slightly as Kate spoke. Noticing this, Roland turned to her. “You’ve heard of this?” 

“Oh yeah, I’ve heard of Zero. It’s suppose to get rid of empathy and turn you into a psychopath.” 

“Why would anyone want a drug that does that?” Cham asked. 

Holding up a finger for patience, Kate continued to read from the report. “It was developed as an anti-anxiety med.” 

“It’s something gang members or corporate executives or salesman take,” Lily said, “when they want to be ruthless, to have that ‘killer instinct.’ It makes sense. After Id took the pill he seemed kind of robotic, talked in a monotone.” 

Vincent, still giving Kate back rubs, leaned over her shoulder to look at the lab report himself. “It’s also a pain killer, which explains why Id kept coming even after you maced him and hit him with the taser.” 

“Yeah,” Roland nodded, “and he wanted you to take it as well so you would just stand by and watch him murder Mercedes without feeling anything, rather than react how you did.” 

“I looked it up online,” Kate said. “The gang you guys have been investigating, the, uh, Jumpies, they traffic in somaloids.” 

“So what does that tell us?” Vincent asked. 

Everyone fell silent again, once more sinking deeper into the evening. 

“It tells me I’m going home,” Roland said, getting up from his seat. “Meet back here tomorrow morning?” 

“To do what?” Kate asked. 

“I don’t know, to figure out our next move.” He stared at her, meeting her gaze right on for a second. “You can come if you want, I meant that more for Vincent and Jack and myself.” Roland looked around as he said the names. “And Lily, I guess. Are you staying here tonight?” 

Lily just nodded, hugging her arms around herself. 

“Can I stay here too?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“Why would you want to stay here?” Roland asked him. 

“Because we have criminal gangs and corrupt politicians and murderous billionaires we’re going up against, and because my lab has already been attacked. I don’t feel totally safe going home by myself.” 

Roland looked over at Vincent and Kate, then shrugged, then looked over at Lily. She stared at the doctor with a blank expression for a second. “Sure,” she said, gesturing toward the front of the room. “I’m crashing in her roommate’s room while they’re out. You can take the couch.” 
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As the first rays of sunlight broke again on the top of the arcology, Roland found himself back at Jack’s front door. It was Jack’s roommate, a scrawny figure looking unusually awake, who answered. “Come on in,” he said. “They’re all here.” 

Roland made his way to Jack’s row of workstations. Dr. Cham was hunched over the computer at the end of the row, while everyone else gathered around Jack. 

“Did we find something interesting?” Roland asked as he approached. 

Everyone parted to give him a look at the screen. “Late last night,” Jack said, “more than a dozen different right-wing news letters I subscribe to, including the Jumpies, the Army of Civilization, the Minute Men PAC, and the Great America Stream PAC, all sent out identical mass emails.” 

“What did they say?” Roland asked, looking around with wide eyes. 

“Nothing, they all just contained a single image file.” 

“Actually, wait, back up. You subscribe to more than a dozen different right-wing news letters?” 

“Of course. I cover them as a journalist. First move is to subscribe to their news letters.” 

“Do they send you a lot?” 

“All the time, but mostly it’s just links to unsourced articles filled with conspiracy ramblings. I’ve never seen a coordinated mass emailing like this.” Jack leaned back in her chair and gestured to the screen. 

Stepping forward, Roland leaned over her for a look. The image file she had open was elaborate. In color and detail work it resembled a medieval tapestry, but its layout made him think of a dollar bill. 

In the center, where the portrait of a president would go, there was a snake head, a cobra viewed face on, bearing its fangs. Above this picture was a banner, made to look like a scroll unrolling to either side. On the scroll, in cursive script, it read ‘Sqil Cometh.’ A similar banner, right below the portrait, read ‘Glory to the Lost Children.’ 

On the left side of the mosaic there was a picture of the Eye of Providence, the Illuminati symbol they kept encountering. Imposed on this were circles of gold filigree, one plastered over the pyramid and one each at the three visible corners. Within each circle were words. ‘Blood Sacrifice’ was written in the center, ‘The Impure’; ‘The Harlot’; ‘The Goat’ were written in the circles around the edges. 

The right side had a similar circular picture, but within this one, instead of the pyramid and eye, there was a tower, shown being struck by lightning and starting to crumble. As Lily had pointed out, it looked like the ‘Falling Tower’ card from a tarot deck. A scroll banner below this read ‘the fall of an empire.’ 

Roland stared at this for a while, continuing to notice weird details crammed in throughout the image. On the far edges were medieval tapestry style images of people, in one case people falling and being poked by demons, on the other people ascending with angel wings and halos and harps. There was a comet streaking across the top of the image, in its tail the words ‘fall of a star, herald of an angel.’ 

Along the bottom, in blocky letters that clashed with the rest of the image, were the words ‘root of evil-seven deadly sins’ and right above this were a series of seven iconographic symbols representing those sins. Each was labeled, which was good because Roland would not have been able to figure them out from just the images, and they did not match the seven deadly sins he knew. They were ‘abortion, evolution, gender deformity, climate hoax, socialism, lust, faithless.’ 

He stared some more, noting even smaller details, like the people in the background of the Eye of Providence who looked like Egyptian slaves hauling stones to build a pyramid, or the anime-style disproportionate women who were falling out of the crumbling tower, or the blatant phallic symbols some of the edge filigrees formed. 

By now everyone was staring at Roland as he in turned stared at the image, his face becoming an ever more furrowed brow squint. Finally he said, “what the fuck am I looking at?” 

Nobody had a response, witty or otherwise. Jack just shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Obviously, Sqil is the fake Egyptian god they worship semi-ironically.” 

“Or maybe honestly,” Lily said. 

“Sure. I’ve seen some of these symbols on the bottom before,” Jack pointed to the seven deadly sin icons, “with lists of alternate sins.” 

Roland leaned forward again for a better look at these. “What is gender deformity?” 

“I think that just means anything other than cis-gender straight.” 

“They changed all the sins,” Kate said, “but they kept lust, of all things. Who’s the killjoy that thought of that?” 

“They always keep at least one of the originals,” Jack said, “but it varies which one.” 

“Idleness is no longer on the list though,” Lily said. “So we’re free to lounge around all day if we want.” 

“I like how evolution is now a sin,” Vincent said. “Which means we need to stop having kids, right? Because evolution is just the frequency of genes slowly changing over time, and kids will always have different genes than their parents, so the only way to stop evolution is to stop reproducing.” 

“It’s the change of genes from natural reproduction,” Roland said, holding up a finger. “So you’re right, no more natural procreation. It’s all cloning from here on out.” 

They turned back to the image. Jack began manipulating it, zooming in and scrolling around to pick out some of the fine details. 

“So what does this all mean?” Kate asked. 

“It might not mean anything,” Jack said. “Somebody could have just put together this graphic and decided to troll everyone by spamming it across all these newsletters.” 

“You think this could be some kind of hack?” Roland asked. 

“Maybe. I haven’t seen any news this morning about a simultaneous hack of a bunch of right-wing political organizations.” 

“It would be a strange thing for hackers to do,” Lily said. “Why hack them to send out an image that looks like it could be purposefully sent by these organizations?” 

“To create chaos?” Roland shrugged. 

“Didn’t you say they don’t normally coordinate emails like this?” Vincent asked of Jack. 

“No, they don’t. Normally they’re really disjointed. More often than not they’re sending out stories that contradict each other.” 

“Lily is right,” Kate said. “Hackers usually try to undermine whoever they hack. This doesn’t undermine any of these groups.” 

“Could this be a reaction to Id’s death?” Roland asked. “Or maybe even announcing it?” 

Jack shook her head and shrugged. “There’s still been nothing in any news stream I can find about that.” 

“I don’t see how you would construe that anyone had died from this,” Kate said. 

“Could there be some kind of code in it?” Roland asked, looking around at the whole group. “A hidden message in all this?” 

“I was thinking that too,” Jack said. “It reminds me of the Koran quotes or biblical prophecy that religious terrorists like to send out in advance of a major attack. Sometimes those are suppose to contain coded messages.” 

She turned around in her seat, and everyone else backed away from staring over her shoulder at the image, instead forming up in a little circle. 

“If it does contain a coded message,” Roland said, “would we have any way of deciphering it?” 

“Not that I can think of,” Jack shook her head. 

“Okay. So does this image being sent out change anything?” 

“No it doesn’t,” Kate said. 

“So we have a bunch of evidence against Id, who is dead, despite no official announcement or news. Madam Lily, are you sure he was dead?” 

“I’m sure,” she said. “I checked.” 

“Could you have missed something, somehow?” 

“He had just attacked me with a knife and I’d had to hit him multiple times with a taser before he stopped. Whether he was alive or not was foremost on my mind.” 

“Okay, okay,” Roland held up his hands. “So, we have a dead billionaire linked to a bunch of criminal gangs, but neither of them linked directly to the mayor. I visited our patron again this morning just before coming over here, and he had a sense of urgency about finding whatever we can before the mayor loses the election and starts destroying evidence. Do we have any other leads?” 

“The reason we have so much on Raymond Id,” Vincent said, “is he kept records of his crimes. Do you think the mayor has done the same thing?” 

“Probably,” Jack said. “That’s probably the evidence he’s going to destroy.” 

“So how do we get hold of those records?” Roland asked. 

Vincent looked up with a shit-eating grin. “Is there someone in the mayor’s inner circle we can hack by having our psychic seduce him?” 

This had Lily giving him a sharp edged stare. 

“Honestly,” Roland said, “I don’t think we should rule out another heist of some kind.” 

“Would you really try that against a government official?” Kate asked. 

“Depends on who the target was. Do we even have any options?” 

With a sigh Lily turned to him. “I do know some people in the city government, but I don’t think any of them are high ranking enough, and even if they were there’s no way I’m risking resurfacing at this point.” 

“Okay, but maybe we could still use this. If you sent one of these clients an email, maybe, since they trust you, could we get a worm into their system that way?” 

“I think you guys are greatly overestimating my programming skills,” Jack said. 

Before Roland could respond they were interrupted from further down the row of computers. “Hey, did you guys all see this?” Dr. Cham asked. 

All of them looked toward where he sat, hunched over the last computer in the line. “What is it?” Kate asked him. 

“I was looking over some of the stuff you found yesterday.” He paused, glancing around among them. “Oh, uh, I hope it’s okay I used this computer.” 

“Don’t ask me,” Jack said. “That one belongs to Phil.” 

She pointed, and everyone else turned to see Jack’s roommate standing across the table, quietly watching and listening to them. “It’s fine,” he said. 

“How long have you been there?” Roland asked. 

“I live here,” he said. 

“Well,” Roland clenched his eyes for a second and smiled. “Okay then. Seriously though, would you mind not, you know, spreading the word about this?” 

“I know the drill. Though Jack, this really is the coolest story you’ve ever done.” 

“I don’t know about that,” she said with a sigh. “It might be the most annoying. Anyway, doc, what did you find?” 

“So, here, take a look.” For a moment it seemed he might pick up the monitor to hold it up for them to see. Instead everyone shifted down to stand around the doctor and look over his shoulder. 

“I was reading the blog of Lois Greenspan this morning,” Cham said. “Or her fake blog, I guess. I noticed it has all these links.” He scrolled down to show where the blog, along a sidebar, had a series of external links. “All of these are to websites or videos about bomb making. Except for these ones,” he circled with the mouse cursor on the last links in the sequence. “These ones link to the Phoenix Zoo.” 

There was a general pause among the whole audience. “The Phoenix Zoo?” Roland said with total incredulity. “What?” 

“See.” Following the link, Dr. Cham brought up a website for the zoo. 

“Zoo Lights,” Vincent read directly off the screen. 

“It’s one of those things,” Cham said, “where they decorate the place with Christmas Lights and open at night during the holidays. It just started this past weekend.” 

“Last weekend?” Kate said. “Seriously, they couldn’t even wait until November?” 

“I know, right,” Cham said. “Anyway, this other link goes to an article from the local news.” He clicked on the link to bring up a print article in an old-style news website. The headline read ‘Court Decision means go ahead for Zoo Nativity.’ “Apparently,” the doctor continued, “they won a court case so there’s going to be a bunch of nativity scenes this year.” 

“Right,” Kate said, “that was the big Supreme Court decision last summer.” 

“Hold on,” Jack said. She was leaning down right next to the doctor, studying what he had on screen. All of them looked at her, noticing her furrowed brow as she stared. “Dr. Cham, where did you find this?” 

“What?” 

“This blog, where did you find it?” 

“I did a regular web search for Lois Greenspan.” 

“Aren’t you the one that found this?” Roland asked of Jack. 

“I found it on Id’s network. It wasn’t posted online.” 

This got her a quizzical look from the detective. “So, okay, what does that mean?” 

“All the blog entries were on Id’s network. I transferred them to my network, and to my backup storage, but they weren’t on this computer,” she gestured to the computer Dr. Cham was using, “and they weren’t online. They didn’t show up in a regular web search. I did a web search for Lois Greenspan yesterday, and all I got was that little bit of info on the real Lois Greenspan, the one you guys visited in San Bernardino.” 

“I did a regular web search just now,” the doctor said, “and I got this.” 

“Are you sure this wasn’t just pulling the files from your personal network?” Kate asked. 

“Can I see?” Jack said to Dr. Cham, prompting him to move aside and let her sit down in front of the screen. 

“What are you guys doing to my computer,” Phil the roommate asked, having circled around to join them all in looking at what the doctor had found. 

“Sorry Phil,” Jack said. “I promise not to break anything.” She scrolled through the blog some, then hit a quick keyboard command that brought up the site’s background code in a sidebar. 

“Overestimating your skills?” Roland said facetiously. 

“What?” 

“You’re obviously some kind of hacker,” he gestured to the screen. 

“This is just the site’s code, anybody can look at it.” 

“Except you know how. I assume you also know why. What is this telling us?” 

“I wanted to see when this was posted.” Jack scrolled up and began clicking through the different blog entries. “Yeah, look, all of these have been backdated.” She pointed to the screen, prompting the others to gather in close around her to see. “There are dates on the blog entries, which go back at least a couple years so far. But look at these dates,” she pointed to a date in the mass of code she had pulled up. “These are all from late last night.” 

“Within minutes of each other,” Roland said as he watched her move through the different pages. 

“In fact,” Jack got up, slipping out from the cluster around her to move back to her own workstations, where she pulled up her email. “Yeah, look, all of those blog pages were posted just a few minutes before this mass email went out.” 

Everyone looked at her, expressions ranging from blank to confused. “So,” Roland said, “Raymond Id has his people steal this woman’s identity, uses that info to create this whole fake persona with fake social stream accounts and blog entries and everything, then Id gets killed and the next night someone posts all the fake stuff online and sends out this cryptic mass email.” 

“I followed each individual part of that,” Lily said, “but what does it add up to?” 

“Wasn’t there something about Raymond Id going to Phoenix?” Vincent asked. 

“There was,” Jack snapped her fingers as she turned back to her computer. She pulled up some more files as she spoke. “His ‘great ritual’ folder had a whole itinerary for a Phoenix trip next week.” 

Roland leaned in to look at the document files again. He paused as he read over them, then braced an arm on the back of Jack’s chair and leaned in further. 

“So he was going to fly out on his private jet tonight,” Roland said. “Then stay at, this place, presumably swank hotel, all week.” 

“Not just him” Jack pointed with her cursor. “He had the presidential suite and five other suites booked.” 

“Presidential suite booked for two, it says,” Roland said with a raised eyebrow. 

“You think he planned to have a traveling companion with him?” Vincent asked. 

The two detectives looked at each other, than everyone turned to Lily. 

She responded with a wide eyed stare. “He never said anything to me about going to Phoenix. Or anywhere else.” 

“Whether he was taking Madam Lily or not,” Roland said, “what was he going to do there? Was he going to this Zoo Lights thing?” 

“He was going to hold some kind of conference at all these venues,” Jack said, gesturing to the other documents on her screen. 

“Does it say anything about what these conferences were about?” 

She shook her head. “These are just reservation confirmations for the venues themselves.” 

“Maybe he was planning more rituals,” Lily said. 

Roland shot her an intrigued look. “Interesting. You think he was planning more human sacrifices?” 

“I don’t know. It was just a thought.” 

“Why rent these venues for a ritual though? His penthouse was enough for his great ritual.” 

“Maybe these rituals involve more people being present.” 

“You think he’d perform human sacrifices in front of a large group of people?” 

Lily shrugged. “Maybe these rituals don’t involve human sacrifice.” 

“Or maybe they do,” Kate said. “He’s acted with total impunity so far.” 

“This itinerary was all in his ‘great ritual’ folder,” Jack said. “So it makes sense. Whatever he’s doing at these venues must be part of this ritual.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Roland nodded. “Okay. So how does that connect to this Zoo Lights thing? Was he going to perform some ritual ceremony there too?” 

“The Zoo Lights link was on the fake Lois Greenspan blog,” Cham said. 

“So was he going to meet this fake Lois Greenspan there?” Roland shook his head. “That part still doesn’t make sense.” 

All of them fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts. 

“Oh, oh,” Jack suddenly shot up from her seat. “I know what this is.” Quickly she rushed back over to her roommate’s computer. On the screen she switched from the blog entries to the Phoenix Zoo links. “This is a false flag operation.” 

“What is that?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“It’s when you commit a horrendous act of terrorism against yourself, but while disguised as your enemy.” 

“I.e. while flying a false flag,” Lily said. 

“Right. The idea is that your enemy gets blamed for committing an atrocity and you get sympathy.” 

“But wouldn’t they be able to tell?” Dr. Cham asked. “Since all the blogs were posted last night and came from Id, and also this woman isn’t even real.” 

“Obviously a thorough investigation would uncover everything we have,” Jack said. “Assuming one even gets done, and assuming people believe it instead of whatever their preferred news stream is saying. But that doesn’t account for what happens in the meantime.” 

“It doesn’t have to be a well conceived plan,” Lily said, “to still be one.” 

“Yeah,” Roland nodded. “Like Kate said, Id was acting like he had total impunity. Probably had no reason to think he needed to cover his tracks.” 

“What exactly do you guys think they’re doing here?” Vincent asked, an annoyed edge entering his voice. “Because just saying ‘a false flag operation’ doesn’t explain anything.” 

“Good question,” Roland said. “So, Id has this woman, whoever this picture is we found, she sets off a bomb at the Phoenix Zoo. Then in the aftermath people will discover her blog and social streams and find those links, so it all implicates her, and also makes her sound like a militant leftist, which gives motive for the crime.” 

“Right, they do all that, and then,” Vincent gestured to the computers, “what?” 

“Then,” Roland leaned back and scratched his chin. “I don’t know. Profit?” 

“There has to be more to it than that,” Kate said. “How do these venues he rented fit in to all this?” 

“But it’ll be super obvious this is fake,” Dr. Cham said. “They’ll try to go to her home and job, just like you guys did, and find out she doesn’t exist.” 

“By that point it won’t matter,” Jack said, “people will be calling for blood.” 

“Also, who is ‘they’ in your sentence,” Lily asked the doctor. “They as in the corrupt police, or the right-wing news streams?” 

“Maybe this is the link to the mayor,” Jack said. “Maybe the reaction they’re hoping for is to turn the tide of this upcoming election, save the mayor’s job.” 

Everyone paused, staring at Jack or each other or off into space. Jack in turn spun around to start looking at something on the computer. 

“That turns my whole theory of the case on it’s head,” Roland said. “Instead of just being on Id’s take, and covering up for his bizarre ritual murders, the mayor would be the one driving things.” 

“It sounds more like they’re in it together,” Vincent said. “Mayor wants to keep his job, Id wants him to stay in power so no aggressive DA comes after him. They come up with this scheme.” 

“Is that what Id thought he was accomplishing with the sacrifices to his Egyptian god then?” Dr. Cham asked. “That it would swing the election?” 

“Might explain the timing,” Roland said. “He wanted to do it on Halloween, exactly one week before the election.” 

“So, look at this,” Jack said, gesturing to her screen. “There is a ‘National Law and Order Conference’ taking place in Phoenix next week.” She made air quotes around the title as she read it directly off her web search. 

“Is it at one of the venues Id rented out?” 

In reply Jack just pointed with both hands, one toward a website dedicated to the conference, the other to one of the reservation document. Roland leaned in and saw the listed addresses were the same. 

“Going on all week,” he said, pointing to the conference dates. “Interesting.” 

“What do people do at a law and order conference?” Vincent asked. 

Jack shook her head. “This website is pretty bare.” She scrolled down through it. “It has no other links. Just date, place, this logo, and this picture, I assume of the venue.” She slipped over to another workstation and started another web search. 

“So,” Roland leaned in again to look at the ‘great ritual’ documents. “This is taking place at one of the venues Id rented. What are all the other venues for?” 

“Are there other conferences going on?” Kate asked. 

“That’s what I’m trying to find,” Jack said without turning from her screen. 

Roland stepped back, scratching his chin again. Vincent stared at him, prompting Roland to turn to his partner. “What do you think?” Vincent asked. 

“Ah, what do you think man? Don’t tell me, you think this is a wild goose chase leading us nowhere.” 

“Maybe. Your idea of this being a false flag operation to try to change the election is the best theory I’ve heard so far, but there’s still no evidence linking any of it to the mayor.” 

Roland paused, considering this. “Actually, it was Jack’s theory.” 

“Having a research assistant is fucking awesome.” 

Roland held out a fist, and Vincent bumped his own fist against it as they both turned away in thought. 

“There has to be more to it though,” Roland said. “Why rent out all these venues? Why a law enforcement convention? 

“Why was Id gonna go to Phoenix himself at all?” Vincent asked. 

“It all goes back to his rituals, doesn’t it?” Lily said. “The conventions, this zoo bombing, it’s all part of it.” 

“Why Phoenix though?” Roland asked. 

“Why a fake Egyptian god? Why Halloween? It’s like you’ve been saying, none of it is ever going to make any sense.” 

“Not to us,” Kate said, “but probably to them, right? There’s usually some internally consistent logic to these things, if you accept the initial outlandish premise.” 

“I hope that’s the case,” Roland said, “but I’m starting to wonder.” He looked away and sighed. “We still don’t have all the pieces. Jack, did you find anything?” 

“No,” Jack said over her shoulder. 

“There aren’t any other conference in Phoenix next week?” 

“Not a lot, or not that are advertised. None of these venues actually list what events they’re hosting, which seems a little weird. I did find a religious conference taking place later in the week. It’s location matches one of the venues, but it’s only happening for part of the time Id reserved the place for.” 

“What kind of religious convention?” 

“It’s the, um,” she turned back to read off her screen. “The annual convention of the Church of the White Christ.” 

“Seriously?” 

“That’s what it says. I didn’t find anything more about it. I did find this though,” she turned to a different window on the next screen over. “There was a press release from the mayor’s office last week that announced the DA, as in the Los Angeles DA, would be in Phoenix next week attending a conference of law enforcement officials.” 

“Oh really,” Roland scratched his chin. “Now that is interesting.” 

“Also, look at this,” Jack pointed to a different web search on the next monitor over. “The Phoenix mayor is also a Nationalist who trails heavily in recent polling. As does the governor and several representatives in the state, and as far as I can tell all of them have received money from King Street Media and the Gooder foundation.” 

“That doesn’t prove they’re part of this particular conspiracy,” Vincent said. 

“Yeah, but,” Roland shook his head. “It can’t be a coincidence, can it? That the DA is going to Phoenix at the same time this plot is unfolding.” 

“The LA district attorney is obviously involved,” Vincent said. “That doesn’t mean all these Phoenix politicians are.” 

“How even is the DA involved?” Kate asked. “Other than the fact that he’s going to this conference.” 

“No idea,” Roland shook his head. “It would help if we knew what these conferences were really about, and how they link to this false flag terrorist attack.” 

“What if the DA is the target of the attack?” Cham asked. 

“You think this is a plot to assassinate the DA?” 

“Yeah, to get sympathy and turn the election, right?” 

“I don’t think the DA being killed is going to bring out a big sympathy vote.” 

“More likely,” Vincent said, “he’s the one carrying out the attack.” 

Roland turned to his partner. “The DA?” 

“Right. Or his people, somebody traveling with him.” 

“I thought that woman, whose picture we found,” Dr. Cham gestured to a screen that still had the fake Lois Greenspan mugshot up. “I thought she was the terrorist.” 

“This woman?” Vincent jerked his thumb at the screen, his voice rising. “This is fake. We don’t even know if this is a real picture or computer generated. This woman does not exist.” 

“And if she does,” Lily said, “she’s probably not actively working with a bunch of white supremacists.” 

“She could be a patsy,” Roland said. “Set up to take the fall.” 

“If they had a patsy,” Vincent said, “they wouldn’t need to create a fake blog. This woman doesn’t really exists.” 

“How do they blame this terrorist attack on her if she doesn’t exist though?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“The same way they do everything,” Roland said. “Bomb the place, plant some evidence, and let their media goons run with the fake story.” 

“Hmmm,” the doctor scowled, then turned to Kate. “Hey, uh, Kate. Didn’t you tell me the DA used to be a criminal?” 

“You’re thinking of the press secretary, but you’re right, most of the mayor’s staff has done time. The DA has been disbarred and avoided prison by being pardoned more than once, and we did see him giving that white power speech at the Halloween Gala.” 

“You’re thinking the DA has criminal contacts that could be the ones who actually plant the bomb?” Roland asked the doctor. 

“That’s speculation,” Vincent said. 

“It’s all speculation at this point. Even this being a false flag operation is speculative.” 

“That’s a little firmer than speculation,” Jack said. “It’s got all the signs of a set up with this fake blog and fake persona custom designed to be the perfect scapegoat.” 

“Assuming that’s true,” Kate said, “what are we going to do about it?” She stared at them, but got only blank expressions from the detectives and no immediate answer anywhere else. “We’re talking about a terrorist attack, right? Shouldn’t we call the Phoenix police, let them know this is coming?” 

“We’d run into the usual problem,” Roland said, “of having to answer some awkward questions about our unofficial investigation.” 

“Couldn’t we just make it an anonymous tip?” 

The two detectives looked at each other. Vincent started to grin, barely containing a laugh, which infectiously spread to his partner. 

“What?” Kate asked. 

“Sorry,” Roland chuckled and shook his head. “Our anonymous tip line is kind of a running joke in the department.” 

“How so?” 

“It’s all conspiracy people,” Vincent said, “reporting the latest stupid conspiracy they read about online and demanding we investigate it.” 

“Nobody takes the anonymous tip line seriously,” Roland said. “I guess I don’t know if it’s the same in Phoenix.” 

“They would take it pretty seriously if they had the evidence we’ve found,” Kate said. 

Roland bobbed his head from side to side, considering. “Maybe. I mean, if I got that anonymous tip with all this info I would take it seriously.” 

“And if you weren’t being paid to look the other way,” Vincent said. 

“True,” Roland nodded and  turned to his partner. “It’s too bad nobody in the precinct likes us. This corruption seems like it could be a lucrative gig.” 

“Eh, guys like us eventually take the fall when the higher ups get caught.” 

“Hmph.” Roland nodded. 

“So wait,” Kate said. “Can we not go to the Phoenix PD with this?” 

“From what I know of the Phoenix PD,” Vincent said, “they’re just as corrupt and beholden to Nationalist politicians as the LAPD.” 

“Just because they’re corrupt doesn’t mean they’re in on this particular plot, right?” 

“I gotta think they’re in on this,” Roland said. “Otherwise, why would Id have chosen Phoenix at all? Why not set up this false flag bombing for a local LA target?” 

In response his partner gave a slight nod in acknowledgment. 

“So is sending an anonymous tip to the Phoenix police not an option?” Kate persisted. 

Vincent shook his head, looked about to say something, then fell quiet again. 

“Maybe we should just send everything we have to the Phoenix PD as an anonymous tip,” Roland said, “then drop this line of investigation, maybe go back to looking into the mayor’s people, trying to get whatever documentation they have.” 

“But if the Phoenix police are also corrupt,” Dr. Cham said, “they might just ignore it.” 

“They probably will ignore it,” Vincent said. 

“So, hold on,” Kate said. “If sending in the evidence we have as an anonymous tip isn’t going to do any good, why would we do that?” 

“I don’t know what else we can do,” Roland said. 

“Guys,” Kate looked about with a stern earnestness. “We’re talking about an impending terrorist attack, right? People are going to die. There’s gotta be something we can do.” 

“Is there anybody else we could send the evidence to?” Lily asked. 

“I don’t know,” Kate looked around for an answer. “The zoo itself, maybe?” 

“If it’s anonymous,” Roland said, “why not just send it everywhere? Phoenix PD. LAPD. The zoo office. The media.” 

“Why would that do any good?” Dr. Cham asked. “All those people are corrupt.” 

“I don’t know that the Phoenix Zoo authorities are corrupt, but they would probably just forward the info on to the police themselves.” 

“Even if we sent this anonymous tip out to everybody,” Kate said, “is there anything anybody could do, given what information we have?” 

“Assuming they took the warning seriously,” Roland said, “they could beef up security around the zoo, maybe even shut things down.” 

“They would probably start looking for this fake woman,” Vincent said, gesturing to the mug shot of ‘Lois Greenspan’ again. 

“If they took the tip seriously,” Roland said again. “Which I don’t think they will.” 

“If the local police are corrupt,” Kate asked, “could we go to the feds?” 

This got Vincent to laugh out loud. Roland just shook his head. “The feds means the GSA, which is run completely by Nationalist sycophants. They’re not only corrupt but incompetent.” 

“If we send this evidence to all these places though,” Kate said, “even if they are corrupt, it would let them know somebody is on to them.” 

“You think they might stop if they thought somebody might have found them out?” 

“I know I would. But then, I don’t have the kind of impunity these Nationalists have. I just have a hard time believing that everyone in all these places is corrupt and in on the whole scheme. If we let enough people know it seems like somebody, somewhere would start looking into it.” 

“You’re probably right, for whatever good it would do.” 

Kate stared at him wide-eyed, but Roland just continued to stand there, lost in thought. Vincent absently pulled out his mobile and began looking at something. 

“So is that really all we’re going to do?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“You got any other ideas?” Roland asked. 

“No, but this anonymous tip seems completely ineffective. Not that we shouldn’t do it,” Cham said as he glanced over at Kate, speaking to her now. “But if these police are all being bribed by Raymond Id then maybe some low level people like Roland and Vincent might try to do something, but they’ll just get shutdown as well. It seems like this anonymous tip isn’t going to do anything at all..” 

“So what do you wanna do?” Vincent asked. “Drive out there and take the law into our own hands?” 

“No, but there must be something else we can do to stop this terrorist attack.” The doctor looked about as he trailed off, but in response got nothing but silence. “So is that it? We’re gonna send in all this evidence as an anonymous tip and hope these corrupt officials do something?” 

“Well that doesn’t have to be the only thing we do,” Kate said. “But yes. For Vincent and Roland’s sake, and Lily’s, it has to be anonymous, but I think exposure is our greatest ally. We should send it to everyone we can think of. The police departments, the mayor’s offices in both cities, the GSA, the zoo, maybe the governor’s offices in both states, any media sources you trust.” She added this last line speaking to Jack. 

“I don’t trust any of them, especially when I’m handing over my exclusive story to them.” Jack glanced back at her computers, then sighed. “Yeah, alright, we’ll send in what we have on the real and fake Lois and note the date discrepancies in the blog entries.” 

“Also, the info from Id, the receipt he got for trashing Cham’s lab,” Kate said. 

“Are we doing anything else?” the doctor asked. 

“Like what?” Roland asked. 

“I don’t know?” 

“So, um, everyone,” Phil said, once again drawing attention and reminding everyone he was still there, listening in. “Not to intrude or nothing, but it sounds to me like your next step would be to go to Phoenix.” 

All of them looked at him without answer. 

“Go to Phoenix?” Roland asked. 

“Just saying. Sounds like that’s where your investigation is leading.” 

“You think we should drive out to Phoenix now?” Vincent asked. 

Phil just gave a noncommital shrug. Before anybody else could reply Lily interrupted with a sudden burst. “I’ll go.” 

There was a moment of surprise, seconds passing as everyone registered exactly what they had heard. “You’ll go?” Kate asked. 

“Yes. In fact, I’m going to go.” 

“You’re going to go to Phoenix?” Roland asked, no less incredulous for having heard it twice. 

“Yes. For sure.” 

“What are you going to do when you get there?” Kate asked. 

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing, or nothing related to this terrorist attack.” She looked around at them. “The thing is, I killed Raymond Id, who is not only a billionaire but also some kind of crime lord. His people will be after me, if they aren’t already. While I still can I want to get out of town, get across state lines. It’s,” her voice caught as she spoke, choking up, and she paused to look away. “I’ve been coming to terms with it. My life as it has been is over. I can’t go back to my shop and business and home. I might send someone over to grab some things, but otherwise right now I need to run. I might not stop in Phoenix, but I’ll head there first. There are some people I know there I can stay with. If there’s something I can do to help you guys with this case and this imminent terrorist attack and all that, I will, but I’m going regardless.” 

Reaching out, Kate gently placed a hand on Lily’s shoulder. “Lily, I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s my own fault, I agreed to this stupid plan. Really I should probably just be happy I got out alive.” She paused, then put her hand on top of Kate’s. “I’ll probably have to drop the ‘Madam Lily’ bit as well.” She flashed a wane smile. “Going to need to switch names again.” 

“Again?” 

“It’s not the first time I’ve feared for my safety from a hostile man trying to hunt me down.” She paused again, staring off into space. “I guess for now I’m just Alison again.” 

“I thought you hated that name?” Jack said. 

“I don’t hate it, it just never seemed right. Maybe it’s time I reclaimed it though. I could become ‘New Alison.’ Nalison? Nealison? Mmm, no, just Alison for now.” 

Getting up from her seat, Jack stepped over and wrapped up Alison in a hug. 

“Wow, a hug from Jacqueline. This really is a big deal.” 

They all paused, nobody quite willing to interrupt the moment, even as Jack stepped back and sat back down. 

“Well I’ll go too,” Dr. Cham said. 

“You?” Kate asked of him. 

“Yeah. They trashed my reactor. I have nothing going on until I can get insurance money to start repairs, assuming the university doesn’t just shut me down entirely. Also, I’m worried about my own safety and I’d prefer not to go home for a few days.” 

“We have no reason to believe they’re after you personally,” Jack said. 

“We don’t know that. I did surreptitiously download files from their super-computer run.” 

“Do you think they noticed?” 

“I don’t think so, but you can never be too careful. I’d rather stay on the safe side and keep away for a few days. I can go with Lily, er, Alison, sorry. I’ll give her a ride, maybe check out the scene at the zoo or some of these conference locations, then drive back myself. I’ve got an old friend in the Phoenix area I can stay with.” 

“Is this really about fear for your safety,” Jack asked, “or do you just want an excuse to stare at her rack for a little while longer?” 

“No!” 

“It can be both,” Alison said. 

The doctor looked at her in confusion, then sank back into his chair. “That’s not why I’m going.” 

“Well if we’re making a trip out of it, I’ll go as well,” Roland said. 

“To do what?” Kate asked. “Other than stare at Alison’s rack.” 

“No, I have my own, independent, legitimate, non-perverted reasons for making a trip to Phoenix. Once I’m there I can go along to these locations we wanna check out, so the doctor isn’t trying to play detective without a professional present.” 

“Even then, what is that going to accomplish?” 

“Maybe nothing. I will get to see if our anonymous tip is being acted on. If not maybe I can throw around some detective clout, maybe talk to management and security, let them know to be on the lookout.” 

“Lookout for what?” Vincent asked. 

Roland shrugged, then gestured to the computer screen. “This fake Lois. The Los Angeles DA. I don’t know, I’ll play it by ear once I get there. Also, um, I’ll be accompanied by a twelve-year old immigrant girl, so, um . . .” 

“You realize there is a National Guard checkpoint at the state border,” Kate said. 

“Uh-huh. So, um,” he turned to Dr. Cham. “Does your car have a trunk?” 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Vincent said. “If you’re going to do this I’ll get us a way to cross the border without worrying about the checkpoint.” 

“Wait,” Kate turned to her husband, “now you’re going?” 

“Yeah. I’m not gonna let my partner do this alone.” 

She just continued to stare at her husband. “Okay.” 

“So we’re really gonna do this?” Jack asked. 

“Well,” Roland looked around. “The four of us are. You can do what you want.” 

“I go where the story goes. If you’re going, I’m going. But is this really the best course for this investigation?” 

Roland shook his head. “I don’t know. We have no other leads, and your roommate, um, Phil? Phil is right about the investigation. Whatever Raymond Id was planning next it was happening in Phoenix.” 

“Actually,” Jack held up a finger, then turned back to her computer, clearing away some of her web searches to pull up Id’s itinerary again. “Id booked this hotel, but never indicated who exactly was staying, and we have his confirmation receipt.” 

“Wait, what?” Roland stood up straight and stepped over to the computer. 

“You think we can claim those hotel rooms he booked?” Vincent asked with a wry grin. 

“We have the electronic confirmation receipt,” Jack said. “I download that to my mobile, it’s all we need to check in.” 

“Is that a good idea?” Kate asked. 

