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Id Engager | Of Montreal
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Stagger Lee | Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds

1. They Watch You Fuck

"They've got cameras everywhere, man. Not just in supermarkets and departments stores, they're also on your
cell phones and your computers at home. And they never turn off. You think they do, but they don't.

"They're always on, always watching you, sending them a continuous feed of your every move over satellite
broadband connection.

"They watch you fuck, they watch you shit, they watch when you pick your nose at the stop light or when you
chew out the clerk at 7-11 over nothing or when you walk past the lady collecting for the women's shelter and
you don't put anything in her jar.

"They're even watching us right now," the hobo added and extended a grimy, gnarled digit to the small black
orbs mounted at either end of the train car.

There were some days when I loved taking public transportation, and other days when I didn't. On a good day,
I liked to sit back and watch the show, study the rest of the passengers, read into their little ticks and
mannerisms and body language, and try to guess at their back stories, giving them names and identities in my
head. It was fun in a voyeuristic kind of way.

And luckily, today was a good day.

I watched the old Vietnamese woman with the cluster of plastic shopping bags gripped tightly in her hand like
a cloud of tiny white bubbles. My eyes traced the deep lines grooving her face, and I wondered about the life
that led her to this place.

I watched the lonely businessman staring longingly across the aisle at the beautiful Mexican girl in the tight
jeans standing with her back to him. He fidgeted with the gold band on his finger, and I couldn't tell if he was
using it to remind himself of his commitment or if he was debating whether he should slyly slip it off and talk
to her.

I watched the two black teenagers making out, completely absorbed in the novelty and excitement of
newfound love. It never occurred to them that their public display might seem cliché or rude or vulgar; their
hearts had still not been hardened with the inevitable cynicism that familiarity and experience breed.
Absorbed in their own private world, they were touching the divine.

And I even watched the bum with the wild, fiery orange mass of hair exploding from his pores, covering
almost his entire face but for the small, narrow-set blue eyes peering out through the roughage. They were
such a brilliant shade of blue that they made me think of the Fremen from Dune. In my head, I decided he was
named Seamus Freeman.
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"Everything gets streamed back to a giant server farm they keep up in the mountains, a massive concrete
bunker that's buried nine-tenths underground like an iceberg, so they'll still be around after they take us all out
with their WMDs."

Mostly, though, I just tried not to watch the blonde sitting next to me - specifically, I was trying not to notice
the satisfying way that she jiggled under the low cut of her pink Sate University tank top as she bopped her
head pleasantly to whatever was being piped through her tiny white earbuds. I wasn't altogether successful in
that effort, but fortunately she seemed too engrossed in her Abnormal Psychology textbook to notice.

Finding myself staring again, I quickly averted my gaze and made eye contact across the aisle with a gruff
middle-aged workman in black coveralls. He had looked up from his newspaper just in time to catch me
ogling the blonde and shot me a sour, disapproving look.

I briefly thought about saying something to him, but before I could come up with anything smartass enough to
be worth the effort, my cell phone went off. Several other passengers whipped their heads around to look at
me as my ring tone sang out loudly:

I tried to call you before, but I lost my nerve.

1 tried my imagination, but I was disturbed.

I pulled the phone out of my pocket; the display read: Jenny.
"Hey, what's up?" I answered.

The chipper female voice on the other end said, "Not much, just getting ready. Last minute stuff, you know.
Trying not to let my nerves drive me crazy."

My eyes drifted back across the aisle to the workman's newspaper. He had it folded around so I could see one
of the interior pages, the one before the article he was reading. It had a full-spread advertisement for Abrasax,
the search engine and software company. Along with their corporate logo, a stylized red drawing of a rising
sun, the ad contained a photograph of their CEO, Dylan Maxwell, looking straight into the camera with his
giant, creepy fucking eyes. It was the kind of picture that seemed like it was staring right at you no matter
what angle you looked at it from. My skin crawled just looking at the fucking thing.

"So what are you doing?" Jenny continued over the phone.

"Not much, just trying to stop staring at some college chick's tits," I replied nonchalantly.

"What?"

The workman again raised his eyes from his paper to glare at me disdainfully.

I chuckled, "Nothing, I'm just on the Light Rail going to meet someone for an interview."

"Cool, cool," she responded dismissively and followed up with a carefully-timed pause before adding, "So
you're still coming tomorrow, right?"

"Of course I'll be there. You think I'd miss my sister's wedding?"

"It's just that I know how you are, D," she said in the voice she used when she wanted to nag without it
sounding like nagging. It wasn't actually as effective as she seemed to think. "I hardly ever see you anymore -
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ever since you got back from Oak Hill, you're so... withdrawn. We used to be so close, and it means a lot to
me for you to be there."

I looked up and saw the workman watching me, eavesdropping on my half of the call. He quickly dropped his
eyes back down to the newspaper and began riffling randomly through the pages. Anything to pass the time on
a long train ride, 1 thought to myself, and then repeated to Jenny, "I'll be there."

"Great. It'll be nice to have at least one person from my family there," she continued. God, she could be so
fucking relentless. "I mean, I'll have friends there and everything, but it's mostly all going to be Brad's side,
between his family and business contacts and all the politicos his uncle knows."

The workman stopped fussing with his newspaper and held it fully spread out in both hands with the cover
facing me, as if trying to hide as much of himself from my view as possible. It was a tabloid-sized alternative
weekly with the title Concrete Underground spelled in cut-out lettering like a Sex Pistols album sleeve. The
cover was a photo of city hall superimposed over a background of hundred-dollar bills with the caption: City
Contracting Scandal Exposed, by D Quetzal, page 33.

I felt my spirits lift a little as a smug smirk spread across my face and I replied into the phone, "Speaking of
Brad, I was meaning to ask you if he read the article yet."

Jenny didn't respond, but just let out a prolonged, exasperated sigh.

"That's a yes. What did he think?"

"I'll see you tomorrow," she said tersely. "Please try not to be an asshole."

I slid the phone back in my pocket and couldn't help but feel a little triumphant. Call me immature, but there
was something about getting under Jenny's skin that I still found as entertaining as I had when we were kids. I

guess that's the beauty of siblings.

I whistled across the aisle at the workman to get his attention. He folded the newspaper sloppily on his lap and
looked at me with blank, listless eyes.

"So what do you think about all that stuff going on with the city?" I asked, indicating his paper.

"I don't read the fucking articles in these things," he grumbled. "I just pick them up to see what movies are
playing."

I smiled and nodded my head in agreement. "Yeah, I'm with you, brother. A bunch of liberal paranoia bullshit,
far as I'm concerned."

He didn't respond one way or another to my comment, but kept looking at me with a glazed-over, uninterested
expression, as if waiting impatiently for me to get to the point of whatever I'd interrupted him for. I glanced at
the logo sewn in bright red letters into the breast of his coveralls, which read: Asterion Record Management.
"Hey, Asterion," I said, pointing at the logo. "Didn't you guys just get that big contract from the city?"

He jerked forward suddenly and jabbed a thick, calloused finger at me. "Look, faggot, I don't know what
you're getting at, or if you're trying to hit on me or what, but if you don't get off my nuts and stop staring at

me, you're gonna be picking your teeth up off the floor."

I bristled at his epithet and thought it was a pretty broad assumption to make as I smoothed the lapels of my
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crushed velvet jacket with a couple black-nailed fingers. I let my lips hang open loosely in a mischievous grin
and stared him down, keeping my eyes locked unwaveringly on his.

The passengers immediately around us shifted uncomfortably in their seats and watched nervously. The
blonde next to me bobbed her head obliviously, still buried in her textbook. And Seamus the hobo kept right
on preaching.

"They use biometric analysis to sort through all the hours and hours of footage so they can follow you from
one camera to the next, keeping you forever under their watchful eyes."

I saw the workman's eyes drift over to one of the opaque black orbs that housed a security camera. He sank
back into his seat. I pursed my lips together and made an exaggerated kissing face at him.

The train lurched and jerked to a sudden stop.

"Well, girls, looks like this is where I get off," I said, addressing the blonde's chest with a tip of my hat as I
stood up.

She yanked the earbud out of one ear and looked at me quizzically. "Huh?"

I recognized the music that spilled out of the stray bud as Le Tigre, which I found a bit surprising based on her
appearance, expecting her tastes to run more pop and mainstream.

I shrugged and headed for the train door. On my way out, Seamus held out one hand to my chest to stop me,
then passed me a piece of paper with the other. It was a half-sheet flyer, a cheap black-and-white photocopy
with three narrow vertical pictures - a closeup of the pyramid from the back of the dollar bill on the left, a
police officer in riot gear in the middle, and a woman in lingerie on the right. The phrase "You Are Being Lied
To..." was emblazoned across the top, and right below the images, it continued "Trust Us". At the very
bottom, in tiny letters, was the words "The Highwater Society"” along with a stylized logo of a globe with a
crown floating above it.

"How do you know so much about all this?" I asked Seamus.

His deep blue eyes twinkled as he replied jovially, reeking of sweat, piss, and Mad Dog 20/20, "I used to work
for Abrasax. I helped them build the damned thing."

2. Can't Be Held Responsible

The address I had been given was a flophouse called Casa Salvador in the scummy side of downtown, the part
where the city's redevelopment (read: "gentrification") efforts hadn't yet managed to drive out the sundry
undesirable elements.

I walked inside past the front lobby. I could tell the desk manager wanted to hassle me, but he was too busy
arguing with a middle-aged peroxide-blonde woman in a leopard-print top. Her skin was leathery and weather
beaten, and I guessed she was the type who was actually a good ten years younger than she looked.

I made my way up the narrow staircase that smelled of urine and bleach, going all the way to the third floor. I
continued down the dimly lit hallway, past a series of closed doors that muffled the sounds of women faking
moans of pleasure.

Room 313 was down at the far end of the hall, and its door was already slightly ajar. I knocked anyways, but
there was no answer. Pushing the door open just enough to poke my head in, I called, "Hello? Is anybody in



by Moxie Mezcal 6

there?"

There was no response, so I went in and felt along the wall for the light switch. A single weak bulb came on,
lighting up the tiny, sparse room with a dim yellow glow. The room was about 8 feet by 8 feet, and the only
furniture was a dingy, unmade bed and a metal foot locker. There were no windows, no closet, and no

bathroom. As I stepped all the way in, I noticed a wooden baseball bat propped up beside the door.

My watch said 6:20 - twenty minutes late for the interview. I sat on the edge of the bed to wait, hoping that
maybe my contact had just stepped out momentarily.

After a few minutes, a phone started ringing out in the hallway. I let it ring six times with no one answering
before I decided to get it - partly in the off chance it was my contact, but mostly out of morbid curiosity as to
what kind of business someone would have calling this dump.

On my way to the door, though, a small blue flash of light caught my eye. It came from inside a vent at the top
of the opposite wall. I moved closer and saw that there was something blue and metallic stashed behind the
grating. The flash must have been a reflection of light off the metal surface.

I slid the foot locker over and climbed up to get a closer look. Inside, I could make out what appeared to be a
small rectangular box about five inches long and two inches thick. I tried to pull the vent loose but found it
was screwed in place. Digging my pocketknife out of my jeans, I started loosening the screws and had
managed to work two of the four out when I suddenly heard a voice call out from behind me.

"What are you doing here?"

I spun around to see an old man standing just inside the doorway, thin and gaunt, wearing a cheap brown suit.
He had picked up the baseball bat and was pointing it at me threateningly, as if trying to keep me at bay. I
stepped down off the locker, and he advanced on me quickly, extending the bat out to just barely tap my chest
with the tip.

"Stay right there."

"Whoa, calm down," I said. "You called me and asked me to meet you here."

"I didn't call you. Who are you? Who sent you here?"

"Look, someone called and told me to come here. I'm a reporter."

I started reaching inside my jacket to get my card, but he jabbed at me with the bat. It wasn't close enough that
he meant hit me, but close enough that I got the message.

"I'm just gonna reach into my pocket to get my business card and show you who I am."
He watched me silently as I slowly tried again for my jacket pocket. I produced my card and handed it to him.

The top of the card was stamped the Concrete Underground cut-out logo. Underneath was printed:

D Quetzal

Punk-as-Fuck Investigative Journalist

He glanced at the card before training his gaze and the bat back on me.
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"Is this supposed to be some kind of a joke?"

I took a couple steps forward. "It's no joke. I'm a reporter and--"

He swung the bat square into my mid-section. I doubled over, my abdomen on fire from the blow. Before I

could recover, another swing brought the bat down on the back of my head, dropping me to the floor as I
quickly faded out of consciousness.

I am having that dream again.

[ sit in a crowded movie theater. On my right is an empty seat. To my left, a woman sits beside me. I think that
1 followed her into the theater because she looked familiar, like my old girlfriend from high school, but now I

can see that she's not who I thought she was. She rests her head on my shoulder, and I sweep away her purple
hair from her forehead and give her a kiss.