“It might be worth a try,” Roland said. “If nothing else we should check out this hotel, find out if anybody else has used this reservation.” 

“That sounds dangerous,” Alison said. “Sorry if I’m not eager to go into another of Raymond Id’s penthouses, even if he is dead.” 

“I actually agree,” Cham said. “I mean, we should check it out, but I don’t want to try claiming those hotel rooms.” 

“Well if you two have people to stay with then you can do that,” Roland said. “The rest of us can try the hotel.” 

“How long do you all plan to stay?” Kate asked. 

“I think we’ll have to play that by ear too. I guess Tuesday there’ll be an election, and after that our job is done, or changes in some way, so no latter than Tuesday.” 

He looked around at them all, prompting several of them to turn to Kate. 

“You gonna join in this fun as well?” Dr. Cham asked of her. 

“I’ll pass.” 

“You don’t wanna come on a getaway with me?” Vincent asked her. 

“A stakeout vacation? No. I have work tomorrow, and somebody needs to stay behind and watch the home front.” 

As she fell silent, Roland again looked around. Then he clapped his hands in a big, exaggerated gesture. “Okay, well, looks like we’re doing this.” 

“I have to run pick up our ride,” Vincent said. 

“Yeah, sounds like we have some things to take care of beforehand.” 

“I’ll go over to your place,” Jack said to Alison, “and pick up anything you need.” 

“Alright,” Roland clapped his hands again. “Meet back up here in . . . two hours?” 

*     *     * 

The back door of Jack’s studio opened into a back alley. Entering from there, Dr. Cham called out in triumph. 

“Okay, I finally got in touch with my friend in Phoenix,” he said. “He says I can stay with him. He has plenty of room.” 

Jack, sitting at her workstation, said nothing. The doctor pressed forward, passed the big central conference table, over to the couches and bookshelves in the opposite corner. Alison sat on one of the couches. “He’s got room for both of us,” Dr. Cham said to her, “but if you want to stay with your friends, whoa!” He stopped in his tracks and interrupted himself. “There’s a little kid here.” 

Sitting on the couch next to Alison was Maria. She wore the same shirt and jeans she had been wearing a week earlier, but now carried with her a little backpack. 

“I might actually take you up on that, doc,” Alison said. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with my friend.” 

From the nearby kitchen doorway, Roland entered carrying a glass of juice. He delivered this to Maria as he took a seat next to her on the couch. “Thank you,” she said to him, almost wordlessly. 

“Well,” Jack called out as she got up from her workstation. “If anybody is acting on the anonymous tips I sent out I can’t find any sign of it.” She came over, wending around a shelf of camera equipment, to stand next to the doctor. Surveying her guests, Jack folded her arms. “So what’s the deal with the girl on my couch?” 

Roland looked up at Jack with wide eyes. “Her? Well, she used to be a psychic-councillor, tarot reader until a recent misfortune left her between gigs. She prefers to just go by Alison now.” 

“Uh-huh,” Jack said without smiling. “That’s the woman on my couch, what about the girl?” 

“Oh, Maria,” Roland feigned realization, then smiled. “She is, as far as I know, the sole survivor of the, the events that precipitated this investigation.” 

“Of the Southside massacre, you mean?” 

“Good way to sugar coat it.” 

“Why isn’t she with child protective services?” 

“She’s a yellow-card holder,” Roland gestured to her backpack, which presumably now contained the identification card in question. “CPS won’t take her, they said to hand her over to INS. The old couple that took her in didn’t want to do that, because,” he paused, considering his words. 

“I’ve heard about that,” Jack said. “I did some reporting once on the conditions in those camps. That was the first time I got to use this,” she tapped the implanted jack port in the side of her head. 

“So you know why they were reluctant to hand her over. They’ve found somebody in Phoenix to take her in, it’s just a matter of getting her there.” 

“Speaking of which,” Alison said, “where is our ride?” 

Roland shook his head. “Honestly, when I showed up an hour late I thought I would be the last one here.” 

“Vincent texted just a minute ago,” Jack said. “He just got off the freeway.” 

Right on cue there was a sudden burst of a police siren out on the street. They got up and headed out to the front. 

Parked on the street was a heavy police rover, a vehicle occupying a role somewhere between a van and an armored truck. Vincent sat in the driver’s seat, leaning out the window. 

“You got a riot vehicle?” Roland asked as he stepped forward. 

“It’s a patty wagon,” Vincent smiled. “Come on, everyone aboard.” 

“How did you manage this?” 

“Just because I’m the precinct asshole doesn’t mean people there don’t owe me favors. As long as we don’t wreck it and have it back by the end of the week there’ll be no questions asked.” 

“Will an LAPD vehicle look conspicuous crossing the state border?” Jack asked. 

“Prisoner transport between jurisdictions,” Vincent said. 

“Yeah,” Roland turned and nodded. “Flash some badges, mumble something believable, and professional courtesy will get us through without a second glance.” 

From Jack’s studio Alison now emerged, totting a whole set of leopard print luggage. 

“You sure you got everything there?” Roland asked sarcastically. 

“You folks are going on a weekend trip. I’m moving to a new state. I’m also ready, so let’s get rolling.”
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Over the vast desert landscape the stars were starting to appear. Through the tight windows in the back of the police rover they could be seen as tiny patches of infinity. 

Out the larger back window the view was of a darkened landscape beneath an ever so lighter sky. Lights from passing cars behind them would appear, slowly overtake the rover, and then disappear. 

Up front Vincent sat behind the wheel, staring off into space while the smart vehicle maintained its steady coarse. Next to him, in the passenger seat, Roland was asleep. 

From where she sat, at the far back, Alison looked across at the heap that was her luggage. “Maria,” she said, breaking an extended driving silence. “You can come out now.” 

From within the pile of bags and cases the little girl’s voice floated forth. “Okay.” Then it fell silent again, with no sign of movement. 

“We passed the checkpoint more than an hour ago,” Alison said. “Nobody is going to see us here.” This time there was no response. 

Despite talking softly the noise was enough to stir Roland. He turned to peer through the grated window that looked in on the back cabin. “Everyone okay back there?” 

“We’re fine,” Alison answered. 

“That checkpoint was a little more harrowing than expected, huh?” 

“I didn’t notice. We couldn’t really hear what you were saying back here, so I just sat here and tried to look like a criminal.” She ran her hand through her disheveled hair. 

“It worked.” 

“What was it you told them about me?” 

“We said you’d killed your husband and his mistress.” 

“You had to make him my husband, huh?” 

“Seemed more believable.” Roland said with an exaggerated shrug, visible through the small viewing port. 

Alison considered this, then gave a half shrug in agreement. 

“Hey, guys,” Jack said. She was sitting at the foremost end of the back cabin, right up against the dividing bulkhead. “Does anyone have a mobile signal right now?” 

“I don’t,” Dr. Cham said, sitting on the bench across from her. “I haven’t been able to get anything since we left the checkpoint.” 

Scooting off the bench, Jack pressed her face toward the grated port. “What about you guys?” 

“Hmm?” Vincent turned, disturbed out of his reverie.  

“Do you have mobile signal?” 

“I don’t,” Roland said. 

“Could you see if this thing has satellite radio?” 

“It has some kind of radio,” Vincent waved a hand toward the central console. “I have signal, but it’s really weak. Loading now.” 

“Is there any other kind of radio nowadays,” Roland asked as he leaned over to look at the central console. “Other than satellite radio?” 

“There are still radio towers that exist,” Jack said. “What they broadcast I’m not totally sure.” 

Just as she finished saying this loud music popped on, blaring throughout the rover. Scrambling, Roland managed to find the volume button and turn it down. 

“Can you find a news station?” Jack asked. 

“What is it we’re looking for?” 

“News.” Jack seemed about to leave it at that, but then elaborated. “I got a partial news stream a moment ago.” 

Messing around with the touch screen buttons in the central console, Roland managed to find the radio controls. There was a station dial, but also a series of buttons that the computer was slow to load. Once it did they read ‘music’, ‘news’, ‘talk.’ Roland pressed the news button and the console scanned and popped up with a station. 

It was playing an advertisement. “So what is this supposed to be about?” Roland asked. 

Pressing her face up against the view port grating, Jack made a gesture for him to stay quiet. The advertisement ended, and a calm, even, news caster voice came on. 

‘Good evening. It’s 9:48 in the PM on the east coast, 6:48 out west, and this is National Public Online, Radio Stream. I’m Calvin Greyson. Our top story tonight, an apparent terrorist bombing has taken place at the Phoenix City Zoo. Details are still coming in. The zoo was hosting its annual ‘Zoo Lights,’ an attraction popular with families. Initial reports indicate that just after dusk an unidentified woman brought in a baby stroller packed with explosives and left it near a crowded thoroughfare. Authorities are saying that, after the bomb went off, the attacker, who was also armed with multiple automatic weapons, opened fire into the crowd, targeting specifically those trying to help the wounded. Phoenix police, who were on the scene for the event, engaged in a brief shootout with the attacker, who was ultimately killed, along with one uniformed police officer, in the exchange. Local authorities report the current death toll at sixty, which is expected to rise with multiple burn and gunshot victims airlifted to area hospitals. More on this story as it develops.” 

As the newscaster spoke Dr. Cham uttered a quiet ‘oh fuck.’ Everyone else listened in silence. 

The news switched to a story about the continued fighting and arrival of more National Guard troops in Venezuela. Lethargically Roland reached forward and turned the radio off. “We’re too late,” he said. Then for a long period nobody said anything else. 

“Should I turn us around?” Vincent asked. 

“Just head home?” 

“Uh, I still need to get to Phoenix,” Alison called up to them. “As does Maria.” 

“Yeah,” Jack said. “It would look really weird if you drove this ‘prisoner transport’ back through the checkpoint tonight. We’re better off just continuing.” 

“It’s only about a half-hour further to my friend’s place anyway,” Dr. Cham said. 

With that, all of them fell silent once more. 

 

2 

The Phoenix exurbs were an archipelago of lights in a vast sea of darkness. Looking out from the freeway the lighting looked splotchy, but once they exited the effect became more pronounced. They drove along stretches with no streetlights, where even the traffic lights were without power. Then a block over they would seem to reenter civilization, with traffic lights and side streets branching into well lit neighborhoods and grocery store and gas station signs blazing. After that would come a block where it seemed only half of all those lighting options were in use. 

“Hey doc,” Roland asked, flopping his head toward the view port. “What is the story with this friend of yours?” 

“He’s an astrophysicist I use to work with. He taught at UCLA as well. Way back when he invested in early crypto-currencies and made a fortune on the first big boom.” 

“Is he like a multimillionaire then?” 

“He might be. He was always really frugal though. Kept teaching and saved his money. Never married, never had kids. Ended up retiring ten years ago, cashed out on his home in LA, so probably made another fortune on that, and he moved out here. As far as I know he’s just been enjoying retirement ever since.” 

“Did you tell him why we’re coming out to Phoenix?” Jack asked. “How much does he know?” 

“He’s cool. I told him I’ve been working with some PIs after my lab got trashed and the cops dropped the case.” 

“You tell him anything else?” 

“I told him the truth. I told him the PIs turned out to be working a bigger case that my case was only a part of. I said we were all, including some other clients, coming out here. I told him that after my lab got destroyed and the police refused to take the matter seriously I was worried about my own safety, so I felt like getting out of town for a few days was a good idea.” 

Up front there were a series of grimaces passed between the two detectives. Jack kept her own face neutral but said, “are you sure it was a good idea to tell him all that?” 

“I didn’t go into any details, about who or what is involved.” 

They turned off a larger street and into a partly lit neighborhood. The road seemed to wind and curve unnecessarily. Part way down the street lights gave out, leaving only house patio lights to illuminate the neighborhood, and as they went even these became intermittent. 

At last they pulled up in front of a sprawling, ranch-style ‘McMansion.’ They parked in a vast plain of a driveway in front of a three-car garage, set back from the street across a wide lawn with a line of trees at its front. 

“Wow,” Roland leaned forward to get a good look at the expansive house. “I see why you passed on the swank hotel to stay at this place.” 

“Are we just dropping you off here then?” Vincent asked. 

“You could probably come in and say ‘hi’ if you wanted,” Cham said, “but I need someone to let me out.” 

With a sigh, Roland got up and came around to open the rover’s back gate. Right away Alison, sitting closer to the back, stepped out, both to be out of the way and to stretch. She stood in the driveway and slowly reached up toward the sky, flexing all along her length. 

As Dr. Cham got out as well a light overlooking the driveway switched on with blaring intensity, highlighting the vehicle and all of them in a bright spotlight. They all turned toward the house to see the front door crack open. From it emerged a tall, older man. He wore a grey shirt that seemed to perfectly match the shock of silver hair on his head.  

Cham stepped forward to wave. The man hesitated, but then waved back and started forward. 

“Zeitzy,” the doctor called out. 

“Chamy,” the man replied as he approached. 

Dr. Cham rushed forward, shaking hands with his friend, then yanking him in for a hug. 

“Luke,” Cham said even as he turned toward the vehicle. “These are the friends I mentioned who gave me a ride out here.” 

“Pleasure to meet you all,” Luke said in a quiet, unassuming voice. 

“Everyone,” Dr. Cham called out, the excitement in his voice growing. “This is my good friend, Dr. Luke Zeitz. Luke, this is Roland, Vincent . . .”  

Cham turned to introducing everyone, but stopped as Luke started to walk further forward, away from him. Almost as if he were in a daze, Luke walked right passed Vincent’s rolled down window and Roland to stand at the back of the rover. 

“Misty?” he asked. 

Alison met his gaze with a neutral look, tilting her head to one side as she examined him. 

“I’m sorry, have,” he stared intently at her, “have we met?” 

“I think so. You are Dr. Zeitz, also sometimes known as the Young Foolish Star?” 

He broke out in a giant, open mouth smile, laughing a little to himself. “I’m no longer young, though still just as foolish. You are the lovely and talented Madam Lily, formerly known as Misty Diamond?” 

“I am, but it’s just Alison these days.” 

“And I am just Luke.” He took her hand gently in his, more patting than shaking it. 

“Wait,” Dr. Cham said, coming up along side them, “you two know each other?” 

“We do,” Luke said without turning away from her. “I am a long time fan of the enchanting Madam Lily, or Alison, if she prefers. I am the only person, as far as I know, that she has ever allowed a free second-date to.” 

“A free second date?” Cham furrowed his brow. 

“That is totally untrue, by the way,” Luke said, “but she did give me permission to make the claim anyway.” 

Alison smiled wryly herself. 

“So, wait, you went out with her?” Cham trailed off, looking between them 

“She was an escort, back then, and I was a lot younger and dumber and suddenly very rich.” 

“So you took out an escort?” 

“It’s not a crime,” Roland, now hanging on the edge of the conversation, said. 

Luke pulled his eyes away from Alison to meet the critical gaze of his friend. “Judge me if you want. I was a nerdy, introverted scientist suddenly being invited to a lot of upper crust gala’s. Was it really too much to ask for a beautiful and intelligent woman to accompany me?” 

“Okay,” Cham raised his hands in concession. 

Luke smiled, and slowly turned back to Alison. “It was only, what, three or four occasions?” 

“I don’t remember,” Alison shook her head. 

“After I moved out here we got in touch again online.” 

“Hey, doc,” Jack said as she leaned out the open back of the rover. “Did you get all your stuff?” 

He glanced at the duffel bag he had set down when he greeted Luke. “Yeah, I’m good.” 

“We should probably get going then,” Jack said. “It’s another hour into the city to where the hotel is, and we still need to drop off Alison.” 

“Are you, uh,” Luke turned back to her, “I mean, you’re part of all this, I take it? Cham’s whole, um . . .” 

“Fiasco, yes I am.” 

“How long are you going to be in town for?” 

“Uh, possibly quite a while.” 

“Oh, okay,” he smiled again. “Where are you staying?” 

“Well, um, I’m not sure. I was going to stay with an old friend here in town, but I haven’t been able to get in touch with her. Otherwise,” Alison shot a grimaced look over at the vehicle. “I guess I’m mooching off these guys.” 

“Okay,” Luke nodded. “Um, not to be too forward, but if you want to stay here, um,” he glanced behind himself at his house. “I mean, I’ve got room. This place has more rooms than I know what to do with.” 

Alison stood there, regarding him with a wry smirk. “Alright. Sure.” 

“You’re staying here?” Jack asked. 

“I’ll stay here,” Alison said to her. “You guys can go on.” 

“Alright,” Jack moved to unload Alison’s luggage from the back of the rover. 

“Hey doc,” Roland said as he started to circle back around to the passenger side. “Maybe you should come with us.” 

“To Id’s hotel?” 

“I’m just thinking, we’re gonna be investigating stuff in the city tomorrow. If you’re out here, we gotta drive all the way out to pick you up tomorrow morning, then drive all the way back.” 

“That’s a good thought,” Jack said. “It would be an extra two hours of driving, almost.” 

“Ugh,” the doctor scowled at this thought, looking around amongst Jack, Roland, and Vincent, who watched the conversation hanging out the rolled down car window. “Why don’t we all just stay here?” 

This got him some raised eyebrows from Roland and Jack, who then both slowly turned to Luke. Vincent chuckled as he leaned back into the vehicle. 

“Uh, I’m sorry,” Cham said to Luke. “That was stupid, volunteering your place to a bunch of strangers. Forget I said anything.” 

“Where were you planning on staying otherwise?” Luke asked of Roland. 

“We, um, we have, um . . .” 

“We have a stolen hotel reservation,” Vincent said. They all looked at him, but he just shrugged and continued. “Maybe we could get them to accept it and give us a room, maybe not. We were gonna go see.” 

“Which is why I wasn’t excited about going with them,” Cham said. 

Luke looked at his friend, then around at the others, then at Alison again. “These are all your friends as well?” 

“Well, Jack obviously,” Alison paused, looking around at them all herself. “Yeah, I suppose they are.” 

“Well,” Luke paused himself, then sighed. “What the heck. Sure, why not? If you all want to stay, you’re welcome to, at least for tonight.” 

There was an exchange of glances amongst the group. “You sure?” Jack asked. 

Luke just shrugged. “I’m already hosting some house guests. The more the merrier.” 

Jack turned back to the two detectives. “What do you think?” Roland asked his partner. 

“I don’t wanna drive another hour, even on autopilot,” Vincent said as he climbed out. 

“Is it the five of you?” Luke asked. 

“Six,” Roland said. Circling around the back he hefted up Maria, who was sitting on the edge of the tailgate, and set her on the ground. She hung close to him, shooting apprehensive glances everywhere else. 

“Oh wow,” Luke smiled. “Who do you belong to?”  

“She’s with me,” Roland said, reaching down to pick up the girl again as he realized she was about to fall asleep on her feet. 

In short order the group had gathered their luggage, Luke helping Alison with her large load, and made their way up the expansive driveway to the front door. 

“So, um,” Cham said as he walked alongside his friend. “You say you kept in touch with Alison online?” 

“Off and on for a few years now.” 

“You a fan of guncocky?” Vincent asked. 

Luke let out a loud, genuine laugh. “I am not. I more enjoy her readings.” Luke shot a smile toward Alison. “I’m sorry it’s been so long since I got one.” 

“You’re letting us crash here. I’ll do free readings all night long if you want.” 

“Oh really?” Luke said with a coy smile. 

Alison just smiled and flexed her eyebrows in response 

“So, you get, like, tarot readings from her as well?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“Tarot readings,” Vincent said. “Yes, doc, that’s exactly what they were talking about.” 

“To answer your question,” Luke turned back to Dr. Cham. “Yes I do. They’re always surprisingly insightful.” 

“Insightful? It’s tarot cards, it’s . . .” 

“Foolishness? Foolishness is my middle name.” 

They came to the door, and Luke pressed in a code on a numeric keypad to get it unlocked. Once inside Luke led the way across a vast front room to an open kitchen and dining area, with expansive windows opening on a backyard pool and yard beyond. The pool, though, was empty, and where they might have expected a manicured lawn there was just barren dirt. 

As the group gathered around the bar-like kitchen counter the detectives and Jack were at last properly introduced to their host. “So I only got part of the story from Cham,” Luke said. “What brings you all out to Phoenix on such short notice?” 

Among the group there was a general hesitation, into which Alison stepped boldly. “I got myself in over my head and had to skip town. I don’t know if I’ll ever to able to return to LA.” 

“Wow, really? Getting in over her head does not sound like the Madam Lily, or sorry, the Alison, that I know.” 

She shot a glance at the others before continuing. “I agreed to help with this investigation,” she nodded toward the detectives. “Vincent and Roland are LAPD, but they’re freelancing on this one, so they needed some outside help. The plan they came up with was pretty risky, but I agreed to it anyway, and of course things went sideways.” 

“Are you in trouble with the law?” 

“Not quite. I’m in trouble with a billionaire and the criminal gangs and law officials he effectively owns.” 

“A billionaire?” 

“Uh, Alison,” Roland mumbled through gritted teeth. 

She responded by turning her glare to face him head on. “I’m not giving some cover story to my old friend. Dr. Cham already told him a bunch anyway. If we’re going to mooch off him he gets to know the truth.” 

“You don’t need to give me the details,” Luke said. “I can imagine enough from what I’ve heard already. Unfortunately you won’t find things much better out here. Police and local governments are thoroughly corrupt.” 

“That’s what I’ve heard,” Vincent said. “They’re owned by the same billionaire that’s bribing the LA mayor.” 

“Possibly, but in a lot of cases it’s even worse. They’re not even necessarily on some cartel’s payroll, they’ve just gotten into the extortion business of their own volition. Towns, home owners associations, businesses, it doesn’t matter. If they can’t pay bribes to the police and the state water management board they get cut off.” 

“Cut off of water?” Jack asked. 

“Oh yes. The whole metropolitan area has been on water rationing for the last several years. You’ll see it if you drive around here any. There are whole neighborhoods that are dried up ghost towns. Every year that the drought extends, which is every year, they cut off a few more neighborhoods or developments or commercial areas. The people always try to tough it out by buying bottled water and hiring water trucks to import their own water, and they always quickly discover just how much water people really use. It’s a lot more than anybody thinks. Eventually they have to just bail, and of course you can’t sell a house in a dry neighborhood for anything, so they end up as refugees.” 

“Where do they go?” Dr. Cham asked. 

Their host just gave a slow shrug. “I don’t know. They don’t stay here, for sure. I would guess they go back east. Find work in those special economic zones in Texas or the Midwest. Become part of this country’s new third-world slave labor class.” 

“Yeah,” Jack nodded to this. “That’s where middle class and precariot people fall to. Either that or become squatters.” 

“Squatting is not too viable in a dry neighborhood,” Luke said. He looked down at the glass of water he had poured for himself, then sighed. “I’ll probably be getting out myself. Sell this place this winter. It’ll be at a big loss, but better than the nothing I would get once they turn off the water in this development.” 

“Really?” Dr. Cham asked. “I mean, is it really that bad out here?” 

“It’s that bad everywhere. The Nationalists in charge haven’t solved any of our problems because they never intended to solve them. They were elected out of spite, the only campaign promise they ever make is owning the libs. The writing is on the wall.” 

“Where are you gonna go then?” 

“I don’t know. Probably find a safer community and buy a more humble abode. I’ve heard good things about the Pacific northwest. Or Denver, perhaps.” 

Their host took a slow drink of water, sipping it almost as if it were some strong alcohol. Then he looked around at his guests. “Sorry to be a downer after you just arrived. All that stuff is in the future. For now, enjoy the fruits of my younger, dumber, luckier self.” With his drink he started to gesture toward different parts of the house. “I’ve got a big, fold out couch in the front room. There’s a guest room back over there. I’ve got an air mattress we can set up in the office. Do you all know how long you’ll be in town?” 

Some expectant glances were exchanged in response to this questions. “Like I said, I might be staying awhile,” Alison said. “If I can get in touch with my other friend tomorrow I’ll see about crashing there.” 

“Well you’re welcome to stay here as long as you want,” Luke smiled without taking his eyes off her. 

“I think the rest of us aren’t sure,” Jack said. “Definitely until tomorrow, but our main reason for coming to Phoenix has kind of been negated.” 

“Oh?” This got Luke to look up at her response. 

“Yeah,” Dr. Cham said, “we were almost here when we heard the news.” 

Luke stared at him, waiting for more. “The news?” 

Both Roland and Jack winced slightly. “Doc,” Jack said, “let’s not dump all the details on our host.” 

“Yeah, um,” the doctor started, before trailing off. 

“Are you all involved in something that’s making the news?” Luke asked. 

“Kinda.” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Alison said. “We discovered who’s really behind the zoo bombing. That’s what this investigation they, and I, have been involved in is all about.” 

Luke just stared at her in response. “The zoo bombing?” he asked. 

“Yes, we found evidence something like it was going to happen. We sent in an anonymous tip, but nobody thought it would do any good, because the police are corrupt,” she gestured to Luke, referencing this fact that he had corroborated. “So we came out here ourselves. I mean, I came out here because I was fleeing after discovering this information, I don’t know what these guys expected to do once they got here.” 

Again their host just continued to stare directly at Alison, his expression a state of true neutrality. Finally he said, “so, the zoo bombing?” 

“The bombing of the Phoenix Zoo,” Dr. Cham said. “Have you not heard the news?” 

“We just heard about it an hour ago ourselves,” Alison said. 

“Not even that,” Vincent said. “it happened earlier this evening.” 

“A terrorist detonated a bomb at Zoo Lights,” Jack said, “then opened fire into the crowd in the ensuing confusion.” 

Luke seemed to absorb this whole explanation without being affected. His blank gaze shifted among them as they spoke, slowly settling into a look of total confusion. “You’re talking about the Phoenix Zoo?” 

“Yes,” Dr. Cham said. “It happened just in the last couple of hours. Like Alison said, we knew it was being targeted by Raymond Id and his people, so we came out here to try to warn everyone, but obviously we were too late.” 

“So, Chamy,” Luke at last shifted his position, relaxing his shoulders as he looked at his friend. “The Phoenix Zoo is closed.” 

“Well I’m sure it is now.” 

“No, I mean, it closed down several years ago. Permanently.” 

“What?” 

“We just heard about a terrorist bombing there as we were driving out though,” Roland said. “It was on the National Public Online radio stream.” 

“I don’t know what that means, but the zoo is closed. Like I said, the city has been shutting down whole neighborhoods to save on water. The zoo had been struggling with increasing cost for years, as I recall. Finally shut down a few years ago. The last I heard the remaining animals were shipped to San Diego.” 

Now it was everyone else’s turn to stare at him in confusion. “Are you sure?” Cham asked. 

“I’m pretty confident the zoo is closed. They stopped doing Zoo Lights years ago.” 

From a large traveling bag she carried Jack had by now fished out a tablet. “He’s right,” she said, holding up the tablet to indicate what she was looking at. “There’s an article from four years ago. City officials confirm zoo to shut down operations at the end of the fiscal year.” 

“They just posted an update,” Vincent said, staring at his own mobile. “Death toll from zoo bombing now at seventy-two, more than a hundred injured.” 

“Wow, you guys are right,” Luke said. He had picked up a tablet of his own resting at a docking station on the kitchen counter. “They’re showing video of a bomb blast. Hold on.” 

Heading over to the front room, Luke used the tablet to activate his wide screen television and pull up the news stream he was watching there. 

“Hey, um,” Roland said as he stood up from the kitchen counter. He has been holding the sleeping Maria in his lap the whole time, and continued to carry her now, though the movement had awoken her and had her looking to see what all the discussion was about. “Is this something we should be showing a child?” 

“Probably not,” Jack said. 

Luke had paused the news stream. “You want to claim the guest room?” he pointed to a branching hallway across the dining area. 

“Thanks,” Roland headed off in that direction while the rest of them gathered around the big screen in the front room. 

As the news stream started playing again they saw video, looking like it had been shot on a low-quality mobile, of a crowd in a darkened plaza. The camera panned, catching in the foreground a young family consisting of a father and three young, blond daughters. They remained there in focus for a brief couple of seconds. Then, somewhere in the background a massive flash erupted. The father was thrust forward, collapsing across the three girls as a giant fireball filled the camera’s view. 

The news stream stopped the video here, paused on a scrambled, pixelated shot as whoever was holding the camera must have been knocked down by the blast as well. A newscaster was speaking, but Luke had the volume too low to hear. 

Abruptly the stream cut to another shot. This one looked like an aerial view of the same plaza. They watched as from this angle a bright flash and a ball of smoke and flame erupted right in the middle of the crowd. 

As this second video played, Dr. Cham walked forward to stand directly in front of the big screen. Luke paused the video while his friend stood there squinting up close at the image. Then Cham turned around. 

“You know what this is?” he pointed. 

Luke just shook his head, and the others starred. 

“This is the footage that they were rendering on the super-computer. The one they destroyed my lab to get priority time on.” From his pocked Dr. Cham pulled out his mobile. He opened up a picture he had surreptitiously downloaded from that super-computer. 

“See,” the doctor pointed, holding up the tiny screen of his mobile in front of Luke’s massive wide screen. Vincent chuckled at this contrast, while Luke gestured for him to bring it closer. Dr. Cham stepped back across the front room and the others gathered around him to look. 

“Yeah, okay,” Luke said, looking back at forth between the big and small screens. “I can definitely see a resemblance.” 

“Where are you guys finding these reports?” Jack asked. 

“I’m on AP Online,” Luke said.  

“I was looking at HeadLines,” Vincent said, “but all the Fox streams are also showing the same thing.” 

“That’s what I found too, but try going,” Jack paused, doing something on her tablet, then looked up at Luke. “Do you have BBC or GNI here?” 

“I do, but not on this tablet. Give me a second.” He stepped forward to grab a smart remote for the television. 

“What’s different about those?” Alison asked. 

“They’re subscription news streams, which means they’re not Nationalist propaganda.” 

On the big screen Luke had now switched the stream to Global News International. The stream had no audio at the moment but was cycling through a series of still pictures showing the zoo closed down and looking abandoned. Prominent dates in the corner of the screen indicated the pictures had been taken within the last month. 

All of them stared at the news stream as it calmly moved through these photos and a series of stately links started to populate one side of the screen. 

“Didn’t we see stuff about this Zoo Lights in a recent article though?” Alison asked. “The one Dr. Cham found on the blog, or fake blog. 

“That’s right, we did,” Jack said, diving back into her own tablet. 

“Looks at this,” Vincent held up his own mobile toward the rest of them. He had pulled up a search of zoo bombing videos. “These are videos people posted of the zoo bombing on social streams, except they were all posted around noon today.” 

“When did this bombing supposedly happen?” Alison asked. 

“Around six, shortly after they opened. Allegedly opened.” 

“Ah crap,” Jack said, interrupting as she looked up from her tablet. “I don’t believe I didn’t notice this before. The zoo website that Lois’ blog links to, it isn’t an official gov website, it’s an archived page being hosted on the same blog server.” They all watched as Jack continued to tap around on her tablet. “Also, the news article about the zoo having nativity scenes, it’s a fake page on the same blog server.” She paused, looking around further. “I don’t think the news site it claims to be from even exists.” 

There was a stirring, and they all looked over to see Roland had reappeared at the entrance to the adjoining hallway, leaning against the wall and watching them. “I’ve been listening,” he said, “but I only caught part of the conversation. Has the zoo been blown up or not?” 

“Most definitely not,” Jack started ticking items off on her fingers. “The zoo closed years ago, the images of the bomb going off match what the doctor found being rendered on his University’s computer, the most reputable news sources are showing photos of the zoo completely abandoned.” 

“The big name news streams are sure running with this,” Alison said, pointing back to the big screen, where Luke had started cycling through news streams, all showing video of the bombing. 

“How can they not know?” Dr. Cham asked, blurting out the question in an incredulous blast. “These are major news organizations. How can they not know this footage is fake?” 

“Oh they know,” Jack said. “They just don’t care anymore.” 

“If it gets them views or promotes their ideology,” Vincent said with a shrug. 

“Or just lets them avoid a libel investigation from the Justice Department.” 

“How would it be libel,” Luke asked, with genuine curiosity, “if it’s true, if they truthfully report that the zoo had not been blown up?” 

“How is right-wing propaganda ever wrong when libel is determined by a right-wing partisan judge?” 

“But who do they think they’re fooling,” Dr. Cham said, his voice taking on an almost desperate tone. “Anybody can go see these pictures and stories about the zoo being closed. It’s all right out in the open.” 

“They’re fooling the people who want to be fooled,” Jack said. “Everyone who wants to believe a black, socialist woman, a barely literate convicted criminal leftist, would blow up a bunch of unarmed white Christian families out celebrating the holidays.” 

Everyone paused, looking around at each other with sinking apprehension. “Oh yeah,” Roland said, “they’re fooling a lot of people.” 

*     *     * 

In the backyard of Luke’s McMansion, next to the dried up pool, was a built-in fire pit. He had a little fire going in it now, and he and Alison sat near it, bundled up in blankets, staring up at the sky. 

It was a clear, cold desert night, and the sporadic lights of both the neighborhood and the city left that much more of the universe’s infinity visible. 

This dark connection with eternity was briefly disturbed by a light spilling out of the house. They both turned to see Dr. Cham emerge through the sliding door from the dining room. He flipped off the light and closed up the curtain behind him before coming to stand next to the fire. 

They both ignored him, staring into the sky as he stared into the flames. 

“So did you guys decide what you’re going to do?” Alison asked. 

“Yeah. We figured since we came all the way out here we might as well go check out the zoo tomorrow, see for ourselves what state it’s in. The detectives also want to check out those conference venues and see if anybody actually shows up.” He paused, then turned to Alison. “You can come, if you want.” 

“No thanks. I’m good here.” 

“Pull up a seat and join us,” Luke said, gesturing to the pool chairs scattered around the patio. “The fire is nice.” 

Cham looked around, then grabbed a chair and dragged it over to join them. 

“We haven’t had a chance to catch up,” Luke said, leaning over toward his friend. “What is the latest in the world of fusion?” 

“It’s not good, to be honest. My lab got destroyed by vandals and I had lost federal funding even before that.” 

“The feds are cutting off funding for fusion research? Even in this energy crisis?” 

“Nothing can get funding with this administration.” 

Luke paused, then slowly turned back to the fire. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

Cham settled into staring at the fire as well, then breathed a slow sigh. “So, uh, what about you? How did you end up, with,” he glanced over at Alison. 

“Involved with a new age spiritualist?” 

Cham refrained from responding. 

“Well, it started when I took her out. Is it presumptuous of me to say I took you out?” 

“That’s exactly what you did,” Alison said. “As I recall they were some lovely evenings.” 

“They were. We talked extensively, and I brought up my own interest in astrology.” 

“You’re interested in astrology?” Cham asked. 

“I had this theory,” Luke said, turning toward the fire as he talked. “That people with certain personality traits, or couples with certain personalities, are more likely to have sex during certain times of the year. Because of the weather, maybe, or the daylight, or some circadian rhythm or social rhythm, for whatever reason. The result would be their children, who you would assume would mostly inherit those personality traits from their parents, would be disproportionately born during certain times of the year.” 

“Huh,” Cham gave a mirthless chuckle. 

“Hey, don’t discount it off hand. If my theory is correct, it wouldn’t guarantee someone born under a particular sign would have a particular personality, but statistically personality traits would cluster around certain months. So I realized what I really needed was a personality test that could determine someone’s ‘true’ sun sign, right? As in, test people and determine what sign characteristics they most closely matched with, regardless of when they were born.” 

Cham huffed again and shook his head. 

“I actually thought about doing research in this after I retired. That was how I first reconnected with Madam Lily. Alison, excuse me. We talked extensively online.” 

“He commissioned me at one point to design a personality test,” Alison said. 

“It turned out to be a lot more difficult that I thought,” Luke said. “Never really went anywhere with it. But it did get me talking with Alison again, and we’ve talked off and on ever since.” 

“I actually considered reaching out to Luke for a place to stay in Phoenix, but I was worried about imposing.” 

“You wouldn’t have been imposing on your other friend?” 

“She once had to crash at my place for a few months, so I figured she owed me.” 

“Well I’m glad it worked out as it did,” Luke said. “Gives us a chance to renew these talks we use to have.” 

“About astrology?” Cham asked. 

“And spirituality, and tarot.” 

“Tarot?” 

Luke cast him a sidelong glance. “You object?” 

“Of course. It’s tarot. And astrology horoscopes and crystals and magic auras. It’s still pseudo-science. It’s still . . .” 

“Bullshit?” Luke ventured to finish his sentence. 

Cham stared at him, then responded with an emphatic, “yes.” 

“Personally, Chamy, I don’t think it’s pseudo-science. I don’t think it’s science either. I think it’s art.” 

“That doesn’t change the fact that it’s not . . .” Cham once more trailed off, looking for the word. 

“Rational? What art is rational?” 

“How can it be art though?” 

“How can it not be? There are no hypothesize to be tested, no research grants or peer reviews. It’s all creativity and intuition, a certain je ne sais quoi.” 

“That sounds just like the evasive answer Alison gave me.” 

Luke turned back to the fire and sighed. “Cham, did I ever tell you why I retired?” 

“You had enough money saved up to retire.” 

“I had enough money to retire ten years earlier when I cashed out my gambling winnings.” 

“I thought you made your money on crypto-currencies.” 

“Like I said, gambling winnings. I kept working after that though because it was what I wanted to do. I thought I was going to make a difference in the world.” 

“We were making a difference,” Cham blurted, louder than necessary. 

Luke held up a hand for him to stop. “Cham, are you aware of the infinite loop super-string hypothesis?” 

“I’ve heard of it. I haven’t read much on the latest super-string research.” 

“It was never a very popular hypothesis.” 

“It is a big departure from the standard model.” 

“I’ve never heard of it,” Alison said. “What is it?” 

“Well,” Luke leaned forward to look over at her, holding his hands out to warm them on the fire. “In one sense it’s just a different set of equations for looking at super-strings and sub-atomic particles. According to the original authors of the theory though it has some interesting implications. They called them ‘infinite loop super strings’ to kind of hype it up a bit, give it a catchy sounding name for publication.” 

“That doesn’t sound very scientific.” 

“Even in science there are still showmen.” 

She smiled at him, her eyes going wide in a way that was different from her usual smile. “So what are the implications of this theory?” 

“Without getting into the math, what it means is that many aspects of the universe are loops. The easiest example, or maybe just the least mind-blowing example, is spacetime. If you were traveling in a rocketship and took off in a certain direction, and then just kept going, and had unlimited fuel and supplies and all that, eventually you would arrive back at the exact point where you started.” 

“That’s not that mind-blowing,” Alison said. “It’s just like saying if you could walk around the Earth you’d eventually get back to where you started.” 

“That’s correct, except in that case you’re going in a circle, not a straight line. With spacetime you’re going in what seems like a straight line in three-dimensional space, but it’s actually curved in four-dimensional spacetime. So not only would you arrive back at the exact same place you left from, but you’d arrive back at the exact same time that you left as well, even though it would seem like a lot of time had passed for you. That of course has other, major implications for relativity which really are mind-blowing.” 

“That’s not true though,” Dr. Cham said. 

“As I said, it was not a popular theory. It does have other implications though that get even more out there.” 

“Okay,” Alison said, “like what?” 

“So the loops apply not just to space and time but matter and energy as well, and so to size and density. According to this theory, every particle, and I mean like, every boson that makes up the most fundamental building blocks of matter at the subatomic level, every one of those contains the universe. Not like, each one contains a universe, some parallel, alternate dimension, but each one contains our universe, the one we live in. If you could somehow shrink yourself down, past the scale of an atom, into the atomic nuclei, all the way down to the quarks and gluons until you got down past the so-called Plank scale, the smallest unit of length possible, and kept shrinking from there, to where you were small enough to enter one of these bosons, you would suddenly become the largest object in the universe.” 

Luke leaned back a little and smiled. “Similar thing for density. If you entered a black hole, say, and dove down to the singularity, the point of infinite density at its heart, that’s a point where you actually reach the end of time, as far as your own perspective is concerned. But at that end of time and point of infinite density you’d suddenly find yourself in an infinite expanse, at a point where the universe has expanded out to infinite size and zero density, which is the same infinite expanse that all matter that does not fall into black holes will eventually reach at the end of time as we might perceive it. Except, at that end of time state, when the universe has dropped to true absolute zero temperature and density, it will suddenly loop back to become a point of infinite heat and density, which will explode out into the big band and the birth of the universe. So the end of time in a black hole is the same as the end of time for the universe and both are the same as the universe’s beginning.” 

“Except none of that is true,” Dr. Cham said, seizing the opportunity to speak up again. “Because they’ve found that spacetime is totally flat, there’s no way for it to curve back into these infinite loops.” 

“That’s the reason most scientist give for rejecting this theory,” Luke said. “Though the original paper did address that point and offered an explanation.” 

“Is this one of those times,” Alison said, “when the old scientists are vigorously defending the old way of thinking, but when they die off the new theory will be considered to be totally obvious common sense by all the younger scientists?” 

“It could be,” Luke said, “but that wasn’t the point I was getting at.” 

“Well if you’re goal was to blow my mind you succeeded.” 

He shot a smile over at her, his eyes gleaming a little in the firelight. “Good to know. No, the point is, when I first heard the arguments about infinite-loop theory, I had a realization. I’d come that far in my career and yet,” Luke paused, holding out his hands toward the night. “None of us knew anything. I mean, I was old enough by then to realize I personally did not know everything, or even most things, but I had always assumed there were other experts out there, somewhere in academia, who truly, fully grasped the aspects of the field that I did not, all the quantum-mechanics and nuclear physics stuff. But, there aren’t. Nobody understands that.” 

Now the look he turned to Alison with was one of brooding. “It’s like with the wave-particle duality of subatomic particles, as they call it.” 

She stared back at him, the silence dragging a little bit. “Okay,” Alison said, “what is that?” 

“It’s,” Luke sighed, staring up into the stars to collect his thoughts. “It was one of the great puzzles of physics in the last century. Light, and other sub-atomic particles, sometimes they behave like waves, like a wave on the ocean, sometimes they behave like particles, like billiard balls. Physicists dithered over which they were for a long time. They kept coming up with experiments to find out, but the answer to every experiment was always yes. Whether the question was, is light a particle, or is light a wave, the answer was always yes. It seemed like it changed based on the observer, as if the process of being observed determined what it was. That’s the famous Schrodinger’s cat thought experiment.” 

“Are you going to tell me what that is?” 

“It’s, um, the cat, is in a box with some trap that releases poison gas. The trap is sprung or not depending on whether light is a wave of particle. The theory, quantum physics, says it’s both until it’s observed, but that means until you look in the box to determine, the trap is both opened and closed, and so the cat is both alive and dead until it’s observed.” 

“Do physicists have something against cats?” 

“The cat could still be alive.” 

“It’s both alive and dead. Why are you torturing this poor cat?” 

“I don’t know, maybe Schrodinger didn’t like cats. But this goes way beyond just this little thought experiment. So much of post-modern philosophy and, uh, and current ways of thinking is all tangled up with what these physicists discovered in the early twentieth century. Ideas about there being no objective reality, that reality doesn’t exist until it’s observed, and that the observer affects whatever they’re observing. Ultimately it can lead to thinking that subjective experience is all there is, to where we live in a world where facts can be dismissed if we don’t like them and the outcomes we want can just be willed into being.” 

“Where fake footage of zoo bombing is covered like it really happened,” Dr. Cham said. 

“Exactly.” 

“So, you lost me there,” Alison said. “Are you saying you retired from being a physicist because they discovered there’s no objective reality?” 

“All of these discoveries happened way before my time. This is stuff I learned about as an undergraduate. But the point is that despite all this post-modern talk, most physicists just kind of shrugged and declared light to be both a wave and particle and moved on. They called it a wave-particle duality. Since then most academic work has been focused on other things, on finding even smaller particles, or getting fusion power to work,” Luke gestured to Cham. “Or in my case figuring out how this all applies to stars exploding on the far side of the universe.” 

“Okay,” Alison nodded. Looking over Luke saw that she had turned somewhat in her seat and was staring intently at him, her eyes still large. “I’m still waiting for the part where you decided to retire.” 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you the long version.” 

“Just make the payoff worth it.” 

He smiled at this. “Yeah, so, what I realized is that, something nobody had ever really grappled with, I definitely never grabbled with it in my academic career. Light, and all these other sub-atomic things, they aren’t waves, they aren’t particles. They’re something else. They’re something we can’t define, we can’t really even imagine. They are, in a true, fundamental sense, beyond our comprehension. We’ve managed to get some partial understanding, we can write down math equations that in some way represent all this, on some abstract level, but we can never truly, intuitively grasp it. And not because we haven’t made the right discoveries or lack some breakthrough, but because,” he looked over at her and shook his head. “We’re just mentally not capable of it.” 

“Not capable of what, exactly?” 

“Of understanding the sub-atomic universe. We discovered this wave-particle duality groping around in the dark, and that’s all anyone has ever done since. All the theories you hear about, about what happens in black holes and how the universe will end, if it’ll end, and how it began and the whole nature of time, it’s all just groping in the dark, occasionally finding something, feeling out it’s basic shape maybe, but never, truly seeing it.” 

“That’s not true,” Dr. Cham said. “We have a really good understanding of sub-atomic physics.” 

“We think we do,” Luke said, raising his voice to speak over his friend. “We think we do, because we have the math and we can make experiments work and all that. But nobody truly understands it, not the way we understand our everyday world,” he gestured in a broad sweep at the yard and house and sky around them. “We can’t understand. We’re not capable.” 

“We’re totally capable.” 

“No. No we aren’t. None of us truly, intuitively, mentally can grasp these things that are sometimes waves, sometimes particles, but in truth are neither of those things. We don’t even have language for them. They get called names like ‘strange’ and ‘charm’ because they’re so far beyond our comprehension that we can’t even assign similar, familiar analogies to them. We have to just make up fanciful terms to represent,” Luke held out his hand, palm up, grasping again at the air. “To represent the something that is there but that we have no other words to describe.” 

“So science is all just a waste of time?” Cham asked. 

“Not at all. I’m sure there are plenty of new things to discover. Humans will always be dreaming up new and clever ways to combine and repurpose our tools. But when it comes to understanding the deeper, fundamental mysteries of the cosmos,” Luke stared at him intently, glanced over at Alison, then turned away and sighed. “I fear humans are at their limits.” 

“Well I disagree,” Cham immediately responded. 

“Of course you do,” Luke said, interrupting his friend’s further comment. “Your opinion is as ill-considered as the rest of them. Nothing but blind faith in progress, to infinity and beyond. I couldn’t deal with it anymore. That’s why I left academia.” He turned to Alison as he continued. “To answer the original question. I’d seen how hollow it all was. So I retired, moved out here, and started just staring at the stars.” 

Alison leaned forward, about to say something, but right away Cham was speaking again. “So we should just give up trying to understand anything? Just go back to living in caves?” 

Luke chuckled at this, mirthlessly. “Cham, my man. It’s telling you see those as the only two options.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like I said before, I’m sure people will continue to invent things, new tools, new ways to capture energy, to move around, to enjoy life, maybe one day you’ll even get that damn reactor working. I’m not some Luddite. I have no objection to any of that. It’s just that, when it comes to truly understanding the universe, grasping it as a phenomenon the way we grasp everyday objects in motion,” Luke paused, trailing off as he stared at the fire. Then he shook his head. “I have met way too many scientists, too many physicists studying these exact things. They can all elucidate these ideas as well as anyone, and manipulate numbers and words into forms that predict experimental outcomes. Yet even to them, this subatomic world remains alien. As it must remain alien to any mind that can be called human. It quite simply is beyond the ability of the human mind to comprehend.” 

“So what’s the point then?” Cham asked, his voice rising into incredulity. “You’re saying there’s no point to scientific research?” 

“One day, Cham, perhaps, humans will invent a new way of thinking. A new kind of mind that can understand the kind of object that to humans looks sometimes like a wave and sometimes like a particle and is in fact something else, so alien to us we cannot even fathom a meaningful name or shape for it. Perhaps some human successors, computerized or genetically enhanced minds, will find it all second-nature, and they’ll be baffled by our inability to even describe what we’re seeing. They’ll pity us, maybe, for how small and incapable we are, and then set sail on the vast seas of infinity, and reach out with strength rather than ignorance, and won’t recoil at the vistas they reveal. But minds that can do that will no longer be human, not the way we are. Those of us who remain human, there is only this world, and I am not convinced what I am doing now is making it any better or worse than what I was doing then.” 

He stopped, slumping back in his chair and staring at the stars again. Cham sat, grinding his jaw without speaking, while Alison had her own jaw slightly agape. “That was beautiful,” she said. 

“Thank you.” 

“Beautiful is not the word I would use,” Cham said. 

“There’s no need to take offense, Chamy,” Luke smiled. “It’s not an attack on you, or on science, or on anything.” 

“Yeah, well, I guess it’s all just your opinion.” 

“It is that, and I have had a long time to sit out here in the desert and think about it. You know, there’s a quote, usually attributed to Einstein, that time exists so that everything doesn’t happen all at once. I sometimes wonder though if the whole universe kind of is happening all at once, that all of time and all of space was just created and is there, unchanging, and it’s just our limited perspective that makes us see it as linear time, just like our limited perspective makes light look like a wave or particle depending on how we look at it, when really it’s something else indescribable. I think, if we could ever see all of what light truly is, it’s like if we could process all of time, or even the time of our short lives, all at once. I think someone who could do that would go mad from how overwhelming it all is. It’s a blessing that we perceive things in such limited windows. It’s what lets us be conscious at all.” 

Again Luke falling silent left a hole in the conversation, filled by a slight crackling in the dying fire. 

“Are all conversations with you this profound?” Alison asked. 

“Yes. As long as we have no more conversation, I can honestly say that.” 

“Oh. That was kind of the opposite of what I was hoping for.” 

“You were hoping they would all be profound?” 

“I was hoping for more conversations.” 

“That wasn’t profound,” Cham said. “It was the usual . . .” 

“Cham, Chammy,” Luke held out a hand toward his friend. “Stop. Forget it. Everything I’ve said, obviously, the late night ravings of an old, long retired astronomer no longer on his game. When it comes to science and academia, the only thing I can be sure of is that it’s a good thing I retired and got out of the way with my old ideas, made room for a new generation that’s hopefully better at it all than I ever was.” 

 

3 

In daylight the city of Phoenix looked even more patchy. 

The most patchy thing they encountered, first, was the road. Moving further into the city brought the group to sections of the interstate filled with potholes. As they progressed these became so large and frequent that traffic was obliged to slow down to less than side street speeds, maneuvering slowly as they wended their way around the worst spots. Then, naturally, there was the occasional car that did not oblige, whipping past everyone else in the torn up fast lane and bouncing around in a way that made it look about to fall apart. 

Eventually they reached a point where the freeway was just closed. At an underpass a line of traffic cones and barricades and signs was backed up by a more substantial barrier of various work trucks and construction equipment parked in place. It looked like none of it had moved it quite a while, and would not move again for a while yet. Detour signs directed them off the freeway and then left them to find their own way. 

Entering Phoenix proper they began passing through a checkerboard of neighborhoods. Some streets had business or homes that looked like withered plants, their facades bleached and their roofs dilapidated. One street appeared to be lined with a giant yard sale. Front lawns, themselves just dirt, were stacked with furniture and random household sundries, while people with pickups or trailers trawled along, loading up select bits of the detritus as they went. 

The next street over, though, would appear no different than one in LA. The front lawns all had rocks instead of grass, but the streets nevertheless had living trees, intact roofs, and operable cars parked along their lengths. 

Further in still toward the city center they began passing weird shanty towns. People were living in trailers, or cars, or shipping containers, all clustered around pump stations. These large, fenced off and guarded bits of machinery were pumping up water from some deep aquifer, which was then sold on the spot to people waiting in long lines. 

“How do they decide,” Roland asked, “which neighborhoods to shut off water to?” 

He sat in the passenger seat again, and asked this question absently as he watched another abandoned storefront roll by. 

“I was wondering that too,” Jack said from the back. “What it sounds like is that it’s a combination of old, arcane water rights and wanton corruption.” 

“That sounds right,” Roland said, then with another thought turned back to the grating. “How’s the network service out here?” 

“It was spotty earlier, but it improved a bunch once we got into the city.” 

There route wended on past an office park, filled with mid-rise buildings that gleamed as if it were the future. Palm trees and lush planters lined that well-appointed side of the street, along with little ground floor shops and restaurants. Right across from it though was a chain-link fence that barricaded off a different future. A vast parking lot there was filled with school buses and semi-truck trailers that looked like it had been turned into some kind of refugee camp. A few trash can fires sent up lazy streams, while people moved about, often lugging massive improvised containers filled with water. 

At last the road brought them to a traffic light that turned off toward the zoo. Driving up this they entered a sprawling parking lot that was well on its way to reverting to an empty field. Long grass sprouted from a jigsaw of cracks throughout the pavement. The parking lot was empty except for a small cluster of cars all up near the front entrance. 

Vincent cruised across the unmarked lot toward the cars, which themselves were parked rather haphazardly. Even without getting out it was apparent the place was abandoned. A canal out front stood dry, and beyond that they could see buildings falling into ruin. The nearest structure to where they parked, just across the canal, had one wall collapsed in and more wild grass undermining its foundation. 

Access to the zoo was across a wide bridge and through a wide row of crumbling ticket booths. Just outside these a small crowd of people was gathered. 

Quickly Roland hoped out and let the others out the back. As they approached the little crowd, they saw everyone was gathered around a series of little shrines. In front of each ticket booth was a framed picture, set up with candles and stuffed animals around it. Some within the crowd held candles of their own. They stood around in almost total silence, heads bowed, a few of them openly crying. 

Vincent and Roland glanced at each other as they slowed their forward walk. Dr. Cham slipped up behind them. “What is going on here?” he asked in a low voice. 

“Shhh,” Jack held up a finger. 

Cham looked at her, then gestured toward the closest ticket booth. It had in front of it the largest of the pictures, a poster size portrait of a little blond girl. “Is that suppose to be one of the victims?” he spoke now at barely a whisper. 

“I think so,” Jack whispered back, holding up her tablet. “I’m checking now.” 

Moving forward they all approached the crowd. Roland stepped up to the first person he encountered, a middle-aged woman standing along this side of the gathering. “Excuse me, ma’am,” he reached toward her, getting her attention. “What, um, what is all this?” 

She gave him a suspicious, sidelong look and answered in a low voice. “It’s a vigil for the victim’s of last night’s bombing.” 

“I see. Do you by chance know, precisely, where the bombing occurred?” 

She turned to look more directly at him, her glare becoming harsher. “Are you one of those lamestream news reporters?” 

“No ma’am, I’m a detective.” Roland flashed his mobile with his badge, doing so quickly lest she noticed it said LAPD. “I’m just following up for some colleagues of mine who were here last night.” 

“Oh,” her eyes widened and her expression lightened. “Well, thank you. I was worried nobody was taking this seriously.” 

“Why would you think that?” 

“Oh, you know, from all the lies you here in the fake news media.” 

“Well ma’am, I don’t know anything about that, but my department always takes things like this seriously.” 

“God bless you, sir,” she said. “Um, I think the bomb went off somewhere just over there,” she pointed to a plaza beyond the ticket booths. 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Roland nodded and smiled as he moved off. 

As he was talking to her Jack had moved into the crowd as well. She made her way toward the front, toward the foremost man in the crowd, who stood right in front of the large poster of the little blond girl, holding a candle. 

“Excuse me, sir,” she moved to stand almost right in front of him. “May I ask you a few questions.” 

“We’re not speaking to fake news reporters,” he said without looking up at her. 

“I’m an independent reporter, sir. I don’t work for any of the major corporate news streams.” 

This got him to shift his gaze away from the little shrine and actually look at Jack. She was still holding her tablet and carried a big satchel slung over one shoulder and a fancy camera on a lanyard around her neck. She flashed a smile. 

“Well, alright,” the man said. 

Jack held up her tablet a little without letting it block her site of the man. “I notice you’re standing here at the front. Are you the one who organized all this?” 

“No. No, I’m not sure anybody organized it. It’s just spontaneous, you know. I decided to come here after hearing the news last night. Got up early and got here before dawn, and there was already a big crowd. I think some of ‘em had been here all night. A bunch left shortly after I got here, I think they went to the hospital.” 

He paused, looking down with an unfocused gaze, then gestured toward the big poster. “They’re praying for this little girl, Sophia. She was badly hurt in the blast, lost her whole family. She’s in intensive care now.” He shook his head and clenched his jaw. “I hope they get the assholes responsible for this.” 

“I thought the attacker was gunned down by the cops,” Jack said. 

“Yeah, but she didn’t act alone. There’s a whole liberal terrorist movement in this country, ya know, and you just know they put her up to this. Gave her aid and comfort and maybe supplies and stuff. Need to hunt them down and make ‘em pay. No trial, none of that bullshit, just gunshots straight to the head. Better than they deserve.” He turned to look at the poster again, his eyes starting to tear up. “Better than they gave little Sophia.” 

Jack lowered her tablet and for a moment just watched the man holding back tears. “Thank you,” she whispered to him as she stepped away. 

Looking around she saw that Vincent and Dr. Cham had both gone in past the ticket booths, and Roland was moving to follow them. Jack did so as well, fishing out a cord from her satchel and plugging her tablet into her implanted port to download her eye-camera footage. 

At the center of this plaza stood a dry fountain. Vincent was standing next to it, looking at his mobile. Dr. Cham stood slightly behind him, watching over his shoulder, and Jack moved to join them. 

On his screen Vincent had a video of the bombing. It showed a crowd moving through a plaza around a circular fountain. 

“So that fountain,” Vincent pointed to the video, then twisted around to point behind him, “is right there.” After that he moved again, rotating and shifting position to line things up. “So the footage was shot from right here,” he pointed, “and the stroller with the bomb it in you can see right there.” 

Following his pointed finger, Dr. Cham rushed over to stand at a spot right next to the fountain. “So the bomb would have been right here,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

“And this supposedly happened just last night?” 

By now Roland had walked up to join them as well. “So the fountain would have been destroyed by the blast.” 

“It would have been totaled,” Cham said. “It should be nothing but rubble.” 

“It gets better,” Vincent said, gesturing to them. Cham and Roland gathered around his mobile again. “A few minutes later the person, who had to have been standing right here, is still filming.” 

“Wait,” Cham said, “what does the video show then?” 

Vincent played around rewinding and fast-forwarding. “Here. It’s just a bright light and then darkness, then the video picks up again from the exact same location. Here, look, you can see the fountain now is rubble.” He held up his mobile, letting them look between the image of the destroyed fountain on the screen and the intact one in front of them. 

“Look at that building as well,” Roland pointed. In the background of the video there was a building, directly beyond the fountain. Its front side was shown as being caved in, exposing rebar and interior rooms. In reality they could see the similar, but distinct, building in front of them. While its far, back side had partly collapsed the front remained intact. 

“Ha,” Vincent chuckled as he zoomed in on a still frame of the video. “Look, they show that building as if it’s reenforced concrete.” 

“Yeah, that’s a stucco wall,” Roland said. 

“Also,” Cham said, “the explosion supposedly blew open a reenforced concrete structure way over there,” he gestured toward the building on the far side of the plaza, “yet did not kill the guy filming it standing right here.” 

“Here’s another one,” Jack said, stepping up to them with her tablet. “This is footage supposedly taken by a security camera. But look how high above it is.” Holding it toward them they saw what looked almost like an aerial shot of the plaza, post-blast. Turning around, Jack pointed toward what looked like a main office building. “The camera that took this shot would have had to have been way up there,” she pointed now toward the sky high above the single-story building. 

“Yeah,” Roland said, “there’s nothing around here that tall.” 

“So how are all these people here,” Cham started to say, gesturing toward the ticket booths and trailing off. The crowd still stood out there in its vigil, none of them seeming to take note of the investigators that had entered the actual ground zero. “Obviously they can see . . .” 

“It’s not so obvious they can see anything,” Roland said. 

All of them stood there, looking at the crowd or at the surrounding buildings. All of the structures around this plaza looked abandoned and decrepit, but none of them showed any signs of having been bombed. 

“Is there anything else we want to see here?” Vincent asked. 

His partner shook his head. “We’re not going to find any evidence of an explosion or an attack here. We’re also not going to find anybody who won’t lose their mind if we try to point out that fact.” He paused, scratching his chin and doing a slow circle, taking in the plaza again. “Did anybody see any sign of a caretaker for this place, or anything like that?”

“It doesn’t look like anybody’s taking care of anything,” Vincent said.

“I didn’t see anything,” Cham shook his head. 

“There was nothing online either,” Jack said, “about anybody maintaining this place in any way.” 

“So it’s a true ruin.” Roland sighed. “Alright. What’s our next step?” 

“Were we going to go look into what the LA district attorney is doing out here?” Cham asked. 

“Oh, did you not see this morning,” Jack turned back to pull something up on her tablet. “There was a press release from the DA this morning, saying the conference had been canceled so he was staying in LA.’ 

“Got canceled because of the bombing?” Roland asked. 

“Didn’t say,” Jack held up her tablet toward them. 

“What about the other conferences?” 

“I was never able to find information on the other conferences. Assuming Id even planned conferences at those other venues.” 

“Hmm,” Roland folded his arms and turned to his partner. “Do you think it’s worth checking out these places anyway?” 

“We’re already out here,” Vincent shrugged. 

“I’m starting to regret coming out here at all. It’s feeling like a wasted trip.” 

“It was a long shot to begin with,” Vincent said. 

“We couldn’t have known they were gonna fake the whole bombing last night,” Cham said. 

They paused, considering their situation in a silence marked only by a slight breeze. 

“The conference venues are scattered all over the city,” Jack said, having pulled up a map on her tablet. “It would take all day, and more, to drive around to all these places, but there are a few pretty close by.” 

“You wanna check those out?” Roland asked. 

“It’s what we came out here to do, right?” 

Roland shrugged.  “Alright then, sounds good to me. Let’s roll out.” 
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The first conference location they arrived at was a series of towers set amid an abandoned construction site. The towers looked like they were made solely of glass, making them almost invisible against the bright morning sky. Each one was round, and topped with a geodesic dome. 

“Is this right?” Vincent asked as he turned off the street and found himself driving into a dirt lot. 

“This is the address,” Jack said. 

They came to a stop as the detectives in front looked around. 

“It looks abandoned,” Dr. Cham said from the back. 

“It looks half-built,” Jack said. 

They all fell silent, those in back straining to get a view. 

“Follow those signs, there,” Roland pointed to a sign directing them to a ‘manager’s office.’ 

Vincent drove them forward through the dirt lot. They passed construction equipment sitting idle and stacks of heavy steel I-beams and concrete tubes. Another ‘manager’s office’ sign had them moving deeper into the sight, but after that there was nothing, and they found themselves driving up to squat, single-story, concrete box of a building. 

With a slight jerk of the brakes, Vincent brought them from an idle to a full stop in front of this structure. “Is that the manager’s office?” Roland asked, then turned to his partner. 

“Mmm,” Vincent looked back with a shrug. “I dunno.” 

Shrugging himself in reply, Roland opened his door. “Let’s check it out.” 

The four of them came to stand in front of a single, unmarked door. There were no signs, no paint, no finishings, just the blank door in the side of a blank concrete wall. 

“Do we knock?” Cham asked. 

“Mm,” Vincent shrugged again and stepped forward, knocking on the door. There was no reply. He grabbed the handle and found it was unlocked. 

Inside there was a single, wide room, as unfinished as the exterior. A few tables and chairs were piled up in a far corner, rotting, and thick dust covered the floor. In the center some modular chainlink fence segments surrounded a square hole in the ground. 

Dr. Cham produced a flashlight and began shining this around, though there were high window slots in all of the walls that let in some daylight. Roland pulled out a flashlight of his own and stepped forward to the central hole. 

Right away he saw that this was in fact a concrete stairwell. The stairs continued down in a series of short switchbacks, disappearing into darkness. There was a gate in the chainlink fence at the top of the stairs that had been left ajar. 

The others slowly approached and gathered around. “Wanna go exploring?” Roland asked. 

“What do you expect to find?” Jack asked, more as a retort to his question. 

Roland turned to her and shrugged. “The manager?” 

“This looks dangerous.” 

“This is where Raymond Id was going to hold a conference?” Roland asked. “This location, right?” 

“At this address, the address of this whole,” Jack tossed her arms at their surroundings, “this whole site. Whatever this place is.” 

“We’re sure it was this place?” 

“I’m sure the place where we entered this construction site is the correct street address. I don’t know what this is,” she gestured to the stairwell. 

“Should we maybe check around more?” Cham asked. “See if we can find some kind of conference center. Or maybe a place where people are gathering?” 

“The conference at this site wasn’t scheduled until later this week,” Jack said. “Not that I saw any place around here that looked like it could host a conference.” 

“I wanna check out the hole,” Roland said. “You guys can wait here if you want.” 

With that he opened the chainlink gate and started downward. Without a word Vincent activated the flashlight function on his mobile and followed. Jack sighed, then she and the doctor did the same. 

At first the stairs only went down, with nothing but concrete walls surrounding them. Quickly the light from above was blocked, leaving them in total darkness save for their flashlight beams. 

Three flights down they reached a door. Here the stairs continued downward, while the open doorway led out into a long hall. Roland stopped in the doorway and shone his flashlight back and forth. In either direction the hallway curved away slightly into darkness. There were also a series of branching corridors leading off this one. All the walls here were still just bare concrete with no signs or markings. 

“Are we about to get lost in an underground labyrinth?” Jack asked. 

“Undoubtedly,” Roland said. 

“Can we start marking the walls,” Cham asked, looking around at them with his own flashlight. “To find our way back out.” 

“You have anything to mark with?” Jack asked. 

“No. I don’t have any bread to leave breadcrumbs either.” 

“Is there light coming from down there?” Vincent asked. All of them looked toward the branching hallway he was pointing to, then one by one realized to turn away their flashlights. 

With the main hall cast into darkness it became obvious there was a faint light spilling in from the branching corridor. 

“That’s promising,” Roland said. “Let’s check it out.” 

Once they got to the hallway they saw it had a clear light source at its far end. Proceeding onward they found this place was indeed a maze, with all sorts of branching hallways on either side and only the light at the end of this particular corridor to provide a definite sense of direction. 

At the end they emerged onto a wide balcony. Chairs and tables were scattered all around it, and more hallways branched off from its sides. Across from the entrance the balcony looked out on a vast, circular pit, with sunlight shining down from above. 

There was a shifting and scraping sound from their left, and everyone suddenly spun in that direction. 

“Ahh!” Dr. Cham cried out and jumped a little in shock. This in turn caused the man sitting at one of the tables to do the same, his chair tilting back and almost falling over. He steadied himself, then looked up at them, squinting into the multiple flashlights that were now focused on him. 

“Geez, you scared me,” Cham said after it became apparent the man was not going to do anything. He continued to stare in confusion while the others dropped away their flashlight beams, leaving him illuminated in the ambient light. 

“Um, hello,” he said. He looked young, enough so he might have been a teenager, with a tall, lanky, awkward frame. On the table in front of him he had a set of open books, a laptop computer, and a partly eaten sandwich. 

For a second further everyone was still too shocked at the encounter to do anything more than stare. At last Vincent said, “hello.” 

“Um, hi,” the boy said, glancing around apprehensively. 

Roland stepped forward and produced his mobile. He flashed his badge emblem quickly, as he had done at the Zoo vigil. “Hello,” Roland said. “Sorry to disturb you. I’m Detective Roland, Detective Vincent,” he jerked a thumb toward his partner. “You mind telling us what you’re doing down here?” 

“I, uh, I work here.” 

“You work here?” 

“Um, well,” he paused, seemingly torn, but then a kind of decisiveness settled onto his face. “Yes I do.” 

Roland studied him. “What’s your name, son?” He took a few steps closer. 

“My name? Oh, uh, it’s, uh, Mason.” 

“You sure about that?” Jack said, responding to the hesitation in his voice. 

“Yes,” he said, almost sounding offended. “My name’s Mason, and I work here. I mean, I’m an intern, but I work here. What, um, what are you all doing down here? Is there, I mean, is there some kind of trouble?” 

The detectives exchanged a look. “Okay,” Roland said, stepping closer again. The boy did not react, so Roland pressed on, walking up to his table and pulling up a seat. “Look. Mason. You’re not in trouble. Unless you’re hiding bodies down here we do not care what you’re doing.” 

“You’re not hiding bodies, are you?” Vincent asked. 

“No!” he reacted with shock, as if it were a serious question. Vincent grinned widely. 

“Yeah, so,” Roland said, “we have much bigger problems, Mason. Maybe you can help us, since you work here.” 

“Oh, um, sure, I guess.” 

“Let’s just start from the beginning.” Roland turned and looked around. “First off, what is this place?” 

“This place? You mean, like, the observation level?” 

“I mean this whole place,” Roland swept his long arm in a wide arc. “This whole abandoned construction site, underground labyrinth place.” 

“This, um, it’s the Sonoran Arcology. Or, you know, it’s suppose to be.” 

“It’s supposed to be?” 

“Yeah, when it’s finished. If it’s ever finished.” 

“Doesn’t look like any arcology I’ve ever seen,” Cham said. 

“It’s an underground arco,” Mason said, a sudden excitement entering his voice. “It’s suppose to be the first of its kind.” 

“Underground arcology?” Roland asked. 

“Uh huh. Here, I can show you.” 

With a sudden burst of energy Mason jumped from his seat and rushed across the balcony. The others hesitated before following him, up to the bare concrete railing at its edge. 

Standing here they got a much better vantage of the structure. They were near the top of a wide, deep, cylindrical pit. Around its circumference, at different levels, they could see more balconies in varying sizes, as well as openings that looked meant to be windows. Below, the shaft descended hundreds of feet into darkness. Above they saw the top of this hole was capped by one of the glass towers they had seen outside, its thick panes catching glints of sunlight. A notable, persistent, cool breeze wafted up from somewhere in the depths. 

“The whole thing is a big solar chimney,” Mason said with a definite edge of excitement. 

“Okay,” Roland nodded. “So what is that?” 

“Oh, sure. So, up there, that’s the collector.” He leaned out and pointed toward the glass tower above them. “It’s like a big greenhouse. Sunlight heats the air inside, but there’s a hole in the top, and since hot air rises it escapes out, and that creates an updraft of cool air. There’s water down at the bottom,” he leaned out and pointed. “Well, you’ll have to take my word for it, there’s a pool of water at the bottom, and there’s some intake shafts out around the perimeter that draw in air, which gets cooled because the ground is cool even when its super hot out, then it rises up here through the chimney.” 

Leaning out Roland followed his eager pointing as he examined the dizzying height of the shaft, much like the atriums in the King Arcology. “Cool,” he said. 

“Yeah. Literally cool. So, yeah, all the housing, and like some restaurants and stuff, was suppose to be here, along the chimneys, where you still get natural sunlight but things are kept cool by the chimney effect. Then you’d have other commercial stuff and office space further away toward the perimeter, and industrial plant and manufacturing either further down or at the surface. The whole thing is gonna have six of these central chimneys.” He paused, and then his eager smile faded. “If it all ever gets finished.” 

“Why isn’t it being finished now?” Cham asked. 

“Well, they, um, funding cuts.” Mason shrugged. “The Infrastructure Bank was funding it, like it did with the other arcologies, but they cut the bank’s funding, so it couldn’t afford it anymore. So I guess they’re looking for private investment now, but until that comes through the project is on standby.” 

“Sounds about right,” Jack said. 

Roland glanced at her, then nodded. “Alright then, Mason. This is all pretty impressive, but where do you fit into it all? You say you’re an intern?” 

“I’m an engineering intern. With the firm overseeing construction.” 

“Okay. Why are you the only one here then?” 

He hesitated, looking furtively back toward the table where they had found him. 

“Kid,” Vincent said, stepping up to the railing on his other side. “We seriously do not care. We have way bigger problems then dealing with you coming down here to jerk off or whatever you do.” 

“I’m not jerking off. I’m doing homework.” 

“Perfect place for it,” Roland said sarcastically. 

“Actually it kind of is. There’s no signal, so I don’t get any interruptions. And, I don’t know, I like sitting here with the cool breeze and the quiet.” 

“So when you say you work here, you mean you do homework here.” 

“Yeah. Well, I mean, I use to work here.” 

“As an intern?” 

“Right, for the engineering firm that was overseeing the whole project. I was interning with them, but after the whole funding cuts they furloughed a bunch of people.” He shrugged. “They said they’d call if it ever got started back up again.” 

In the ensuing pause, Dr. Cham walked over to the railing with a rock he had found. He dropped this into the darkness, timing it on his mobile as he listened for it to land, but after a few seconds it became clear any sound it had made was lost in the quiet rustle of the updraft. 

“It seems like an odd city for an arcology,” Jack said, “with the whole place drying up and dying.” 

“That was kinda the point,” Mason said. “They thought, I mean, some people thought the whole city should be these,” he gestured to the solar chimney. “Or structures like this. Living here uses way less water and energy. You can even put mirrors up above to reflect more sunlight into the collector, get it really hot so that the updraft is enough to generate power from, with some turbines in the intake shafts.” 

“That’s a good idea,” Cham said. 

Mason smiled and nodded. “Yeah. So the whole city could live underground like this, and the surface would be all solar plants and solar towers and parkland and rain catchments and stuff.” He turned away, looking up toward the glass tower collector at the top of the giant atrium space. 

Roland grimaced and shot a glance to his partner, then nodded to himself. “So Mason, you come around here often?” 

“I don’t know about often. Generally just twice a week. I don’t know, it’s stupid, I know, the site’s supposed to be closed. I just like hanging out here, and it’s a good place to study.” 

“You ever bring any girls here?” Vincent asked. 

He shook his head emphatically. “I’d worry about creeping them out.” 

“Good call,” Jack said. 

“Do you ever see anybody else around?” Roland asked. 

“Uh-uh,” he just kept shaking his head. “There were some security guards around after construction was first suspended, but they let me in because they knew me, but I haven’t seen anybody here since the semester began. Except you guys.” 

“Does this place have,” Roland waved a hand while he considered the word, “a conference center of some kind?” 

“A conference center?” 