I watch a man on the movie screen riding in a car as it drives onto a small airfield in the middle of the night.
Actually, I don't see the man himself; I see through his eyes. The man on the the screen is me; the me in the
audience fades away, and I focus my concentration solely on the me on screen.

On screen, I get out of the car and am greeted by a short, balding man carrying a flashlight. He says
something, but I can't make out his words over the sound of the film projector behind me. I follow the man
with the flashlight into one of the airplane hangers. It is dark all around.

There is a single plane in the hanger, a small private jet. The forward hatch is open and a rolling staircase
has been moved into place. I follow the other man up the stairs and into the plane. Inside, the beam lights up
only small parts of the cramped space randomly, the flashlight bouncing in the man's hand as he walks down
the aisle toward the back.

He stops at the end of the cabin and points the light at one of the seats. I move closer to see what he's showing
me. It is a woman. She is dirty and disheveled - clothes torn, greasy black hair matted to her face with grime
and sweat, large purple bruises on the exposed flesh of her neck where she has been strangled.

I kneel down and sweep away a few strands of hair to expose her face. I touch my hand to her cold skin, which
feels almost unreal, like she's a wax dummy. Gently, tenderly, I run my fingers down along her lifeless cheek. I
know her, but the me sitting in the theater can't quite place how or where from.

On screen, the man with the flashlight tells me, "Look in her hand." He moves the beam down so I can see her
clenched fist. I force her grip open and see she's holding a necklace with a large, brilliant ruby mounted on a
pendant. 1 flip the pendant around; there is a symbol etched on its back - a globe with a crown floating over
it. I take the necklace from the dead woman's hand and stuff it in my pocket.

Back in the theater, I cough. The woman on my left shushes me angrily. The me on the screen whips his head
around and looks over his shoulder, past the fourth wall and into the audience. I can see his face, and he isn't
me. His deep blue eyes are filled with piercing anger, glaring at me through the darkness, projected larger
than life.

The image on the screen flickers and dissolves briefly into static before cutting to a grainy, wide-angle shot of
a room, the monochrome image washed in blue, giving the impression it is a feed from some kind of
surveillance camera. The room is small and sparsely-furnished with only one occupant - a man sitting on the
edge of a bed, his back turned to the camera. In the bottom right corner of the screen are digitized numbers
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reading: 00033.

I turn to my left. The woman beside me casts a disapproving look at me and says, "You shouldn't be here."”
Her face is covered by a half-mask made of dark gunmetal. I reach out to lift the mask, but when I see her
face, I realize she's not who I thought she was.

I turn to my right and see a man sitting in the previously-empty seat, his face covered in a grotesque black
mask pocked by red boils oozing puss. A long crooked nose protrudes from his mask, and underneath his lips
part to reveal a mouthful of jagged yellow teeth jutting out from purple, bleeding gums.

The man in the mask starts laughing - a tinny and mechanical laugh, like the sound of a clanky old film
projector.

When I came to, my assailant was gone. I struggled slowly to my feet, feeling my head throbbing and my
stomach stinging like hell. Then to make matters worse, that damned phone in the hallway started ringing
again.

Once I finally regained my bearings, I realized that the vent cover had been fully removed and the box had
been taken.

My head still swimming, I staggered out into the hallway in time to see the leopard-print lady from the lobby
pick up the phone.

"Hello?" she answered and then turned her head to look directly at me.
"Yes, he is," she said after a brief pause, then held out the receiver to me. "It's for you."

I took the phone from her and took out my reporter's notebook from my back pocket. "D's Sporting Goods.
This is D speaking."

"Did you find the parcel?" asked a man's voice on the other end of the line, low and raspy, almost sounding
mechanical.

"Who is this?"
"Did you get it?" he demanded.

I wrote the word "parcel" in my notebook. "You mean the little blue box? No, I was too busy getting
bludgeoned into unconsciousness with a baseball bat. Now would you mind telling me who the fuck you are?"

I heard multiple voices whisper faintly in the background, but couldn't clearly make out what they were
saying. One of them might have said something like, "He's going inside."

"You shouldn't have been late," said the man. "You need to get out of there right now. If you don't, we can't be
held responsible for what happens to you."

The line went dead. I hung up the phone and made a few more notes before heading back downstairs. On my
way through the lobby, the manager rushed out from behind the front desk to cut me off.

"Hey, there's a visitor's fee here. Twenty bucks," he said.
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"What?"

"All visitors pay twenty bucks. I have to clean up after you assholes. And between scrubbing the jizz stains
out of the hookers' rooms and mopping up vomit and blood and God knows what else in the dealers' rooms,
twenty bucks a pop don't even start to cover it. So pay up - and that goes for you, too."

I looked over my shoulder to see that the manager was also addressing a man who had just walked through the
front door. He was a giant shit-kicking type, easily 6'8" and built like a bulldozer, with a shaved head and a
dark olive complexion of indeterminate ethnicity. He wore leather pants, steel toe jack boots, and a black
t-shirt with "Bad Seed" printed in white block lettering.

"What did you say?" asked the newcomer.

The manager stepped towards him, holding out his left hand face up and jabbing his right index finger down
into the open palm. "You heard me. I said put some God-damned money, in my God-damned--"

The tall man head-butted the manager in the face, mashing his nose into a red squirting pulp. He looked up at
me, blood dripping down his forehead, and said, "He shouldn't have blasphemed." I couldn't tell if he was
joking or not - probably wasn't.

I just shrugged in tacit agreement and stepped past him towards the exit. On my way out the door, I looked
back to see him heading upstairs. Something told me he was probably headed for room 313, but I'd be damned
if I was going to follow him to find out.

3. This Machine Kills Yuppies

"Congratulations, jackass, you just got us sued."
My editor, Sharon, was standing in front of my desk. She was apparently not happy.

I shrugged, slouching further down in my chair, trying to hide from her gigantic crazy eyes behind my
computer. It was a white laptop with a sticker that said "This Machine Kills Yuppies" slapped over the
corporate logo on back.

She reached out with one of her freakish man-hands and slammed the screen shut. "Let me try this again. You
just got us sued six times over."

Sharon Sinclair was a six-foot-tall beast of a woman with a huge mane of wiry black and gray hair pulled back
in a pony tail. I had every confidence that she could tear me in two and use my bloody carcass in some kinky
hedonistic lesbian cult ritual or something. So I usually tried to choose my words with the appropriate care
around her.

"Jesus-fucking-Christ, I haven't even had my morning coffee yet, and my head's still reeling from the
Louisville Slugger that pummeled it last night. So I really don't feel like dealing with whatever annoying
hormonal episode you have going on here."

She glared at me silently, watching me squirm a little before asking, "Are you done?"

"Probably."

"Good," she said with a suppressed grin as she took a seat next to me. "Because I just let you publicly accuse
the mayor and the valley's most powerful corporations of conspiring to defraud the taxpayers. So what's your
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plan for keeping my ass off the firing line?"

I tilted back in my chair and met Sharon's gaze. "Look, we knew we'd get a strong reaction. Let them sue. We
have e-mails to back us up."

"These legal briefings say your e-mails were forged," she responded, waving a thick stack of papers in my
face.

"Of course they're gonna say that. That's why I made sure to get corroboration. Abrasax confirmed that the
e-mails between Dylan Maxwell and City Hall are legit. But you know all this, so I don't know why we're
wasting time going over it again."

"Because Abrasax is not returning calls or answering any questions related to your story. They won't confirm
that their spokesperson actually gave you that statement. They've cut you loose."

I felt my stomach sink. "You're kidding me?"

Sharon shook her head. "Nope. You know how you were telling me that their admission was almost too good
to be true? Well guess what...?"

I leaned forward, propping myself against the desk on my elbows and massaging my temples. My headache
was getting worse.

"It would make things a lot easier if you told me who your source on those e-mails was," she pressed.
"I can't. I promised them complete anonymity."
"Fair enough," she conceded, "but you got to give me something here, D. What's your plan?"

"I have to talk to Abrasax again and make sure they're still backing my story. Only this time I have to talk to
Dylan Maxwell himself, not that horrible shrieking bitch flack, Lynch." I paused, stroking my chin, then
added, "He'll probably be at my sister's wedding tonight. Hell, it might make the thing actually worth going
to."

Sharon relaxed her posture a bit and softened her tone. "Nice to see you finally joined the conversation.
Because if this thing goes to court, and you can't get Maxwell to back up those e-mails, then I'm forced to go
into damage control mode. And that starts with publishing a full retraction and shit-canning your sorry ass."

Just then an intern appeared at the entrance of my cubicle with three full mail trays stacked on top of each
other. "Here's the mail you asked me to bring in, Ms. Sinclair," she said meekly.

"Just set it down on his desk," Sharon instructed with a nod. The intern obeyed, struggling with the weight as
she hefted the load onto my desktop with a thud. She was typical of the girls Sharon brought in - idealistic
college students with big vocabularies and big tits. Not that I ever complained.

This particular intern had a lip ring and dyed jet-black hair. She wore a denim shorts over ripped black fishnet
stockings and a carnation pink t-shirt with a silk screen of She-Ra that I wasn't sure if it was supposed to be
ironic but at any rate was definitely a size or two too small. As I turned my gaze back to Sharon, I saw that she
was also checking the girl out.

I shook my head. "Not worth your effort. I know her type. Probably has a long-term boyfriend, some dweeby
music major with a pony tail or something."
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"Says you," Sharon replied with a smirk. The intern stood there awkwardly, her eyes shifting back and forth
between us.

"Prove me right, Princess of Power," I said.

"What?" the intern asked tentatively, her pale cheeks becoming flushed.

"Oh now don't go getting all embarrassed," I said. "I know we're living in more enlightened times and it'd be
totally inappropriate for me to just ask you straight up if you like to eat box or not, and of course I want to be
sensitive to all that bullshit. But this has to be settled, so just tell me this - which of the two of us would you

be more likely to fuck?"

She-Ra shook her head, not quite sure to make of the situation. Finally, with an apologetic shrug, she
answered, "Well I'm not gay, but definitely her."

Sharon laughed heartily as the intern walked away. I flashed a wolfish grin at her. "So what's all this?" I
asked, indicating the mail trays.

"That's the hate mail generated by your article. Most of them just question your journalistic integrity - granted,
they use some very colorful language to do it - but there are also a handful of bona fide death threats in there."

"I'm just surprised that many people actually read this paper," I muttered.

I wasn't really worried about the heat my article was bringing down. I knew Sharon could handle it, and I
knew that she would get my back.

Sharon Sinclair ran away from home for the first time at age 14 to go see the Stooges. She ran away for the
last time two years later and moved to New York. It was the late seventies, and she split her time between two
movements - punk rock and gay lib. Somewhere along the way she got into journalism. She'd let me read
some of her early stuff, and they were crazy good - frenetic gonzo journalism fueled by heroin and the
self-righteous conviction that she was the coolest bitch on the planet.

By the time I met her, she had ended up here and started the Concrete Underground. It had meant something
to her at some point, but now she'd just resigned herself to babysitting a bunch of mediocre smart-asses -
present company most definitely included.

She drove a prehistoric beater with a biodiesel-converted engine. The rear bumper was plastered with old
campaign stickers for failed Democratic candidates as her own little fuck-you to the world. Seriously. If only I
were into homely dykes old enough to be my mother, I'd have proposed to this woman years ago.

I thumbed through the tray of hate mail absently, not really looking for anything at all, and came across a
small blue envelope that caught my attention. It bore no stamp or postmark, but was addressed to me in care
of the newspaper. The back flap was stamped in silver foil with the crowned globe symbol from my dream.

I unsealed the flap and pulled out the paper inside. It was a thick white sheet with a typewritten message:

Have you seen today's Morning Star?
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Page 9-B

The Morning-Star was the major daily paper in the valley. As a rule, I never read it. So when I asked Stan, our
movie listings editor, to borrow his copy, he was understandably suspicious. I had to promise to return it
unharmed and not burn it in effigy or anything.

I pulled out the B-section, Local News, and flipped to page 9. Buried at the bottom of the page was a small
one-column story about a woman found dead in a ditch on the side of Highway 77, about three miles south of
the Hastings Airfield at the far southern tip of the valley. She had been strangled. Police found no
identification on the body, and she did not match the descriptions of any known missing persons in the area.
The police spokesman said that she was most likely a vagrant.

I turned the page. On the back of the article, page 10, there was a full-page color ad for Abrasax, again with a
photograph of their CEO Dylan Maxwell. With his shaggy, jet-black hair, slim build, and loose, brazen way of
carrying himself, people tended to think of him as more rock star than tech executive. I stared at the
photograph, meditating on the way he seemed to gaze out from the page with those intense blue eyes. My
brain flashed to an image of that same steely gaze projected larger than life on a movie screen. I felt a chill
course through my body and make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, then imagined for a second that
I could hear the sound of an old, clanky film projector.

4. Strangers on a Bathroom Floor

There were a good many things I'd rather do on a Friday night than try to gain entry to the St. Augustine, an
exclusive west-side hotel that catered to two types of clients - the rich and the powerful. And yet there I was,
trying to weasel my way past some overgrown Aryan doorman blocking me from the grand ballroom.