“A meeting place. Like hotels usually have. An auditorium or arena or conference room where a big group could gather.” 

“There’s supposed to be a hotel,” he pointed out and downward across the solar chimney. “It’s not finished yet though, it’s just bare rooms.” 

“Anything else? Some kind of theater or something?” 

“There were gonna be movie theaters too. I don’t know the whole layout. It’s all unfinished though, there’s no electricity or furniture or anything most places, just bare walls.” 

“Have you explored much around the whole site?” Jack asked. 

“Not since construction stopped, but I saw a lot of it when I was still working.” 

“Do you have a map?” Roland asked. 

“Um, no, I don’t. I might be able to get one, but you should probably talk to, you know, the engineering firm if you want something like that. I can give you there contact info.” 

Roland paused, looking at Vincent, then at the others. 

“What do you think?” Jack asked him. 

“That’s what I’m wondering. Is it worthwhile to explore around here more?” 

“It’d be a lot to explore.” She turned back to Mason. “You said there were six of these?” Jack gestured at the solar chimney atrium. 

“Eventually. Only three are fully dug out.” 

“Does it all interconnect? Could we get to the other ones without going outside?” 

“Oh definitely. I can show you if you want.” 

Again some hesitant glances were exchanged among the group. 

“This place is vast,” Jack said. “Even half complete, you can spend days exploring an arcology.” 

“Uh-huh,” Roland chewed his lip as he nodded. “We don’t have anything more definitive on the location? Just the address of this construction site?” 

“The address led us to the site entrance. That was it.” 

“You have addresses for more of these conference locations?” 

“A bunch yes.” 

“Why don’t we check out those first.” Roland glanced over his shoulder at the solar chimney atrium again. “Though I would love to spend time exploring around here.” 

“We’re heading off then?” Cham asked. 

“Yeah, let’s head off. Maybe we come back, depending on what we find.” He turned to Mason, who had watched this exchange with restrained apprehension. “Mason, thank you. We’ll leave you alone.” 

“Okay,” he said. “Um, you’re welcome.” 

*     *     * 

The next conference center they drove to was a vacant lot. It appeared there may have once been a building there, but all that remained was broken fragments of a foundation within a dirt field, along with some burnt debris piled in one corner and a tattered chainlink fence around the perimeter. They circled the place without spotting anything as interesting as the bunker that had gotten them into the arcology, and so moved on. 

Their third stop was an actual hotel with actual people present. It had a driveway veranda out front, lined with a dry fountain and a bed of cacti. Vincent rolled their vehicle slowly past the front doors as they took the place in. 

“I’m not sure if this is promising or not,” Roland said. 

“It’s open,” Cham said. “That’s a good sign.” 

“Yeah, but I was working on this theory that all these conference sites would be abandoned buildings because Id was planning on hosting clandestine rituals at each.” 

“He could still hold some ritual here,” Jack said. “A private hotel room would be better than that last site, totally out in the open.” 

“I was also working on a theory that he wasn’t actually planning to ever meet anybody at these places. Or even come to them. As in, maybe ‘conference’ was a code word for something else.” 

“Like what?” 

Roland turned around to look at Jack through the back grating. “I don’t know,” he admitted after another second of thought. 

“Should we stop and check this place out?” Vincent asked. 

“We’re here, might as well.” 

“Id’s schedule had a conference occurring here today,” Jack said. “If anything is actually happening at any of these locations we should find it here.” 

Inside they entered an opulent lobby that opened on a desert landscape courtyard opposite the entrance. There were employees behind the reception desk, guests coming and going, and a television playing news stream clips across the way. 

They all paused in the entryway and looked around. 

“Should we ask at the reception desk?” Roland asked. 

“Sure,” Jack shrugged. 

“Was there a name for this conference?” 

Jack shook her head. “Id’s list of venues didn’t have any conference names with it. I found a couple conferences online whose dates and locations matched with his list, but not for this one.” 

“Huh,” Roland looked away in thought. “Alright, when all else fails use the badge.” 

Moving with confidence Roland headed over to the reception desk, the others trailing behind. He walked up and quickly flashed his badge and introduced himself. “Sorry to bother you. Is there a conference being held here today?” 

It took a moment for the receptionist to catch up with what he was saying. “A conference?” 

“Or a meeting, a gathering of some kind. You do have conference rooms at this hotel, right?” 

“We do, yes.” 

“Are any of them rented for today? Specifically,” he turned to Jack. 

“All day, from nine this morning until midnight.” 

“Until midnight?” The receptionist looked perplexed. 

“Conference Hall B is being used,” the second receptionist, a little ways down, inserted herself into the conversation. “It’s booked for all of today and tomorrow.” 

“Is that your only conference hall that’s occupied?” Roland asked. 

“The only one until this evening, yes.” 

“Hmm. Okay, could you direct me to this Conference Hall B?” 

A minute later they were circling around the enclosed desert courtyard, down a long hall that brought them to a shorter corridor and a set of double doors. 

“If there’s a conference here,” Cham said at a whisper, gesturing to his watch, “it would be happening right now. 

The detectives both paused in front of the doors, leaning close to listen. 

“You hear anything?” Roland whispered. Vincent shook his head. “Me neither.” 

Roland reached for the door handle, then paused and pulled up his shirt a little to let his other hand rest on his gun. Poised like this he leaned in, opening the door a crack and peeking through. When nothing happened he let the door slowly swing open without stepping forward himself. 

The doors opened on a wide auditorium, sloping down slightly toward a stage. About half the lights appeared to be on, casting the place in a pallid gloom. There were people filling many of the seats, but there was no noise or motion. 

Hesitantly Roland poked his head in further, looking around. Still getting no reaction to his presence he started forward, hand still on his sidearm, the others slowly creeping in after him. 

As they advanced they saw the seating was not actually occupied. It seemed about two out of every three seats were empty entirely. Of the remainder, about half were occupied by manikins, the rest by cardboard cutouts. 

Taking a few more steps forward Roland confirmed there were no actual people in the seats here. “Hello,” he called out at full volume, his voice a blast in the silent auditorium. 

There was no response. He advanced some down the aisle, slipping his sidearm out now and holding it, pointed down, with both hands. He stopped halfway toward the stage and let the others gather up with him as they took in the scene. 

The manikins and cardboard cutouts were scattered haphazardly throughout the seating, with no apparent pattern to any of it. All of the manikins were dressed like Jumpies, as if they had just grabbed things at random from a discount bin at a Halloween costume store. Some of them wore rubber monster or president masks, or masquerade ball masks, while others had bare heads with crude drawings on them, as if in imitation of the masks the others wore. 

The cardboard cutouts depicted the upper half of normal people, not bothering with a lower part at all, designed it seemed to be used precisely to fill out seating like this. However, on all the cutouts someone had gone through and drawn symbols on the face or chest, hieroglyphic-looking characters or swastikas or other emblems like they had first seen drawn in blood at the apartment massacre. 

“What the fuck is all this?” Dr. Cham asked. 

All of them looked at each other, eventually turning to Roland. He just looked back and then shook his head. 

“When the conference starts are actual people going to come in and fill the rest of the seats?” Vincent asked. 

“The conference is supposed to have already started,” Cham said. 

“Id had this conference room rented all day,” Jack said. “That doesn’t mean he had a conference scheduled for the entire time.” 

They all continued to look around as they considered this. “The answer to your question,” Roland said to his partner, “is either yes or no, and either answer is disturbing.” 

He turned to advance toward the front of the auditorium, the others slowly moving after, continuing to stare at the scene. 

At the front there was nothing on the stage itself. Right in front of it though a line of folding tables had been set up. Atop the middle one there sat a giant picture of the little blond girl supposedly hurt in the zoo bombing, the same large picture they had seen at the vigil outside the zoo. Surrounding this were various candles and crosses decorated with beads or woven bracelets. Many of the candles were burned down, extinguished and reduced to lumps of wax, leaving only a few still burning. 

Roland continued forward hesitantly, gun still drawn, as the others came up behind him. On the other folding tables were a series of white boxes. Looking closer Roland realized these were ballot boxes, and in fact they were stuffed full with ballots, to the point that there were masses of paper spilling out of the slot atop each one. The ballots overflowed into haphazard piles around each box, spilling into some neater stacks interspersed along the tables as well. 

Dr. Cham came up to stand beside Roland and look at the big, central poster. “It’s that girl again,” the doctor said. “The one they said was hurt in the bombing.” 

Roland nodded. “Somebody lit those candles, probably last night. I wonder if that’s when they set this all up.” 

“Look at this,” Jack said. She had walked straight up to a table and was now taking pictures of a stack of ballots. Next to her Vincent picked one up and held it up to the light. 

“What are they?” Roland asked. 

“Voting ballots,” Vincent said. 

“They’re ballots from the last presidential election,” Jack picked one up as well for a closer look. “All of them voting Nationalist.” She paused, unfolding the thick paper stock ballot and examining both sides. “Voting Nationalist for president, with the rest left blank.” 

“Are these actual ballots?” Roland asked. “That were actually cast and counted?” 

Jack shook her head as she set the ballot down and sifted through some others. “Unknown.” 

Cham stepped forward for a closer examination of the ballots, while Roland just turned back to stare at the picture and the candle-lit shrine. “What the fuck is all this?” 

“Crazy people,” Vincent said. He had wandered over to the back side of the line of tables and was looking at one of the ballot boxes from this angle, seeing if there was a way he might get the thing open. 

“Crazy in what way though?” 

“You’re never gonna understand crazy, Roland. Don’t try.” 

Roland grimaced as he continued to stare at the poster. Then he holstered his gun and stepped over to where Vincent was now messing with the lid of the ballot box. “Do you think Raymond Id ordered this place set up like this before his death? Or is someone else running things now?” 

Pausing in his efforts with the ballot box, Vincent leaned forward on the table, bracing his arms and looking across at his partner. “This has gotta all be Raymond Id. He booked the conference room. He obviously ordered the place set up like this. I don’t think anybody’s gonna show up here.” 

“You don’t think so?” 

“No. If Id were still alive he’d be the only one showing up. Or maybe him and some more prostitutes. He was gonna perform some other ritual here.” 

“Why the giant conference room then? Why the fake audience?” 

“Why ritually kill one prostitute while you have another read your horoscope behind you? Don’t try to understand crazy.” 

“I don’t know,” Jack said in a skeptical tone as she walked over to join them, her camera still held in her hands as she took pictures. 

“You think you can understand crazy?” Roland asked. 

“No, not that. I don’t think this is just Raymond Id. He bankrolled it, but I’m sure he had other true-believers he was working with. He may have planned to have a bunch of followers at some of these places.” 

“You think he had followers?” 

“Fellow crazy pseudo-Egyptian-god-worshiping nutjobs? Whoever they are, they’re fellow believers, ironically but not really. The times he reserved all these conference centers for overlap, so he couldn’t have planned to come to them all personally. Some of them must have been for somebody else.” 

“You think if we stake this place out,” Roland said, “that eventually somebody will show up?” 

“Maybe not here, but at least at some of his reserved locations.” 

“Did he have any others reserved for today or tonight?” Vincent asked. 

“Oh yes. At least half-a-dozen, scattered all over the city.” 

“I wonder if we put those locations on a map,” Roland said, “and connected the dots of the locations he reserved at the same times, if they’d form more symbols, like these ones,” he gestured toward a cardboard cutout in the front row with an iron cross drawn on its chest. 

“Even if they did, what would that tell us?” Vincent asked. 

“Yeah, good point.” Roland paused, then walked over to a manikin in the front row. It had a generic, gory monster mask on its head and wore a ballerina costume. Roland jostled it a little with a quick tap. When nothing happened he grabbed the mask and slowly pulled this off. 

The manikin head beneath was blank. They all stared at it. 

“Were you expecting something there?” Jack asked. 

He turned back to them and shrugged. “I don’t know. No understanding crazy.” He tossed the mask down and returned to the others. “So what do we think? Stake this place out and see if anybody shows up?” 

“I don’t think I wanna hang around here all day,” Jack said. 

“The conference should already have begun,” Cham looked at his watch. 

“Right,” Jack said, “so even if anybody’s ever gonna show up we have no idea when.” 

“Id had this place scheduled until midnight, right?” Roland asked. “A proper stakeout would involve watching the place that entire time.” He sighed. “But I agree, it feels like a dead end.” 

“Maybe somebody will show up late tonight to clean all this up,” Cham said. 

“Id booked the place for today and tomorrow,” Jack said. “They might not show up until tomorrow night.” 

Roland let out a heavy sigh. “Alright. If we’re still around tomorrow night maybe we check this place out again. Is there another conference venue Id had reserved right now we want to see?” 

“They start getting further out after this,” Jack said, “but we have tons of locations if you want to search them.” 

Even as she spoke, Vincent was shaking his head. “It’s not worth it. We’re not gonna find anything different.” 

“Agreed,” Roland said. 

“Some of them might have people performing weird rituals,” Cham said. 

“Even if they did,” Vincent said, “what would we do? Arrest them? Ask them what they’re doing?” 

“It might be worthwhile to watch, see what they’re doing,” Roland said. “But I take your point. Is there any other place we wanted to check out?” 

“There’s also the hotel Id reserved,” Jack said. “Also, back at the zoo, the guy I talked to said there was a separate vigil going on at the hospital where the victims were taken.” 

“What victims?” Cham asked. 

Jack shook her head and shrugged. “Don’t ask me, that’s what he said.” 

“Do we expect to find anything different there?” Vincent asked. 

“I think we’ll find some confused hospital workers,” Roland said. “Either that or some nurses taking care of virtual patients.” 

“I’d like to check it out,” Jack said, holding up her camera. “A fluff piece on some candlelight vigil is always good for a quick turnaround.” 

“Okay,” Roland smirked. “Let’s check out this virtual hospital.” 
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The hospital was located in a wetter part of town. It was a mid-rise building among other such office towers with some limited greenery out front. Also out front was a crowd, much larger than the one at the zoo. Along the green strip, surrounding a palm tree that stood next to the emergency vehicle driveway, there was a cluster of people holding candles. There heads were bowed and they stood silently around another poster and candle shrine. Behind them though, in the parking lot and spilling out into the street, was a larger, louder crowd. They held protest signs and were discordantly chanting some three-syllable slogan that was hard to make out. 

Vincent drove around and parked in a lot across the street. Approaching closer on foot the group spotted some of the protest signs. Many were quite vague, with bold lettering that read things like ‘say their names’ or ‘show their faces.’ Several others read ‘death to libaral terrists.’ It looked like a misspelling, but several different signs, all hand drawn, had the exact same spelling, and adding to the confusion were other such homemade signs that got the spelling right. 

Jack stood and scanned the crowd, then breathed a big sign. “Okay. I’m gonna go try talking to the crowd.” She fished out a cable, connected to her tablet that was stashed away in her satchel, and plugged this in to her implant port. 

“We’ll check with the hospital staff inside,” Roland said. 

“What should I do?” Dr. Cham asked. 

They all looked at him as if just remembering he was there. “Here,” Jack took her camera off from around her neck and handed it to him. “You can be my assistant.” 

“Sure,” he merrily put the camera lanyard around his own neck, holding it up and examining it. 

“Be careful with that,” Jack said. 

“Do you want me to actually take any pictures?” 

“If you want, but make sure you take the lens cap off.” 

As Cham started to mess with the camera the two detectives turned and walked off. They made their way through the crowd, doing their best to ignore the chanting and avoid making eye contact. They got clear and crossed a stretch of parking lot that seemed to be a buffer the protestors were giving to the building. The layout here was slightly confusing, but in the end they steered away from the ER entrance and headed to the main lobby. 

Inside they found a quieter scene, with scant few people waiting. They crossed the room to a front desk, where a nurse was leaning over a computer, coordinating something between that, a pair of tablets, and a stack of actual paperwork. She looked exhausted in the most literal sense, the bags under her eyes threatening to weigh them down and pull them closed, her arms flopping like dead weights. 

“Excuse me,” Roland said. 

In reaction she jumped, as if she had no notion of them approaching at all. She looked up with suddenly wide eyes and starred. 

The two detectives held up their badges. “Detective Roland, Detective Vincent,” Roland leaned against the counter as he introduced them in his flattest, all-business tone. “We’re investigating the zoo bombing.” 

She continued to stare, her eyes darting between them. “You guys are detectives?” she asked. “Like, from the police?” 

They glanced at each other. “We’re more here in a PI capacity,” Vincent said. “We’re working for a client who wishes to remain anonymous.” 

“Okay. Um, well, I’m sorry, but, uh,” she paused, glanced behind them, took a moment to compose herself. “Like I told the people who were in here earlier, I think there was some kind of mix-up. We don’t have any bombing victims here. I don’t know where they were sent.” 

“What people were in here earlier?” Roland asked. 

“Um, well, those people,” she pointed toward the front entrance. “I think they were just protestors, ordinary people. I think some of them are still in that crowd outside.” 

Both of the detectives turned in syncopation to look back outside, through the sliding glass doors to the crowd on the other side of the parking lot. Then, again in unison, they turned back to the nurse. 

“So you don’t have any bombing victims admitted here,” Vincent said, “and you don’t know what hospital they were admitted to, correct?” 

She nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.” 

“Now is the reason you don’t know because there are no bombing victims, because there was no bombing?” 

Her eyes got even wider at this question. She again looked behind them, glancing at the crowd and the few scattered people around the lobby. Then she leaned in close and spoke in a low voice. “Why do you ask that?” 

“We’ve already been to the zoo,” Vincent said. “There was no bomb set off there. The place has been closed for years.” 

“We also know who was behind it,” Roland said. “We found where they generated the deep fake rendering to get those videos they posted online.” 

“So tell us what you know,” Vincent said. “What’s been going on here?” 

At first she just continued to stare wide-eyed at them. Then she let out a long, slow exhale, as if she had been holding her breath through the entire conversation thus far. “Oh thank God. I’ve been dealing with crazy people all morning.” 

“What exactly have they been doing?” Roland asked. 

“Just protesting and shouting outside mostly. But earlier they came in here and demanded to see the bombing victims.” 

“To see them?” 

“They said they had to make sure they were alright. The nurse that was on duty tried to tell them there were no bombing victims here or anywhere else, but that just made them angrier. They started shouting that we were killing the victims and disappearing their bodies to cover the whole thing up.” 

“They thought there was a conspiracy?” 

“I guess. I don’t know, they weren’t making any sense. We called the hospital manager down and he tried talking to them but that just made things worse. A bunch of them came in here carrying rifles and started making threats, so we called the police.” 

“What did the police do?” Vincent asked. 

“They joined the protestors. Some of them did, anyway, I think they’re still outside.” She peered around them again, looking out at the crowd. “At least the police got them all out of the lobby and made them move across the parking lot. We had an emergency trauma come in while they were in here, blocked the entrance for several minutes until we could clear a path for the EMTs.” 

“Did the police do anything else?” Roland asked. 

“Some of them said they had to search the hospital.” 

“Did they?” 

“Yeah, the manager said that was fine.” 

“What did they find?” Vincent asked. 

She grimaced, then shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. Some of them went in and searched around, I didn’t see where all they went, but then they just left. That was about half an hour ago. They didn’t say anything to any of us, they just left.” 

“To join the protestors?” 

“No, I think they just left. Went home or whatever.” 

“So there’s no police here now?” Roland asked. 

“Only the ones out with the protestors, as far as I know. And you guys.” She paused, looking at the detectives again in a fresh light. “I’m,” she stopped, choked on her words, and again paused to collect herself. “I’m really scared. I don’t know what’s going to happen now, but I think those people out there are going to turn really violent. Is there anything you guys can do, or, um, I don’t know, maybe call somebody?” Desperation had her eyes even wider now. 

Both detectives hesitated to respond. Into that space the sliding doors at the front opened again. They turned to see Jack and Cham entering. Roland held up a finger to the nurse, then turned to his compatriots. 

“You find out anything?” he asked. 

“They’re mostly just the same kind of people as at the zoo,” Jack said. 

“They hate all journalists,” Cham said. 

“They definitely didn’t trust us. I don’t think they trust the hospital either. Some of them think that the bombing victims are being hidden in here as part of some cover up.” 

“We’re hearing the same thing,” Roland said. 

“I don’t think they have a leader,” Jack glanced over her shoulder, back toward the crowd, “but I spoke to a man leading a protest chant. He claimed that they have the hospital surrounded and will be checking any vehicles that try to leave.” 

“Wait, why?” 

“I guess to make sure they don’t sneak the bombing victims out.” 

Roland paused, twisting his mouth and looking off into space. 

“It won’t make sense,” Vincent said, “no matter how much you think about it.” 

“Yeah,” Roland nodded to him. “You’re right, it won’t.” 

“So, um,” leaning over the desk the nurse inserted herself back into the conversation. “Are you guys, like,” she paused, glancing around at them. “I mean, is there anybody you can call who can, like, come help us?” 

Roland looked around, then turned to her. “I’d tell you to call the police, but I guess you already tried that.” 

“Honestly,” Vincent said, “if I were you, I would get out of here.” 

Despite all she had been through that day this had the nurse’s jaw dropping open. She remained stunned like that for a couple seconds before managing a reply. “Just leave?” 

He nodded. “No job is worth dying for, and when that mob storms this place the real patients will be no better off with you here.” 

“Is it really going to come to that?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“Yes,” Vincent raised his voice in emphasis. “Absolutely. Those people out there are never going to be convinced the bombing didn’t happen. They already think there’s a conspiracy. It’s only a matter of time before not seeing a ‘victim’ drives them to the next extreme step.” 

All of them fell silent, the nurse looking among the group in terror, Vincent staring down Dr. Cham, who folded his arms and looked off into space, as did Roland. 

“Could maybe,” Roland said, “somebody in the hospital pose as a victim? Go out and say they recovered and are being released? Assure the crowd that the victims are being treated fine and that there’s no conspiracy to hide them?” 

All of them considered this, then one by one turned to look at the nurse. 

She was staring back at them all but took a moment to realize they were looking to her. She stepped back and shook her head. “Oh, no, I don’t know. Could one of you do that?” 

“One of us?” Roland asked. 

“They saw all of us walk in here just now,” Dr. Cham said, pointing back toward the crowd. 

“True, but they also saw pictures of the real zoo not blow up.” Roland shrugged. “Who can tell what these people will believe?” 

“They believe whatever justifies what they already believed to begin with,” Jack said. “Without question. If they’re presented with something that contradicts that they’ll be looking to pick it apart.” 

“Maybe literally,” Vincent said. 

“If they think we’re trying to trick them they’ll probably just get more agitated.” 

“Maybe we could get Alison to come over here and pretend to be a recovered victim,” Dr. Cham said. 

Even before he finished Jack was shaking her head. “The last thing she wants right now is to be filmed in front of a large crowd and have that posted everywhere online.” 

“Yes, and I wouldn’t want to ask that of her,” Roland said, then held up a single finger, “but, that gives me a really good idea.” 

“Is this something that’s going to get us killed?” Jack asked. 

“Ah,” Roland opened his mouth and held out his still raised finger to respond, but then hesitated, instead just pulling in a long breath. “Maybe.” 

“Will it help?” Dr. Cham asked. “With this,” he gestured toward the crowd. 

“Definitely.” He paused, then turned back to Jack. “You don’t have to help, but I didn’t become a cop to abandon people in trouble. Especially, you know, after the cops already abandoned them.” 

“Fuck,” Vincent shook his head. “This better be a really good idea.” 

*     *     * 

It was getting to be late in the afternoon when Vincent arrived back at the hospital. He drove in from a different direction this time, away from the front and the main bulk of the crowd. Coming in along this smaller street he still encountered a small group of protestors, but despite whatever threats or intentions the mob had, the armored police transport was allowed right through, the crowd parting and waving it onward. 

Vincent pulled them up to a loading dock behind the hospital, located underneath a heavy overhang. He spun around and backed the rover into a spot in between a pair of semi-truck trailers. The loading dock itself was not in direct line of sight for the most of the side crowd, and now the truck was completely out of view. 

Circling around the back, Vincent hopped up onto the elevated loading dock itself and opened the back of the rover. From within stepped Roland, carrying a massive black duffle bag strapped across his back. He strained under its weight but did his best not to let it show. 

From inside a pair of nurses, including the one who met them at the reception desk earlier, stepped out onto the loading dock. “We clear?” Vincent asked. 

The receptionist nurse, the younger of the two, nodded without breaking her stair on Roland. The older nurse waved them forward toward a side door. 

They walked through this into a little break room kitchen. Nobody else was present, but nevertheless Vincent checked around, making sure nobody was coming down the adjacent hallway, then closed all the doorways accessing the room. 

With a continued, labored effort Roland stepped to the middle of the room and lowered himself to his knees. Vincent came up behind him and unzipped the duffle bag on his back. 

Emerging out with a big intake of breath was Maria. The girl blinked and rubbed her eyes, then looked around at the adults surrounding her. 

As soon as she was out, Roland unburdened himself of the empty duffel bag. He remained kneeling as he turned around to face her. “We made it,” he said. “Are you alright?” 

She turned to look at him, then nodded. 

“You ready for this?” 

“Yeah,” she said, glancing around again at Vincent and the smiling nurses. 

“All that’s gonna happen,” Roland said, “is you’ll hang out with these lovely ladies for a little bit, then Luke will carry you through a happy crowd. You don’t have to say anything. In fact, don’t say anything, but let him carry you and it’ll all work out.” 

“Then do I get to go home?” Maria asked. 

“Ohh,” the younger nurse’s posture buckled some as she put a hand to her chest. 

Roland himself clenched his eyes closed and drew a deep breath. “After this, I promise, we will find you a home.” 

As Roland got back up the older nurse stepped forward in front of him. “Do you really think this is such a good idea?” she asked in a tone that made it clear she had her own strong opinion. 

“Maybe not,” Vincent said, “but it’s better than waiting for that crowd to get really angry and storm the place.” 

The older nurse grimaced at this but clearly seemed to realize the truth of the situation. She stepped forward and offered a hand to Maria. “Come on dear, let’s get you set up.” 

At the same time, out in front of the hospital, an auto-cab, nominally blue in color but covered in a full body tattoo of graffiti on its outside, and even worse things on its interior, rolled up behind the crowd. 

Jack, Dr. Cham, and Luke all piled out of the cramped back. 

“You ready?” Jack leaned in close to ask Luke in a low voice. He just nodded in reply. “You sure you can do this?” 

“I got this,” Luke said. He paused, then resettled his face. The wrinkles on it seemed to make it more expressive, and with a look he managed to convey a sense of distraught desperation. 

“Alright,” Jack smiled. “Let’s move.” 

She took Luke by one arm and started walking him forward. Dr. Cham, still tagging along with Jack’s camera, took his other arm. Together they moved to escort him through the crowd. 

“Hey,” Jack called out as they advanced. “Clear a path, clear a path.” 

The crowd obliged, letting them through until they got up to the long drive leading to the entrance. At that point Jack patted Luke on the back and waved him forward. “Go on, go on.” Without looking back Luke hustled on ahead. Jack and Cham stood at the front of the crowd, watching as he entered the hospital. 

“Who was that?” a nearby man in the crowd asked. 

“We met him at another vigil. He said his son-in-law and daughter were at the zoo last night with his granddaughter, and were among the missing. He hadn’t been able to get in touch with them all day.” 

“Of course the hospital and police weren’t telling him anything,” Dr. Cham added with a heavy dose of sarcasm in his voice. 

“Right, but when we were looking around inside earlier we saw a girl who looked like the picture he had of his granddaughter, so we gave him a ride back over here.” 

“They let you look around inside?” the man asked. 

“Yeah,” Jack flashed a big grin, almost like the flash of a camera going off, as she held up her tablet. “Ya promise them positive coverage, you can get pretty far. Something to keep in mind.” 

Inside the hospital Luke entered the lobby and made his way to the reception desk. Behind the desk the younger nurse that had greeted the detectives had just arrived herself. 

“Excuse me,” he said with a weariness in his voice that caught the nurse off-guard. “My name is Luke Zeitz. I’m looking for my granddaughter, she was at the zoo last night and I think she may have been brought here.” He held up a mobile with a picture of Maria taken an hour earlier. “Her name is Maria.” 

“Uh, yeah, yes. Hold on.” The nurse made a note in a computer file she had created even more recently than the photo. “Uh, Maria Alvarez?” 

“Yes, that’s her.” 

“Okay. Come with me.” 

Following after her Luke was escorted to the elevators, up a few stories, and down some long, wide hallways. They came to a room with drawn window curtains and two beds separated by a thinner curtain. The first bed was empty while in the other sat Maria. Roland and Vincent had commandeered some rolling office chairs from elsewhere and were sitting at the end of the bed. 

Luke rushed forward and hugged Maria, who returned the hug even as she gave him a perplexed look. Entering behind Luke the nurse closed the door. 

“How are you doing?” Luke asked as he moved out to face Maria, still gripping her shoulders in his large, meaty hands. 

She hesitated, continuing to stare in slight confusion at his reaction to seeing her. 

“Are you okay?” Luke asked. 

Maria nodded. “Yes.” 

“So far so good on our end,” Roland said as he got up out of his seat. “I guess you made it through the crowd without incident.” 

Luke got back up to his full height, his vision lingering on Maria before turning to the detective. “Yeah. No problem so far.” 

“Looks like the crowd is still calm,” Vincent said, peeking out through the edge of the heavy window curtain. 

“Okay,” Roland put his hands on his hips, surveying those in the room, his vision at last coming to the nurse. “How long do we have to wait?” 

“Realistically?” the nurse hesitated. “It would be a little while before we could discharge someone in these circumstances.” 

“Do you need me to fill out paperwork of any kind?” Luke asked. 

“Well,” she glanced around. “Honestly, I don’t know.” 

“We’re committing to this, right?” Roland said. “I’d like to have all the paperwork in order, just in case.” 

“Then, um, yeah, I guess you will need to sign something.” 

“Do all the paperwork you would normally do,” Roland said. “Take however long you would normally take. It’s fine, we’re gonna make this as real as we can.” 

“Okay.” She paused, surveying the room herself. “You guys, thank you for doing this.” 

“Thank us if it works,” Roland said. 

“If you need anything just let me know. You can ring the nurse button there, beside the bed.” 

“Got it.” 

As she left the four of them all turned to exchange glances. 

“Now what?” Vincent asked. 

“Fortunately,” Luke said, reaching into a back pocket. “I brought this, just in case.” He pulled out a thick box of cards and held it up to them. It had both detectives smirking. 

“Uno?” Vincent asked. 

“We spent all morning playing it, and having Madam Lily show us card tricks. Maria was into it.” He turned to look at her. “Right?” 

“Yeah, I liked it,” she said. 

“You want to play right now?” 

“Sure,” she said, her casual tone belying the light that had appeared in her eyes. 

There was a pause among the adults. “Well, alright then,” Roland said. “Deal me in.” 

*     *     * 

Even in November the afternoon Arizona sun had a subtle but persistent intensity. The crowd around the hospital, as riled up as they were at points, slowly withered in the heat. 

Jack and Dr. Cham had taken to sitting in the green space near the people still holding their candlelight vigil. This group seemed more persistent than the rest, their ranks holding strong even as the chanting protest crowd shrank around them. There were no longer enough people to spill into the street and disrupt traffic. They instead congregated at the parking lot entrance and near the vigil, more milling around than protesting, none of them bothering to chant or hold up signs anymore. 

Glancing up from her tablet, Jack looked around to determine nobody was within earshot, then spoke at a whisper. “I cannot find a single picture of that girl online,” Jack said. “Except the ones from the bombing and the photo they’ve got enlarged over there.” 

“Where did that one come from?” Cham asked. 

She shook her head as she went back to staring at her tablet. “I don’t know. Neither Sophia Roth or her parents or sisters have any social stream presence.” 

Cham was about to say more, but cut himself off as a man approached. Both of them eyed this man suspiciously, but as he strode up they realized he had with him a cooler on wheels that he dragged behind. From this he produced bottles of water that he passed out to people. He offered ones to Jack and Cham, who accepted with thanks. 

After the water distributer had passed by the next man down, a protestor sitting in the grass a dozen feet over from Jack, looked over at her and happened to catch eye contact. “Wow,” the man said. “Nobody ever gives away water.” 

“Huh,” Jack said, turning back to her tablet. 

“It must be some wealthy donor or something.” 

“Yeah.” Jack continued to try to ignore him and resume her online research. 

“That, um, that guy you came with,” the man persisted in speaking with Jack. “He’s been in there a while, hasn’t he?” 

“Yeah,” she gave up and turned to her interlocutor. “There’s probably a lot of paperwork to sign before someone can be released to a next of kin. It’s probably a good sign, means he really did find his granddaughter.” 

“Why are you reporters still hanging around here, by the way?” 

“We wanted to get some video of the victim being released from the hospital. Uplifting news shot kind of thing.” 

“I like that,” the man nodded and smiled. “I wish more reporters went for uplifting news.” 

Just then there was a stirring in the crowd. All of those sitting on the grass looked around, then found they had to get to their feet to see anything. 

Across the parking lot there was movement in the lobby. A moment later Luke emerged. He was carrying Maria in his arms, pressing her tight to his chest. Maria in turn held tight around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. 

Jack elbowed Dr. Cham to remind him he was playing a photographer. He jumped, but then snatched up the camera and started rapidly taking pictures. Jack got her tablet recording video as she started moving over to intercept. 

As Luke came across the parking lot he looked up and seemed to notice the crowd for the first time. He hesitated, but then kept walking, managing to briefly free up one arm with which he gave a little fist pump. At this the crowd erupted in an elated cheer. 

People started to press in a bit, surging toward Luke. Among them, Jack realized, there was another reported, moving in from the opposite direction, a small drone hovering a ways above him while he recorded on his mobile. Jack rushed ahead, staying in front of the crowd and angling to be the first to meet with Luke. With Cham right behind her she moved up to walk alongside him. 

“Sir,” Jack said, holding up her tablet and recording. “How do you feel?” 

Luke looked over at her, and to Jack’s surprise had genuine tears in his eyes. “I got my granddaughter back,” he said. 

At this statement, said in a loud, clear voice, the crowd erupted again, and for a moment looked like they were going to surge into a victory pile on Luke and Maria. By now the other reporter was walking alongside Luke on his other side. 

“How’s your granddaughter doing?” this reporter asked. 

“She’s fine. She’s fine. She’s a little intimidated by the crowd. I just, I’m sorry,” Luke teared up again and pressed forward. 

Seeing that, Jack stepped in front of him and waved people aside. Right away she saw the man who had been forcing a conversation with her earlier. He stepped up as well. “Give him space, give him space,” the man called, patting Luke on the back and ushering him forward. 

The other reporter did everything he could to keep pace even as he was jostled by the crowd. “Did you see any other bombing victims in there?” 

Luke stopped and turned to him. “I, I didn’t,” he said with a little stammer. “I wasn’t really looking. I’m sorry.” 

“Give ‘em space,” the other man shouted again, helping push through the crowd in front of Luke. 

As last they cleared the sudden scrum of people and got out to the main street. On the other side an auto-cab stood waiting. Jack and Cham made their way out of the crowd, the doctor still rapidly taking photos. Jack reached out and gripped his arm to let him know that was enough. 

They watched with the rest of the crowd as Luke climbed into the back of the auto-cab and it started off. 

“We should take off too,” Jack said to Cham. 

“You’re not gonna stay around,” the man who had been talking to her earlier now struck up another conversation, “see more proof that the bombing victims were real?” 

“There weren’t really a lot of others in there,” Jack said, “that I could tell, and they all looked like they were doing fine. If these people are being disappeared it must be happening somewhere else, so we’re off to chase other leads.” 

“Alright,” the man said. “Best of luck to you.” 
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Odd shaped shadows crept across Luke’s living room, cast by sunlight coming in through slit windows around the front door and heavy blinds near the television. 

Around the long dining table, Luke, Alison, and Maria were gathered, an intense game of ‘Uno’ happening amidst them. Alison herself had been forced to change into a short-sleeve t-shirt, despite no evidence of her actually cheating. 

In the front room, on the equally expansive couch, Jack and Dr. Cham sat on opposite ends. Each was absorbed, in their tablet and mobile respectively, oblivious to the rest of the house, each other, and the raucous game happening behind them. 

When the doorbell rang both Luke and Jack called out ‘come in’ without looking up. 

Roland and Vincent entered, both of them covered in sweat. 

“What took you so long?” Jack asked, slowly looking up from her tablet. 

“We thought if we were seen leaving right after Luke it might raise suspicions,” Roland said. “That, and we wanted to watch and see what the crowd did.” 

“What did they do?” Cham asked. 

“Most of them eventually left when it got too hot,” Vincent said. “They might come back later tonight when it cools down though.” 

As they spoke the two detectives migrated across the house, eventually coming to rest on bar stools in front of the kitchen counter. Already Luke and Alison had gotten up and moved into the kitchen themselves. Without a word Luke deposited a glass of water in front of each of the detectives. 

“Oh god, thank you,” Roland said, taking a giant drink. “It is hot out there.” 

“It is the desert.” 

Roland finished the glass of water and tapped on the bar. With a smile Luke moved to refill his glass. 

“By the way,” Roland said. “You were fucking awesome today.” 