"No, you don't understand. I'm a journalist, man. I have credentials."

I flashed him the first thing I found in my jacket pocket, which happened to be my press pass from a tech
trade show two months past. It didn't seem to help my case. It probably also did not help that I showed up to a
wedding in a five-star hotel wearing jeans and chanclas. Or that I reeked of whiskey. In my defense, however,
I had to rush straight from work to make it here, so there was no way I could have stopped both at home to

change and at the bar to get suitably blitzed. Something had to give.

I persisted in arguing with the doorman until, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a very short, very angry
young Mexican woman in a wedding dress charging towards us from across the ballroom.

"Now you've done it, Adolf. Get ready to see what happens when you infringe upon the rights of the Fourth
Estate."

The young woman reached past the doorman and grabbed me by the arm.

"It's okay," she said. "He's my brother."

Jenny and I were twins, and we were always close growing up despite our very different personalities. Besides
a birthday and a couple dead parents, there wasn't much else we shared in common. She was an over-achiever
and a bit of a kiss-ass, always trying to make mom and dad proud, which she seemed to pull off with ease. She
was the girl in high school who played every sport, joined every club, ran the student council, and somehow
still managed to pull A's without breaking a sweat. Intense doesn't even begin to describe her. I could never
compete with that, so instead I decided to build an identity for myself as the rebel. Unfortunately, I somehow



by Moxie Mezcal 13

equated rebelling with turning into a giant asshole.

We grew up in a middle-class suburban family. Our father was a teacher and our mother an architect. They
were the kind of couple that kept a date night to go dancing every Friday for the 31 years they were married.
They died when Jenny and I were twenty-two. We sold the house where we grew up and split the cash; neither
of us wanted to set foot in it again.

Jenny used the money to pay for her Master's. After school she went to work for James McPherson, one of the
most powerful and richest men in the city. Aside from owning the St. Augustine, McPherson had interests in
real estate, land development, venture capital, and other things I really should've known more about. The
McPherson family was old money here going back to when this valley was nothing but orchards. If I said that
at one time or another the McPherson family had owned every single square foot of land in our city, I'd
probably be exaggerating - but not much.

Jenny ran the McPhersons' charitable foundation, which basically meant that not only did they have so much
money that they had to start giving it away, but they even had to hire someone else just to get rid of it for
them.

Jenny grabbed two glasses of scotch from the bartender and handed one to me.

"From the look of you - not to mention the smell - I know I really shouldn't be giving you this, but.." she
trailed off and shrugged.

"Here's to your big day," I said as I clinked my glass to hers.

"So big that you showed up an hour late and missed the ceremony completely,"” she added, flashing me an
expression of disapproval that made her look like our mother. I opened my mouth to protest, but mercifully
she pressed her finger to my lips to silence me. "I'm just happy you made it."

"I am, too," I replied.

We managed to sneak away from the reception through the hotel kitchen and out a service door that opened
onto a loading dock at the back of the hotel. We sat on the dock and caught up over scotch and cigarettes.

"I haven't smoked in ages," Jenny said after exhaling a series of perfect rings. "If Brad saw me, he'd flip."
"What are you going to do when he smells it on you?"
"Blame it on you, of course."

I chuckled and stubbed out my cigarette butt. "Do you remember when we were in high school and we used to
sneak out onto the roof over the garage to smoke?"

Jenny smiled. "Yeah, and I remember the time junior year when I came out to find you frying, babbling about
spy satellites, government radio signals, and Philip K. Dick."

"Yeah, and you blackmailed me for fifty bucks to keep from telling mom and dad," I said with a grimace.

"Like they couldn't figure it out anyways when you spent the next morning bug-eyed and twitchy during
Sunday brunch with grandma." Jenny laughed so hard she snorted.
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"We used to be so close," I said, letting a hint of genuine emotion escape my lips for the first time in as long
as I could remember. "What happened?"

"I guess we grew up," Jenny shrugged.
I scoffed. "Speak for yourself."

The service door swung open and a large, square-jawed man stuck his head out onto the dock. "Jenny, I've
been looking for you for half an hour."

"Hi, Brad," I said while chewing on the rocks from my scotch. "Nice party."
He ignored me while Jenny stood up and walked over to him. "Why do you smell like smoke?" he asked.
"Sorry, honey. D was smoking, and the wind kept blowing it right into my face."

"Let's get back inside," he replied coolly. "Our guests are waiting for us." He held the door open as Jenny
stepped inside.

"Hey Brad, I was meaning to ask you," I called out as they left, "did you get a chance to read my article? I
sent you a copy at your office."

The door slammed shut.

Jenny met Brad through her work. Brad McPherson was James McPherson's nephew and protégé. He
managed a number of McPherson's business holdings, including the venerable St. Augustine. Presumably that
got him a discount for the reception. He also engineered a deal with the Mayor's office for millions in city
redevelopment money to help revitalize parts of downtown. Coincidentally, Brad's uncle owned just over half
of the land in the area slated for redevelopment.

It was hard to explain why I hated Brad so much. He was successful, charming as all hell, and from all
accounts very committed to my sister. Granted, he had that moral blind spot that the rich and successful
develop out of necessity, but he wasn't at heart a bad person. Sure, I had always pictured Jenny ending up with
a smarter man, someone who could match her intellectually, who was a little more like our dad - but on the
other hand, I could see that Brad had the kind of all-American good looks and charisma that middle-class
brown girls go crazy for. To her, he represented the last step of integration and acceptance, like her ticket into
honorary WASP-dom.

So maybe it wasn't that hard to explain why I hated him after all.

I made my way back through the reception, trying to count the faces I recognized out of Jenny's guests. The
sad thing was that she had almost no family there, so I knew more people from photos or TV than from real
life. There was the Mayor, two sitting congressmen, one senator, a handful of local politicians, the publisher
of the Morning-Star, a smattering of billionaire venture capitalists, the CEOs of the city's dozen or so largest
tech companies, and me.

One of these things is not like the others.
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All of the city's best and brightest were here with one glaring exception - Dylan Maxwell.

I decided to find my assigned table, figuring it was a good place to kill time while I waited to see if Maxwell
showed. When I got there, I realized Jenny had sat me next to my old high school friend Brian Lopez. She
probably thought she was doing me a favor by giving me someone to talk to.

"Well if it isn't old Double-Dip himself," I said as I walked up to the table, slapping Brian on the back. "Good
to see you, Bri-Bri."

Brian stood up, trying to force his grimacing lips into a smile. "D, good to see you."

He extended a pudgy hand to me. He had always been what they politely referred to as "husky" when we were
kids, and time and age had not improved things. He shook my hand, gripping it tightly, and then introduced
me to the other three people at our table - two of his co-workers from City Hall and his fiancée, Sandra.

"Nice to meet you," I said to Sandra, ignoring the other two. She was a few years older than him and it
showed. Her facial features were harsh and uneven, but she compensated for it with an amazing body that she
was showing off in a tight tan cocktail dress so low cut it threatened to spill out her ample cleavage.

"Very nice, congratulations,” I said as lewdly as possible to Brian. He couldn't help but smile smugly; he was
the nerd from high school whose newfound power and influence had nabbed him the kind of girl that used to
laugh in his face.

"No really, she's hot. I definitely like what's going on up here," I continued, waving my hand in front of her
chest. "Brian has always been a breast man."

"D, please..." Brian stammered.

I opened my mouth to say something else, but got distracted when I noticed a woman walking through the
reception hall in a multi-colored checkered ball gown and a black veil. That was weird. I considered asking
the others at the table if they had seen her too, but then realized that their backs were to her.

I continued, "No seriously, you should have seen this guy in high school. Sometimes I think the only reason
you used to hang out with me was to come over to my house and stare at my sister's tits." Brian's face turned
beet red. "It used to creep her out. In fact, I'm kinda surprised she invited you. You two never really used to

get along."

Brian took a deep breath. "A lot of things have changed since high school," he said, pointedly. "Jennifer and I
see each other professionally a lot now, and we have become friends."

"That's right, you work for the Mayor now," I said, snapping my fingers as if it was just coming back to me. "I
should have remembered because of that time you had me dragged out of the council meeting. I guess things
have changed since high school. If you'll excuse me, I need to go see a man about a drink."

I walked out onto the terrace that led to the ballroom's private garden and made my way to the terrace bar.
After quickly downing two more shots of whiskey and taking a third to go, I meandered through the garden a
bit and thought to myself that all things considered, I was having about as good a time as I could have at this
thing.
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As I turned a corner around a bush, I caught sight of a familiar face - Lilian Lynch, press secretary for
Abrasax and conniving, backstabbing harpy. She was sitting on a bench, talking to someone who was hidden
from my view by a topiary bull. She didn't see me at first because her eyes were fixed on her companion.

"Look, just tell Max that I am handling it, and as for the Ariadne Key, I don't know--"
She cut herself off as soon as she saw me approaching.
"Why Miss Lily, you look stunning. Aren't you going to introduce me to your friend?" I said loudly.

As I took my final steps closer, her companion came into view, and I recognized him as the shit-kicker from
the flophouse, Mr. Bad Seed, albeit cleaned up and wearing a very expensive tuxedo that must have been
custom made to fit someone of his size so well.

"I've got to get going," he said to Lily as he stood up. "We'll talk more later."

That last line was meant for Lily, but he was looking at me when he delivered it. I was a tall guy myself, but
he towered more than a half-foot over me, easily, and he was no less intimidating in the monkey suit than he
had been covered in the flophouse manager's blood.

I stepped aside to let him pass and then took his seat on the bench next to Lily. She was a thin redhead in her
mid-thirties. Her skin looked like it was stretched too tightly over her body, like she was nothing but skin and
bones, and she always had very serious, almost worried look to her face. Her thin lips seemed frozen into a
permanent half-frown, and I don't think I had ever seen her smile or laugh. Her humorlessness made her seem
older than she really was, and the way you could see her skull so well-defined under her face always made her
look somehow macabre to me, like she was dying a prolonged and agonizing death from some disease.

I noticed a scrap of paper in her left hand. I tried to inconspicuously glance at it and saw that it was a
newspaper clipping of the "Woman found dead off Highway 77" article. She caught me looking and quickly
stuffed the paper into her purse.

I returned my eyes to her. She was draped in a tight red dress with a plunging neckline. Although she did not
appear entirely comfortable in it, it did show off her trim figure nicely. Between the dress, wearing her hair
down, and the smoky eyeshadow she had on, I wasn't lying when I called her stunning.

"I can't believe you actually had the balls to show up here tonight," she said with disgust, staring me down
with a pair of steely gray eyes.

"What do you mean? It's my sister's wedding."

"Yes, and a mere two days after you publicly accused your new brother-in-law, his family, and most of their
closest business associates of conspiring to misappropriate city funds."

"Yeah," I conceded, "But how could I pass this up? Especially since I heard single women get crazy horny
and desperate at weddings. And I just want you to know, if your hormones are telling you to do something
you're gonna regret in the morning, then baby, I am definitely willing to be your mistake."

Lily screwed up her face and mimed choking. "Ah, excuse me, Mr. Quetzal, but the thought of our skin
touching just made me throw up in my mouth."

I grinned and looked at her reproachfully. "It's okay, you're not at work anymore. You can drop the
hard-nosed flack routine and admit your true feelings."
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"Okay, then speaking truthfully, when I first met you I thought you were gay. It made you seem a lot more
interesting. Sometimes I like to imagine that you fake these pathetic attempts at fucking me just to stay in the
closet, like being a chauvinistic asshole is your beard. It helps me keep from jamming a letter opener into my
eye every time your number shows up on my caller ID."

I nodded and threw her a wink. "I get it, let's keep it professional. I'd only end up breaking your heart
anyways."

She rubbed her temples in exasperation. "Listen, D, it's been a long night. Just tell me what it's going to take
for you to leave me alone."

"An interview with your boss."

She guffawed loudly. "You can't be serious. Mr. Maxwell is very selective about the press he does. He won't
even give a personal interview to the Morning-Star."

"I'm way better than the Morning-Star."

"You write senseless drivel to fill space between the movie listings and the hooker ads in a cheap rag that
most people end up using to line their hamster cages."

"Yeah, but I look fucking suave doing it."

She rolled her eyes. "I can't tell if you put on this act intentionally to wear your adversaries down, or if you are
just legitimately retarded."

I gave her my best roguish grin. "Well if I can't talk to Maxwell myself, maybe you can tell me why you all of
a sudden won't take any calls about my story."

"Look, it's simple. I asked Mr. Maxwell for a statement regarding the accusations you were making, and for
some reason he told me to admit they were true. I have no idea why he did this, probably for the same reason
he does most things - because he was bored and thought it would be good for a laugh. At any rate, he lost
interest in your little story as soon as he hung up the phone with me, and he isn't likely to expend any more
time or energy on you."

She paused, chuckling to herself and shaking her head before continuing. "As for me, I am avoiding any
association with you for the same reason as everyone else in that ballroom. You're toxic, a pariah. No one's
going to stick their necks out for you. Even if what you wrote is true, you've made powerful enemies who are
going to tear you apart one way or another. And some of us are going to enjoy watching it."

I slumped down in the bench. "You know, Lily, you really are an epic fucking cunt."

"I may be a cunt, but at least I'm not a pussy," she sneered back and patted the top of my head
condescendingly as she stood to leave.

I turned to my right to see a shrub trimmed into the shape of an elephant standing on its hind legs, its front
legs raised up like arms. Setting my drink down on top of one of its front hooves, I took out my notebook and
jotted a few notes on what I had overheard of her conversation. I drew a big fat circle around the phrase
Ariadne Key.

When I finished, I took my drink back from the topiary elephant and tipped the glass to him in salutation.
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"Here's to you."

I staggered back through the ballroom, my head swimming from the booze, which had crept up stealthily and
then hit me all at once. My ears started ringing with a strange noise like the static crackle of radio interference
mixed with a faint but incessant whine of a feedbacking speaker.

Bits of conversation faded in and out as I weaved between the wedding guests.

"--in way over his head. The man has no business being in an executive-level position--"

"--shooting at Club Vox? It's the third one this month downtown. A bunch of savages, no matter how many
cops--"

"--fucking liberal crybabies with no idea what it takes to run a--"
"--only a matter of time before I make partner--"

"--did you see the nose dive their stock took--"

"--not to worry about re-election, no one's dumb enough to try to run--"

My stomach churned, and the feedback in my head suddenly spiked with a loud squeal. I put my head down
and barreled my way into the restroom.

Mercifully, it was empty. I stepped up to one of the sinks, braced myself against the counter with my arms,
and stared into the mirror. My nose was bleeding. I looked down and saw a few perfectly-round dots of deep
crimson had dripped onto the pristine white basin.

I leaned in and splashed a little water on my face, feeling my senses start to normalize and regain some focus
and clarity. I switched off the faucet and looked back at my reflection in the mirror. Then I heard giggling

coming from one of the stalls. It sounded like a woman's.

"Hey, keep it down in there," I called out. "Don't want any of these uptight country club types catching you
two getting nasty in there."

"No, it's not nasty - I'm alone in here," a woman's voice called back.
I perked up. "Um, that's actually a little nastier. And extremely hot."

The giggle returned, and the door to one of the stalls opened up. It was the girl I'd seen earlier in the motley
dress and black veil. "Eww, I wasn't doing anything in there. I was just hiding out."

"Hiding out in the men's room?" I asked.
She nodded emphatically. "Bathrooms are good places to hide out. They're quiet, and they're private. I started
hiding out in bathrooms back when I was, like, 13, and my dad would drag me to boring dinners in stuffy

restaurants with his boring friends."

"Yeah, but hiding out in the men's room?" I repeated.
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"Women linger longer and they're too chatty," she explained. "Men's rooms are quieter and more likely to be
empty."

"Fair enough."

The girl took a step closer, and I could see her more clearly through the veil. She was young, at most nineteen,
with short brown hair and a pixie-like face. Her skin was pale, but there was something exotic about her
features, implying she may have been of mixed ethnicity. She moved past me to the bathroom door and turned
the deadbolt.

"Why'd you lock it?" I asked.

"I saw you out there; you looked like you could stand to hide out a little yourself," she explained and started
back to the far end of the bathroom. She sat on the floor, her back propped up against the wall under a small
window. "Have a seat.”

"On the floor?"

"They keep things pretty clean in places like this," she said and patted the cold white tiles next to her.

I reached up to slide the window open before joining her. Then I fished a pack of smokes out of my pocket
and offered one to her.

"If we're gonna break the rules, we might as well do it right. Do you smoke?"

"Yeabh, all the time," she said as she took it and lifted her veil. I lit our cigarettes and then watched her take a
drag without inhaling. She held the smoke in her mouth for a second before spitting it back out in a messy
cloud. It was obvious she had never had one before in her life.

"So it looked pretty brutal for you out there," she said, trying to pose with the cigarette like a film star from
the thirties. "Everyone you walked past was staring daggers at you. I mean, it's obvious why they've got a
problem with me," she paused to indicate her dress, "but what'd you do to piss them off?"

I shrugged, then took a deep drag and held it in my lungs. "It's complicated."

"Ooh, mysterious," she replied. "I like that."

I smirked. "Besides, I never really fit in at things like this. I'm just here for my sister - to support her or
whatever, even if I do think her new husband is a raging douchebag."

She chuckled and took another phony drag. "So you're Jennifer's brother?"

I nodded. Then something clicked in my head; she definitely wasn't from our side of the family, and she was
too young to be Jenny's friend or a professional acquaintance, so...

"You must be related to Brad then, right?" I asked, wincing.

"Yeah. Well actually it's complicated, and a little awkward for me to be telling you," she replied as she leaned
forward conspiratorially. "The thing is, I'm actually married to Brad, too."

I laughed and half-choked on a mouthful of smoke. "You're kidding, right?"
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She shook her head. "Brad and I met in the islands three years ago. We fell madly in love and were married in
less than a month. Of course, his family disapproved and has never acknowledged it as valid. Still, they flew
me out here and are letting me live on the family estate just to keep me quiet."

She was clearly lying. I laughed again, not knowing how else to respond.

"So if you're Jennifer's brother, and I'm your sister's husband's secret other wife, are we related?" she
pondered. "What does that make us?"

"Strangers sitting on a bathroom floor," I said and flicked my cigarette butt into a urinal.

She laughed and slid closer to me. "Are you married?"

"Nope," I shook my head. "No wife for me, secret or otherwise."

"How about a girlfriend?" she pressed. "I saw you talking to Lilian Lynch, are you two together?"

I smirked. "No, Lily and I only know each other professionally. I'm trying to get an interview with her boss."
"Oh, you need to talk to Max?" she responded casually. "I can introduce you to him."

I did a double-take. "You know Dylan Maxwell?"

She nodded and reached into her purse to pull out a glossy rave card. One side was completely black. The
other side was dark red with white printing, showing an address, date, and time. "He'll be at this party
tomorrow night. You can be my date. Meet me there, and I'll introduce you."

I slipped the card into my jacket pocket, not really sure what to make of her. I watched her look down at the
barely-touched cigarette in her hand as if she had forgotten about it. She tossed it away, having lost interest,

then got up off the floor.

"Well, I gotta get going," she said, smoothing out her gown with her hands. "I'll see you tomorrow, right? You
better not stand me up."

I nodded my head. She crossed the bathroom and unlocked the door, then turned around to look back at me. "I
don't even know your name."

.
"Dee, like John Dee?" she asked.

"No, like A, B, C, D."

"Cool beans. I'm Columbine," she said with a wink and then opened the door.

"Of course." I grinned. She was gone.

5. Kind of a Douche, but Good for a Laugh

The next morning I called up my friend, Nick Unger, who worked for the police department. He agreed to
meet me at the Casbah, a glorious little dive bar a few blocks from my apartment. It opened first thing in the
morning, realizing the best drunks start early.
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By the time he showed up I was already deep into my third drink and trying charm the bartender, Maggie, into
comping my fourth. I was failing miserably as usual, but at least it was fun trying.

As soon as Nick walked through the front door, I slammed my palm down on the bar top. "Tricky Nicky!
Have a drink, brother!"

He slid onto the bar stool beside me and smiled warmly at the bartender. "Has this low life been giving you
grief, Maggie?"

She grinned at him. "Only since I opened the front door." Nick winked at her and ordered a half-pint of stout.
"Pansy," I scoffed and slammed the rest of my whiskey.

He shook his head. "God I miss you, you mad bastard. I can't imagine why Andrea won't let you come around
the house anymore."

I shrugged. "I know, it's like as soon as she started squirting out brood, she suddenly gets all uptight about
people starting fires in the middle of your living room."

"Imagine," he said as he raised his glass of beer.

I clinked my empty glass to his. "So guess who I ran into last night at Jenny's wedding?"
He shrugged.

"Brian Lopez."

He chuckled. "No shit. How is old Double-Dip?'

"Fat and sad," I replied while waving Maggie over for a refill. "And married to a smoking hottie. Well,
married or engaged or whatever."

Nick nodded. "I met her. They were at a Police Union dinner around the holidays. She's a butterface."
I arched my eyebrow. "She had a face?"

Maggie rolled her eyes while she filled my glass. Nick caught her glance. "I know, he's got no class, but what
are you gonna do?"

"Anyways," I continued, "she's way too hot for him, and that's not gonna end well. You just know that one of
these days he's gonna come home and find her with the pool boy or some shit."

"Or with the pool boy, the plumber, and the mail man, all taking turns," Nick said. "Buddy of mine went to
McKinley High with her, and apparently she had a reputation."”

"Well, whatever... Brian's a douche now anyways, so fuck 'em."

"Yeah, he's a douche. Actually he's always been a douche." Nick drained the last of his beer. "Come to think
of it, you've always been kind of a douche, too. But at least you're good for a laugh."

"I'll drink to that," I said, slapping a handful of bills down on the bar. "Next round's on me."
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"Uh oh, Maggie," Nick chuckled. "If D's actually buying me a round, he must need something."
I flashed him a wolfish grin. "Let's head back to the patio and have a smoke, yeah?"

We went outside. I lit up, and he took a deep breath of my second-hand. He quit when he entered the academy
and had to get his fix vicariously.

I showed him the article I clipped about the dead woman. "I need to know all there is to know about this."
He glanced at it and furrowed his brow. "What's to know? Some transient got scrubbed and left in a ditch on
the side of the highway. Best guess is that she was hitchhiker who got picked up and wouldn't pay the fare."
He bobbed his hand up and down in front of his pelvis to mime someone performing fellatio on him.
"There's really no ID, though? You couldn't match any fingerprints or dental records or biometrics and shit?"

He laughed and shook his head. "I don't think you really understand quite how those things work."

"So? I'm a journalist. It's not my job to understand things. I just ape the sounds other people make, like a
parrot.”

"Ape like a parrot - that's poetic, really." He chuckled then looked back at the article. "Look, there was one
possible ID, but we looked into it and it didn't pan out. I probably shouldn't even mention this, knowing you,
but one of the guys on the force thought he recognized her, said she looked like some lady who went missing
a while ago. He remembered seeing her in the papers a lot, she used to run a computer company."

I perked up at that last tidbit. "Really?" I pulled out my notebook and started scribbling.

"Settle down. We checked the dental records - yes, dental records," he groaned, "and she wasn't a match."
"Could the records have been faked?" I asked.

"Only if you're some kind of paranoid conspiracy theory nut job," he replied.

"Sweet, I'm in like Flynn."

"Why are you interested in this anyways?"

I took the clipping back from him. "Don't worry about it. You know me, I just like to poke my nose in other
people's business."

We went back inside and made small talk over one more round - long enough that Nick felt like he could
politely ditch me to get back to his real life.

I stopped him as he was getting up to go. "Hey, if you're free tonight, I could use someone to get my back at
this party."” I dug into my pocket and showed him the invitation that Columbine had given me.

"You need someone to get your back at a party?" he asked skeptically.

"Brother, you wouldn't believe the week I've had. I feel like I need a body guard just going down the street to
get a taco."

"I believe it. I still read your articles." He looked over the invitation. It read:
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LABYRINTHINE
ART i TECHNOLOGY i PERFORMANCE i INTERSECTIONS
SATURDAY, MARCH 13, 9:00 P.M.

2332 NORTH ALAMEDA AVE.

"This sounds a bit fruity," he said with a raised eyebrow. "You're really going to this?"
"Maybe. It's for work," I explained.

"I'll pass. As tempting as it may sound to babysit you at some poofy circle jerk, I'm just going to stay home
and nail my hot wife instead."

"No you won't. You have kids now, you're not nailing anything," I reminded him.
"Oh yeah," he said disappointedly. Then he glanced back at the card. "What's this symbol on the back about?"
"There's no symbol. The back's solid black."

He shook his head. "It's black ink on a black background. You have to hold it at the right angle to see it, like
the Metallica Black Album cover."

"Or White Light/White Heat."
"Yeah." He showed me. It was the crown-and-globe symbol again.

"I thought you were supposed to be an investigative journalist."

Jenny turned her nose up at me as I sat down, sniffing loudly and filling her nostrils with the strong alcohol
stink I was emitting. "So have you been drinking already this morning, or are you just still drunk from last
night?"

"A little of both," I said.

She peered at me disapprovingly over her iced latte. We were sitting at a table in front of a strip mall coffee
shop. Jenny was wearing huge gold-rimmed sunglasses and had a decent collection of shopping bags gathered
at her feet.

"Busy afternoon?" I asked.

"Just picking up a few things for Mexico. We leave tomorrow morning."

My attention was drawn away by a group of men in black jumpsuits standing around in the parking lot next to
a white van with the red Asterion logo painted on its side. It was hard to tell, but I thought one of them was

the same guy I'd seen on the Light Rail a couple days before, the one who'd been reading the paper.