“Me?” Luke asked, depositing Roland’s water and moving to refill Vincent’s. 

“We saw the footage of you leaving the hospital.” 

“You did?” 

“It’s all over online,” Vincent said. 

“Already, huh?” 

“Yeah, sorry,” Jack said, getting up from the couch to come and join them around the kitchen counter. “That’s partly my fault. I sold the footage as soon as I could. It was too good not to.” 

“Is that a good idea?” Dr. Cham asked, also moving to join the rest of the group. “Drawing attention to ourselves like that?” 

“That other reporter had the footage as well, it was going to get out there.” 

“What is this?” Alison asked. “I haven’t seen it.” 

Quickly Jack pulled it up on her tablet and passed this across the counter. Alison held it up and watched the brief clip of Luke hugging Maria and declaring he got his granddaughter back. 

“Oh,” she said, touching Luke on the shoulder, then looking up at him as the video ended. “Wow.” 

“Acting. One of my many hidden talents.” 

“Really?” Alison smiled. 

“Oh yes. I was a thespian through my college years. My undergraduate years. I played Benedict in our production of Much Ado About Nothing.” 

“Well you nailed this performance,” Roland said. “It’s a good thing we had you around to sell this whole ruse. You and Maria.” 

All of them turned to look at where the little girl still sat at the dinning table, watching the adult conversation with vague apprehension. 

“Weren’t you suppose to be dropping her off with someone?” Vincent asked of Roland. 

“That was the plan, but I haven’t been able to get in touch with the contact.” 

“Who is this now?” Luke asked. 

“I had a contact that was supposed to take Maria once we got her out here, supposedly they had a family lined up to take her in.” 

“Doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” Jack said with vicious sarcasm. 

“Yeah, I probably should have looked into it more. The Watts, the couple that were looking after her the past week, they set this up and told me all they needed was to get her to Arizona, so when we decided to come here I agreed to take her along.” 

“Who were these people that you were supposed to meet?” 

Roland shook his head. “I don’t know. All I have is a phone number the Watts gave me.” 

“So you were gonna hand her over to human traffickers?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“That’s not really a thing,” Jack said. 

“Human trafficking? Of course it is.” 

“No. Not the way you think. I did an investigation of this once. Yes, it can happen, but it’s never little kids, it’s rarely people who were kidnaped, and most of the time it doesn’t involve sex work.” 

“What does it involve?” Luke asked. 

“Forced labor. People that come to a country, freely, with the promise of a job, then they end up forced to work for nothing in terrible conditions, and if they try to go to the authorities they end up arrested and deported. That story, actually, is how I first met Madam Lily. Or Alison, sorry.” 

“You were a human trafficee?” Roland asked, stumbling a little as he thought about the final word. “A human traffic, victim, I guess?” 

“No,” she said. “Like Jack said, it’s not a thing, not that I ever saw. I knew girls who got caught up in human trafficking stings though.” 

“What do you mean?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“Like, a couple working girls, one drives the other to meet a client, they cross state lines, suddenly the one driving is a human trafficker, gets arrested.” 

“So who were the people that were going to take Maria?” Luke asked. “If not human traffickers.” 

“They were probably scam artists,” Jack said. “Make promises and charge money to desperate people, then ghost on them. You didn’t pay these guys money, did you?” She asked of Roland. 

“I didn’t, I never spoke to them, but I’m pretty sure the Watts did.” He shook his head. “That poor couple. They were desperate, trying to do the right thing for Maria, and got totally screwed at every step.” 

“I guess in a way Maria is a human trafficking victim now,” Jack said. “She got trafficked by us.” 

Roland chuckled and nodded. “Across state lines even.” 

“So,” Vincent looked around, “could we use that to our advantage? Take her to one of these agencies that helps trafficking victims and give her to them.” 

“No!” Alison said emphatically. All of them turned surprised looks to her. “No, definitely not.” 

“If trafficking isn’t real,” Dr. Cham asked, “what are these agencies doing?” 

“Raising awareness,” Jack said. “Awareness campaigns seems to be where most of their budget goes. They do help victims when they find them, of course, it’s just, they mostly ignore the vast majority who are illegal immigrants in forced labor situations.” 

“So,” Luke turned to Alison with a concerned look. “Why do you say we shouldn’t take her to one of these agencies.” 

“That’s,” Alison looked at him, then around at the others. “I had a bad experience.” 

“Do you think it was representative?” Luke paused, leaning down a little to try to catch her downcast gaze. “I’m sorry if I’m prying, I’m just wondering if maybe this is a good idea for Maria.” 

“It’s okay,” Alison said with a sigh, looking up at him again. “It was,” she started, paused again, her arms folded tight in front of her, staring off into space. At last she seemed to gather herself. “I got caught up in a human trafficking dragnet myself.” 

“Okay.” 

“This was when I was living in Texas. I was,” she paused to consider her words. “I had a business. It wasn’t mine, really, I just helped run things. It wasn’t anybody’s directly. It was a bunch of working girls.” She glanced around. “Including myself. We set ourselves up out of a ‘massage parlor’. It was kind of a, you know, we were watching out for each other mostly. We ran a website, we screened clients, that kind of thing. We even hired people. Hired guys to act as bouncers, bodyguards, drive us places, help screen clients, that kind of stuff. I hired some college kid to do our web development,” she shook her head.  

“What happened?” Luke asked. 

“The police busted us. Raided the place.” 

“Were you arrested?” 

“No. That’s the thing about it. All the guys got arrested. They got labeled pimps and human traffickers and sex offenders. The poor kid who did our website, he had his life ruined. He had to register as a sex offender. For doing our website. I don’t think he even met any of the girls, other than myself.” 

“Did he go to jail?” 

“No. I don’t think any of them did. They got charged with misdemeanor crimes, ended up with like community service sentences. It’s just, a lot of them had to register as sex offenders, ruined their lives. A couple ended up killing themselves, last I heard.” 

“They were charged with human trafficking as a misdemeanor?” Vincent asked with obvious confusion. 

“No, no, they couldn’t make any actual, serious trafficking charges stick. They would have needed some of us to be witnesses, and as far as I know none of us ever cooperated with the prosecution. I mean, of course we weren’t gonna testify against these guys, they had worked for us, we liked them. So they, the prosecution, they went with smaller stuff, to save face I guess.” 

“So what happened to you?” Luke asked. 

“All the girls got handed over to an NGO, one of the groups Jack was talking about, that are suppose to help human trafficking victims. I mean, we were the victims, right? They couldn’t conceive of us having been there of our own volition.” 

Alison paused again, looking off into space. “Not that we really wanted to be there, you know. It was just, it was the best of a lot of shitty options. If they’d really wanted to help us, they’d, you know . . .” 

“Not let everyone end up in the precariot,” Jack said. 

“Yeah, not leave us in such precarious financial situations. Anyway, so this NGO, this was a Christian group. They had a, I guess they called it a half-way house, it seemed more like a drug rehab center. Out in this remote area. They take us all there, take away our mobiles, cut off our internet access, or any contact with the outside world. They start preaching at us, how we can heal our souls and find the light and all that. None of us really want to be there. We asked if we had to stay. They said ‘we can’t legally hold you, but you’re not allowed to leave’.” 

This had Roland and Vincent chuckling slight. “What?” Roland asked. 

“That’s what I thought,” Alison said, cracking a brief smile. 

“I’m afraid this story is about to get way darker,” Luke said. “I’m sorry I made you . . .” 

“No, no,” Alison held up a hand, touching him lightly on the arm. “That’s actually kind of it. After they preached at us and told us the harsh rules and penalties we would face, they just stuck us in rooms for the rest of the day. So I left.” 

“You left?” 

“I waited until nobody was looking and walked out. I walked to the road, I hitched a ride, got to where I could call someone.” 

“Where did you go?” 

“Back to my apartment.” 

“Wait,” Roland held out a hand. “Wait, you had an apartment?” 

“Of course. Most of us did. I mean, I was managing a pretty successful business, right? Some of the girls were rooming together, but I had my own place.” 

“You had your own place, but they stuck you in this half-way house?” 

She gave a single, exaggerated nod that jostled her long hair. “That is what happened.” She cracked a little smile again. “At certain times I can even laugh about it. But, ohhh,” she took a deep breath. “Honestly, being raided by the police and given over to that group, at first, I was terrified.” 

“Ironically,” Jack said, “that NGO half-way house was a lot closer to being involved in human trafficking than the actual ‘human trafficking’ situation she was rescued from.” 

“Have you heard this story before?” Roland asked of Jack. 

“It was a central part of the piece I did on it.” 

“Anyway,” Alison said. “All the other girls ended up doing the same thing, one way or another. I don’t think any of them spent more than a night at that place. A few of them ended up crashing at my apartment for a few days afterwards. That basically ruined my whole situation out in Texas though, so that’s what prompted my move to LA.” She smiled again. “I guess the rest is history.” 

“I get why you wouldn’t want to hand anybody over to these anti-trafficking people,” Luke said. 

“I mean, maybe you’re right, my experience maybe wasn’t representative.” 

“It’s closer than what most people think human trafficking looks like,” Jack said. 

“I’m surprised it didn’t totally sour you on the cops,” Roland said. “If that had happened to me, I don’t think I would have been so nice to a couple dumbass detectives coming in to my shop asking vague questions.” 

“It wasn’t really the cops fault. Everybody involved, they all thought they were heroes, doing the right thing and smiting bad guys. They just, you know, never bothered to ask what we actually wanted or needed.” Alison looked around at them all again. “Which is maybe the same mistake we’re making now.” 

Stepping back around the kitchen counter, Alison moved to the dining table again, taking a seat across from Maria. The little girl had sat rather quietly, Uno cards still in hand, through the whole conversation. None of the adults were quite sure how much she had listened and understood, but she definitely looked far more morose than when the card game had been in high gear a few minutes earlier. 

“Maria,” Alison said, leaning over the table toward her. “You’ve been listening to us, right?” 

She nodded. “Yeah.” 

“What do you want to do?” 

She glanced over at the other adults, all watching her intently. “I wanna go home.” 

Alison let out a sigh that seemed to deflate her whole body. She slumped forward across the table and reached out toward the little girl. “Oh. Oh sweetey. I do too. I do too. But we can’t. Neither of us has a home to go to.” 

The rest of them all fell silent. Thin streaks of sunlight coming in through windows on the far side of the house began to inch across the dining table next to Alison and Maria. 

“So, sorry if you told me this,” Luke said, “but I don’t think I got the full story. Why did you have to bring this girl out here?” 

“I was gonna drop her off with someone,” Roland said. 

“I heard that part, but I mean, why was there nobody for her in LA?” 

“She, um” he glanced over at the dining table, then turned fully away from it and lowered his voice a little. “So, you heard about the case we’re investigating, that started all this?” 

“I remember that, yes.” 

“Her family were among the victims. As far as I know she’s the only survivor.” 

“But you couldn’t give her to child services in LA?” 

“She’s a yellow card holder,” Jack answered. 

“Oh,” Luke started to nod. 

“CPS wouldn’t take her,” Roland said. “They told us to go to INS.” 

“You’re afraid she’ll end up in those horrible camps out in the desert.” 

“The older couple that took her in we’re afraid of that, and I don’t blame them.” Slowly Roland turned back to look at Maria again. “Now though it may be our only option left.” 

“Well,” Luke stepped out from behind the kitchen counter himself now, moving over to stand next to Alison. “If that’s the other option, why don’t we all go find ourselves a new home together.” 

Everyone stared at him for a long, quiet moment. “We?” Jack asked. 

“Alison, Maria, and myself.” 

“Whoa, whoa,” Alison got to her feet, standing right next to Luke. “I definitely didn’t sign up for this.” 

“You’re gonna go with him?” Jack asked. 

“We,” she hesitated, let some hair droop into her eyes, then straightened back up. “Luke and I talked about it last night. I was,” she glanced up at him, standing very close to her and towering a full head taller. “I was thinking I would move in with Luke, at least until he moved. But you didn’t say anything about a kid.” 

“I didn’t know the situation.” 

“Would that even work?” Roland asked. “Legally?” 

“She’s a yellow card holder,” Vincent said. “She’s not illegal. As long as she has a legal guardian she can stay in the country.” 

At this Luke turned to them with a big grin. “It so happens I have some medical documents from the hospital declaring me her legal guardian.” 

They all paused at this thought. “Is that gonna be enough?” Roland asked. 

“Around here? With that and maybe a small bribe I can get whatever records I might need.” 

“You’d really do that?” Dr. Cham asked. “Take her with you, wherever you move?” 

Luke smiled again and looked back at Maria. “Probably my last chance to have kids.” 

“I don’t know about this,” Alison said. 

“You don’t have to stay. I’d like it if you did though.” He started to put an arm around her, hesitated, then she leaned in against his chest and he held her. 

“I don’t know,” Alison looked over at Maria. “I don’t even know if I want kids.” 

“That’s okay,” Maria said. “I don’t know if I want parents.” 

Alison started laughing at this, slightly at first and then more profoundly, prompting others to laugh as well, beyond the caliber of the actual joke. 

“Kid,” Alison said. “You’re alright.” 

“So you’ll come with us?” Luke asked. 

“I don’t know. Where would we go, and what would we even do?” 

“For where, I was thinking Denver or Seattle, maybe. Or back east, I could be talked into a lot of places. In terms of money, I’ve got plenty, you’ve got a briefcase full of cash, and the sale of this house is gonna net us something.” 

“Even if it’s enough to live off of I don’t think I could just sit around doing nothing.” 

“I was thinking about that too, last night. It occurred to me, you know a lot about astrology. I know a lot about astronomy. With our powers combined, we could write some truly unique horoscopes.” 

Alison leaned back some to properly look up at him. “Horoscopes that took into account black holes and nebula and all that? I’d never thought of that.” 

“And asteroids and dwarf planets. I have a theory,” Luke’s grin got even bigger as he spoke, “that the rapid cycle rate of pulsars could be key to one’s sex life.” 

“So you’re going off to become some astrologer!” Dr. Cham asked, phrased not as a question but as a loudly blurted accusation. 

Luke turned to him with an arm still around Alison. “I am. With a beautiful and intelligent woman and my adopted granddaughter.” 

“But, Luke, I mean, you’re a scientist. Astrology is bullshit. It’s pseudo-science.” 

Luke just chuckled a little, even as Cham seemed to be getting madder. “Chamy, my friend. You are, by far, the most religious guy I know.” 

“What? I’m not religious.” 

“That’s exactly what makes you religious. You’re so steeped in it you can’t even recognize your beliefs as beliefs. You can’t see them as anything other than unquestionable reality.” 

“They aren’t beliefs. Science is reality.” 

“Science is words on paper. So, for that matter, is the bible, and any other religious text you can find. All of them have theories and ideas about life and the universe. Some are good ideas, some are bad, some are mutually contradictory, but on their own they don’t mean anything. None of these things is a religion until somebody puts their faith in it.” Luke smiled again and pointed right at Dr. Cham’s chest. “You, my friend, have put a huge amount of faith into science. It is your religion.” 

“Science isn’t a religion!” Cham almost shouted. 

“So,” Roland said in a loud voice meant to intercede. “Dr. Zeitz. Madam Lily. It sounds like you guys have a plan.” 

“I think we do,” Luke said, turning with a question toward Alison. 

In turn she looked to Maria. “What do you think? You want to come with us and find a new home up north and maybe learn all about the stars and universe.” 

Maria looked down at the ‘Uno’ cards she still gripped in one hand. “Okay,” she shrugged. 

“You’re gonna teach her this bullshit as well?” Cham asked, pointing to Maria. 

“I’m going to teach her everything,” Luke said. 

At the same time Alison offered out a hand toward the little girl. “Come on,” she said. “It’ll be an adventure.” When Maria did not stir, Alison broke away from Luke and moved around to take a seat at the table next to her. 

The two scientists remained locked in a stare down, Cham grinding his jaw, Luke with just a flat, waiting stare. 

“Well it sounds like we at least got that resolved,” Roland said. “Now what the heck do we do?” 

“Did you guys want to check out any more of those conference venues?” Jack asked. 

“No,” Vincent said emphatically. “It’s just gonna be more abandoned buildings and abandoned ritual shit. Raymond Id paid someone to have those places set up for him, and they did that even though he’s dead. Nobody’s gonna show up, except maybe to clean up the crap.” 

“We might find some gangs or other of Id’s followers at some of them,” Jack said, “but you’re right, none of that gets us closer to Mayor Saffron.” 

“Well I definitely don’t know,” Roland said. “All my theories are shot. When we came out here I expected to find the district attorney coordinating some bomb plot, then it turns out there was no bomb plot and the DA never left LA. It makes me wonder if all of this was Raymond Id’s doing after all, and the mayor did nothing but cover for his patron.” 

Jack shook her head, and the rest of them fell silent, letting the implications settle in with the approaching evening. 

“Is there anything else we’re gonna accomplish here in Phoenix?” Vincent asked. 

Roland slowly shook his head. “No. Wasted trip man.” 

“It wasn’t a waste,” Dr. Cham said, his voice having returned to its jovial calmness. “We prevented a hospital from being ransacked by a deluded mob.” 

“You also found a home for Maria,” Jack said, “and we got Alison a place to stay.” 

“Alison could have done that without us,” Roland said. “But yeah, we found a place for Maria and probably helped that hospital.” 

“Is it time to go home then?” Vincent asked. 

“It’s a little late to be starting tonight. I propose we head home first thing in the morning. Assuming Luke will have us all another night.” 

“Not a problem,” Luke smiled. “I figured you’d be staying, so I went grocery shopping today. Alison is going to help me prepare a big meal for all our guests.” 

“What?” Alison and Maria had resumed their game of ‘Uno’, but she looked up suddenly at this comment. “Oh no. I’ll help raise a kid, but I draw the line at cooking.” 

Luke just smiled as he moved back into the kitchen and started pulling out pots. 

“Do we know what our next step is when we get back to LA?” Dr. Cham asked as he pulled up a stool at the kitchen counter next to Roland and Vincent. 

The two detectives just sat there, staring off into space. 

“No ideas?” Cham asked. 

“I don’t think there is a next step,” Roland said. “The election is tomorrow. We’ll hand over what we got to our client and ask if he wants us to do anything more.” 

“Is this bombing going to affect the election at all?” Vincent asked. 

“I have no idea,” Roland turned to give a questioning look to Jack, prompting the others to do the same. 

“Why are you looking at me?” 

“Because it seemed like the kind of thing you would know?” Roland shrugged. 

“I don’t think anybody knows.” 

“What do the latest polls say?” 

“The most recent polls are from before this supposed bombing.” 

“They haven’t done any new ones.” 

“Professional pollsters take a few days to do a poll. There won’t be any new ones until after the election.” 

“Huh,” Roland turned back toward the counter. 

“I can tell you there are more candlelight vigils going on for the bombing victims tonight,” Jack said. “All over the country.” 

“That,” Dr. Cham shook his head. “That just doesn’t seem possible.” 

“Why not?” 

“It was so obviously fake. Anybody can look up online and see that this bombing never really happened. How can so many people believe this?” 

“Of all people,” Luke said, “I think you, Cham, you should understand that divided nature of the human brain.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The human mind can’t index all its contents.” Luke paused in what he was doing as he continued to speak. “We don’t know, in a precise sense, everything we know. All we can do is pick up a single idea at a time and examine it. We can connect it to other ideas, but then we move on, we never zoom out to capture it all.” 

“I think we can do that, to an extent.” 

“No. Consider this conversation. Everything we’ve talked about this afternoon since Roland and Vincent got back. How often do you have a conversation like this, and by the end you can’t remember what you were talking about at the beginning?” Luke stared expectantly. “Do you remember how this conversation started?” 

Dr. Cham just glowered at him, prompting Roland to insert himself. 

“We were talking about religion, because you were taking off to become an astrologer. Before that . . .” 

“We were talking about Maria,” Jack said, “and human trafficking.” 

“Right,” Luke nodded, “which started from when were talking about what happened at the hospital. Then we talked about human trafficking, then I said I’d take Maria with me, and Alison and I started talking about what we would do, and that got us onto the whole religious conversation.” 

“Then we started talking about what do to when we get back to LA,” Roland said. 

“So there we go,” Luke said. “We pieced it back together, all of us, but it wasn’t all just there, because as it happened it was all discrete. At every point we were thinking about the subject at hand, never about all the subjects in the whole conversation.” 

“Well, yeah,” Cham said, “but . . .” 

“But what?” 

Cham hesitated. “That doesn’t, I mean, that doesn’t explain all these stupid people believing this bombing really happened.” 

“Sure it does. It explains most of human nature. It’s why we can be wise, because we can have two contradictory ideas in our minds, and we can pick them up one at a time and consider them and evaluate them, and then put them down without ever accepting either. It’s also why we can be so foolish, because we can have contradictory ideas and only ever consider and accept them one at a time, so we never notice that we’re accepting contradictions. We would be something else, beyond regular humans, if we could take all the ideas in our heads and think about them all at once.” 
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There was a certain festiveness that accompanied the return to California. As an election day it was a day off in the state, and people seemed to have headed out to enjoy the nice weather. It meant the freeway was backed up. 

The National Guard checkpoint at the state border had been far less harrowing this time around. Vincent had waved his badge, and the guard there waved them through without even looking. Their rover never even came to a full stop. The time saved there though just made more time for them to sit in traffic later. 

It was lunch time when they reached Palm Springs, where they pulled over at a local dinner. The four of them ate mostly in silence, staring at mobiles or at the sports stream playing on a little television across the room. Roland drank a bunch of coffee. 

As they paid at the little electronic kiosk on the table and Roland returned from the bathroom to drop back into his seat, Dr. Cham looked around at the little group. “So do we have a plan for once we get home?” Cham asked. 

“I’m going to go home and rest,” Jack said. “This past week has been exhausting.” 

“I’m gonna have to head straight home,” Vincent said, holding up his mobile to indicate a text message he’d received. “Kate went to drop off our ballots this morning and noticed I’d forgotten to sign mine.” 

“Oh yeah,” Cham said, “I need to do that too.” 

“Me too,” Jack said without looking up from typing on her tablet. “Fortunately my polling place is within walking distance.” 

“Couldn’t Kate just fake your signature?” Roland asked. 

“Fake a signature on an official government document?” Vincent stared across the table at his partner with a withering look. “Have you met my wife?” 

“She was okay with hacking a private citizen’s computer,” Jack turned to him with a furrowed brow. 

“Hey, she never hacked that computer.” 

“Well I was planning to go report in with our client,” Roland said. “I guess, if you gotta go home I can do that myself.” 

“What are you gonna report? That we still found nothing?’ 

“Yes.” Roland smirked. “Let him know what happened, maybe turn over what we found so far, ask how he wants us to proceed, if at all.” 

“What do you mean ‘if at all’?” Cham asked. 

Roland tossed his hands in a shrug. “We have no leads, no evidence linking the mayor to Id’s dealings. We know Id is behind the bombing but not how that links back to the Southside massacre, assuming it does.” 

“We’re not getting anywhere without an official mandate,” Vincent said. “Nothing is happening on this until Finn gets sworn in.” 

“That’s not until next year,” Cham said. 

“I know,” Roland said. “I don’t like it either, but that’s how it is. Unless Jack can magically produce some other connection whose life we can then ruin.” 

All of them turned to Jack, who had resumed typing on her tablet and did not respond right away. “I think she’s busy writing this into an article she can quickly sell,” Cham said. 

She shook her head even as she continued typing. “No, this is definitely a long form piece. I’ve got enough inside info to do a good in-depth article for one of the subscription services.” Finishing whatever she was typing she at last looked up at them. “A big part of this is Raymond Id’s death, and I’m not going to be the one to break that news.” 

“Has that still not been announced?” 

She shook her head and gestured to her tablet. “I haven’t seen anything. I’ve got news alerts for him set up as well. 

“I haven’t either,” Vincent said, looking across at his partner. 

Roland started slowly shaking his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. How, and why, are they suppressing the news of his death?” 

“And who is doing it?” Jack asked. “Do the police or the people running his businesses know about it and are hiding it, or have his handlers just hidden the body?” 

“Is there even anything about him missing?” 

“I can’t find any news on him at all since a press release talking up his going to a fund-raiser gala just before Halloween.” 

“Could Alison have gotten it wrong?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“I don’t think she did,” Jack shook her head. 

“Even then,” Roland said, “if he was hurt in an attack, that’s news. Even if he wasn’t really dead, she obviously didn’t mistake a completely healthy guy for a corpse. He was seriously injured and would have needed to be hospitalized, which is news. If he’s missing, alive or dead, that’s news.” Roland shook his head again. “What do they even have to gain by hiding his death like this? What does anybody, anywhere, within the police, his own company, anybody have to gain by doing this?” 

“Could his handlers be afraid of being held accountable?” Jack asked. 

“Maybe, but they’ve got such a ready scapegoat in Madam Lily.” 

“You’re over-thinking this,” Vincent said. “These people are insane, it’s no use trying to apply logic to them. They probably massacred those yellow card holder apartments and drew symbols in blood for the same reason Id wanted Lily to read him his horoscope while he had murder-sex with some stripper. They genuinely believe all of this is some ritual that will summon their fake Egyptian god and start the race war they’re all hoping for.” 

“You’re probably right,” Roland nodded. “And when their fake god doesn’t appear they’ll laugh and claim they never believed in him anyway and anybody who thought they did is a sucker they fooled.” 

“But then why hide news of Id’s death?” Dr. Cham asked. 

“Because they’re insane!” The edge of annoyance had Vincent’s voice rising. “If they announce his death, then the god won’t appear and the race war won’t start and the election will be lost because of some bad omen or whatever.” 

“It’s like you keep saying, doc,” Roland said, “it’s bullshit. These people believe in a different flavor of bullshit, but it’s still irrational, illogical, incomprehensible even to themselves, bullshit.” 

There was a prominent buzzing from Jack’s tablet, prompting her to look at it and the rest of them to look at her. She stared with a grim expression. 

“So,” she said, hesitating, still skimming through a news post. “They’re saying that Sophia Roth, that bombing victim, died in the hospital an hour ago.” 

“The bombing victim?” Roland asked. 

She picked up the tablet and turned it toward them, showing the picture of the photogenic blond girl they had seen on big posters at the various candlelight vigils in Phoenix. 

“So the computer generated little girl,” Cham said. “Or do we think that’s another identify theft victim they’re using?” 

“I haven’t been able to find any other pictures of her online,” Jack shook her head as she set back down her tablet. “When I get home I can run a more thorough scan of one of these pictures on my workstation and see if its computer generated.” 

“I think people have already done that,” Vincent said, gesturing to a news stream on his own mobile. 

“Did they conclude it’s computer generated?” 

“Highly likely,” he read from the story. 

“So if this girl doesn’t exist,” Roland asked, “who is reporting she died?” 

Jack turned back to the news update on her tablet. “Um,” as she skimmed through she started shaking her head. “Says she was at the same hospital we were at, Phoenix Children’s. Severe burns and shrapnel injury.” Jack paused, skimming some more. “Same details on FoxPrime, um,” she continued moving around through news streams. “A literally identical story on HeadLines. Yeah, none of them say. It’s an unattributed quote. I guess, technically some of them say ‘officials say’ that, blah, blah, blah, but they never identify those officials.” 

“Isn’t that really sloppy reporting?” 

“Very.” 

At that moment the volume on the diner’s television got turned up. All of them looked over to see it had been switched to a news stream with a video story also talking about the death of Sophia Roth. Her picture, the same one they kept seeing, was being slowly zoomed in on as a newscaster narrated over it. 

Before anybody could say anything more the waitress arrived back at their table. “Can I get you guys anything else?” 

The guys themselves were all distracted, staring at the news stream. Jack turned to the waitress and shook her head. “I think we’re good.” 

“Oh, could I get a to-go cup of coffee,” Roland asked. “Sorry, I was distracted.” 

“No, of course, you’re good.” The waitress turned now to the source of their distraction. “Ah,” she let out a low, deflated sigh. “That’s just so sad, isn’t it?” 

This had the two detectives both turning to her now. They remained silent, waiting to see if she would say more, but it was Dr. Cham that spoke next. 

“You know that little girl isn’t real,” he asked, though not as a question. 

“Huh?” 

“That little girl, and the whole bombing, are all computer generated images. It didn’t really happen.” 

“I keep hearing about that,” the waitress said. “I thought it was some crazy conspiracy theory.” 

“We just came from Phoenix,” Roland said. “When we were there yesterday the zoo did not look like it had been blown up. It’d been abandoned for years, but no sign of an explosion.” 

“Gosh, don’t know what to believe nowadays,” the waitress said as she walked away. 

 

2 

King Arcology’s Atrium B always looked impressive in the afternoon. Late sunshine coming through its vast window lit up the planters and cascades of water, making the whole thing appear sparkling and vibrant and warm. 

Kate sat on a bench near a planter on the bottom mezzanine. She stared upward, toward the hanging gardens and waterworks above her, enjoying the view and the freshness of the air and trying to distract herself from the crowd across the way. 

Over on the far side of the mezzanine there was a candlelight vigil being held for the zoo bombing victims. Much as her husband had found in Phoenix, the number of people there for the vigil, the small group holding candles around posters and little shrines, was dwarfed by the protestors. People held up signs calling for ‘justice for Sophia’ or ‘show her face’ with pictures of the little blond girl, or else signs with crosshair symbols that said ‘death to libtard terrorists.’ 

From around the nearby planter and fountain, in the opposite direction Kate was facing, Vincent approached. He nonchalantly walked up to the bench and stood right next to her. With equal nonchalance, Kate turned to face him. 

“Hey babe,” he said. 

She got to her feet to give him a hug and kiss. “I thought you’d be coming from the other direction,” she pointed to the bank of elevators that lead down to the parking garage. “Where did you park?” 

“I took the light-rail,” he said. “Roland has the car, he’s going to check in with Finn.” 

“Hmph. Okay. How was your trip?” 

“Eh,” Vincent shrugged. “You got my texts?” 

“Yeah. Was it really a total waste?” 

“Meh. Maybe not totally.” 

“Well, you’ll have to tell me later, I’m running late right now.” 

From her purse Kate produced their election ballots, with Vincent’s on top. She held it up to him, her fingers right at the signature block. “Right there,” she said. 

“I know,” he said with a sheepish tone and a devilish grin. 

“Do you know where our polling place is?” 

“I do,” Vincent said. When she gave him a skeptical stare he added, “West Lower Mezzanine. Aren’t you coming as well?” 

“No, I told you, I’m volunteering as a poll worker.” 

“I know that, but, are you not volunteering at our polling place?” 

“Oh, no, no. They had enough people there. I’m working Westlake.” 

“Okay,” Vincent at last took hold of the ballots. “See you later tonight?” 

“Uh-huh.” They kissed and parted, Kate rushing off the way Vincent had come. 

At a more lackadaisical pace, Vincent headed in the opposite direction, which took him toward the protestors on the north side of the atrium. As he got closer he saw that, among them, were several groups of people dressed like zombies. Most of them wore tattered clothes, often tattered suits, with splotches of red paint meant to look like blood. A few had gone the extra step of putting on makeup to look pale white, or even using some kind of Hollywood-style plastic prosthetics to create realistic looking gashes and cuts. 

As he walked past, Vincent saw that the zombie protestors were almost all holding signs mounted to sticks that rose above their heads. None of them, however, was saying anything, instead just marching in little circles with a listless shamble, as if they intended to mimic movie zombies. The signs they carried, though, were rather violent, and other people in the crowd would occasionally shout the same slogans. 

“Death to dems! Introduce atheists to God! Second Amendment justice for Sophia!” 

With a calm sense of foreboding, Vincent also noted that most everyone in this crowd was armed, most with handguns on their belts but a few with rifles that they held above their heads in lieu of signs. 

At the express elevator Vincent immediately moved off to its side to lean against the wall. Jostling around the ballots he still carried, he pulled out his mobile, and operating this with one hand managed to call Roland. 

The call rang but he got no answer. Cursing Vincent jostled his load around again, getting the ballots shoved beneath his arm so that he had both hands free, and started to send a text message. He did not bother with grammar or punctuation or spelling or de-correcting the auto-correct mistakes. The result was a slightly garbled sentence informing his partner that there were ‘arm’ (armed) zobmie protest in ‘archway’ (arco) and that Roland shold get over get here ‘askance’ (ASAP). 

Vincent noted the message had been sent and did not bother looking back, since by then the express elevator had dropped down to his stop. He rushed out gripping his mobile in one hand and the ballots in the other. The express elevators let out into a long hallway with moving sidewalks running in either direction. Vincent bypassed these, circling around the elevators to emerge on the sub-mezzanine. This area was a large circular plaza, with a three-story high ceiling and a fountain in the middle. Small shops lined each of the levels. Across the way, on the north side of the mezzanine, one of these retail spaces had been set up as a polling location. 

Moving forward, Vincent saw that there was a line of people spilling out of the polling spot and starting to circle around the mezzanine. To his dismay he also saw a crowd of protestors here, even larger than the one in the atrium. They clustered in the space between the polling station and the central fountain. Getting closer, Vincent saw they looked much the same as the protestors above, complete with the guns and zombies in their ranks. 

He circled around the edge of the protest group to come to the front of the polling station. It was located within an otherwise empty shop space with a wide open front. Some tables with poll workers checking people in were arrayed along one side of the entrance, with a field of voting booths behind them. Vincent stopped to glance at the line. It was a large contingent of mostly Hispanic-looking people, as far as Vincent could tell, that snaked away along the side of the plaza and disappeared beyond the protestors. On the other side of the polling station, however, he noticed a sign directing those with drop-off ballots, and with some relief he headed for this. 

A poll worker stood near the entrance, smiling and watching the people being checked in at the tables nearby. “Dropping off?” she asked him. 

“Yes.” 

“Right over there,” she directed him toward a row of ballot drop boxes set up against the near side wall. 

Vincent went over to one of these and went to drop in the ballots. As he did so he noticed that his own, on top, was still not signed, something he had forgotten to do as soon as he parted with Kate. 

He set down his mobile on top of the drop box and started feeling in his cargo pants for a pen, only to realize he was uncharacteristically not carrying one. He turned back toward the smiling poll worker. 

“Do you have a pen?” he held up the ballot with the blank signature spot. 

“Oh, of course,” she said, jumping to action to grab one from a check-in table. She hustled this over to Vincent with a continuous smile. 

He braced the ballots on the drop box while he signed his own, then checked that Kate’s was also signed, and at last dropped them in. 

It was right at that moment that there was a sudden commotion from the crowd. Vincent spun around, as did the poll worker who had helped him, to see a group of armed men come rushing into the polling station. 

Most of them were dressed like zombies, obviously the people from the protest, but instead of shambling like the undead they rushed in like commandos, pointing assault rifles and shouting ‘nobody move’ and ‘get on the ground’. Among them, Vincent noticed, there were also some people wearing Halloween costumes, or at least masks. He picked out a Frankenstein mask, a wolf-man mask, and a man with his head wrapped like a mummy. 

Vincent reacted by scrambling away, moving deeper into the polling station space. He thought about trying to slip in among the voting booths right there, but already some of the masked Jumpies, as he already thought of them, were closing in with weapons drawn. 

“Get on the fucking ground!” a zombie shouted toward the people who had been voting. 

Vincent pressed himself against the wall and watched a zombie go right past him, focused on the people who had been voting. They were alternatively putting their hands on their heads, starting to kneel, or just standing there looking confused. “On the ground now!” the zombie shouted again as more armed men closed on them. 

Across the way, on the other side of the polling station, where the bulk of the booths were located, the zombies were starting to wreak devastation. They toppled over voting booths as they stormed forward, shouting at people and pointing their rifles around haphazardly. 

Suddenly one of them was right in front of Vincent. He was dressed in tattered zombie clothes, including a bit of plastic gore along his face, but also wore a Zorro mask. 

“Detective Vincent?” Zombie Zorro said in a bemused tone. 

Vincent blinked, forcing himself to focus on this person in front of him. The zombie lifted up his mask. It took some staring for Vincent to recognize this man as a cop rather than a Jumpie. It was the young, uniformed officer who had been guarding the back entrance to the apartment building, the site of the Southside massacre, when Vincent had slipped in that way while investigating the crime scene, a week and a lifetime ago, the same cop Jack had bribed to get entrance to that building. 

“What are you doing here?” the Zombie Zorro cop asked in a jarringly affable tone. 

“I’m voting,” Vincent said without thinking about the response. When Zombie Zorro hesitated, Vincent took the opportunity to glance toward the entrance. Across from him he saw poll workers being shoved to the ground with guns pointed against their heads. Closer by, set against the same wall he was pressed against, he saw a main ballot box, the one meant for people voting in person. A zombie with a fire-axe was starting to hammer at the thing, trying to force it open but so far just denting its exterior. 

Zombie Zorro lowered his mask back into place. “You might want to get out of here.” 

To this Vincent nodded. As Zombie Zorro moved deeper into the polling station, Vincent turned toward the exit. Standing between him and it were another pair of zombies. They appeared to have been watching his conversation. One of them held out an arm for him to go past. 

Without making eye-contact anywhere else Vincent rushed forward, past this pair and the man with the fire-axe, to emerge back onto the mezzanine. 