Jenny seemed to notice my distraction and followed my gaze. "Is something wrong?"



by Moxie Mezcal 24

"No, it's just those Asterion guys seem to be everywhere now. I guess business must be booming."
"Yeah, we hired them last month to archive our old financial records," Jenny replied. "They came in and
hauled everything away, I was so happy to get all that empty space back. Of course it doesn't really matter
now, since I'm going to have to find a new job when I get back from the honeymoon.

"Anyways, I'm rambling," she admitted good-naturedly. "So what did you want to talk to me about?"

"I wanted to ask you about someone I met last night."

She bared her teeth ecstatically in a knowing grin. "Really? A woman, I presume."

"Settle down, it's not like that. She's just a girl who said she can help introduce me to Dylan Maxwell."
"Was it Natalie?" she asked.

"I don't know. She was wearing a motley dress and a black veil."

"Yep, that's Natalie," Jenny confirmed.

"She said her name was Columbine."

"Ugh, she's still doing that?" Jenny smacked her lips in disgust. "That seems so macabre and distasteful."

I paused. "Well, you know it has nothing to do with Colorado, right?"

Jenny ignored my comment. "She's Brad's cousin - James' daughter. She's kinda the black sheep of the family,
if you couldn't guess."

"Do you think she could really get me an interview with Maxwell?" I asked.
"If anyone can, it'd be her. They're good friends."

I pulled the rave card out of my pocket. "She told me to meet her at this party. I was kind of on-the-fence
about going - it really doesn't look like my kind of scene."

"You should go," Jenny said. "I think it would be good for you two to get to know each other. She's a good
kid, but she's - I don't know - lost, maybe. You could be a positive influence on her."

"Really?" I asked in a voice that plainly showed my surprise. I don't think my sister had ever described me as
being a positive influence on anybody.

Jenny nodded. "Yeah. Now, Brad may not be so enthusiastic. He was pretty worked up last night when he
heard that the two of you had locked yourselves in the men's room, but I assured him that Natalie isn't your

type and nothing probably happened."

I smirked, picturing him simultaneously clenching his jaw, his fists, and his sphincter as he imagined me
defiling his little cousin in myriad unspeakable ways on a filthy bathroom floor.

"So please don't fuck her," she added. "Not even to spite Brad."

I screwed up my face as if it was ludicrous to even suggest that. But secretly, if only for a second, the thought
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actually had crossed my mind.
"You still haven't told me what he thought of my article."

She shook her head. "Why do you keep asking? It obviously pissed him off, is it really that important for you
to hear it from me?" I grinned, enjoying watching her get wound up. She realized that was what was going on,
and it just made her angrier.

"Fine. You really want to know what he said about it? He thinks you just wrote it to get attention from me. He
thinks it's your weird, passive-aggressive play to sabotage our marriage, like you're trying to make me choose
between you and him. I told him that was crazy - that you wouldn't endanger your career and your
professional reputation over something as stupid and petty as that."

I kept my eyes downcast so as not to meet her gaze and instead focused on the black-on-black symbol on the
glossy rave card.

6. Labyrinthine

I showed up at the address on Columbine's invitation just before eleven; it was a converted warehouse in an
industrial zone on the city's north side. Since it was a Saturday night, everything else was empty for miles.
The parking lot was filled with sports cars, hybrids, and shiny suburban tanks. The door facing the parking lot
was open, spilling out muted lights and the din of yuppie chatter. It cast a somewhat foreboding aura over the
entrance.

The first thing I noticed as I approached was the beefy refrigerator in a rented tux blocking the doorway. The
second thing was the surveillance camera perched on the wall above his head.

I had stopped home and changed first, so I was sure I was dressed mostly appropriately for some rich
faux-hipster art party - charcoal gray pinstripe jacket over a TV on the Radio t-shirt, skinny cuffed jeans,
Docs, and a black fedora. I certainly didn't look any worse than the other idiots I saw filing in and out of the
door. I even had an invitation. So I was fairly confident I'd be able to gain admission to this thing without
incident.

"No, absolutely not," the doorman said, pressing a meaty palm into my chest.

"I was invited!" I said, exasperated. "I have documentation." I waved the rave card in front of his face.
"No dice."

I stepped aside to let a couple of aging goths through the door and wondered for a moment if the doorman
somehow knew who I was. Then I noticed the ear piece he was wearing and my eyes darted back to the
surveillance camera.

"Motherfucker," I spat and raised both arms to flip off the camera.

I didn't know it at the time, but at that moment Dylan Maxwell was sitting in front of a wall of monitors,
laughing his ass off.

I circled around the building, looking for some kind of alternate entrance. To my chagrin, all the windows
lined the top of the building over thirty feet above my head. Reaching the back, I found a series of roll-up
doors on the loading dock and one normal door that for didn't appear to have any handle or knob. It clearly
opened only from the inside.
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I cursed angrily under my breath, and just as I turned to descend the stairs off the loading dock, I heard the
door open behind me. I twisted my head to see a woman emerge, her thick, long hair dyed a vibrant shade of
purple.

She stood there, framed by the open doorway, looking statuesque and regal in a full-length black trench coat
with a the belt cinched tight around her waist, showing off the curve of her hips. She had large brown eyes
that seemed just a little too big and dark compared to the rest of her pale face. The rest of her features were
angular and severe. I guessed her to be around my age and of Eastern European descent.

I watched her with my mouth hanging open as she propped the door open and pulled a pack of cloves from
her pocket. Before I realized it, I had bounded back up the steps and pulled out my Bic to light her cigarette.
She leaned in to touch its tip to the flame, her eyes rolling up to look at me. Then she uprighted herself and
blew a steady stream of smoke into the night air.

"Thanks," she said.

I pulled out my own cigarettes and lit one for myself.

"Did you lock yourself out?" she asked with an amused grin.

"Nah," I explained, "the gestapo at the door wouldn't let me in, so I was looking for a way to sneak in."
"Really? Why wouldn't he let you in?"

"It's all political," I replied with a shake of my head. "Best not to worry about it."

"Political?" she repeated skeptically.

"Yeah, he's a dyed-in-the-wool Trotskyite, and I was trying to expound on the merits of Bakunin. I suggested
that a state apparatus might not be necessary for workers to manage the means of production, and he just lost
it."

Her grin spread wider. "So if I let you in, I'd basically be granting asylum to a political dissident in exile."

"Pretty much, yeah."

She took a few more drags of her cigarette in silence while looking me over, trying to decide what to make of
me.

The last third of her cigarette dropped to the ground, and she crushed it out under the ball of her bare foot.
"Okay, you're in," she said, taking me by the arm and leading me through the door. "I'm Violet, by the way."
llIlm D'H

"I thought you might be," she said nonchalantly. I looked at her inquisitively and wondered whether it was
just a coincidence that she had run into me back here.

She continued, "You're Col's friend, right?"

I nodded my head. "Have you seen her in there?"
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"Not yet, but I'm sure she's around."

She led me down a narrow hallway. I could hear the sounds of the party grow louder as we approached. We
emerged through a set of black curtains onto a small makeshift stage. In front of us was a stool and a simple
wire framework that looked like a crude skeleton of a person. The frame was partially covered by thin gold
strands draped delicately from anchor points on the wire, creating a kind of skin over the skeleton.

Violet removed her trench coat, revealing a thin, gauzy gold gown underneath that was more or less
completely see-through and clung maddeningly to the curves of her figure. Through the thin material, I could
make out what looked like big burn scars running along the entire left side of her body.

She sat on the stool and resumed her sculpture. She took a few small thin rods of glass and wrapped a long
gold stand around them, then delicately hung the whole piece with the others on the wire frame. She seemed
to be using the glass rods to give the work it's shape. The whole process looked impossibly intricate and
extremely unstable. A stiff breeze could have probably collapsed the entire structure.

I stepped off the stage and joined the small group of people who gathered to watch her work. She weaved the
strands together with gentle and precise movements. Her eyes were locked on her work with a singular
intensity.

I noticed that while she worked, her legs parted enough for the crowd to be able to see more-or-less clearly
between them. This realization made my cheeks turn red, and I wondered whether she realized it or not. Then
I saw the placard mounted at the base of the stage, giving the title of the installation: Sheela na Gig.

I stammered, "I probably should go find Columbine."

She turned to look at me, and I read in her face that she had all but completely forgotten I was there.

"Oh yeah, right. Have a good time tonight, D."

I walked away, filled simultaneously with the urges to break into a dance, rip out my own hair, and dump a
bucket of ice down the front of my pants.

The warehouse had been converted into a kind of futuristic art gallery teeming with pretentious cognoscenti,
faux-bo street punks, yuppies playing like they still have souls, hyper-affected eccentrics, and vapid beautiful
people dying to be seen.

Large black curtains had been hung to to create a labyrinthine system of walls. The entire layout seemed
designed to intentionally frustrate a guest's sense of direction. The floor was packed with art installations that
incorporated elements of video, audio, live performance, and technological props.

One was a giant wall of LED-lights projecting random words and phrases. As I walked closer to it, I realized
that the messages it displayed were actually snippets of conversations going on around it. The place must be
wired with hidden microphones, I guessed, that fed into a computer with a speech-to-text converter. I looked
around and saw several mics scattered about the space. I also found an alarming number of surveillance
cameras like the one at the front door.

Another installation allowed people to stand in front of video cameras and see themselves displayed on
monitors. Each monitor was labeled with a different disease: Jaundice, Shingles, Psoriasis, Proteus
Syndrome, Harlequin Ichthyosis. The images on the monitors were digitally manipulated to show what the
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subjects would look like with their respective afflictions.

At another, a jazz-fusion quintet performed, consisting of piano, tenor sax, trumpet, drums, and a DJ. They
changed the mood, tempo, and style of their playing based on the people who walked by. If a couple passed
while holding hands, the sax would blow a romantic theme. If a group of teenagers ran by, the drummer
would cut loose into a short, frantic solo.

Behind them, three graffiti artists stood on a scaffolding, spray painting a mural influenced by the mood of the
music. They sprayed slow, relaxed lines in blues and greens during mellow grooves. When the improvisation
sped up or took on irregular syncopation, they switched to orange, red, and yellow hues, waving their arms
frantically and haphazardly as they painted in large, bold strokes.

One installation was just a line of six stationary bicycles being ridden by guests wearing metal helmets,
earphones, and big clunky video goggles. Seriously.

Another consisted of a row of large wooden confessionals that looked like they'd been ripped straight out of
an old gothic cathedral. Inside, guests could kneel down and anonymously confess their deepest secrets into
an old-fashioned metal microphone, which, according to the informational placard, fed into high-powered
transmitters that broadcasted out to the wilds of space.

I finally came to a stop in front of an installation where two people stood on a platform in front of a row of
touch screens, each displaying thumbnails of various video clips. The two operators mixed the images
together into a montage, which was projected onto a large screen hanging over them. A nearby speaker stack
was blasting Of Montreal's "Id Engager" to provide them inspiration. I whistled at the operator on the left. She
looked up at me and smiled. It was Columbine.

She hopped down from the platform, giving someone else the chance to take over. "Hey, I was worried you
weren't gonna show."

"Yeah, well, fashionably late and all that."

She hugged me, which caught me a little off-guard. She was dressed a little more traditionally tonight,
wearing a pink Care Bears tank top with a black pleated skirt. rainbow-striped tights, and red zebra-print
boots. Jenny was right about her - definitely not my type, but cute all the same.

"Is Dylan Maxwell here?" I asked.

"I haven't seen him yet, but don't worry, he'll be here. In the meantime, I have some people to introduce you
to."

She hooked her arm around mine and dragged me away to a small chill-out area with plush couches and a
stainless steel coffee table, where we joined the goth couple who I had let past me at the door.

"D, this is Ilona and Aldous. Guys, this is the friend I was telling you about earlier," Columbine said by way
of introduction.

Ilona was Asian but had dyed her hair platinum blonde, almost translucent. I pegged her to be in her
late-forties, probably just out of high school when The Cure first hit the scene, and her face was caked with
dark, gothic makeup, and she wore a latex corset and a pair of tight pleather pants. Aldous looked as much as
ten years her junior. He was black with a goatee and tight, carefully styled dreadlocks. He wore a long-tailed
black velvet coat, a kilt, and colored contacts that gave him pink albino eyes.
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"Col mentioned me earlier?" I said while we settled onto one of the couches.

"Yes," Ilona said. "we were looking at one of the art pieces, which was about prostitution. We started talking
about the type of man who would visit a prostitute."

Aldous jumped in. "We were speculating whether some men actually need to feel such an overt monetary
control over a woman in order to get off. And then Columbine told us the story about how you met."

"Did she? And what exactly did she tell you?" I cast an inquisitive look at Columbine, but she was purposely
avoiding my gaze and clearly trying not to laugh. Which I decided didn't bode well for what I was about to
hear.

Ilona chimed in helpfully, "About how you two met in a bar and talked to each other for a good half-hour
before she realized that you thought she was a hooker. And then about how she played along, just to see what

the experience was like,"

"She told you all that?" I kept my eyes on Columbine, who ventured a peek at me out of the corner of her eye
while casually moving her hand to hide her irrepressible grin.

"Do you mind if we ask you a few questions about your prostitution habit?" Aldous asked eagerly.

I looked from him to Ilona and finally over to Columbine, who eyed me expectantly. "Of course he doesn't
mind," she blurted out from under her hand.

"Feel free," I answered with a shrug, deciding it might be good for a laugh.

"How often do you visit prostitutes, say within a given month?" asked Ilona.

"Anywhere from three times to a dozen, it depends."

"What's the most you've ever paid for sex?" chimed in Aldous.

"Once I spent 10,000A for a night with three Parisian hookers."

"What's the filthiest sex act you've ever paid for?" Ilona again, this time leaning in more closely.

I cast a sideways glance at her. "A bearded vicar. Look it up. It's vile."

Columbine snorted loudly, then quickly followed with a series of coughs, trying to play it off.

"You know," Aldous said conspiratorially, "Ilona sometimes like to play out prostitution fantasies with me.
She dresses up, goes out late at night, walks around the bad part of town for a while, and then I drive up in the
car and pretend like I don't know her. We've sometimes talked about letting her play it out for real."

Ilona jumped in, "I want to know what it feels like to be paid for having sex with a man for whom I have
absolutely no physical attraction or emotional feelings. I wonder if it would feel dirty or liberating... or

perhaps both."

The two of them looked at me expectantly, as if I was supposed to be saying something now. Then the light
bulb went on in my head, and I realized what they were getting at.

I turned to check on Columbine, whose eyes were as big as half-dollar coins and was primed to explode into
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laughter at any second.

Then I turned back to look Aldous square in the eyes, and then over to Ilona. "Absolutely." I handed one of
my business cards to Aldous. "Give me a call sometime. That's my cell number on the bottom."

"Janine!" Columbine cried out abruptly as she leaped up from the couch and waved her arms frantically at a
woman about twenty yards away. She grabbed me by the arm and yanked me up, exhibiting a surprising
strength for her petite stature.

"Excuse us, we have to say hello to someone," she said quickly through gritted teeth, running the syllables
together as if the whole sentence were just one long word, barely able to hold back the torrent of laughter
bubbling up from her gut. I held my hand up to the side of my face to mime a phone call with my thumb and
pinkie as she dragged me away.

"So what was that all about?" I asked Columbine while she hurried me across the room.

"They're just some old friends I wanted to mess with. You were perfect, by the way. I nearly peed myself."

The woman Columbine had been waving at was a middle-aged college professor-type. The two women
hugged each other, and then Columbine launched into introductions.

"You know, it's funny that you two should meet here because Janine's son Tim just started Seminary school,
while D just moved back here from Massachusetts after leaving Seminary."

"That is funny," I agreed and nodded my head, curious where she was headed.

Columbine turned to Janine and added, by way of explanation, "D got kicked out when he told them about his
decision to move forward with gender reassignment surgery."

Janine looked to me with surprise in her eyes. I just nodded my head in confirmation. "I guess they frown on
that sort of thing."

Things continued on like this as we circulated through the party and Columbine introduced me to everyone
she knew, which seemed like half of all the guests there. I spent the next ninety minutes posing as an
award-winning playwright, a drug smuggler, her husband, a CIA "operative" (which I'm pretty sure was
implied to mean assassin), and a descendant of deposed Russian aristocracy - depending on what the
conversation happened to turn to.

"Everyone lies as these things to make themselves seem more interesting," Columbine said by way of
rationalization. "I at least make the effort to come up with good lies."

I have to admit I did enjoy it, in a weird way. I had become impervious to surprise, deftly connecting with
whatever curve ball she lobbed my way. Which is why I was all the more taken aback when I heard her
introduce me as:

"This is my friend, D. He's a reporter."
I turned to see who she was talking to and instantly recognized him. Dylan Maxwell stood casually with his

feet apart and hands buried in his pockets, teeth bared in a huge Cheshire Cat grin. A few errant strands of his
chin-length jet black hair hung down in front of his pale blue eyes, giving him a rakish charm. Tall and lithe,
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he cut a striking figure in his black silk vest and matching tie over a blood red shirt with the sleeves rolled up
to his mid-forearm, black slacks, and a pair of red Chucks. The tennies, while clashing with the rest of his
outfit, were a kind of signature for him, and he was never without them - or at least that's what it said in all his
press materials.

"Pleased to meet you, D. My name's Max," he said, extending his hand.

"I know who you are, Mr. Maxwell," I replied as we shook. He had a surprisingly strong grip that belied his
slight build.

"Please, I really do insist you call me Max."

I wasn't usually one to lose my composure around the rich or famous, but when our hands clasped I felt an
undeniable electricity emanating from his skin. The loose, laid-back, and brazenly arrogant way he carried
himself made him come across as more like a rock star than a corporate exec, as countless others had observed
before.

He continued, "That's an interesting name you have."

"It's short for Dedalus, but try going through elementary school introducing yourself as that," I explained.

"I see. Were your parents mythology buffs?"

I shook my head. "My dad had a hard-on for Joyce."

"Ah, of course," he said, tilting his head back. "I should have guessed from your sister's middle name, Jennifer
Bloom." I was a little surprised by the mention of my sister, but I reasoned that it made sense for them to

know of each other.

Max lifted his hand and casually pointed his index finger at me - not accusingly, but in the easy-going manner
of someone accustomed to using his hands while speaking. "I read your article."

I couldn't help but crack a proud smile. "What did you think?"

"Loved it. I laughed so hard that I started crying." He replied with a good-natured smile. "I think it might have
been above some people's heads though. I've heard that you've caused a bit of an uproar. But that's the true
artist's burden, I suppose, to be unappreciated and misunderstood."

I wasn't sure if he was toying with me or if genuinely thought my article was supposed to be funny, but I
decided to take advantage of the topic. "Well a lot of people don't believe your company actually confirmed
that the e-mails I cited were real."

"Well, some people have just been around long enough to know you can't believe everything you read in the
paper," he answered in a way that was dismissive without seeming like it was, very polite and personal. He
gave me a wink, then turned away, clearly feeling he was done with the conversation.

I realized I was going to have to do something stupid to keep his attention. "You know, while we're on the
subject, I recently read something funny in the paper myself," I blurted out. "It was a story in yesterday's
Morning-Star that said a dead woman was found on the side of Highway 77."

Max stopped in his tracks - casually, not abruptly, keeping his posture relaxed and unconcerned. "I must have
missed that one," he said, the practiced evenness of his voice not betraying anything. "What was funny about
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it?"

"Well, they kept saying she was found in a ditch, but there wasn't anything about how you found her three
days earlier in the cabin of your private jet," I ventured in an increasingly adversarial tone. "You'd think that
would be the kinda of detail a good reporter would mention."

Max paused, allowing time for that Cheshire Cat grin to creep slowly back into his face. "But that's assuming
there are any good reporters left at the Morning Star." He broke out into laughter and slapped his hand against
my back like we were old friends. In spite of myself, I cracked a smile. I wasn't sure if I wanted to take this
guy out for a beer or punch him in his smug, pretty-boy face.

"Let's get out of here, and I'll show you where the real party is." Max turned to Columbine and continued,
"How does that sound, Col? Are you ready to go backstage?"

7. No One Wants to Toil in Obscurity

Dylan Maxwell (Max to his friends) was the president/CEO/founder/whatever of Abrasax, one of the most
successful dot-coms in the world and therefore one of the valley's largest employers and bona fide tax revenue
cash-cow. This in turn made him one of the most powerful and influential people in the city. An active
political fundraiser, patron of the arts, and venture capitalist - if you wanted to get anything done in this town,
at some point you'd find yourself on hands and knees kissing those old red Chuck Taylors.

But all that was really just incidental - the thing that truly defined Max was his rock star mystique. Young,
good-looking, charismatic, unconventional, and not afraid to say exactly what's on his mind, he had built up a
strange cult of personality around himself that was as much about style as it was about the substance of
Abrasax's business.

Anyone who ever wrote about the company said the same thing - Max ruled Abrasax with an iron fist. He
personally oversaw everything from user interface and QA to design aesthetic and marketing campaigns.
Employees evoked his name in debates like parish priests citing chapter and verse. The question wasn't
good-or-bad, right-or-wrong - it was what will Max think?

As we got to know each other, he explained the situation to me like this: "It's not that dissent isn't tolerated. It
just simply doesn't exist."

He gave me an example. "Say I pull some new concept out of my ass at the weekly executive meeting, some
gem like 'user behavioral metrics' or 'achieving psychosocial harmonization' or whatever nonsense springs to
mind. By the end of the day, you'll hear that same phrase echoing the halls throughout the entire campus.
Everyone will be parroting it from the lowest mail room intern to the CFO's mistress."

But Max's professional life was only one part of the intricate personal mythology that had built up around
him. The tales of excess and debauchery in his personal life were legendary. Max fucked the most beautiful
people, ate at the most expensive restaurants, thoroughly trashed the most exclusive hotel rooms, and puked
up the most exquisite liquors - all within conspicuous range of the camera's lens. He was like Keith Moon
reincarnated with Bill Gates' bankroll in the age of TMZ. Tabloids and local bloggers ate his shtick up, further
propagating and embellishing the myth.

Even his back story morphed and evolved to service the myth. The canonical version went like this:
Dylan Maxwell was a native of the city born into a solidly upper middle class family. His mother was an

orthodontist, his father an accomplished composer who experimented with electronic music and had scored a
few moderately successful films. He showed an interest in computers from an early age, encouraged by his
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father who was himself quite the technophile and always had the latest equipment for his son to tinker with.
By the time Max entered high school he already had a lucrative part-time business designing web sites and
software applications for local companies. He quickly expanded this gig to include security consulting by
hacking into the sites of several major banks and government agencies, then telling them about it and offering
to help them fix the vulnerabilities.

At the age of 16, Max passed the equivalency exam and dropped out of high school. This allowed him to
devote himself to his computer work full time. He tried taking a few college courses but lost interest in them
quickly. By the time he turned 18, he had turned down multiple offers for jobs and scholarships and instead
decided to travel abroad. This was where the official record got hazy.

There were a number of outlandish stories of his two years overseas; talk to a dozen different people who
profess to know, truly know Dylan Maxwell, and you'll get a dozen different accounts, each more preposterous
than the last. From what I could deduce reading between the lines, he first spent half a year backpacking
through Europe, then spent the rest of the time in southeast Asia where he studied for some indeterminate
period in a Tibetan monastery.

Aside from that, the story was a Choose Your Own Adventure. Turn to page 23, Max loses his virginity to a
window hooker in Amsterdam while tripping on LSD and mushrooms, and the experience is terrifying to both
parties involved. Turn to page 32, Max falls madly in love with a teenage ladyboy in Bangkok. Turn to page
42, Max gets in a bar fight in the eastern side of Berlin with a group of skinheads and ends up slicing open
one's throat with a broken whiskey bottle. Turn to page 66, Max joins up with an underground sect of Kali
worshipers and participates in at least one ritual killing. At a certain point, I began to suspect that Max was
deliberately leaking misinformation, but he vehemently denied this, instead preferring to compare the retelling
of his life story to a game of Japanese Whispers.

In the end, all that really mattered was that the Max who returned to his home town two years later was no
longer the shy, introverted kid who would rather stay inside pouring over lines of code than go outside and
play baseball or talk to girls. The new Max wasted no time in making the rounds to potential investors to pitch
his new startup, Abrasax.

Initially just a search engine, the company quickly expanded its reach to include e-mail, social networking,
online storage and hosting, software development, and finally the web-based operating system Envisage that
moved the user's entire computing experience onto Abrasax's servers. Max promoted it as giving users the
freedom to access their documents and run their applications anywhere, any time, and on any computer.
Critics complained that Abrasax would share user's data with advertisers to help target their marketing and in
the process drive up Abrasax's own fees. However, the company's overwhelming surge in users and ad
revenue ensured that critics were swiftly marginalized.

Max led Columbine and me to a remote part of the warehouse through a confusing series of twists and turns
that I couldn't have possibly replicated. I would have sworn for a while it felt like we were just going in
circles, except we never passed the same point twice. We finally arrived at a dead end wall - a real solid wall,
not just more black curtains. It had three doors, each a different color - red, black, and white. There was a
small white plastic placard affixed to the wall between the first and second doors, which read:

Gallery of Locked Doors

Or, Bell Out of Order

In the lower right corner was the same small crown and globe symbol from the back of the rave card.
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There was another group of people looking at the gallery - two couples, visibly drunk, laughing hysterically as
they tried unsuccessfully to open the doors, twisting and yanking on door knobs and knocking repeatedly.
They straightened up as they saw us approach and started to walk away.

As he passed me, one of the men said, "Good luck."

Once they turned the corner, leaving no one in sight but the three of us, Max pulled out an old-fashioned bit
key made out of red metal. He slid it into the lock of the red door and turned the knob. It opened, and he
stepped to one side to let us through.