Out here he found that there was a riot in progress. More zombies and Jumpies were brawling with the people who had been in line to vote. He did not hear gunshots being fired, but the Jumpies had come armed with baseball bats and improvised clubs as well, in some cases including their protest signs. He saw more than one person down on the ground, a half-dozen Jumpies around them kicking and beating them with clubs. 

The rest of the protest crowd had scattered around and were starting to smash in storefronts. Something on the far side of the central fountain had been lit on fire. 

Vincent took this in as he continued to move away from the polling station at a fast clip. The voting line and protestors had been on the west side of the mezzanine, which was now a giant scrum of humanity. Vincent stuck to the eastern side as he moved along the perimeter, keeping close to the wall and away from the largest concentrations of people. 

Circling a quarter of the way around brought him to a wide corridor that connected across to the East Lower Mezzanine. Reaching this Vincent turned away from the riot and started down the corridor. 

As he continued walking Vincent reached to a pocket for his mobile, only to find it was not there. He felt the pocket on his other leg even as he recalled setting his mobile down on the ballot box to sign his ballot and never picking it back up. Even as he did this though he did not stop moving. As he continued down this corridor the crowd got thinner, and in turn he started to pick up speed, until he was moving away at a dead run. 

 

3 

Jack had exited her own polling place with a lot less drama, and continued from there down the street at a casual pace. As she neared home she found herself walking right past her favorite Asian-fusion restaurant. She was not even sure what it was called, since the sign out front, and all the signs inside, were in Chinese. She just thought of it as ‘Sawyer’s’ since that was the name of its proprietor, or at least the Anglicized version of his name. 

She paused right in front of the place, contemplating going in, her sense of tiredness and hunger weighing the decision. She realized she was too tired to make a decision, so hunger won out, and she walked in. 

The proprietor himself, as was so often the case, was behind the counter. As Jack stepped in she right away dropped down at a little corner table near the window. Before she could even drop off her purse Sawyer had arrived at her table with a drink. 

“Haven’t seen you around the past few days,” he said in perfect English. 

Jack sighed heavily, and rubbed her hands down her eyes and face. “I’ve been working on a major investigative piece that ended up going nowhere.” 

“That is unfortunate.” 

“I got a lot of juicy details, but I don’t know if they make a coherent story. I feel like I’ve spent the last week chasing ghosts.” 

“The biggest danger in chasing ghosts is if you ever catch one.” 

She smiled as she looked up at him. “Is that some ancient Cantonese wisdom?” 

“No. I saw it in a movie.” 

Both of them laughed as Sawyer pulled up a chair to sit across from her. “You are staying, I hope?” 

“Yeah. I’ll have the usual.” 

“It is already on the way.” 

“Sawyer, you rock.” Jack paused as she glanced around the place. It was almost empty, the only other customers being a couple at a booth on the far side. “Where is everybody? I’m surprised this place isn’t crowded.” 

Sawyer shrugged. “Usual slow Tuesday.” 

“It’s a holiday though, isn’t it?” 

He shrugged again. “Not for me.” 

“Me either,” Jack said as she took a drink of the tea he had brought her. 

Right as she was drinking Jack caught a blur of motion out of the corner of her eye. She turned to the nearby window, but it was gone. Instead she looked back at Sawyer. 

“Did you see that?” 

“I did. Some people running past.” 

Suddenly another group of people ran past the window as well, heading in the same direction, in general the direction toward Jack’s studio. 

“What was that about?” she asked. 

Sawyer just shook his head. Even as he did though there was a sudden stampede outside. Both of them sat there and watched as several dozen people came running down the street, all moving in the same direction. 

By this point the commotion had also gotten the attention of the others in the restaurant. The young couple from the booth on other side, a cook, and Sawyer’s daughter and part-time waitress all emerged just in time to see the last of the little crowd go running past. 

Grabbing her satchel, Jack found the cord for her external camera memory and plugged this into her implant port. At the same time she was moving to the front door and stepping out into the street. Everyone else in the restaurant followed her. 

Looking back up the street, the way the runners had come, it was obvious the origin of their flight. A building less than a block over was on fire. Whatever had started the blaze it had spread quickly. The whole structure was consumed, and the flames were beginning to expand to a nearby apartment stack. 

Seeing the cheap ‘stack’ housing there Jack oriented herself and realized the main building on fire was the community center, the same place where she had dropped off her ballot just a few minutes earlier. 

From the flames leaping into the sky, everyone’s gaze moved down to an even more horrific scene playing out at street level. There were literal bodies in the streets. Near at hand Jack saw three bodies, each laying face down in pools of blood. 

Further up the street, right in front of the community center, there were even more bodies scattered about. Moving among these were a large group of Jumpies. They wore a grab-bag assortment of masks and Halloween costumes. A few of them had Molotov cocktails they were hurling into cars or buildings near the community center. Others had machetes, and were moving amongst the bodies, hacking at them to ensure they were dead, or maybe just because they liked hacking at bodies. 

As Jack stood there watching she saw a woman running across the street, having emerged from somewhere near the community center and now making a dash away from the blaze. A trio of Jumpies gave chase. They easily overtook her, and as Jack recorded in her implant cam, they struck her with their blades, cutting her down, then surrounding her toppled form and kicking and hacking at it. 

“Oh,” Sawyer let out a low gasp. Glancing around Jack realized that everyone had followed her out of the restaurant. 

Looking back she saw, right then, a large pickup truck come pulling into the street between them and the community center. The truck entered the intersection and skidded to a halt. Its open cargo bed was loaded with Jumpies wearing an assortment of clown wigs in a riot of bright colors. They also had clown makeup, though their costumes were more eclectic, or in some cases just plain clothing. These Jumpies, however, wielded automatic rifles, and there was also a large machine gun mounted to the roof of the pickup’s front cab. 

As the clown Jumpies unloaded from the truck one of them instead grabbed the machine gun. He pivoted toward the building on the corner, a three-story office structure right next to the burning community center, and opened fire. Rounds shattered the windows on the ground floor. Some people came pouring out of the office tower, scattering in different directions. The Jumpie on the machine gun pivoted it about wildly, creating an indiscriminate spray of bullets. 

Some of the people from the office building starting running down the street, toward where Jack stood. The pickup spun around through a sharp turn, bringing it to face down the street, while the machine gunner continued to spray rounds at the fleeing people. 

“Oh shit,” Jack said as machine gun fire started to come in their direction. Without further comment she spun around herself and took off running. 

It was a low traffic street, and it was often closed off to vehicles during holidays or for other celebrations, as it was today. Nevertheless Jack felt odd and exposed running down the very middle of the street. She veered off toward the buildings. 

A short ways ahead she reached another intersection and took a right to head back toward her studio. Past some abandoned warehouses she arrived at her own front door. Only then, as she went to grab out her keys and unlock it, did she realize she had a trail. Not only Sawyer, his daughter, his cook, and the couple from the restaurant, but a couple other random people as well had fallen in behind her and were now all coming to a stop. Jack realized they were looking at her like she knew where she was going. 

Getting her door open she waved everybody on through. As they crowded in she ushered them onward, gesturing toward the back of the cluttered studio space. Jack moved down the little hallway herself just far enough to reach an electrical breaker box. She opened this and killed all the power in the building. With only high windows the whole room went dark. 

She rushed back to the front door and took a quick peak out. Another man was running down the street toward her as fast as he could. Behind him Jack did not see any of the Jumpies. She opened the door a little further and waved the man inside, then slammed it shut and quickly did up the whole row of locks. 

Moving back into the main studio, Jack began silently waving everyone toward the back. “Get back,” she more mouthed then words than spoke them. “Get back, toward the back. We don’t want them to know anybody is here.” 

All of them ended up clustering around the bathroom and the photography studio set-up. Some hunched down, or sat on whatever blocky equipment was available, or just on the floor. 

Jack herself grabbed one of the seats from her central table. She dragged this over and sat next to the door out to the back alley. Getting out her mobile she then dialed nine-one-one. 

Outside the world had gone quiet. Nobody dared speak, and with all the power off the place and the situation felt eerie. In this oppressive ambiance they could hear, just louder than their own breathing, the sound of machine gun fire in the distance, occasionally accented by other gunshots. 

On her mobile Jack’s call was ringing. She gritted her teeth with impatience, yet no operator was picking up. She tried hanging up and re-dialing, but with the same results. 

“Are they going to find us?” Sawyer’s cook asked. 

“I killed the power,” Jack said. “Hopefully they think this is just another abandoned warehouse.” 

Minutes ticked by at a decreasing rate. Time became marked solely by the occasional burst of distant gunfire. It was sporadic and variable in volume, making it seem like it was drawing closer and then receding. Each time they heard a loud burst from the machine gun everyone held their breath, but there was no follow up, and everyone then returned to shallow breathing and ever tenser silence. 

Jack gave up on nine-one-one and put away her mobile. She found herself wishing now she had followed Madam Lily’s advise and bought herself a taser, though upon further reflection she was not sure it would do any good in this situation. 

A loud engine suddenly roared somewhere close by, accompanied by a crescendo of gunfire. Suddenly several bullet holes appeared in the front door. They went right through it, and might have hit somebody were it not for Jack’s prevalent clutter. 

Before any of them had a chance to react there was a shattering of glass. From where she sat Jack could see across to her kitchenette, where a rain of glass now fell on the counter, along with a Molotov cocktail. It landed on the floor in a sudden fireball. 

More gunfire, louder still, erupted. The front door suddenly exploded open, knocked partly off its hinges. Some of the people around Jack stumbled backwards, shielding their eyes as a cloud of thin smoke rolled toward them. 

A second later, through the open door, came another Molotov cocktail. It landed on the floor right where the entrance hall met the main room, splashing liquid fire onto some of the couches and camera equipment. 

Near the entrance to the bathroom, Jack had a fire extinguisher. Sawyer, who was standing in the bathroom entrance, reacted by grabbing this. He fumbled out its safety pin and was about to charge the fire when Jack stood and grabbed one of his arms. 

“Run!” she shouted to all of them, waving toward the back door. “Go!” 

The young couple from the restaurant earlier were right next to the alley door. It was a true emergency exit, unable to be opened from the outside and with a push handle to easily open from here. They crashed through into the back alley, the rest of the little crowd spilling out behind them. 

Jack tugged on Sawyer’s arm, who still stood there with the fire extinguisher, torn between dire impulses. “Come on,” she shouted to him. 

Still carrying the fire extinguisher he rushed out the door behind her. 

By the time Jack and Sawyer got out into the alley the rest of the group had already taken off in a run. They fell in line, dashing down the long alleyway that ran between various abandoned warehouses and shopping centers. 

As the group neared the end of the alley another pickup truck suddenly pulled up at its exit. Like the one they had seen before, this one had a machine gun mounted to the top of the cab. Its back was loaded with men in camouflage fatigues and carrying assault rifles. They immediately started jumping out of the truck and forming up in firing ranks. 

All those running came to a halt, almost tripping over each other as they did. With a series of screams and shouted expletives they spun around and started running in the other direction. 

There were plenty of side passages out of this alley, and Jack immediately angled for the closest one. Behind her gunfire erupted. One of the men who had joined them, running now alongside her, got hit. She saw, from the corner of her eye, the man’s right shoulder explode in a shower of blood that left his arm barely attached. She doubted he was still alive by the time his shattered body hit the ground. 

A second later Jack was out of the firing line, rushing into a narrower side alley and pushing herself as fast as she could run. 

This current stretch had Jack moving in between the brick wall side of a warehouse and a chain link fence. Ahead she reached a break in the fence and right away took the turn. She rounded a corner and found herself running along a loading dock situated in the back of an abandoned ‘big box’ store. 

She kept running. Her satchel smacked against her side, and she fought to position it so it stopped hitting her with each stride. She even thought about dropping it, but the idea was lost in the blur of adrenaline and stress. 

Around another corner still Jack found herself on the back side of a strip mall. There was a doorway near the end of the building, with its original door missing. Some plywood had been nailed up over the doorway, but the bottom few pieces were absent, creating a gap. 

Slowing down a bit, Jack risked a glance backward. Sawyer and his daughter were right behind her. There was no sign of any of the others, nor of pursuit. 

Too tired to say anything aloud, Jack waved to them and then pointed toward the doorway that she was already running toward. 

Reaching the door she dove down, almost trying to slide through like she was sliding into a baseball base. This did not work so well on asphalt, instead just gashing up her hands. Right away though she was scrambling forward at a crawl. The gap in the plywood was just tall enough to let her slip through. 

Inside it was almost pitch black. As Jack got clear of the door she got to her knees and fished out her mobile, activating its flashlight function. Shining this around she found she was in some kind of empty storage room. Just off to the side of the doorway there was a pile of ratty blankets packed against the wall. She realized instantly that this spot had been claimed by a vagrant, who thankfully was not home. 

Jack had a brief thought about what might have happened to this particular vagrant, out in the mess of this neighborhood, but had no time to dwell on the subject. She shuffled away from the blanket pile, along the wall in the opposite direction. 

Once she was clear of the doorway Jack sat down, leaning against the outer wall. A second later Sawyer and his daughter joined her. All three of them sat there, leaning against the wall, breathing hard. None of them could speak. Sawyer looked at her, and she gave him a single nod. He returned the gesture, and then Jack turned off her flashlight. 

After that the world went quiet again. They sat there in the dark, listening to the sound of themselves gasping for air. As they all caught their breath and this sound faded it was replaced again by the sporadic report of distant gunfire. 
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The reactor room was still a giant mess a week after being trashed. The worst of the radioactive pieces had been cleared away by a hazardous waste team the very next day, but that still left broken parts and residual radiation all around. As Dr. Chamabutra made his way in he noticed, at various points in the hallways and by doors, there were little stations set up that had Geiger counters with color-coded digital readout displays. 

Cham walked into the main control room. The broken glass looking out on the reactor had been cleared away, leaving now just pane-less windows. At least the server racks and computers had been straightened up, the junk cleared away and the still usable stuff consolidated on one side of the room. 

Unlike the last time he walked in here, when he had been greeted by a crowd of maniacs, this time he found a smaller crowd of graduate students. Some of them were in the reactor room itself, gowned up in the proper full body clean-room attire rather than mismatched costumes. Others were out here in the control room, though they still wore heavy respirator masks. 

Glancing around Dr. Cham saw there was a stack of available such masks on a table right near the control room entrance. He grabbed one himself and put it on as he continued forward. 

The graduate students in here, his graduate students, looked up at him with unrecognition, and then surprise. 

“Dr. Cham.” They stood up from whatever they were doing with the few working computers, moving hesitantly toward their professor. 

“Don’t let me bother you,” Cham said. “Just wanted to check in.” 

“We called . . .” 

“Yeah, sorry about that. I had to unexpectedly make a trip out of town this weekend and I didn’t get back until earlier today. So I didn’t get your message until this afternoon.” 

“Are you doing alright?” This from Wendi, his lone female graduate student. 

“I’m okay, just tired.” 

“So, um,” she glanced around at the others who had gathered up with her. “So you got our message than?” 

“Oh yeah. Something about the sim.” 

“It’s probably too late now,” Banesh, a towering and always smiling graduate student, said, “but we wanted you to know that the company that had the simulation time left early.” 

Cham just gave him a confused look in reply. 

“The, um, Timespace Creations, the VR company that was renting time on the AI sim? They were scheduled for two weeks but they said they finished early, so the simulator was available yesterday if we wanted to try to get back on it.” 

“Oh,” Cham said, turning to stare off at the reactor room. Workers and more of his graduate students out there were still sorting through the destruction, straightening things up and collecting destroyed stuff in a pile. “Why were they booked for two weeks?” 

“Huh?” Banesh asked. 

Cham turned back to them, his filtration mask not hiding the confused furrow of his brow. “The VR company. Why did they book two weeks?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” All of them were shaking their heads in confusion. 

“That’s so odd.” 

The graduate students glanced among themselves worriedly. “Why it is odd?” Wendi asked. 

“Well, they were,” Cham stopped abruptly mid-sentence. “You know, nevermind.” Again he glanced out at the mess of the main reactor room. “I’m really sorry you guys. I bet you didn’t expect radioactive clean-up to be part of your thesis work.” Cham gave a forced little chuckle. 

“Actually, uh, I kinda did,” Wendi said. 

“Oh. Well, good, I guess.” 

“Did you want to see if we can still get time on the sim?” Banesh asked. 

“No. It’s not worth it. It’ll be months before we have this back online.” 

“Months?” 

“Yeah. I’m really sorry guys. The remaining grant money I have is not going to cover these repairs. We’re waiting on an insurance check, and who knows if that’ll even come since the police closed this investigation as if it weren’t an obvious crime. The stupid insurance fuckers are probably gonna use that as an excuse to nickel and dime us.” 

“Didn’t they arrest people though?” Wendi asked. 

Cham shook his head. “Not that I know of. They just closed the case.” 

“How can they do that?” 

“Because the mayor is corrupt. I hope you all remembered to vote against him today.” 

They glanced at each other and nodded, though still looked apprehensive. Cham himself had turned again to stare off at the reactor. He noted that one of its structural support struts was still damaged and displaced. Obviously the whole thing was still holding up, but it made it look more precarious than he liked.

“When do you think we should book our simulation time for then?” Banesh asked.

“What?” 

“Our simulation time. We paid for time on the AI sim already, so we still get it, it’s just a matter of when we can get in to their schedule.” 

“Hmm. If we forego that could we get the money back?” 

“I, uh, I don’t know.” 

“We should look into it. If we can that could help us get back on our feet. Worry about simulation time when we have the reactor fixed.” 

“Simulation time gets booked months out though.” 

Cham took a deep breath. “Yes, but when I said it was months I mean a lot of months. Even after the repairs we still have to run tests and calibrate everything. It’ll be more than a year before we’re ready for simulation runs again.” 

All of them just stared at him. 

“You know, if any of you wanted to transfer, to another program. I mean, Berkeley, or actually, Dr. Norton at UC San Diego owes me some favors. Or even if you wanted to go outside academia. I’m also friends with Dr. Mosley at Sandia National Labs. He might be willing to take on some promising people.” 

“Um,” Wendi said. 

“The Sandia fusion program got canceled, didn’t it?” Banesh said by way of a question. 

“Oh,” Cham looked at them. “Oh that’s right. Damn. I’m really sorry guys.” 

“It’s okay Dr. Cham,” Wendi said. “We’ll figure something out.” 

They stood there in silence after that. The graduate students all exchanged another series of awkward glances as they noticed Cham’s gaze drifting off into space. 

“We got the main control rack back online,” Wendi said. “I think we’re going to be able to recover all the data we hadn’t backed up yet.” 

“That’s good,” Cham looked up at them, and followed along as they moved over to the row of computer workstations to show him what they were working on. 

Before that could happen though another graduate student entered the room. He was not one of Cham’s but worked with a different professor in this same building. 

“Hey folks,” he said, addressing more the trio of graduate students here. “There’s some kind of protest going on outside.” 

Dr. Cham perked up at this. “What kind of protest?” 

“I’m not sure. It’s a bunch of people in weird suits.” 

“Weird suits?” Wendi asked. 

Already though, Dr. Cham was moving. He headed to the door, stripping off his filtration mask to leave it behind. “Where are they, exactly,” he asked the messenger, who was still lingering in the doorway. 

“Over by the genetics building,” he pointed. 

Cham brushed past him into the hall and headed off. The graduate students left in his wake remained behind with stunned looks, then rapidly moved to follow. 

Dr. Cham wound his way through the building. Ultimately this let out in a quadrangle surrounded by bits of landscaping. Across the way the genetics building, a much larger complex, had its main entrance facing the quad. Gathered in front was a large crowd of protestors. They were waving signs and shouting, though there shouts were not in unison and so drowned out each other into an undifferentiated cacophony. 

Most in this crowd of protestors wore suits. A lot of these were just that, ordinary suits, but some also had odd modifications. Some of the suits were done in a material that had a silvery metallic sheen to them. Others were covered in sequins, or wrapped in a reflective tape, and a few even had a haphazard assortment of mirrors sewn in all around them. These last looked heavy and awkward, their wearers moving like they were some kind of highly reflective yet fragile medieval knights. 

As he got closer Cham saw that the protestors were pressing in against the front entrance of the building. From the outskirts of the crowd he saw that, right up against the doors, there were a group of students and professors, lined up together and pressed with their backs against the glass lobby entrance or the wall. 

Glancing around, Cham realized that his graduate students had all followed him out here. Looking at them now he said, “call campus security. And the police.” Before they could respond he turned back around and continued forward. 

Cham ended up circling out into the grass to make his way around the perimeter of the crowd until he got up to the side of the building. From there he moved into the thick of things, jostling his way toward the building entrance and the front of the crowd. 

Getting closer he could see that some people right at the front were chanting or yelling at the backed up students. The two opposing sides had just a narrow gap between them. Among the defenders he recognized a friend of his, a virus researcher named Dr. Basil. Cham shoved and wedged his way a little further forward, past a woman who was screaming ‘rapists’ over and over at the top of her lugs, toward the students. At last he got up to where he could speak with Dr. Basil. 

“Cham,” the virologist said in shock. 

“Bass. What is going on?” 

Before Cham could get an answer from his friend, a tall man standing behind him, at the very front of the crowd, shouted in their faces. “We’re here to destroy this abortion factory!” This got a cheer and some other shouts from those around him, which spread out in a wave through the rest of the crowd. 

Cham looked at this tall man with a confused stare. Unlike those toward the back the man was not in any kind of suit or costume, instead just wearing a black t-shirt that had on its front a silver cross with a spiral at its middle. He carried in one hand a substantial rock but was otherwise unarmed. 

“They want to burn down the labs,” Dr. Basil said. 

Looking between Basil and the tall protestor, and directing the question in a general sense to both of them, Cham asked, “why? They don’t perform abortions here.” 

There were some incoherent shouts a little further down the line, people screaming and sending spittle flying into the faces of the students and professors lined up against the building, but no direct response to Cham’s question. 

“Fuck you baby-killers!” someone behind the nearby tall man shouted. 

From somewhere much further out a rock was hurled. It struck against the side of the building, rather high up and to the side of where Cham stood, then fell harmlessly to the grass. 

“I’ve been trying to tell them that,” Dr. Basil said. 

Cham furrowed his brow and gave a confused look to his friend. Then he turned and boldly stepped forward to stand right in front of the tall man and the crowd. 

“Everyone,” Cham shouted. Between his loud voice and the fact that he was a new arrival he seemed to draw some attention, at least from those nearby who were close enough to see him raising his arms. “Everyone, please, please. This isn’t a medical clinic. They don’t provide abortions here.” 

“Fuck you cuck!” someone further back shouted. 

“Shut the fuck up,” the tall man shouted right back. “We know exactly what you do here. This is a temple of atheist scientists playing God. You think you know better than God? We know what you do here!” 

This sparked some more shouts from those near the tall man, often repeating part of what he had said with some slight variation. 

“What are you even talking about?” Cham said to the tall man. 

The reply he got again came as a random shout from a little further back. “This is a factory of abominations.” 

“We know what you do here,” the tall man said again, this time getting right up and yelling in Cham’s face. “We know about the dumpsters out back full of aborted children.” 

“Please, no,” Dr. Basil said, stepping up next to Cham. “That’s not us, this is a genetics lab. We try to cure disease here, we don’t even have any embryos on site.” 

“Um, doctor,” a graduate student now stepped forward as well, taking hold of Cham’s arm. “Doctors. Maybe we should just step aside.” 

“What?” Cham shot a confused glance at this student. “No way. We’re not letting these people burn down this lab.” With renewed defiance, his voice rising even louder now, Cham turned back to the crowd. “You heard the man,” he shouted, gesturing to Dr. Basil. “They are not doing abortions here, and they don’t have any embryos or aborted fetuses or anything like that.” 

From behind the tall man another figure, this one in a silver-metallic colored suit, shoved his way forward to the front of the crowd. “That’s it,” he said. “We’re finding out for ourselves.” 

With that the silver-suit man stepped into the gap between the protestors and students. He moved to body-check Dr. Cham and shove him aside. 

“No!” Dr. Cham shouted, shoving back as hard as he could. Unprepared for this, the silver-suited man stumbled backward. “We are not letting you in.” 

Recovering, the silver-suited man focused his full attention on Cham, stepping forward again and shoving even harder, sending Cham stumbling backward himself. He would have fallen over had he not been so close to the graduate students behind him, who he collided with instead. 

“No, stop,” Dr. Basil said, rushing forward to insert himself between the two potential combatants. 

From somewhere else in the crowd another figure in a suit stepped forward to deliver a wild punch. This connected with Dr. Basil’s rib cage. The virologist stumbled backward and hit the main glass door, grabbing its handle and leaning against it to avoid falling over. 

Further down the line another punch got thrown, connecting with one of the graduate students down there. 

“No!” Cham shouted, surging forward again into the silver-suited man. Cham shoved the man again, this time with a short running start that sent his opponent sprawling into the crowd, falling over and taking a couple others with him. Cham himself was left stunned by the impact and almost continued forward to fall on top of his opponent. 

Then, like a levee breaking, the whole crowd surged, throwing punches and kicks as they did. Multiple graduate students got clobbered, one even taking a rock-assisted punch to the face from the tall man. 

From out of the crowd there emerged more suited figures, these ones carrying machetes. They laid into the already stunned defenders, swingling wildly and sending splatters of blood across the glass facade. 

Recovering from his own impact, Cham looked up just in time to see a man step forward and, with an overhead swing, bring a machete crashing down to implant itself in Dr. Basil’s skull. Instinctively Cham moved toward his friend, even as Dr. Basil crumbled to the ground. 

All of a sudden another machete, seemingly out of nowhere, arced into Cham’s vision, right before it hit him in the shoulder. Pain flared through him as he toppled to the ground himself. 

Right away both doctor’s were surrounded by men in various forms of mirrored-suits. They kicked at the two downed scientists, then set upon them with their machetes, hacking wildly as they chopped up the bodies beyond recognition. 
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In the auditorium of a small, disused church, a polling location had been set up. A line of tables sat near the entrance, where poll worker volunteers sat with voter rolls in front of them. Behind the tables were rows of voting booths. In front of them was a long line of people. 

Near the end of the row of tables, Kate sat with her own section of the voter roll in front of her. She managed a brisk smile as she got another signature and passed on another ballot to a short, dark-skinned man. 

The line, as it was funneled in from out the front door, was broken up, people directed to a series of lines sorted by last name, corresponding to the poll worker with that particular roll. It was an antiquated system that had once been a lot better. 

“Didn’t you use to have electronic check-in machines?” the next person in line asked Kate as she found their name in the roll. 

“Budget cuts,” she said. 

“Oh, of course.” 

Part of Kate really wanted to explain how that didn’t quite make sense, that the city had already owned the machines and did not need to buy them again, and that ‘expense’ was a transparent excuse by Mayor Saffron to eliminate the machines and make this whole process more difficult. 

The poll worker next to Kate was another veteran of these elections and had worked with Kate before. “Did you hear about the riot in Chinatown?” the woman asked. 

“Yeah, I,” Kate abruptly stopped and turned to her. “Wait, Chinatown?” 

The woman was helping the next person in line. Kate went back to work herself, moving voters through. When they had a moment the woman continued. “Yes. It started at a polling location. Apparently some gang attacked it.” 

“I heard there was some kind of riot in the arcology,” Kate said. “I’m a little bit worried about my husband.” 

“Was he in the arcology?” 

“We live there.” She turned to where her mobile sat on the table. “He hasn’t replied to my texts.” 

“Oh my,” the woman said with a slight stammer. 

“It’s probably nothing.” 

“You’re so calm. I would be a nervous wreck if any of my family was in the arcology right now.” 

Kate just smiled. “My husband’s a cop, he can handle himself. Also, he’s really bad about answering texts even on normal days.” 

“Still, I would be rushing over there.” The woman paused what she was doing and turned to Kate. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

Kate took advantage of speaking with another voter in line to ignore the woman for a moment. It was unclear to Kate if this woman’s comments were meant in genuine concern or if they carried a bit of judgement about Kate’s own actions. 

“I’m fine,” Kate said to her. “I’ll give him some time to get back to me before I start worrying.” 

From somewhere further back in the line, near the entrance to the old church, there was a shout. This was followed quickly by sounds of a commotion. Everyone perked up, looking in that direction. At first they could not see anything through the intervening crowd. 

Suddenly, pushing their way forward through the line of voters, a group of armed men burst into the open auditorium. They were a weird group, some of them dressed in suits and ties, others in camouflage military fatigues. In some cases, regardless of clothing choice, they wore gas masks and army helmets. All of them held assault rifles at the ready, sweeping these around wildly in an effort to point them to all corners of the room. 

“Everyone get down,” one of the soldier-types yelled to the line of voters. “Get down on the fucking ground.” 

More armed men continued to flood into the room. These ones were wearing tactical police gear. Unlike the suited men, or the guys wearing generic, no-insignia army uniforms, these guys look liked an official SWAT team. Kate recognized their gear from pictures Vincent had shown her. Registering this on an intellectual level, however, she was otherwise left stunned. Kate, and all the other poll workers along the line of tables, just sat and starred as the soldier-looking people forced everyone in line to lay down on the ground. 

Working their way through this mass of people, the men in SWAT gear rushed up to the line of tables. 

“Put your hands in the air!” Several of them shouted over each other. “Hands in the air! Nobody move!” 

Right away Kate put her hands in the air. She had heard too many stories from Vincent, of people resisting arrest, to try anything even if she had such an inclination. Slowly the other poll workers recovered enough from their initial shock to do the same. 

“Line up against that wall,” one of the SWAT guys yelled to the poll workers. “Line up over here, facing the wall, arms in the air.” He gestured with his gun in sweeping arcs. 

Still moving in a slow state of shock, Kate got up from her seat and started moving over to the wall. Her initial move prompted the other poll workers to follow along. 

As they did this some of the men in suits came forward to the line of tables. They began gathering up the voting roll binders, piling these into large stacks which they then carried out of the building. 

Even as she moved Kate continued to glance around, watching what was happening. Looking off to the side, toward the front of the auditorium, she saw a group of suited-men had gathered around the giant machine where ballots were processed and stored. They were trying to break it open. They fumbled around before finding a panel on the side that could swing open, except it was sealed with a padlock. One of the suited-men pulled out a handgun and shot this lock. It put a giant bullet hole in the padlock while doing nothing to get it open. 

Kate arrived at the wall and stood there, her hands still in the air. A woman standing further down the wall, closer to the front of the auditorium, called out to the suited-men around the ballot box. “Excuse me. What are you doing?” 

They ignored her even as another of their number showed up with a pair of bolt cutters. Using this they began working on cutting open the heavy padlock. 

“Shut up and keep your hands in the air!” one of the SWAT officers shouted to this poll worker as he rushed up behind her. 

“Excuse me,” the poll worker said again, ignoring the SWAT team and still calling out to the suited-men. “Excuse me. What you’re doing is illegal.” 

With the butt of his gun the SWAT officer jabbed her in the middle of the back, enough to knock her forward slightly but not off her feet. “I won’t warn you again,” he said. “Keep your hands in the air.” 

“I am keeping my hands in the air,” the poll worker said. “You haven’t even identified yourselves.” She turned around a little to look over her shoulder at the SWAT team covering her, and then twisted a little more to look back at the tables where suited-men were still collecting the voter roll binders. “Who are you guys and what makes you think you can come in here and steal those voter rolls?” 

A gas-mask wearing suited-man nearby looked over at her. He stared, his face unreadable. “You’re not authorized to ask us such questions.” With that he returned to stacking the binders. 

“Like hell I’m not! I have a right to see a badge or a warrant.” She turned around to face them with an accusatory glare. 

The SWAT officer that had been standing right behind her jumped back in almost a panic. Right away he let out a burst of fire from his rifle. Several bullets struck the poll worker in the chest and shoulders. Her body jerked as she stumbled backward into the wall, then collapsed limp to the ground. 

All around, among both the poll workers lined up against the wall and the voters on the ground, there came a scattered mix of cries and screams. 

“Shut the fuck up!” one of the soldier-types yelled toward those on the ground. 

“Nobody move,” a different SWAT officer said to the poll workers. “Keep your hands in the air and don’t fucking move.” 

Kate remained quiet, watching all this unfold with a passive horror. She found herself staring in morbid fascination at the body of the poll worker who had been shot. She lay crumbled against the wall with a pool of blood forming on one side. Kate had not known her well, but recognized her face and was now trying to recall her name. 

Realizing she was drifting into some shocked mental haze, Kate shook her head and with an exertion of will forced herself to remain focused. Looking up beyond the dead body she saw the suited-men had managed to get the lock off the ballot box. Just as they had done with the voter rolls, they were now gathering up ballots from within the machine in massive arm-loads and carrying these out the door. There was more than one ballot box here, and the man with the bolt cutters had moved on to getting these open as well. 

After carrying out all of the voter rolls, some of the suited-men came for the poll workers. A few approached the line with bundles of zip-cuffs. One of them came forward behind the first poll worker in line, the one standing next to the dead woman. He pushed this poll worker forward, slamming him into the wall, then grabbed the poll worker’s arms and zip-tied them behind his back. 

Other suited-men came forward as well, doing this to other poll workers. As Kate got slammed against the wall and had her hands cuffed she asked, “am I being arrested?” 

The suited-man said nothing. Once her hands were cuffed he grabbed her by one arm and pulled her out of line, directing her toward the exit. 

“If I’m being arrested aren’t you suppose to read me my rights?” 

The suited-man jabbed his rifle barrel into her back, prodding her forward. Kate continued to march toward the church entrance, but also kept talking in a calm, even voice. “Surely I at least have the right to know who’s arresting me and what the charges are.” 

“Shut the fuck up,” the suited-man said. 

Stepping over and around voters who remained on the ground, men in soldier outfits looming over them, the poll workers were taken outside. Each poll worker had a suited-man walking behind them, rifle held at the ready, prodding and directing them forward. 

Emerging into the late afternoon light, Kate saw that the whole church parking lot was filled with official looking vehicles. Still forcing herself to remain calm, she took note that these vehicles only looked official. They were all unmarked black vans and SUVs, with no insignia to give any indication what agency or paramilitary group or gang had arrested her or taken her prisoner. 

Around the perimeter of the parking lot there was a small crowd. Kate suspected these were people who had been waiting in line to vote and had scattered back when this armed gang arrived. A line of police tape had been strung up between light posts in the parking lot, segregating an area around the church entrance where all the black vans were parked. 

Once they were clear of the building, Kate looked up to see the poll workers in front of her being taken to a van and loaded into the back. She watched as her friend, who had been telling her about the riot in Chinatown just a few minutes earlier, stepped up into the back of the vehicle. She was partly helped, partly shoved in by more suited-men in gas masks and helmets standing to either side of the van’s open rear. 

“Okay, seriously,” Kate said, trying to sound as calm and neutral as she could. “Who are you guys are where are you taking us?” 

“No talking,” the suited-man behind her said. 

“Is this an arrest or a kidnaping?” 

Holding his rifle sideways the suited-man shoved her in the back. Kate stumbled and almost tripped, nearly face-planting into the pavement. 

She got her feet back under her and came to a stop as she recovered. Looking back up toward the crowd she saw Vincent, angling among the people to try to make his way to the front. 

“Vincent!” She yelled as loud as she could. “Vincent!” 

He spotted her. Shoving some people aside Vincent got up to the line of police tape and ducked under this. 

Immediately a pair of men in soldier outfits were charging him, rifles at the ready, shouting for him to get down. Vincent was prepared for this. He held his hands in the air, one of them gripping his physical badge that he flashed toward them. 

“I’m a cop. I’m a cop.” He shouted to the soldier-types even as he continued a slow walk forward. 

The suited man behind Kate gave her another shove, getting her moving forward again. Vincent stepped up his pace, prompting the two soldier-types to close in and intercede in his path. “I’m a cop,” he shouted to them again. 

By now a SWAT officer had come up to join the two soldier-types. “You are way out of your jurisdiction son,” he said in a quieter, menacing tone. 

Vincent gave him a hard stare, then turned past him to look toward his wife again. She was almost to the van. “Katie!” He stepped partly to the side of the SWAT officer to have a direct line of sight on her. “Katie!” 

In response Kate stopped walking forward, instead turning to face straight toward Vincent. Before she could say anything in reply though the two gas masked figures waiting at the back of the van lunged toward her. Each one grabbed an arm, and between them they partly lifted, partly dragged her the rest of the distance to the van. 

“Vincent!” Kate twisted and squirmed to face him again. “Vincent, I’m being kidnaped. I don’t know who these people are!” 

They arrived at the van. Even as she continued to struggle the suited man hefted her up between them and shoved her into the back. She went partly limp and leaned back, becoming as much of a dead weight for them to struggle with as she could. Twisting again toward the crowd on the sideline she managed one last view of her husband. “Vincent, I love you!” Then the suited men, with one last exertion, shoved her into the back of the van. 

“Katie!” Vincent yelled out as she disappeared from sight. 

He continued to stand there, staring blankly at the van. Then he turned to the SWAT officer, who was standing right next to him, a hand held out in front of Vincent’s chest, ready to impede him should he try to rush toward the van. 

“What the fuck is going on here?” Vincent asked, unable to mask the agitation from his voice. 