"Who needs luck when you've got a key?" I said as I passed him.

"Precisely,”" Max said, tapping the butt of the key to my chest.

The door led to a descending flight of stairs. As we started down, I asked Max, "What's that symbol about on
the placard out there?"

"That's the symbol for the Highwater Society. It lets us know where to find each other," he answered.

"And what exactly is the Highwater Society?" I pressed.

"You're about to meet them."

The stairs brought us into a large, dimly-lit room adorned lavishly in reds and blacks. One side was a lounge
area with a wet bar where about twenty people were hanging out - all young, beautiful, and immaculately
dressed, drinking and talking too loudly in the way that only people who are desperate to be noticed can, like
they are daring you not to eavesdrop.

Brian was there. So was Lily. Neither seemed happy to see me.

Columbine walked over to the bar and greeted Lily with a hug. Max exchanged brief greetings with a few of
the other guests before being approached by a short man with prematurely thinning hair in an ostentatiously
expensive suit.

"It's getting late. When do we start?" he asked testily as he tapped his watch.

Max reached out to pinch his cheek and cooed condescendingly, "Patience, Peterman. I have to be a gracious
host and show my guest around."

"We've been waiting here for two hours," the other man responded.

"Then I'm sure you can wait a little bit longer. In the meantime, why not try enjoying yourself a little?
Everyone else seems to be," Max replied, and then added with a vicious grin, "And if you get really bored, I'm
sure Lilian will be happy to entertain you."

"How am I supposed to do that?" Lily asked.

Max formed his lips into an "O" and held his right hand up in front of his mouth, curling his fingers into a
circle and jerking it back and forth rhythmically while digging his tongue into the inside of his cheek to mime

a blowjob. Lily fumed silently, not daring to fire back at her boss.

Max let out a small chuckle and led me by the arm to the far side of the room, which was dominated by a wall
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of video monitors, mixing boards, and other heavy-duty A/V equipment. The monitors displayed feeds from
the surveillance cameras in the main art galleries. Six people sat in a row in front of the monitor bank, each
wearing a pair of headphones that were plugged into the mixing consoles and presumably wired into the
microphones upstairs.

Three of them were clustered in a group, obviously drunk and having a laugh. They giggled and commented
back and forth playfully on what they were seeing and hearing.

Another was a serious young woman who was watching with a furrowed brow and scribbling notes furiously.
Venturing a guess, I decided she looked like an anthropologist or sociology grad student doing research for
some kind of dissertation or whatever it is that people who actually went to college do.

The man at the far end was obviously getting his jollies off. All of his monitors were tuned into cameras
showing young women, and he had one hand buried discreetly under the mixing desk.

The man at the central console was older than the rest, with salt-and pepper hair and a strange blue birthmark
on the bridge of his nose that was shaped kind of like a question mark. He sat back in his chair as if to take in
as much as possible; he looked like a king surveying his kingdom. I stepped in for a closer look. His eyes
darted to and fro quickly, jumping from one screen to the next in a seemingly random sequence.

I felt Max move in behind me. "That's Ben Garza. You should step back. Watchers rarely like it when they're
the ones being watched."

I picked up one of the free headsets, which was plugged into a jack labeled Confessionals, and raised it to my
ear. A woman's voice came through sounding raw and sullen, as if she had been crying. There was something
familiar about it. She said, "I wonder if I ever even had a chance of being happy. Like if I had made different
choices, if I hadn't fucked things up so bad, would it have made a difference? I wonder if there's some other
world out there, some alternate universe where I ended up happy."

I realized why it sounded familiar - it sounded a lot like Lily. I looked back over my shoulder and saw her
sitting next to Columbine. The two of them were laughing wildly, each holding a martini glass, as they chatted
like good friends.

I glanced back at the video monitors and caught a brief glimpse of one of the feeds, a grainy, monochrome
image washed in blue. It showed a man sitting on the edge of a bed in a nearly empty room. A digitized

numeric display in the bottom right corner read: 00033.

I suddenly felt light-headed and took a couple steps back from the console, letting the headphones drop from
my grip. Max reached out a hand to help stabilize me.

I closed my eyes and tried to regain my bearings, muttering, "Jesus Christ, the bum was right."
"Pardon?"

"I met a bum on the train a couple days ago - wild orange hair, crazy blue eyes. He said he used to work for
you and was ranting about how you were spying on people."

Max smiled indulgently. "Spying implies a violation of trust, an assumption of privacy that is betrayed. We
made no secret about the surveillance methods upstairs, so there is no assumption of privacy. Our equipment

is in plain sight, and many of the art pieces themselves used it as an integral part."

"In other words, you 're saying it's okay to invade someone's privacy as long as you give some notice,
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however perfunctory."
"I'm saying that privacy as you understand it has become an archaic concept."

I smirked. "Of course you would say this. You've made selling your customers' private information into a
business model."

Max scoffed, then responded in a raised voice, taking on an almost professorial tone. "People willingly give
my company access to their information when they use our products. We take that information and use it to
give them the best possible customer experience. I make no secret of my company's business practices. And
I'm sure anyone who complains about the price of gas in an e-mail and then suddenly sees an ad for the latest
hybrid car knows exactly what I'm doing."

"Spare me the corporate spiel," I groaned. "What about the people that don't want you tracking what they buy
and what sites they look at and what they talk about in their e-mail?"

"Then they can patronize our competitors," he replied dismissively. "Or realistically, they should stay off the
internet altogether."

"Are you serious?"

"Very serious," he replied, and I realized he was no longer talking to just me - the rest of the room was
listening as well. "The web has truly become the great democratizer of information in the most literal sense of
the word - rule of the people, plural. Information is no longer the sole property of any one person. The
question isn't why shouldn't you have the right to keep things to yourself? It's why shouldn't your business
partners, your employers, your friends and family have the right to know who you really are?"

"I call bullshit," I said. "Even if you accept that argument, it's only valid based on the assumption of a social
good. But what's the social good in all this?" I pointed at the monitors.

"The same social good that exists in any real art - purification of the human soul. Hold a mirror up and make
us confront who we really are."

"Now I really call bullshit."

Max laughed. "Let me put it to you this way - I put forth to you that the age of surveillance is only a symptom
of the new hyper-narcissism that has infected our collective reality tunnels. We invite the surveillance cameras
into our homes because they are proof that someone is paying attention to us.

"Let me give you an example. You criticized my company for collecting users' personal data, but people are
voluntarily and intentionally sharing the most intimate minutiae of their lives everyday, and they love doing.
Even as we speak my phone is being bombarded by tweets, e-mails, blog posts, and social network status
updates from personal and professional acquaintances. Privacy is passé; it simply no longer exists as a social
value. No one wants to toil in obscurity. Fame has become the new social currency of the 21st century. In the
19th century the struggle was between the working class and the ruling class over the means of production. By
the end of the 20th century, the paradigm was made obsolete by new classes - the leisure class, the creative
class, the consumer class. Now there's a whole new emerging class bringing another sea change, the celebrity
class. Suddenly we have an entire stratus of people who are famous just for being famous. It doesn't matter if
you aren't the most talented, or the most virtuous, or even the most beautiful, as long as people know who you
are. We've built a brave new world where every man and woman can be a star."

His eyes locked in on mine as he presumably waited for me to respond to the depth and profundity of his
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argument.

"Jesus, are you still talking?"

Max broke into a chuckle and threw an arm over my shoulder.

"Brave New World, huh? That is the second Huxley synchronicity I've had tonight."
"Every one belongs to every one else," he quoted.

"Whatever. I just want you to tell people that I didn't lie in my article. Help me take some private information
and hand it over to the masses," I said, relishing the chance to throw his own bullshit back in his face.

Max sucked on his teeth and made a disinterested expression. "I gave Lilian my statement, which she relayed
to you accurately. I don't really have any interest in pursuing the matter further."

I didn't let up. "Why did you give me your statement in the first place?"

"Because, D, life is a game. And sometimes, to keep things interesting, you have to change the rules."
"I don't get what you--"

Suddenly, I felt a presence behind me. "We're all set, boss," said a loud, deep male voice.

I turned to see the man from the flophouse towering over me - the Bad Seed. He was wearing a black t-shirt
with a distorted image of a bull that I recognized as a detail from Guernica.

"Ah, Saint Anthony. Always impeccable timing," Max said.
The two men shook hands, then the larger man hooked his thumb in my direction. "What's he doing here?"

"Oh, don't worry about him. He's a journalist," Max said, putting a derisive emphasis on the last word. "Mr. D
Quetzal, I'd like you to meet Saint Anthony, my special advisor."

"Special advisor? What's that mean? And what the fuck kind of name is Saint Anthony?"

"It's a nick name," Max explained. "He's had it for years, on account of him being such a devout Catholic."
"Yeah, I bet," I scoffed.

"Saint" Anthony stared me down like he was two seconds from kicking the holy fucking shit out of me.

Max clapped his hands together to get the attention of the entire room. "Everybody upstairs. Curtain time in
ten minutes."

"We're going back to the art show?" I asked.

"No," Max replied. "I mean all the way upstairs."

8. Everyone Needs a Good Scare, Now and Then
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I stood on top of the warehouse's roof, watching about three dozen of the city's best and brightest stand around
and freeze their asses off. And, truth be told, I was enjoying the spectacle, even though it meant I was freezing
my own off right along with them.

The anemic, refugee-thin heiresses shivering in their barely-there party dresses. The effete dot-com executives
in thousand-dollar "distressed" jeans trying to look unaffected by the cold that's cracking their lips and
shriveling their dicks. It warmed my spiteful, jealous little heart.

Columbine was busy circulating through the crowd, handing out sheets of paper, one a head. When she
finished, she came over to sit with me on the parapet.

"What's this all about?" I asked as I grabbed one of the leftover sheets off the stack on her lap.

"This is tonight's game," she explained. "Scavenger hunt."

I looked down at the paper in my hands, which contained a list of items neatly printed in three evenly-spaced
columns. The items were pretty far out there, things like an albino, a monkey's paw, a transgender prostitute,
an original Matisse, a three-legged dog, a pickled punk, an ounce of heroin, and a human spleen.

"Scavenger hunt?" I repeated skeptically.

"Yeah. You have to try to find as many of the things on this list as you can and bring them back."

I rolled my eyes. "Yes, I understand the concept of a scavenger hunt. I'm just wondering why a group of
grown adults - the city's richest and most powerful bright young things, no less - would spend their Saturday
night on one."

I heard footsteps behind me on the parapet, and then a new voice joined our conversation. "Imagine you were
filthy rich, richer than any human being has any right to be. You can literally do and have anything you want.
You've traveled the world, had the dirtiest sex imaginable, imbibed the filthiest narcotics. What would you do

for kicks when you grow tired of the same old thrills?"

I craned my head to the right and saw Max standing atop the parapet, hovering over my head. He grinned like
a deranged Japanese oni, the cold night air turning his breath visible as it streamed out of his nostrils.

"All right, kids, listen up!" he called out to everyone on the rooftop. "We're going to get started. I trust you've
all had a chance to look over the list for tonight's game. I see a few new faces, so let me bring you all up to
speed.

"The object is simple - whoever brings back the most items from your list by sunrise is the winner, and
whoever brings back the least is the loser. Aside from that, there are no rules. Steal, lie, cheat, break and enter,
wander around the bad parts of town, work your connections, get your assistants out of bed, cash in all your
favors."

"So, what exactly do you get for winning?" I interjected.

He dug a small red metal box from his pants pocket. It was rectangular in shape, no more than five inches
long and two high. "The winner gets what's inside this box,"

"And what's that?" I pressed.

"I swear to you, we didn't script this," Max said as an aside to his audience. A few light chuckles rippled
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through the crowd. "To find that out, D, I guess you'll just have to win."
"I guess so," [ replied. "And what if I lose?"
Max turned to smile at me once more, but this time he didn't offer any further explanation.

"Weatherman says the sun rises just after seven. You have five hours give-or-take, children. I suggest you get
moving."

As everyone else cleared off the roof, Max put a hand on my shoulder, indicating that he wanted me to stick
around. I noticed Saint Anthony and Lily were also not moving to leave - Anthony's hand gripping her wrist
tightly, her head hung sullenly.

Max paced back and forth along the parapet while his eyes darted back and forth among the three of us, that
grin of his still fixed in place. This went on for several minutes, even after the last of the other guests had left.
The three of us just stood there in the cold and waited for Max to do something. I was miserable, Anthony
didn't even seem to notice the weather, Lily was shivering so hard I thought her bones were going to shake
right out of their sockets, and Max looked like he was savoring every second of it.

Eventually, I decided I was sick of listening to Lily's teeth chatter, so I slipped off my jacket and offered it to
her.

"No!" Max yelled. "Everyone will remain dressed exactly the way they are."
I held out the jacket to Lily again, but she refused it, keeping her worried gaze fixed on her employer.