One of the soldier-types who had rushed him earlier stepped forward again, brandishing his rifle. “Get the fuck back behind the line!” 

“I am a fucking cop,” Vincent said, holding his hands in the air but pointing emphatically toward the badge he still held. “LAPD.” 

“This is federal jurisdiction now,” the SWAT officer said. 

“Why? And what the fuck are you doing here if this is federal jurisdiction?” 

“Classified.” 

“What?” Vincent was still shouting, despite the SWAT officer’s proximity. 

“Sir, cop or not, if you don’t get back behind the line you will be shot.” 

For a moment Vincent stared down the SWAT officer, and in that brief second it seemed like he almost might get the other man to break. Then Vincent turned without a word and walked back to the police tape, ducking under this to rejoin the crowd of onlookers. 

The van with Kate in it had another couple poll workers loaded aboard, then the back was closed up. It started to roll forward. 

“Where are you taking them?” Vincent shouted toward nobody in particular. All of them just ignored him now. He started to move along the line of police tape, paralleling the van as it idled toward the parking lot entrance. “Where are you taking my wife!” 
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As usual when he arrived at Finn’s campaign headquarters, Roland parked far off, closer to a different row of buildings in this office park. Getting out of his car he checked his mobile to find that, while he was in traffic, he had gotten a garbled text message from Vincent. Roland paused, standing there while he tried to decipher it. 

It seemed Vincent needed him to get somewhere, but Roland was not sure what the ‘archway’ was to which his partner was referring. After pondering this for a few seconds he texted a reply, asking for clarification, then took off walking toward Finn’s offices. 

As he walked Roland continued to stare at his mobile, flipping between various news stream updates that were popping up. They focused on some kind of riot starting in the King Arcology. He opened a news stream and started scrolling through, skimming around looking for details, even as he continued walking. 

Roland arrived at the end of the parking lot, where a walkway branched off through some green space running between two long office buildings. This was the route that would bring him to the back, or at least unused, entrance to the campaign headquarters. He started to head this way, as he had done before, but then stopped and hesitated. He glanced down at his mobile again, noting that he had not heard back from Finn since earlier that afternoon. Turning, Roland instead walked along the sidewalk to the campaign headquarter’s front entrance. 

Stepping inside he found there was nobody at the reception desk. Roland walked right past this, into the main office area. It features an open, central meeting area, with a long table that had various telecom equipment scattered along it, and a field of cubicles that stretched from here to the edges of the room. 

The whole place was in a state of chaos. A couple dozen campaign staffers were gathered around the central meeting table, their laptops and mobiles and other electronics scattered across its surface. Multiple conference calls seemed to be happening at once, various people clustered tight around speaker units, or speaking on headsets, all of them trying to be quiet yet out-speak the noise of each other. 

Still other people were rushing about among the cubicles, talking on their mobiles or carrying and working on their tablets even as they went. 

At first nobody noticed Roland. He stood there, at the edge of the chaos, and scanned around looking for the candidate himself. 

Before Roland could see him, Finn’s campaign manager emerged from the confusion of staffers. Her exceptionally round face and large eyes made her look unfazed by the maelstrom around here, but her frazzled hair and beleaguered voice said differently. 

“Um, can I help you?” 

“I’m looking for Finn. For Councilman Lambeau.” 

“Uh, yeah, we’re a little busy right now.” 

“I was texting with him earlier,” Roland held up his mobile, “he said he wanted to meet with me right away.” 

She stared at him with a confused look. “Um, who exactly are you?” 

Flipping the screen on his mobile, Roland held up his badge. He was about to start explaining further, but just then he saw Finn enter the meeting area. Right away Roland stepped around the campaign manager and dove into the chaos himself. 

“Finn,” he called out. 

Hearing his first name had the candidate jumping a little. He spun away from the campaign staffer he was talking with to spot Roland. The detective strode confidently across the room, with Dani, Finn’s campaign manager, trailing frantically behind. 

“What are you doing here?” Finn asked. 

“You said you wanted to meet right away,” Roland said. 

“I did?” 

“When I texted you this morning.” 

“So you had to come now?” 

“I texted to say I was on my way.” Roland held up his mobile again. “I tried the front because you hadn’t responded.” 

“Oh. Okay, sorry, I’m kind of busy dealing with a catastrophe right now.” 

Behind Finn another senior member of his campaign, Wes, his chief of staff, was buzzing around awkwardly, trying to get his attention. Finn turned to him. “Sir, about the canvassers?” 

“Yes. Yes,” Finn said, failing to conceal the agitation in his voice. “Just go with it, that’s fine.” 

“But, sir . . .” 

“Or not, you know, I don’t care. Tell them it’s their call, whether they feel safe or not.” 

Wes stared, but then gave a prompt little nod. “Okay.” 

As his chief of staff scurried away Finn turned back. He ignored Roland though, instead moving off in a different direction. Right away the detective was walking with him, the campaign manager right behind them both. 

“What is this catastrophe?” Roland asked. 

“Seriously,” Finn eyed him. The candidate paused while some younger staffer came up and whispered something to him. He nodded, and she rushed off again. “The city is rioting.” Finn continued to Roland. 

“You mean the riot in the arcology? Why would you be dealing with that?” 

“What? No. Where have you been? There’s rioting everywhere, across the whole city.” 

“Really?” Roland held up his mobile again, switching to a news stream and starting to scroll again. 

With that break in the conversation, Finn started to move away, speaking with Dani as he did so. Right away Roland saw this and moved to keep up, even as he continued to scroll through the news on his mobile. 

“Still,” Roland said, “why would you be dealing with that?” 

“Because they’re attacking polling places,” Finn said in exasperation. “Specifically ones with lots of Democrats. They’re seizing voting rolls and ballots. It’s an obvious attempt to suppress the vote.” 

“Which is why we have to coordinate between the campaign and volunteers and the police,” Dani said. “So the election isn’t outright stolen. Which is why we’re a liiiittttle bit busy,” she emphasized ‘little’ in a high-pitched tone. “So, if you don’t mind.” 

Stepping forward Dani took Roland by the arm and started to lead him toward the exit. Even as she did the detective was still scrolling through news on his mobile. He started to move with her for a second, the shrugged off her grip and stepped back toward Finn. 

“It says here the riots started with the announcement of the death of Sophia Roth,” Roland at last looked up from his mobile toward Finn. 

“Right,” Dani said, moving back to grab his arm again, pulling gently toward the exit. 

“That’s the little girl supposedly killed in the Phoenix Zoo bombing.” 

“Yes,” Dani said, persisting to tug on an unmoving Roland. 

“You realize that never happened right? That there was no bombing.” 

“Of course,” Finn said. “Everyone knows that. It doesn’t seem to matter much, does it?” 

Roland paused, glancing down at Dani as the short woman tried to exert some kind of physical impetus to move him to the exit, then around at the bedlam of the campaign staff, and at last back at Finn. 

“I have evidence,” Roland said, “that it was Raymond Id that is responsible for faking the bombing.” 

Finn stared back at this statement with an intent glare. Then, in a surge of action, he lunged forward and grabbed Roland by the shoulder. Yanking the detective in the opposite direction of his campaign manager, Finn pulled them both out of the thoroughfare of cubicles and campaign aides. He hurried them into a side corridor, and from there to an empty conference room. Finn shut the door behind them, then turned back to Roland. 

“Is this evidence solid?” Finn asked. 

“Very.” 

“Does any of it connect back to the mayor?” 

Roland grimaced at the inevitable question, then shook his head in resignation. “I mean, I’m sure it does, but we don’t have proof. These people are absolutely brazen though, they document their illegal activities thoroughly, without any code words or euphemisms, just plain language ‘here’s the illegal thing we did on this date.’ I’m sure proof exists.” 

“Unfortunately it’s probably not going to ever see the light of day now.” 

“Is there anything you can do?” Roland glanced between Finn and Dani. “To prevent them from destroying the evidence before you officially become mayor?” 

“I’m not sure I’ll ever become mayor now,” Finn said. 

“What?” He looked between them again with a furrowed brow. 

Dani gave him a sheepish look, avoiding eye-contact, while Finn just stared ahead into space. 

“You were ahead in the polls by a huge margin though,” Roland said. 

“Right, but have you been paying attention to what’s happening?” Finn now fixed him with a withering look. “They’re attacking polling places. It’s an obvious attempt to swing the election.” 

“Could,” Roland hesitated, blinking a few times as if to clear his vision of what he was seeing. “Could that really happen?” 

“We don’t know how this is going to end,” Dani said. “That’s why we’re kind of busy right now.” She jerked her head a couple times toward the door. 

Roland, however, was too struck to take the hint, instead standing there in total bafflement. 

“Did you have anything else?” Finn asked. 

“No, I didn’t. Except, Vincent and I and our team are still with you, for whatever that’s worth.” 

“Thank you. Let’s talk tomorrow. Bring Vincent with you. We’ll know more about our situation then.” 

“Um, councilman?” Dani turned to Finn. “Who exactly is this guy and why are you meeting with him?” 

Finn drew a deep sigh. “He’s a detective I hired as a PI, on the advise of our largest donor.” 

She visibly sunk at this comment. “I thought we discussed that.” 

“I hired him out of my own personal account, not campaign funds, it’s fine, it’s . . .” 

Before Finn could continue he was interrupted by a loud crashing sound out front. 

All of them rushed out of the conference room into the dimly lit hallway, then scrambled down to where this opened into the main cubicle area. 

They arrived just in time to see armed men entering the main room from the other side. Among this group were people dressed as zombies, with tattered business suits and makeup to give them a pallid countenance, along with fake gore. Except, Roland saw as more came in, the gore did not look fake. It looked instead as though they had actual bleeding wounds, gashes in their arms and legs and chests from which actual blood was oozing. 

Others in this group were instead dressed like Egyptian pharaohs. They were often bare-chested, with elaborate golden headdresses and braided chin beards. Some had vests decorated in hieroglyphic-like symbols, or tattoos on their chest of the same, and several of them wore necklaces upon which hung a string of yellow identification cards. 

All of these intruders were armed, either with rifles or machetes. Regardless of their weapon type though they set into the campaign staff with indiscriminate fury. The men wielding guns started firing, spraying bullets into the cubicles and across those still gathered around the conference table. Machete-wielders waded forward, heedless of the gunfire their fellows were laying down in these close quarters, to start hacking about wildly. It looked like they were just swinging their weapons for their own sake, regardless of whether there was somebody about to be hit or not, though often enough there was. 

In the brief second that Roland stood watching he saw Wes, Finn’s awkward chief of staff, get hit with a machete that imbedded itself deep in his side. Wes crumbled to the ground without so much as a cry, right before several more pharaohs arrived, hacking his body with their own weapons, severing most of his arm and splitting his skull open. 

Finn and Dani would have just continued to stand there and stare in shock. Roland reacted by shoving them sideways, into a narrow gap between an office cubicle and the wall. The three of them piled into this space as more bullets shattered some of the overhead lights and pockmarked the wall behind them. 

Once they were crouched and out of the direct line of sight, Roland poked his head around the corner for another look. 

Walking in from the front lobby just then was the King in Yellow. He strolled in like he was in a movie, his long duster sweeping behind him. He wore black bandages wrapped around his head to conceal his face, leaving just a pair of bright blue eyes staring out. On his head he wore a plastic crown, and across his chest an entire shirt’s worth of yellow cards hung from necklaces. 

This imposing figure, who Roland recognized from descriptions of past massacres, carried a machete of his own, and as soon as he entered the room he stepped forward to take a swing at a wounded lady staggering toward the exit. 

Roland watched this in his own state of shock. He was reprieved from it only when two new figures entered his field of view, a pair of zombies carrying assault rifles who stepped into this aisle of cubes and for a second stared right at him. 

Roland ducked back behind the cubicle wall just as several rounds cut through the air down the hallway. Acting on reflex Roland grabbed his own sidearm. He waited until their bursts of gunfire had subsided, then poked out his head again to open fire. 

He had expected the two zombies to have taken cover themselves. Instead they had just advanced, not expecting any resistance. Neither of them was quite ready to return fire the second Roland appeared, so he was able to shoot first. He laid out a succession of rounds, getting a clean hit on one of the zombies, who stumbled back into a cubicle. The second zombie dove for cover in a cubicle on the opposite side of the aisle. Roland could not tell if he’d been hit or not. He also saw a pharaoh with a machete standing at the entrance to this aisle, who now also jerked back out of sight. 

As Roland ducked back down bursts of gunfire again erupted down the aisle, chewing up the wall in the adjoining hallway. Roland glanced to where Dani sat, curled up in a ball, her arms held over her head. Finn sat next to her, one hand on her back, staring wildly. 

“Does this hall,” Roland pointed. “Does this lead to the back exit?” 

Finn stared as if he had not heard or understood, but then nodded sharply. “Yes it does.” 

“Alright, get ready to move, I’ll cover you.” 

Finn took his campaign manager’s hand and pulled her up to a crouched position. Roland stared at them, waiting until he got another nod from Finn. 

Popping up part way into the aisle, Roland started firing as rapidly as he could. The other two jumped to their feet and rushed out behind him, picking up speed to a full run down the hallway. Nobody seemed ready to shoot at Roland when he popped back up, and he did not bother taking time to evaluate the scene in front of him, instead just spraying bullets in the general direction of the zombies and pharaohs. 

After giving Finn and Dani a second head start, Roland turned and ran as well, keeping his head down and breaking into a full dash as quick as he could. 

Toward the end of the hall, Roland saw them reach a side doorway and dive into this. Pushing with all the effort he could Roland closed the gap and rounded the corner out of the direct line of gunfire. 

He found himself standing in the disused lobby where he had met with Finn on previous days. Finn and Dani stood in the center of the room, waiting for him. 

“Go, go,” he waved them toward the door. 

The three of them burst out into the grassy walkway in between office buildings. Out here it was like stepping through some portal to another world, as if they had left the gunfight and bloodshed completely behind for a pleasant, warm evening in some other place. 

Unsure as to which way to go, Finn and Dani both slowed down as they moved out onto the walkway running through this grassy area. 

“Keep moving,” Roland waved them to the left, away from the front end of the campaign headquarters. “Go!” 

This time Roland burst out in front of them, still running at his top speed, forcing them to keep up. They ended up running the length of the office park, to where the green way ended at another parking lot on the opposite side from Roland’s car. 

Now it was the detective’s turn to pause, glancing behind him and then around at the parking lot. He saw nobody giving pursuit, and no more of the Jumpies or Lost Children or whoever that gang was out here. 

“Come on,” Finn said, rushing forward. “We can use my car, it’s parked over here.” 

“Oh good,” Roland said, following him. 

Finn lead them to his fully electric, self-driving sedan, parked in a short strip of covered parking spaces. They all piled into the car as fast as they could, and Finn got it started. He reached for the touch screen in the center console to input the direction. Then he paused, glancing over at Roland sitting in the passenger seat. 

“Where are we going?” Finn asked. 

“Away from here,” Roland said. 

“Shouldn’t we go to the police?” Dani asked from the back seat. “Shouldn’t we be calling the police, in fact?” 

Finn looked to Roland, who returned his stare. Then the detective turned back toward Dani. “I think that was the police.”
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On the morning after sunlight broke first on the top of the arcology. As everyone emerged out from the night before they looked up across the darkened world and the piercing sky to see the tip of sun on its towering edifice, the same as always. 

In that slowly breaking dawn Jack arrived back at the remains of her studio. The concrete walls still stood, but that was the extent of it. Standing at her front door she found it was just an empty doorway in a blackened slab of concrete. She stepped up to the threshold and peered inside. Ash and soot covered the floor, and the interior walls were just as blackened. The roof was gone, or rather, what remained of it was on the floor, leaving the interior completely open to the sky. 

With a deep sigh Jack stepped in to her place. 

The main room, once a great field of clutter, was now nothing. She kicked absently at some of the blackened debris. Doing so caused a section of the roof to skid away and disintegrate. Beneath was revealed what Jack thought might have once been a video camera, now melted into an amorphous lump of plastic. 

Sullenly looking up toward the far corner, she saw the debris back there was a little thicker. Wandering over she found something that looked like one of her monitors, the former screen melted and curled up, like it was a piece of paper a writer had crumbled up to throw away. 

All of those monitors Jack had acquired when old companies where she had worked, or friends had worked, threw out their old versions to replace them. So they had cost her nothing to acquire, except for time and effort, which somehow made the loss worse. 

She wandered over to the open doorway leading into what had once been her bedroom. Looking in she saw it contained nothing but ash, not even anything vaguely recognizable. She couldn’t bring herself to look anymore. 

Walking back out her front door, Jack headed down the street and around the corner, ultimately arriving at the remains of her favorite Asian restaurant. 

This place had not burned, but had been deliberately trashed. All of the windows were broken, and the front door had been smashed off its hinges and lay nearby on the ground. Walking in Jack looked around to see that much of the furniture and decor was now missing, and what was left was mostly in pieces. The front counter had taken a particular beating, perhaps with a sledge hammer. The cash register, credit card scanner, and fountain drink machine were all missing entirely. 

Sawyer, the place’s owner, stood among the remains behind the counter, picking through the debris. He looked up as Jack entered, and they both stood and stared at each other for a moment. 

“Is it as bad as it looks?” Jack asked. 

He nodded, shaking his whole body in the process, as if he were not stable enough to just move his head alone. “I am afraid so. How is your place?” 

“Even worse. The whole place burned. There’s not even scrap to pick through.” 

“Hmm. Do you have any insurance?” 

“Yes, but not enough to cover this. What about you?” 

“Same.” 

Looking around, Jack noticed a chair near the entrance that was knocked over and had part of its back smashed off, but was otherwise intact. “Mind if I sit down?” she pointed to it. 

He smirked and gestured weakly toward the chair. Jack picked it up, set it down at the spot where her usual table use to be, and then sat down. 

Disappearing into the kitchen, Sawyer emerged back out carrying a bar stool. He brought this over to Jack, set it down next to her, and then took a seat himself. 

Jack smiled at this, but Sawyer grimaced as he got into a sitting position. “Ah. My back.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“Ah. Yes, I’ll be okay. Sleeping in an abandoned warehouse has just not been so good for my back.” 

“Mine too, actually,” Jack said, leaning forward and twisting to one side to stretch out her own back. 

After that Jack unslung the satchel she still carried and fished through this, eventually pulling out her mobile. She waited while it powered back on. 

“Is that all you have left?” Sawyer asked, pointing to her bag. 

Jack nodded. “At least in terms of physical possessions.” 

“Do you have a place to stay?” 

She paused to consider this, then looked up at him. “A friend of mine recently had to clear out of town. Her place might not be totally safe, but she left me the key. I might try crashing there.” She paused again in thought. “Assuming it didn’t get destroyed as well.” 

Sawyer resumed his body-shaking nod as she spoke. “If you need some other place, I can put you up here.” 

“Oh, I don’t want to impose.” 

“For my regular customers? Of course. It will be quite crowded, I am putting up a lot of people, but we will make space.” 

“I’ll let you know. I plan to check out my friend’s place first. If it’s intact I might be able to take in people myself.” 

“Your friend won’t mind?” 

“She had to leave town permanently. Abandoned the place. Rents paid on it for the month though, so I’ve at least got that.” 

“As do I,” Sawyer gave a wane little smile. “Do you know what you will do after?” 

“I don’t.” 

“Hmm. I intend to rebuild, myself.” 

“Can you afford that?” 

“Maybe, maybe not, but I will try.” 

“If I’m still around I’ll be here when you reopen.” Jack looked down as her mobile chimed back into life. “Oh wow, I have a signal.” 

“You are lucky you had that with you,” Sawyer said. “All my electronics are gone.” 

In response Jack mirrored his wane smile back at him, then looked back down at her mobile. “Wow. The rioting last night wasn’t just around here.” 

“I heard some people talking about a riot in the arcology before all this started.” 

“Yeah, but not only that. It was throughout the country.” 

Sawyer raised his eyebrows at this. Jack continued to scroll through a news stream, skimming the headlines. 

“There were riots in the Midwest, New York, Texas. Rioters attack polling places across southwest. Candlelight vigils for victims of zoo bombing turns into riots in New York, Chicago, Houston. National night of anti-liberal rioting sparked by death of ten year old girl in terrorist bombing.” 

Jack read this last headline with an undisguised disdain in her voice, looking up in disgust as she finished. 

Sawyer just bowed his head and shook it, his whole body swaying with the motion. 
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The main thing Vincent wanted to claim from his desk was his coffee maker. He had this now packed up into a box, along with his coffee mug that said ‘I Enjoy Columbia’s Second-Finest Export’ and the picture of Katie and himself on their honeymoon cruise. After that he stared at his Spartan desk before concluding there was nothing else there he could possibly want. Then he turned to Roland’s desk. 

Roland had all kinds of weird crap, and Vincent was not at all sure how much of it he might want. He packed up the pictures of Roland’s kids, all of which showed them looking a lot younger than Vincent believed they currently were, along with some weird ring magic-trick puzzle thing and a miniature catapult the guy had often played with. 

As he shifted through the mass of clutter Roland kept, Vincent also noticed the thick folder of paperwork they had gotten from the detective in Pasadena, the case file for the massacre that had occurred there earlier that year. Vincent regarded this, then looked up and glanced around. This late in the afternoon, and after everything that had happened yesterday, everyone was busy and thus out and about. Vincent was almost alone in the office area. He grabbed up the mass of papers and stuffed them down in the side of Roland’s box. 

Pausing there, staring at the stuff on Roland’s desk, including his computer, Vincent was struck by an idea. He stood up on tip-toes to look around the room of cubicles, but found no sign of anyone else around. 

From among the stuff he had packed for Roland he fished out a multi-tool. With the screwdriver from this he unfastened the case on Roland’s computer. In short order he had disconnected the hard-drive. He extracted this, closed the machine back up, and stuffed the hard-drive and multi-tool into the box with the rest of Roland’s stuff. 

With both of their desks cleared out, Vincent stacked up the two boxes and hefted them out toward the front. 

As he passed through the lobby the officer on duty called out to him. “Vinny. Vinny, leaving so soon?” 

Vincent paused in his steps. He did not care if people called him Vinny or Vince instead of Vincent, but he did not much like talking to the people around here if he did not have to. Against that was the fact that this was the officer who had covered for him when he absconded with the patty wagon the previous weekend. 

“Hey,” Vincent turned, walked over to the front desk, and temporarily set down his boxes. 

“You out of here already?” the officer asked. “I just barely heard you were leaving the force.” 

“Yeah. I just gave notice today.” 

“Didn’t even give ‘em two weeks?” 

“I did, but the chief said I might as well clear out right away.” 

“Ohhh,” the officer cringed. “Harsh.” 

“Yeah, well, I finally pissed off enough people.” 

“You?” the officer said with heavy sarcasm. “No way.” 

Vincent smiled despite himself. “This time I went big. Apparently the mayor doesn’t like me, and since it looks like he’ll be reelected, I’m out.” 

“Is that why you gave notice?” 

“That and other stuff. I gave notice before they could fire me.” 

“You get to keep your pension or what?” 

“At this point I don’t even care.” 

“Yeah, I hear that. Piss all they fuckin’ give us. Still, walkin’ away from money.” 

“I’m out either way,” Vincent said. “Better off resigning than getting fired on fake charges.” 

“Hmm.” The officer paused, staring past Vincent to the late afternoon sunlight coming in through the front lobby. “Well, sorry to see you go. Didn’t even get to have a going away happy hour.” 

“I’ll be around,” Vincent said. “Haven’t finalized any plans.” 

“Alright, cool.” 

Again they fell silent, this time the pause becoming awkward. Not one to tolerate such things, Vincent went to grab his boxes without another word. 

“Is that all your stuff?” the officer asked him. 

“Yeah.” 

“Wow, you brought a lot of stuff into work.” 

“Actually, one of these belongs to Roland. I cleared out his desk too.” 

“Oh really?” The officer stared at him with wide eyes. He seemed to be waiting for Vincent to say more, but Vincent just stared back at him. The detective was about to turn around and continue walking when the officer leaned a little bit forward and spoke in a lower tone. “So, is it really true?” 

Vincent shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

“You weren’t with him then?” 

“No. Last time I saw Roland was yesterday afternoon when he dropped me off here. Either way though he’s not coming back for awhile, if ever. I thought he might appreciate getting his stuff if I ever seen him again.” 

“Wow,” the officer leaned back, taking this in. “You think he’s on the run?” 

“No idea,” Vincent shook his head again and resettled his grip on the boxes. “He’s not answering his mobile, so who knows?” 

“Wow. I guess you just never know.” He shook his head and stared off into space. 

Without a word Vincent turned and started walking toward the door. 

“Don’t be a stranger, Vinny.” 

“Same to you,” Vincent said as he turned to back into the door to push it open. He got through the doorway, then as quick as he could hurried away from the precinct. 
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Under normal circumstance Finn’s house felt spacious. The multi-story town home, crowned atop an old shopping center, fit himself and his wife with plenty left over. 

For the past day though it had been crammed full of campaign staff. All of the survivors from the attack on his campaign headquarters, along with a swath of others who had been elsewhere at the time, were now swarming through the living room and dining room and Finn’s office. 

Through the scrum of staffers speaking on phones and working on laptops, Finn’s wife wended and dodged, searching for her husband. He was not in his office, so she had to make her way through the kitchen, which had become some pollster’s makeshift desk, to at last find him in the big living room. 

Finn was in a huddled conversation with his lead public relations consultant. As his wife approached though he looked up at her, then immediately stepped away from his campaign staff. 

“Babe,” he said as he noticed the look on her face. Finn opened his arms and wrapped her up in hug. 

She stood there, then hugged him back and sighed. “How long are all these people going to be here?” she asked. 

“I’m sorry,” Finn held her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes as he answered. “We’re working on getting a new office. I promise, everyone will be cleared out by tomorrow.” 

In reply she glanced away, looking around at all the people crowding the room while trying to keep a neutral look on her face. 

This did not fool her husband. “I’m sorry, babe. This is what we signed up for.” 

In reply her gaze shot back to him with a withering stare. 

“Okay, not exactly this,” Finn held out his arms toward his campaign manager, who had stepped up to stand next to him with a tablet held at the ready. “When this is all over, we’ll do something special, okay. Just us.” 

“You mean in four years, when your term is over if you don’t run again?” 

“I mean, I, um,” he floundered as he sought the right words. 

“Um,” Dani cleared her throat. 

“Your other wife needs you.” 

“Look, babe,” Finn said to his real wife, “Annie . . .” 

“Go,” she nodded toward his campaign manager. “Do what you have to do.” 

“I just, I’m sorry. Hold that thought.” Finn turned to his campaign manager, and in a gruff tone asked, “what?” 

She offered the tablet to him, which Finn took absently even as he focused on what she was saying. 

“They’re announcing that several disputed races around the country, including ours, have had winners declared by the Department of Homeland Security.” 

Finn gave her a sidelong glare. “What?” 

“Winners have been declared by . . .” 

“I heard you. Since when can they do that?” 

From behind Dani stepped his campaign’s lawyer, a Filipino man they all knew as Mr. Joe because Finn always struggled to pronounce his last name. He spoke in a even, assertive tone. “The Global Security Act gives the DHS broad authority for handling elections in a martial law situation.” 

Finn turned to him with an arched eyebrow. “Are we in a martial law situation?” 

“Yes. The GSA can declare martial law in any location where a federal emergency has been declared.” 

“I take it that’s been done here?” 

“The president has declared a federal emergency in several major cities, including D.C., Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles.” 

Finn paused, absorbing this as he looked between his lawyer and campaign manager. “So they can just arbitrarily declare a winner?” 

“Statute gives them broad authority over elections in such a situation.” 

“It’s, um,” Dani hesitantly reached forward to point to the tablet she had handed Finn. “It’s all right there.” 

He stared at her, then finally looked down at the news stream displayed on the tablet he held. Finn began reading aloud. “Mayor Saffron reelected mayor of Los Angeles after GSA declares election too spoiled by voting irregularities for count to continue. California Secretary of State disputes GSA findings and refuses to certify.” 

Finn’s voice trailed off even as he continued to skim over the news article. As he did his lawyer and campaign manager stood staring expectantly. They were joined a moment later by Alice, his public relations chief, present despite her arm in a sling from a wound she took the previous day. 

When the candidate at last looked up, Alice took the opportunity to insert herself. “We should put out a statement ourselves.” 

“Yes, do that.” 

All of them continued to stare at him, their looks somewhere between nervous and confused. “What should the statement say?” Dani asked. 

In exasperation Finn tossed his arms in the air. “It should say we also dispute the results, and that we’re going to contest them, and that we’re not going to just lie down and accept a Nationalist coup.” 

Some concerned glances got exchanged among his staff. “Do we want the language to be that inflammatory?” Alice asked. 

“Yes!” 

“It’s just, it’s easier to get on bigger news streams with more anodyne statements.” 

“Oh my God,” Finn ran his hands through his hair, turning away from them and slumping over a little. Quickly he recovered and spun back to his staff. “No. Fuck that. This is a coup, not just of me but of the entire country. The Nationalists are stealing the election through violence. Put that in our statement. I don’t care about the lawsuits or who will run it, it’s the fucking truth.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Dani asked. 

Finn held out his arms as if to invite an attack. “Yes. I’m . . .” 

From among the crowd of staffers in the living room the new chief of Finn’s security detail suddenly materialized. He stepped up right next to Finn and leaned in to speak with him in a low voice. “Sir, we have a situation outside?” 

In reply Finn just raised his voice further. “A situation?” 

“Yes, sir. We may have to move you, this location may not be secure.” 

Before he could say more a loud bang interrupted every conversation in the room. The whole place fell silent. Finn’s wife slipped up on his side opposite the security chief, wrapping her arms around him. He put one arm around her as well even as he stared, dumbfounded, toward the front door, which sounded like it had been the source of the noise. 

At the same time his security chief had drawn his gun and moved to stand at the end of the hallway, opposite the front door. A second later there was another bang and the front door came bursting inward. 

Flooding into the room came a set of men in tactical gear. “Police!” one of them shouted in a deep voice. “LAPD, put your hands in the air.” 

At the same moment, Finn’s security chief opened fire. The round from his handgun hit the lead officer in his body armor, stopping him in his tracks. Two others, however, were right there to return fire with automatic rifles. Burst fire cut through the padding the security chief had under his suit, sending him staggering backward and collapsing in an eruption of blood. 

“Nobody move!” came the deep voiced shout again. “Everyone, hands on your head.” 

More gunfire erupted in the dining room and kitchen area. From where he stood Finn could not see what was happening there. All he heard was the report of the guns, the sound of something crashing and breaking, and a series of high-pitched screams. 

Tactical officers came rushing down the hallway, brandishing their heavy rifles. People around Finn started screaming, but the candidate himself remained poised. Without retreating or flinching he slowly raised his hands in the air. 

Seeing this his wife did the same, as did the campaign staff he had just been speaking with. Slowly, emanating out from their leader, everyone else reacted the same way, standing up and raising their hands or putting them on their heads. 

As the gunfire subsided it was replaced by more shouts coming from different officers. “Nobody move! Keep your hands where we can see them!” 

More than a dozen officers crammed their way into the already packed living room, fanning out to cover the whole space and everyone present. One officer stepped forward right in front of Finn. He held up a mobile that showed a picture of the candidate, and took a moment to compare the picture to the man in front of him. Then the officer shouldered his rifle and set about handcuffing Finn behind his back. 

“Finn Lambeau. You’re being placed under arrest.” 

“What?” Finn dumbly blurted out his response. “On what charges?” 

“Conspiracy to incite a riot, election fraud, and giving material aid to a terrorist organization.” 

“What?” Again Finn could not help but loudly blurt his incredulous response. 

“Shut the fuck up,” the officer said. 

Another officer came forward and started to put handcuffs on Finn’s campaign manager. The first officer, having cuffed Finn, moved on to his wife. 

“Wait, wait,” Finn said. “Why are you arresting her? Annie had nothing to do with this.” 

The two officers ignored him, but another stepped forward. His reply, however, was simply to jab Finn in the gut with the butt of his rifle. Finn doubled over, staggering and just managing to avoid losing his footing. 

“You were told to shut the fuck up,” the officer said. 

As that officer stepped away, Finn’s lawyer moved to take his spot. Mr. Joe leaned down to speak quickly with Finn. 

“Sir, I advise you to keep quiet and cooperate. Don’t say anything more. I’ll follow you to the booking and we’ll get this sorted out there.” 

The officer who had just cuffed Dani now stepped over and jabbed Mr. Joe in the back with his rifle. “Stand up straight, hands up.” 

The lawyer quickly complied, and then the officer began handcuffing him as well. 

“Are you arresting everybody here?” Mr. Joe asked in an even tone. 

“Shut the fuck up.” 

Maintaining his calm, even tone, Mr. Joe continued. “Am I being charged with the same crimes as Councilman Lambeau?” 

The officer who had cuffed Finn’s wife now stepped over to Mr. Joe. From his belt he produced a police baton. Bracing this against his arm he used it to smash the lawyer across the face. A spray of blood flew out of the lawyer’s broken noise as he, like Finn, staggered back and just barely kept his balance. 

Other officers were handcuffing other staff members all around them now. Looking around at this Annie started to cry, stepping over next to her husband. “Finn, what is going on?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” he said as he managed to stand up straight again. 

They stood there, Finn and his wife and senior campaign staff, and watched as everyone in the room was handcuffed. Then another officer appeared with a stack of black sackcloth bags. He began going around the room placing these over everyone’s heads, pulling a drawstring on each to secure it in place. 

“Hey, hey, guys,” Finn said, stepping toward the cluster of officers at the front of the room. “Guys, we’re cooperating. Nobody is resisting. Guys, is this really necessary?” 

Without a word one of the officers stepped forward. From his belt he pulled out a can of pepper spray. He moved up to fire this at point blank range into Finn’s face. 

With his eyes and skin suddenly on fire, Finn stumbled backwards again. This time he collided with a coffee table and could not keep his balance. He tumbled over, landing partly on the couch but bouncing off and hitting with a hard ‘thud’ on the floor. 

After that Finn lay there. He clenched his eyes shut, fighting the burning sensation that overwhelmed most of his senses. For a minute or more, he could not tell, he just remained like that, feeling his sinuses clear and eyes gush. If anybody said anything else to him, Finn did not notice. 
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By Friday afternoon a winter storm had rolled in. Cold rain was seeping down the window of the train car where Jack sat. 

It was still called high-speed rail, though the trains that ran this route did not travel at what had once been meant by high-speed. Nevertheless it would get her to Seattle, eventually, which was alright because Jack had nowhere in particular she needed to be. 

The compartment she sat in had an open doorway and four seats arrayed in two rows facing each other. The seats were spacious even if the compartment was a little cramped. Or at least it could feel crammed when all the seats were occupied. For the time being, while the train was still boarding, Jack had the space to herself. 

She sat and stared out the window at the drizzly afternoon, the rain soaked train station and the distant mountains beyond. She had no view of the arcology and was glad for that. It would be nice to have a different landmark providing the backdrop to her life. The thought of more cool rains and of the twisting cynosure architecture of the Pacific Northwest were enough to wash out some of the stress of the last week. 

Staring at the rain also made her listless. Jack got up from her seat and opened the overhead compartment above. In there she had stashed her satchel, containing all the things she had been carrying with her on the night of the riots, and a duffel bag half-filled with second-hand clothes. These were the extent of her worldly possessions. She found herself thinking about how this was both awful and yet also far better than she might have expected, and in her particular state of mind she reflected on how freeing it could feel to have everything she needed so easily carried. 

From her satchel, Jack got out her tablet and sat back down. She pulled up her news stream feeds. By default it went to Global News International Online, one of the subscription news services she paid for. Its top headline read: ‘Nationalists secure Constitutional Amendment Super-majority in Congress after election marred by violence and rioting.’ 

She paused, staring at this, then flipped her feed over to the Fox Prime news stream. Its banner headline read: ‘Lamestream Media continued to blame President for violence by left-wing anarchists on election night.’ 

Jack paused here as well, her stomach twisting a little at the thought of reading any more of these news items. Still, she flipped her feed again, this time to Raymond Id’s Great America Stream. Its format was far more chaotic, with no single, primary stream, but the most prominent story was: ‘Democrats push hoax of election night violence as excuse in attempt to steal election.’ 

With a deep sigh Jack closed her news stream feed. Instead she flipped over to a file labeled ‘Great Ritual.’ She stared at the list of documents and images she had compiled, most of them taken from Raymond Id’s personal computer network. As she had been doing almost continuously the entire week she thought about what she could do with all this, what story she could put together, what other research she might need, what news organization she could sell it to. 

So much of the information Jack had was already known, readily available. Much of it was difficult to source. All of it seemed inchoate. Just putting together what she had in a story that proved what so many already knew and what so many others refused to accept seemed like the only real approach she had, and that seemed somehow insufficient after everything she had just been through. 

In a way she was glad when her thoughts on this project were interrupted. A stirring caused her to look up and see a dark skinned woman and her young son standing in the entrance to the compartment. 

“Um, are these seats taken?” The woman pointed to the two seats across from Jack. 

“No, go ahead,” Jack shook her head and stood up herself to put away her tablet. 

While the woman stowed her own rolling suitcase and the boy’s backpack in the compartment overhead, Jack fumbled around with her own stuff. From her duffel bag she fished out a neck pillow she had bought at the train terminal. 

As she sat back down, Jack found that the woman was already in her seat and was looking across with a cheery smile. Before she said anything Jack could tell she was a talker, which would have been annoying if she had truly wanted to think more about her project or the news. 

“So,” the woman said. “Where are you off to?” 

“Seattle.” 

“Oh wow, that’s quite a trip.” 

“Yeah,” Jack shrugged. She took her neck pillow and fitted it around her neck. 

“Is it a business trip?” the woman asked. 

This had Jack giving the woman a brief, critical glance. “What?” 

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. You just look so put together, I thought maybe you were a professional type traveling for business.” 

With a smile, Jack glanced down at herself. “No. Thank you, though. I have definitely not felt put together the last few days. I’m not a professional though, I’m moving to Seattle.” 

“Oh, wow, that’s a big change.” 

Jack paused, then slid off her neck pillow and put it aside. “I’ve actually lived there before, so this is more a move back.” 

“Oh, that’s good. What brought you to LA?” 

“Well, I’ve traveled around a lot, as a journalist. Los Angeles seemed like it would have more freelancing options, so I settled here. Unfortunately my home-slash-studio got burned down in the riots, and insurance is stalling on the payout, so there’s nothing left for me here now.” 

At mention of the riots the woman’s big smile seemed to grow even brighter, her face lighting up with recognition. Jack gave her another skeptical look. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman reached out a hand, hesitantly, toward Jack. “That’s terrible, I mean, what happened to you. I’m just, I’m sorry, it’s just good to hear someone acknowledge the riots.” 

This in turn got a positive reaction from Jack, which took the form of a sardonic smirk and a slight tilt of the head. From a pocket Jack pulled out her mobile and, without looking at it, started recording. “Oh yeah?” 

“Oh yes. It’s all been just so, you know, weird, and giving me huge anxiety. Just now, we sat down in a different booth on this train, when we first boarded, and we were talking to this couple, just like I’m talking to you now, asking where we’re going and stuff. I told them I was going to stay with my mom in Bakersfield for a while because my apartment complex got burned down in the riot.” 

The woman paused here, her head drooping and her voice starting to crack. She took a big breath before continuing. “When I said that, this couple, they got really, I don’t know, cold. They turned kind of hostile. They said I was one of ‘those people.’ I said I didn’t know what they meant, and they said I was one of those people who claim there was election rioting.” 

“They said that to your face?” Jack asked. 

She nodded emphatically in reply, her whole body rocking back and forth in the process. “I told them there was a riot, at least where I lived. I saw the people.” 

Abruptly her son spoke up in an high voice. “They were dressed up like it was still Halloween.” 

“They were, they were,” the woman nodded. “I saw them lighting fires, saw them start our building on fire. I told them, I mean, the couple I was talking to on this train, I told them I had to flee from these rioters, but they just kept saying I should stop spreading the hoax. They said the whole thing was an excuse invented by liberals to steal the election, because the Democrats lost, or something like that. They accused me of being one of ‘those people’ who are using the hoax to file fake insurance claims and demand government handouts and stuff.” 

She paused, composing herself. “By that point I was pretty upset, as you can see,” she paused again, wiping tears on her sleeve. “I told them it wasn’t like that, that our home really did get burned. We lost everything. I even saw them smashing up my car. But this couple I was talking to, they just kept going, they said I was part of a conspiracy to get slavery reparations.” 

“So where do they think all the damage came from, if not this riot?” Jack asked. 

The woman just shook her head. “I don’t know. I just, I couldn’t take it, so we left. We moved train cars. I spent a few minutes in the bathroom, and then we came sat here. I said to myself though, I said I wasn’t gonna let it get to me, I was going to keep on being friendly and talking to people like I always do, so that’s what I did, when I came and sat down here, and I’m so glad. I just, thank you, I just, I needed to tell somebody that. This just happened, a few minutes ago, and I just, thank you for listening.” 

In response Jack remained silent, watching attentively and feeling like she might just delete the recording she had made thus far. The woman continued to fight back tears. Her son reached for her, and she took his hand in hers. A moment later she had composed herself again. 

“Well, it’s just,” the woman said, “strangers on a train, that’s one thing. The worst part is my insurance company is trying to deny my claim because of the same reason. They asked me how my apartment got burned down and my car smashed up in riots that may not have happened. Actually,” she sniffled, drawing a ragged intake of breath, then continued. “Had the audacity to ask if I ever really even had a car and an apartment. Where did they think I was living?” 

She slumped down, sobbing. Her son reached for her again, and this time she put an arm around him and held him in a hug. “I’m sorry,” the woman said. 

“No, it’s alright,” Jack said. “I feel the same way. My insurance company has been giving me the exact same runaround. Then I get all upset as well when I read the news and they say congress could pass some law that absolves insurance companies from having to pay out claims related to the ‘fake riot’.” 

The woman looked up at this. “Are you serious?” 

“That’s what they were talking about, I don’t know if they will.” 

She sniffled again, then released her son and sat up straight, smoothing out the shirt she wore and drying her eyes again. “I guess it doesn’t matter. One way or another they’ll figure out how to screw us.” 

“I’m sure they will.” Jack glanced down at her mobile, still recording. She picked it up and held it as she leaned forward toward the woman. “I have to ask, would you be willing to be interviewed, about your experience?” 

The woman just tilted her head and looked confused. 

“I’m a freelance journalist. I think I could do a story about this, about people like us being gaslit about these riots that happened just a few days ago.” 

The woman continued to stare at Jack, looking now pensive and withdrawn. 

“You wouldn’t have to use your real name if you don’t want.” 

“You think,” she paused, glancing away. “You think this will help?” 

“I think some news streams would pick up the story. I don’t know if it’s possible for news to convince anybody of anything these days, but I think it’s good to have a record of what really happened.” 

As Jack spoke the woman started nodding. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.” 

*     *     * 

It was dark outside when Jack awoke from her nap. She had a crick in her neck despite her neck pillow, which seemed ill-fitted for her head-neck ratio. 

It was dark in her compartment as well, the only lights coming from the window. As streetlights swept across her in the slow rhythm of the train’s motion, Jack saw that she was alone. 

The woman and her son who had been sharing this compartment had gone. Jack vaguely remembered half-sleeping through the stop where they had gone to transfer trains. They had thought her asleep and did not want to disturb her, instead turning out the compartment light on their way out. Shortly after that she had fallen fully asleep. 

Outside the train was moving and the rain had stopped. It was a clear night, the landscape of the Central Valley outside a blank, dark mass under a moonless sky. 

Jack got up and turned on the compartment light. She put aside her neck pillow and found her mobile, cycling through to the audio recording of her interview from that afternoon. There had not been much more to the woman’s story than she had unloaded on her first telling. It seemed to Jack a little thin for a full write-up, even by the standards of the low-flying, gimmick news streams that drove traffic through loud headlines and weird pictures and other clickbait strategies. Instead Jack would need other examples and interviews and statistics to make a full, professional article. 

She found she was too hungry to think about this now. Getting up she put away her mobile and neck-pillow and retrieved a snack from her satchel. 

Jack sat down, started into her protein bar, and wondered if she should go find more substantial food. Before she could decide there was a stirring at the curtain drawn across the compartment entrance. 

From the aisle outside a man poked his head through. He glanced around at the empty seats, smiled, and then stepped around the curtain and took the seat kitty-corner from Jack. 

He was odd looking, prompting Jack to stare despite herself. He had on a long, leather coat over a tailored suit. On his head he wore a top hat. Contrasting this were his glasses, which had large, round lenses, as was the popular modern style. Jack knew it was popular, in fact, because such glasses often contained augmented reality systems or other visual overlays. She noticed that the man’s glasses had a thin gold chain attached to the temple pieces that looped around behind the man’s head. She also noticed that, interwoven within these gold chains, were a set of cables that were hidden partly by the man’s shaggy hair before disappearing down his back underneath his coat. Jack wondered what processing power he had connected to the glasses and concealed somewhere on him. 

The other oddity of this man, far more pronounced, was his cane. It looked mostly made of wood, except the top was a molded, plastic grip, looking like it belonged more properly on a survival knife. Jack wondered if the cane was just that, a hidden knife of some kind, attached to the handle and hidden in the main shaft of the cane, along with perhaps other tools and useful gizmos. 

Jack took this all in, watching the man without a word. As he sat down he flashed her another smile, then from his coat he pulled out a pocket watch. Opening it caused the watch to light up, projecting a faint glow onto the man’s face. He tapped on its surface a few times. 

“Is that a pocket watch?” Jack asked. 

The man just smiled more broadly as he tapped the watch again. “It is a smart pocket watch.” He held it up toward her, revealing that its face was a circular touch screen. Like so much of this man, the modern display screen contrasted with the watch’s gold case and chain. He snapped it closed and placed it back in his coat. 

“Cool,” Jack said, turning away to look out the window again. 

“If I may,” the man said, bracing himself on his cane as he leaned forward in his seat. “You look familiar.” 

Jack turned back to him but just stared in reply. 

“Are you by chance the journalist Jacqueline Scarborough?” 

Now Jack felt a cold wave pass through her. She thought of her satchel, above in the overhead compartment, with the taser in it, the one Alison had left her. 

“That’s my full name,” Jack said with a leery stare. “Why do you ask?” 

“Oh, you don’t know me,” the man said. “I merely recognized you from your work.” 

“Are you stalking me?” Jack asked, a sharper edge in her voice. 

“What makes you say that?” 

“Because nobody just randomly recognizes a no-name freelance journalist on the street. If you know who I am it’s because you were stalking me.” 

“Admittedly, I did have to look you up just now to be sure.” The man gestured to the coat pocket where he had placed his smart pocket-watch. 

“Uh-huh,” Jack said in a dismissive tone. “But you were stalking me before that.” 

“Was I?” 

“I might have believed you recognized my name from a byline somewhere, but there’s no way anybody sits down in a random train seat and recognizes my face out of nowhere.” 

The man did not answer at first, instead just staring at her with a broad smile. It was a look that did not appear threatening unto itself, but in context it had Jack even more unnerved. 

“Very good,” the man said. “You are correct, I have been trying to find you. You do not make it easy.” 

“I haven’t been home a lot since my house burned down.” 

He continued to smile at her. “May I ask you a question?” 

Jack just stared back in reply, again thinking about standing up and going for her satchel. 

The man watched her with an open expression, then continued. “What do you think about the recent death of Raymond Id?” 

Jack managed to keep her own expression neutral. She hesitated to respond at all, but at last said, “Raymond Id? The billionaire media mogul?” 

The man nodded slowly. 

“I had not heard he was dead.” 

“Not many people have,” the man said. “It hasn’t been reported in any major media outlet, even though it happened a week ago tonight.” 

“If it hasn’t been in the news how do you know about it?” Jack asked. 

The man continued to smile and stare but otherwise did not respond to this at first. “It’s odd it hasn’t been reported, don’t you think?” 

“It would be odd, assuming he’s really dead.” 

“I can assure you, he is. If you had heard about it in the news would you have any more reason to believe?” 

“It would depend on the news source. Probably be more believable than the word of a random stalker I just met on a train.” 

“Indeed.” The man looked away out the window, his smile becoming just the barest smirk, his voice more remote and thoughtful. “I wonder if perhaps there is a cover-up of his death, on account of how it seemed to involve a bizarre, ritualistic murder, in which Raymond Id killed one prostitute and attempted to murder another, only to have her kill him in self-defense and escape.” 

After he finished speaking the man slowly turned back toward Jack, a new, intense look in his eyes. 

She met his stare head on with her own neutral expression and piercing stare. “Sounds like a pretty salacious story. It would be a good scoop if it were true.” 

His smile returned, and he continued to stare at her, his look slowly fading from intense to expectant. At last he said, “I like you Jackie Scarborough. Let me ask you something else. Have you ever heard of the xnet?” 

“Yes.” 

“What have you heard?” 

“Just rumors and pop-culture crap. It seems like it has a lot of the same urban legends that used to get attached to the dark web. It’s probably just a new criminal underground kind of thing.” 

He waited until she finished, still staring, then slowly started to nod. “Yes, that is at least partly true. But it can also be so much more.” 

Reaching into his coat, on the opposite side as his watch, the man pulled out a business card and a pen. Bracing the card in his lap he began writing something down. 

“So who are you that is asking all these question?” Jack asked. 

“We are the same, you and I,” he said without looking up. 

“You’re an out-of-work, freelance, female journalist and web designer named Jack?” 

He smiled as he got to his feet. “That is more true than you realize.” 

Stepping forward he offered her the business card. In reply she just stared at him, meeting his intense gaze without even glancing at the little white card in his outstretched hand. 

“I’m not promising answers,” he said, “just questions that can be asked. For both of us.” 

Without breaking her stare, Jack reached up and snatched away the business card. “Both of us?” 

“Indeed. I too would like to know what is gained by covering up the death of Raymond Id, dark ritual or no. I would also like to know how someone uses that death to hack Id’s personal server and download some of his most private files, and how all that connects to Mayor Saffron and to the riots he recently helped instigate, and the massacres he ordered and participated in prior to that.” 

The man flashed her one more broad smile, then turned to leave, collecting up his cane as he stepped to the compartment’s exit. 

Jack hesitated, making sure she held onto her straight face, then glanced down at the card in her hand. One side was just flat white with nothing but a single black ‘X’ on it. She flipped the card over to see where the man had written a string of numbers. 

“Is this an IP address?” Jack asked. 

Standing now on the compartment threshold, the man turned back toward her. “How easy everyone forgets,” he said. “In this age of streams and feeds and context sensitive links, it’s easy to forget, but yes, IP addresses are still used. Those old, ancient structures still undergird the whole system, even if most people have forgotten about them.” 

With that he slipped out through the curtain, leaving it rustling behind him. Jack thought about going after him, asking more questions and demanding more detailed answers. Instead she just stared after him, then slowly looked down again at the little card in her hand. 
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From the hills on its northern flank, the whole of Los Angeles, including the great pillar of the King Arcology, twinkled in the clear winter night. After the rainstorm that afternoon the atmosphere seemed crisp and clean, and the lights of the city that much brighter and sharper. 

In his old, beat-up car, Roland sat, admiring the view. He had rarely used this car since moving, utilizing the unmarked patrol car instead. His vehicle was even older, a crack marring its central console screen, various indicator lights stuck on or off, no concept of a self-driving feature, no on-board GPS. Which was good, since Roland did not want to be tracked. 

He stared out at the city and waited. Looking at the arcology now made him wonder about the riots there, and about Raymond Id. He wondered how the death of a billionaire had been so thoroughly covered up. He wondered if Raymond Id wasn’t really dead, or if maybe he had never existed in the first place. 

That of course made no sense, but neither did anything else. 

Along the disused road another car came pulling up to this lookout spot. It too was a worn out vehicle, an old hatchback with fading paint and numerous dents. It pulled just a little ways past Roland’s car, then backed up so that the two vehicles sat tail to tail. 

Roland watched over his shoulder. When he saw Vincent get out of the car, Roland did likewise. 

The two partners stepped around to meet in between their respective vehicles. Roland held out a hand as if to shake. When Vincent took it though, Roland instead pulled in his partner for a big hug, patting him several times on the back. 

“It’s good to see you man.” 

“You too,” Vincent said as the air was squeezed out of him. 

Roland let him go and took a step back, leaning against the rear bumper of his car. “So this is what you normally drive?” 

Vincent glanced at the old hatchback, then shrugged. “No. I normally don’t drive. This is my wife’s car.” 

“I didn’t think she drove either.” 

“Sometimes.” 

They both fell silent, a state enhanced by their location, the lights and darkness of the city looming below them. 

“So I think I owe you a life debt,” Roland said. 

“Nah,” Vincent shook his head. 

“You really think those guys would not have found an excuse to gun down someone they thought was a cop killer?” 

Vincent paused, then nodded slightly to himself. “Maybe. They were on the war path. Still are, might still find you and gun you down anyway.” He stepped back to lean against the back of his own vehicle. “So what is the real story?” Vincent folded his arms. “Did you actually shoot two cops in cold blood?” 

“No, not at all. I shot some people dressed up like zombies.” 

“What?” 

“Yeah. There were a bunch of them, dressed up like zombies or like pharaohs, with the big,” Roland gestured above his head, “head things. Just like the Lost Children or the Jumpies. They broke into Finn’s campaign headquarters while I was there talking to him, just started shooting people indiscriminately.” 

“Did you realize they were cops?” 

“Well, thinking about it later, some of the faces seemed familiar. But right then I was just thinking about being shot at. Also, some of them had weird prosthetic makeup, so I can’t be sure.” 

“I saw similar people attacking the polling place in the arcology.” 

“Are those the people that abducted your wife?” 

“No,” Vincent shook his head. “She was volunteering at a different polling station, closer to downtown. She got ‘arrested’ there.” He made air-quotes with his fingers. 

“Arrested?” 

“They claimed they were arresting her.” 

“Who is this they? Was this more of the zombie people or Jumpies?” 

Vincent kept shaking his head and his voice rose in agitation as he continued. “They were wearing SWAT gear and army uniforms without any insignia, and they were driving unmarked vans.” 

“Wait, was your wife kidnaped?” 

“That’s what I thought,” Vincent said. “But when I went down to the station after, I found out that it was the fucking, um, the federal law enforcement combination thing.” 

“The GSA?” 

“Yes, them. They were out arresting polling workers.” 

“So the feds arrested her?” 

“Yeah,” Vincent trailed off as both men let their gazes drift away toward the bright lights of the city. 

After an extended moment in which the silence of this overlook started to press in on them, Roland at last said, “fuck.” 

“That was also when I found out they were hunting for you,” Vincent said. 

“Ah. Is that when you sent me the text not to come back to the precinct?” 

“Yeah. They were ready to gun you down on sight.” 

“Hmpf. You think that’ll create any problems for you later?” 

Vincent just shrugged. “It’s not a work mobile. Did you delete that text history?” 

“Yeah, I did.” 

“So there ya go. I told you it was a bad idea to let them track you online.” 

Roland nodded slightly at this. “I found out this week that payphones still exist.” This prompted a broad smile from his partner. “So what about your wife, did they release her?” 

“No,” agitation building into anger entered Vincent’s voice as he spoke. “They won’t even tell me where they’re holding her.” 

“What? What are they charging her with?” 

“Nothing, as far as I can tell. They said the charges are sealed for national security.” 

“That sounds really bad.” 

“I’ve got a lawyer working the case.” 

“It’s definitely bad when you, of all people, have a lawyer.” 

“He was saying apparently the GSA just went out on Tuesday and started arresting people without knowing what they were doing.” 

“That sounds about right. But how are they still holding her?” 

“Apparently they can hold ‘suspected terrorists’,” again Vincent made air-quotes, “without filing charges.” 

“How is Kate a ‘suspected terrorist’?” 

“She is if they label her one, which they did with all the polling workers they swept up.” 

Roland just shook his head at this. 

“My lawyer said he thinks they’ll eventually have to release them all unless they have some prior criminal record. Or actually, what he said, they’ll have to release all the ones who have good lawyers pestering the government about it.” 

“Is yours a good lawyer then?” Roland asked. 

“I can’t afford a better one.” 

“Fuck,” Roland shook his head. “I’m sorry man.” 

Staring away into space, Vincent fell quiet, again letting the pause draw out into the night. “I’d say I wished we’d never gotten involved with this whole Raymond Id, fake bombing case, but I don’t think that had anything to do with it. Katie would have been at that polling station and gotten arrested or kidnaped anyway.” 

“Except you might not even have been there to see who was taking her,” Roland said. “On the other hand, if we hadn’t been involved with this case, I wouldn’t have been talking to Finn when those officers disguised as zombies bust in.” 

“In the long term I think our jobs were doomed anyway. Oh, that reminds me.” Turning around Vincent opened up the hatchback of his car. Seeing this Roland turned to open the trunk on his own. 

Sitting in the back of Vincent’s car were two cardboard boxes loaded with random stuff. He picked up one and handed it to Roland. 

“Thanks,” Roland said. He glanced in the box, but it was too dark to see much. “Not that I had anything of value.” He moved to set the box in his trunk. 

“I put your computer hard drive in there too.” 

“What?” 

“I pulled the hard drive from your computer and put it in there.” 

“Why?” 

“I thought you might want those files, on this case, cases, we’ve been working.” 

Roland paused to consider this, then shrugged. “Okay. Why not?” Glancing over he noticed the second box sitting in the back of Vincent’s car. “Wait, did I really have two boxes of stuff at my desk?” 

“Hmm? Oh, no, this one is mine.” 

“Yours? As in, you cleared out your desk as well?” 

“Yeah.” 

Roland stood there, one hand resting on the open trunk of his car, about to close it but now paused while his brain processed what he was hearing. “So, are you leaving the force as well?” 

“I already left.” Vincent swung shut his hatchback. 

“Because of me?” 

“My days were already numbered. The chief never liked me. Most of administration never liked me. My partner was labeled a cop killer. My wife has been arrested by federal agents. Mayor Saffron just got reelected.” 

“The writing on the wall, huh.” 

“I gave two weeks notice on Wednesday,” Vincent nodded. “But the chief said not to bother, told me to clear out my desk immediately.” 

“Do you know what you’re gonna do now?” 

“I’m gonna find Katie.” Vincent’s voice rose again, taking on the edge it sometimes got. He fell silent after that though, again staring off toward the lights of the city. “After that it depends on her. I told her I can find a job anywhere. If this election had gone as she expected she might have been in line to join the staff of some state representative or even congressman. We might have moved to Sacramento or D.C. Now though,” he shrugged, “who knows?” 

“Hmm.” Roland finally closed up the trunk of his car. He folded his arms and resumed leaning against the back bumper. 

“What are you gonna do?” Vincent asked him. “Now that you’re a wanted criminal.” 

“Yeah. I spent the last couple of nights in a hotel room trying to wrap my head around that.” Roland spoke while staring at the ground. By this point both Vincent and himself seemed to be staring at the same spot of dirt between them as they spoke. “Obviously I already cleared out of my place.” 

“You’ve still got your car though.” 

“Yeah, that could be a problem. I’m thinking Madam Lily had the right idea. We all should have just stayed in Phoenix.” 

“You going to head back there?” 

“I was thinking about it. See if I can mooch off Lily, or Alison’s, mooch off her and her sugar-daddy for awhile.” 

“After the riots there’s probably going to be more security at the border checkpoints.” 

“After the riots that are a liberal hoax and never happened?” 

“Right, the ones that never happened and also were actually leftist anarchists.” 

Roland chuckled mirthlessly. “Either way, you’re right, and I’m sure they’ll be looking for me. Selling the car is my next order of business. I’ve already got that worked out. I might have to stay low and remain in state for a couple weeks. After that, I’ve got some people who can get me across the border discreetly.” 

“Do you trust them?” Vincent asked. 

“Not entirely,” Roland said with a shrug. “But what else can I do? If I buy another car I might be able to cross the state line near Tahoe. Supposedly its easier to get across there.” 

“Do you know anybody in Tahoe?” 

“No. I was thinking cross into Nevada, than it’s easier from there to get into Arizona.” 

“You could try heading somewhere besides Phoenix.” 

“I’ve thought about that too.” 

“I heard Jack is going to Seattle.” 

Roland looked up at this comment, then nodded. “Okay. Which reminds me, have you heard at all from Dr. Cham?” 

“No,” Vincent shook his head. “Not since Tuesday. I’m not sure anybody is looking for him either.” 

“Hmph. Well, either way, the only other place I know anybody is back east, so that means somehow getting across state lines.” 

“Yes, but Arizona is also a border state, so they’ve got more checkpoints for people trying to get out of state. Unless you planned to stay in Phoenix long term.” 

“I guess I could do that.” 

“It looked like it was becoming a ghost town.” 

Roland paused, contemplating this, then grinned as he looked up at his partner. “Yeah, but hey, if I’m trying to disappear, what better place to become a ghost?” 
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Kate had no idea where she was being held. She had made most of the van ride here with a sack over her head, and since then she had been kept in a make-shift cell. Her confines had chainlink walls with flimsy plastic barriers attached to them to block lines of sight. A series of these had been set up in some larger room whose former purpose was unclear. 

She had been in enough old government buildings to know this was one of them, but that still could have put her anywhere. It could not have been far from Los Angeles though, because she had been awake for the entire van ride, and they had not moved her since. 

She was, however, losing track of days. There were windows in the big room where she, and so many other polling workers, were held, but they had heavy blackout curtains over them, so there was never any natural light, and all the hallways were windowless. 

At this point she believed it to be Saturday night. As they did at least once a day, every day, she had been escorted from her cell down to an interrogation room. It had four beige walls, cracked white tiles on the floor and ceiling, and a little table in the center. There was no one-way mirror in any of the walls, but there were cameras hung from the ceiling in all four corners. 

As always they had handcuffed Kate when they took her from her cell, and cuffed her again to a set of chained manacles rooted to the table in the interrogation room. Since arriving here she had done nothing to warrant being handcuffed, but they did it all the same, and the guards never responded to her questions or requests. 

So she sat there now, alone in the interrogation room, waiting for something to happen. 

They kept her waiting quite a while, but at last a man entered the room. He wore a suit and tie and a pair of thin-rimmed glasses, and carried with him a tablet computer, a separate laptop computer, and a mass of paper files. Without a word he deposited all this on the table, then sat down. 

Kate watched him as he laid out all the stuff in front of him, turning on both computers and arraying some of the paperwork to one side. He picked up the tablet and held it out in front of him, as if he were possibly taking her picture. Kate just stared back with a blank expression. The man moved the tablet down into his lap as he continued to work. 

“You are Kate Thompson?” he asked. 

“I am.” 

He looked up at her with the briefest of smiles, then continued working. 

“Were you afraid we’d forgotten you in here?” he asked with another slight smile. 

Tilting her head, Kate looked at him askance. “Did you forget about me?” 

His smile dropped away entirely as he looked up at her. “Of course not.” 

She stared at him, expecting more, but he just continued to type away, hunched over as he worked. 

At last he looked up again and adjusted his glasses. “Alright. Mrs. Thompson, it’s good to meet you. I am Dr. Lyndon.” 

“Doctor?” She looked askance at him again, but already he had gone back to typing. “What are you a doctor of?” 

“That’s not important right now. What is important is how you are doing.” 

Kate did not reply at first, instead just staring at him, feeling incredulous and frustrated and resigned all at once. At last he looked up and, for the first time, made eye contact with her. He raised his eyebrows, as if to put punctuation on his question. 

“Well how do you think I’m doing? I’ve been kidnaped and held against my will for several days by people who claim to be working for the government but won’t identify themselves, you won’t let me have any outside contact, won’t tell me why you’re holding me, leave me locked in a little cage, interrogate me for hours. I’ve been forced to answer bizarre and inane questions about my boring sex life and my uneventful childhood and I haven’t seen the sun since Tuesday and I have no idea what day it is now.” 

It all spilled out of Kate in a torrent of words. She caught herself now, just before her spiel degenerated into blathering and cursing. After a pause and a deep breath she looked back up at Dr. Lyndon, who was still staring directly at her. “To be honest, I’m not doing so good, and no reassurance is going to help. I want to talk to my husband and I want to talk to a lawyer.” 

Lyndon looked down again at his tablet. “Your husband has retained a lawyer on your behalf already.” 

“Great, let me talk to them!” 

“You’ll be able to speak with them soon.” 

“Anything later than yesterday is not soon enough.” 

He looked up at her and adjusted his glasses again. “Becoming hysterical is not going to help.” 

“I’m not hysterical. I’m distraught over having been kidnaped.” 

“Now see, you haven’t been kidnaped.” 

“Yeah?” Kate stared intently at him. “Then who are you working for?” 

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” 

“Why am I being held?” 

“You’ve already been told, that is being kept secret for national security reasons.” 

“You see,” Kate took another deep breath and slumped back in her chair. “If you were legit government people you would tell me these things. So obviously I have been kidnaped by a terrorist organization.” 

Dr. Lyndon was again typing something on his tablet. When he was done he looked up at her again. “Obstinance isn’t going to help your case either.” 

“Neither has cooperation and answering questions. Nothing helps my case.” 

“Now, that’s not true,” he kept his tone gentle, as if speaking to a child, which just grated on Kate more. “If you’re truly honest and cooperate you’ll be out of here soon.” 

“Why in the world should I believe that?” 

“This is the last interview. If I clear you today you’ll get to speak to your lawyer and possibly will be released.” 

“That’s what the last guy said.” 

He continued to stare at her, as if he were waiting for her to say more. Kate stared back, then rolled her eyes in a slow, exaggerated gesture. “Fine, so what do you want?” 

Dr. Lyndon began picking up pieces of paper and spinning them to face toward Kate. He slid these across the table, arraying them in front of her. Then he turned to the laptop, pulling up something on it and spinning it toward her as well. 

“I want you to tell me about all this.” 

With some effort Kate scooted her chair in closer to the table. Scanning over all the documents in front of her, both paper and electronic, she realized they were the evidence Jack had been gathering about Raymond Id. She had stored a backup of it all for Jack, just before they all left for Phoenix. Her brow furrowed as she looked over it all, wondering why he was asking about this. 

“These are my files?” Kate said as she looked back up at the doctor. “How did you get these? Did you break into my condo? Does my husband know you took this?” 

The doctor leaned back, shifting position as he started to reply. As he did though Kate had a sudden realization and spoke over him. “Did you kidnap my husband too? Is that why you won’t let me talk to him.” 

Dr. Lyndon let out a slow breath and folded his arms. “This is not helping your case.” 

She met his condescending gaze with her own piercing stare. Her eyes were incandescent with rage, but Kate paused to take a breath and lean back in her chair. 

“These are backup copies of the evidence my husband was gathering that shows Raymond Id faked the recent Phoenix Zoo bombing.” 

“Why were you collecting such ‘evidence’?” 

“I wasn’t, my husband was, for an eventual trial I assume.” 

“Isn’t collecting such evidence the job of law enforcement?” 

This statement gave Kate pause. She wondered if this man genuinely did not know who her husband was, and she could not tell if that was a good thing or not. “Yes it is,” she at last answered his question. “So are you guys doing anything about it, or are you ignoring it because you aren’t real law enforcement?” 

Lyndon sighed as he leaned forward, taking off his glasses and bracing his arms on the table. “Where did you get this evidence?” 

“These are backup copies. I believe most of it originally came from a journalist, or someone I believed to be a journalist.” 

“Why would a journalist be giving this to you?” 

“The journalist gave it to my husband, who gave it to me.” 

“Why did a journalist give this to your husband?” 

“I don’t know,” Kate tried to throw up her hands, only to have them jerked back by the handcuffs she still wore. “Ow. I, geez. I don’t know. To have another backup copy? I’m sure this isn’t the only backup out there.” 

“What do you think about all this ‘evidence’ you’ve collected?” 

“I don’t know. What is there to think about it? What do you think about it?” 

“Do you believe it?” 

“I mean, yeah, I guess so, as much as I believe anything” 

“Despite its unreliable source?” 

Kate nodded toward the laptop. “Some of that information is publically available. You can confirm it if you want.” 

He opened his mouth, about to say something, but then paused. Instead he leaned back in his chair and began gesturing with his glasses in his hand. “So, you believe that the billionaire owner of a major media company ‘faked’,” he put heavy emphasis on this word, “a terrorist attack for some reason.” 

This time, as Kate gestured with her hands, she was more careful with the restraints. “It’s all there. What do you think of this evidence?” 

“Now, you see, this is where we have a problem,” he gestured around at the papers and laptop spread across the table. “This obsession, fixation, with a fake news conspiracy theory, it does not help your case. A case, I should say, I am trying to make for you.” 

A sudden realization hit Kate, so obvious she felt embarrassed for not realizing it sooner. “Are you a psychologist?” she asked. “Are you here to evaluate if I’m insane?” 

In reply Lyndon just stared back at her. Kate again gestured toward the laptop. “The evidence is all right there. You can see for yourself. Does that not convince you?” 

With a roll of his eyes the doctor reached forward and snatched a piece of paper from the table. He put his glasses back on to look at it, then held it up toward Kate. “So, really, you expect me to believe that Raymond Id, the billionaire, got a receipt for some criminal activity he contracted for? It’s a little obvious, don’t you think?” 

Kate held up her own hands and shrugged in exasperation. 

Dr. Lyndon continued, grabbing another piece of paper. “Or that he paid for the stolen identity of a, um,” he paused to look more closely at the paper. “Lois Greenspan?” It was just the barest hint of a question in his voice. He held the paper up closer, looking through its details some more. “Or that . . .” 

He started to speak, but trailed off, instead reaching over to grab the laptop and spin it back toward himself. Kate watched as his eyes darted around, scanning something on the screen. 

“Here,” he said, turning the laptop back toward her. “These images?” 

“Yes?” 

“What are they?” All confidence had fled his voice now, leaving this as a completely honest question. 

“Um,” Kate leaned forward to look at the screen. “Oh. Those are some of the early images of the bombing scene. They were made by a VR company called Timespace Creations that Raymond Id contracted for the job.” 

He turned the laptop back toward himself, again scanning over the screen with a furrowed brow. “What are all these archived web searches?” 

“I archived those myself. They’re videos of the zoo bombing that got posted a few hours before the actual bombing supposedly took place. I downloaded the videos as well, if you look you can see rendering artifacts in some of them, which proves they’re computer generated.” 

She paused, watching him, but he seemed enthralled now, staring at the laptop. His furrowed brow of confusion had been replaced by a gaping mouth look of growing terror. 

“There are also some pictures there of the zoo taken a few months ago that show it derelict and abandoned.” 

“I see those,” he said absently. 

As he said this Kate smiled slightly to herself. She leaned back in her chair, rested her hands on her lap, and tried to keep her expression neutral as she continued to watch him. Different light tones reflected across his face as he moved through different images on the laptop, each one seeming to make his features more distorted with fear. 

“This is,” he said, trailing off again for a few seconds. “This is . . .” 

“Did you really not look through all this beforehand?” Kate asked. 

“I, I saw it.” He continued to stare at the screen as he spoke with her. “I saw, I, I thought it looked like the normal paranoid conspiracy delusion style obsessing.” At last he looked up with a wide and wild look in his eyes. “This looks legitimate.” 

Scooting her chair forward, Kate leaned in onto the table, resting her hands in front of herself. “Doctor. I’m not crazy. I’m not mentally unstable. I’m not a danger to myself or others. I don’t need to be locked away in some mental institutions or medicated into a drooling lump. Despite everything I’ve been put through the last few days, I really just want to go home and see my husband and get on with my life. If you’re really going to charge me with something I’m at least mentally competent to hear the charges and stand trial for it.” 

In reply he just stared at her, his mouth still hanging slightly open. Kate started to wonder if he had heard anything she just said. He glanced back down at the laptop, then looked up at her again. “What about all this?” 

“What about it?” 

“What am I supposed to do with this?” 

“I don’t know. Is any of that evidence that I’m not mentally stable?” 

“No, it isn’t.” He stared at her, slowly turned to look at the laptop, then let his eyes sweep across all the papers in front of him. “But if it isn’t, then this is evidence . . .” 

As he trailed off again Kate paused, waiting for him to finish, but he just continued to stare. “Evidence of what?” she asked. “That the world is fucked up?” 

“I . . .” 

“Evidence that you’re working for some really bad people, and that there are a whole lot of other people out there who maybe are mentally unstable, to the point that they will believe some pretty obvious and gratuitous lies?” 

“But that, that’s,” he stammered as he continued to look through documents. Then he looked up, making direct eye contact with her again, the fear in his gaze almost palpable. “That’s horrible. It’s monstrous. It’s . . .” 

“Doctor,” Kate said with a sign. “All I want is you to declare me sane or whatever you need to do to let me go.” 

“If I do that though? If I let you go, declare you fit to be released?” He turned and gestured with one hand across the whole spread of documents on the table. “What do I do with all this?” 

“I don’t really care what you do with it.” 

He stared, disbelieving, at her, and Kate stared back, waiting for him to say something. As seconds ticked by she found that the doctor, apparently totally unprepared for the turn this interrogation had taken, seemed to have fallen into some state of shock. 

“Fine,” Kate said. “If it’ll close out your file on me and get me out of here, than I’m okay with you just getting rid of all this.” 

“Get rid of it?” 

“Yes, get rid of it. Destroy it, and pretend it never existed.” 

“But, but this,” he gestured again helplessly at the documents. 

“It’s what? Who cares, really, just ignore it. That apparently is what most people are doing, right? Pretending all this evidence doesn’t exist anyway? So who cares, just get rid of it.” 

“I, but . . .” 

With rising confidence and a hint of anger in her voice, Kate cut him off as she continued. “Destroy it. Why not? Take it all, the paper copies, the soft copies, the laptop, everything you have here, all the evidence that proves the world is not what you want it to be, gather it all up into one big pile, and burn it.” 

“Burn it?” he asked, sounding as if he were unfamiliar with the concept. 

“Yes, doctor, all of it.” Kate leaned far forward onto the table, staring at him with wide eyes of her own. “Burn it, doctor,” she said. “Burn it all.”
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