"Look at this thing," Max declared, stamping his foot on the parapet. "Ridiculous." His eyes returned to us just
long enough to make sure he had our full attention. "What purpose does it serve? Think about it. Would it
really be so dangerous to have just a plain flat edge? Is this little bit of wall going to actually save lives?"

I shrugged.

Max continued, "And if someone is actually dumb enough to fall off the side of a building, are we as a species
really better off with that person alive and procreating? So much of our energy is expended
styrofoam-padding and sterilizing our existences to protect us from ourselves, from our own humanity.

"We realize just how hopeless and fatalistic our human condition is, how we are at the mercy of forces beyond
our control. So we try to trick ourselves into a false sense of security by dreaming up phantom perils, harmless
straw men that we can build a wall around or bury under concrete and feel like we have control over our
destinies.

"We pass more laws, we arm more cops, we build more prisons, and we lock up more of our neighbors in the
name of our own freedom. Our fear of death drives us to poison ourselves with 'medicines' that at best only
postpone the inevitable. And to what end? We still die of cancer, we still get sick - sometimes as side effects
of the very drugs we take to keep us well. We still crash cars. We still make war. So where has all this gotten
us as a species?"

"It's gotten me freezing my nuts off on a roof like a dumbass, wondering what the hell you're talking about," 1
offered.

"I'm talking about changing the rules of the game, D," Max replied. "If you don't make peace with your own
mortality, you'll never know what it's like to truly be alive. The indigenous people who originally lived in this



by Moxie Mezcal 40

valley had a tradition of the vision quest - going out into the wilderness with nothing, surviving by your own
wits, proving your worth as a human being and discovering who you really are in the fundamental core of
your soul. But we've paved over the wilderness and blanketed the starry sky with GPS satellites. How many
times have you actually stared your own death in the face, D?"

He paused more for effect than to actually give me a chance to answer, then launched right back into it.

"We as a society have made it too easy on ourselves, and it has made us fat and dumb and unimaginative. We
sit in our offices and watch our TVs and plan for retirement and take out insurance policies and go on sad
little stage-managed vacations, just not anywhere too dangerous or dirty, and we make sure we are all wearing
our government-approved safety helmets and carrying our health plan cards in case something goes wrong.
All that mad, innovative passion that elevated us above all other forms of life has been allowed to atrophy. We
have stopped natural selection from purifying the species because deep in our heart of hearts, we are all
terrified that we won't make the cut.

"Changing the rules of the game is the only way to survive, to prevent being overtaken by a hungrier, more
inventive competitor. We need to rediscover the exhilaration of painting ourselves into a corner that we don't
know we'll get out of, of having our mettle tested with everything on the line. We need to remember how to
feel the joy of the truly uncertain outcome. We need to gaze into the abyss."

"I still don't understand what that has to do with what we were talking about."

"D, you wanted to know why I asked Lily to admit those e-mails were true, and I am telling you. You also
asked me why a bunch of spoiled rich kids would waste their Saturday night on some dumbass scavenger
hunt, and I'm telling you that, too. Everyone needs a good scare put into them now and then. Including the

Highwater Society. Including me."

I thought back to his reaction to my article - how he acted like it was some kind of joke, something to amuse
him. Like a game.

"Why don't you tell Anthony and Lily about that funny thing you read in the paper?" Max asked, shaking me
out of my own thoughts.

"Alright, well it was--" I started.

But Max interrupted me, his eyes growing big and wild, "No, tell them about it from up here."

He extended his hand to help me up onto the parapet. It was just shy of a foot wide. I looked over the side and
saw how high up were were, which was about the equivalent of a three-story building. I was suddenly very

fucking aware of my own mortality.

"Don't worry, it's perfectly safe up here," Max said. "And we're not even that high up, anyways. There's a
chance you might not even die if you fell. So anyways, you were saying."

I turned to address Anthony and Lily, "You know that article you two were looking at last night? The one
about the woman found in a ditch? I know that he--" I pointed at Max "--moved her there after he found her in

his private jet at Hastings Airfield."

Saint Anthony stepped toward me with an open look of astonishment on his face. "How the fuck could you
possibly know that?"

"Good question. D seems to know a lot of things he shouldn't, these days," Max shot back. Though he seemed
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to be addressing Anthony, his gaze was fixed on Lily. "Between that and certain e-mails he published in his
paper, it seems someone is providing with quite a bit of privileged information."

"He was also there on Thursday night, when I went to find Cobb," Anthony added. I perked up, taking note of
the name: Cobb.

"Really?" Max looked at me, his face exaggerating his astonishment like a true showman. "You are full of
surprises, my new friend."

Max then began inexplicably to sway side-to-side, gently at first, but gradually more pronounced. He then
raised his hands up as if holding an invisible partner and started dancing. "I don't know what's come over me.

Something about the starlight. I feel like dancing."

He started humming a tune as he danced a simple waltz along the parapet. After a going a few measures solo,
he looked over to Lily. "Care to join me, Lilian?"

She shook her head, but Anthony nudged her forward.
"You used to love to dance," Max beckoned.
"She said she doesn't want to," I interjected.

"This doesn't involve you," Max replied as he helped Lily up. "If you want to dance with someone, dance with
Anthony."

Max and Lily danced simple steps, as much as the limited space on the parapet would allow. I felt my heart
thumping inside my chest.

"Good, now spin," Max said as he extended his arm over Lily's head, keeping their hands locked together.
She obeyed, carefully rotating herself around with precarious foot maneuvers. Max reeled her back in and
held her close to himself. I held my breath while watching it, wanting to jump out and grab hold of her, but
fearing any sudden movement would throw off her balance.

"Good," Max said gleefully. "Now dip."

He suddenly dipped her backwards, off the side of the building, before whipping her back the other way and
throwing her off the parapet into Anthony's waiting arms.

I let loose a dizzying flurry of profanities at Max as he stepped down onto the roof.

"That was fun," Max said, ignoring my outburst. "But we're still no closer to learning who D's source is."
"Look," I said, stepping off the parapet myself. "Lily had nothing to do with me finding out about those
e-mails or anything else. If it makes you feel better, know that she has been nothing but a massive pain in my
ass from the moment I met her."

My eyes met Lily's, who suddenly looked vulnerable and human - probably for the first time in the years I've
dealt with her. There was something else, though, something more to her expression that felt unnatural to see

in her. Then I realized what it was - she looked grateful to me.

"Besides," I added, turning back to Max, "you wouldn't believe how I found out about the woman in your
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"Try me," he replied with a shrug. "You'd be surprised how much I'll believe."

Iinhaled deeply. "I saw it all in a dream."

I paused to see how they would react, but no one said anything. I explained about the dreams I'd been having,
about watching Max go into the airplane and find the woman holding the necklace. Lily looked confused.
Anthony looked incredulous. Max looked intrigued.

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard," Anthony said.

"Yes," Max replied. "Too stupid to be a lie. If he was going to make something up, even a man of his limited
vision could come up with a more believable story. At the very least I believe that that's what he believes."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

Max answered me with another question, "How is it that you are having dreams about something that
happened to me?"

"I honestly have no idea. I didn't even think anything of them until I saw the story in the paper. Somehow I
knew as soon as I saw it that it was the same woman, and I knew instinctively that my dream was true."

Max stood silently pondering this information for a good minute or two, looking me over skeptically.

"I'll make you a deal," he finally said to me. "If you can give me a credible explanation as to why you are
having that dream, then I will make all your legal troubles with your job go away. I will back your story to the
letter."

"What's a 'credible explanation?"" I asked.

"Something that makes sense instinctively, something that clicks the way your dream did when you read that
article."

"And if I do, you'll just make everything better like that?" I snapped my fingers. "Like it's just another game
to you?"

"When you've had the life I've had, you realize the whole world is a game."

"What happens when you lose?" I challenged.

Max placed a hand on my back and started back towards the door to the stairwell leading downstairs. "That's
right. You wanted to know about the game's loser, and I never properly answered. Why don't you ask
Jirgen?"

I looked at him blankly.

"Your hobo friend with the orange hair," he explained. "Yes, he did in fact work for me."

"What happened to him?" I asked. "How did he end up on the streets?"

Max's smile suddenly took on a new menace - subtle, but undeniable. "He lost one of my games, of course."
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I let a single chuckle slip past my lips, as if he might be joking.

He rebuked, "Victory is hollow without the possibility of defeat. If the stakes aren't high, if you're not playing
for keeps, then it's all just masturbatory self-indulgence."

We found Columbine waiting for us downstairs.
"Miss Columbine," Max said. "Were you waiting for me or for tall, dark, and snarky?"
"Him," she said as she hooked her arm around mine.

"Of course," Max said with a nod. "And why not? See how he rocks that hipster-Philip-Marlowe look with his
rumpled coat and slightly askew hat." He reached out to fuss with my hat a little. "I hope you don't mind if I
walk you two out."

"Not at all," I said, knocking his hand back from my head.

Anthony and Lily also followed a few paces behind as Max led us through the art party towards the the back
of the building. The party was winding down, most of the guests had left and a few of the installations were
already coming down.

We came upon Violet and her sculpture, which was almost finished. It was a woman sitting on a rock,
lounging casually and looking at herself in a hand mirror. There of course weren't fine details, given the media
used, but the figure was very fluid in its lines and structure. It was beautiful.

"Hang on, I want to just see this before we go," I said as I moved to join the group of people still watching
Violet work and admiring the finished product.

The others stepped in behind me. Anthony wedged himself between some people to get closer, stepping on a
man's foot in the process.

The man and Anthony exchanged some words. The other man got in Anthony's face, apparently remembering
some terrible advice from his childhood about standing up to bullies. Anthony pushed him back like a you
would swat away a fly. The man came back and tried to shove Anthony, who promptly lifted him off the
ground and tossed him away like a rag doll. Unfortunately, the man landed right on Violet.

It all seemed to happen in slow motion, although I was frozen in place and unable to react. The man flew into
her with a tremendous force, knocking her off her stool and face-first into her sculpture. She ended up

crumpled in a heap on the floor on top a pool of shattered glass and torn gold threads.

I leaped on stage to help her to her feet. Shards of glass had torn through her gown and implanted themselves
in her skin. Small beads of red dotted her body.

Suddenly there was applause. I turned to see Max clapping. Others in the crowd looked at him, and then
joined in.

Violet, standing at my side, took a bow.

"To create is sublime, as is to destroy. If we are not willing to destroy the beauty we have created, we become
slaves to it," Max expounded.
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"Fuck this," I rejoined.

BOOK TWO

The Woman in the Airplane

PLAYLIST

Good Woman | Cat Power

Light Rail Coyote | Sleater-Kinney

Stella | Ida Maria

Great Gig in the Sky | The Flaming Lips + Peaches
Still Walking | Throbbing Gristle

In the Aeroplane over the Seal Neutral Milk Hotel

9. A Good Man

Through the diner window I could see the sun beginning to peek out from behind the mountains, and I
groaned, "Fuck, is it really morning already? I need more coffee."

Columbine didn't respond and instead continued slurping the last vestiges of orange juice through the straw
poking out of the oversized glass in front of her. The sound was extremely irritating, but she had such a
blissed-out expression that I didn't have the heart to ask her to stop.

"Let me get this straight," she said when she was finally satisfied that the glass was dry. "If you can explain
why you're having the dreams about the dead woman Max found in his plane, then Max will confirm your
article was true so no one can sue you anymore. And so you're going to try to figure out who she is and solve
her murder, and you think that will somehow explain your dream."

"That's about right," I confirmed, tapping my fingers restlessly on the formica table top. "It sounds kinda
crazy, when you say it like that, huh?"

"It's absolutely bonkers," she replied with relish. "But I guess you can't help that. We're all mad here. I'm not
all there myself."

"Cute," I smirked, and tried once more in vain to flag down our waiter so I could get a refill on my coffee.

We were having breakfast at an all-night diner called Sunny Side Up. Columbine recommended it; it was a
popular hipster hang out that used only organic ingredients and had vegan menu items. The booths were tiny
and cramped, the wait staff was snobby, and the décor hovered somewhere between hipster-ironic and
just-plain-tacky. It was a little much to deal with on no sleep. My plan for coping was to chug down as much
sustainably-grown, fairly-traded coffee as I could fit inside me.

Unfortunately, our waiter - a young college kid with a neck beard, giant flesh tunnels in his ears, and a
practiced air of disaffection - seemed more interested in flirting with the redhead a few tables over from us
who had clearly ingested enough ecstasy to kill an elephant. Her body lolled about dreamily like her bones
had turned to limp noodles, causing her thin white-girl-dreads to flop about wildly. And she had so much
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metal pierced through her face that I kept worrying that the weight from it all was going to become too much
for her in this debilitated state, and sooner or later she'd lean too far forward past the tipping point and get
pulled down face-first into her organic oatmeal.

"So what's you plan?" Columbine asked, snapping me out of my daydream.

"Actually, I was hoping you could help me with it," I replied.

Her eyes lit up. "Really?"

I had decided to take Columbine into my confidence. She seemed sincere enough, despite the nagging
question as to how much of a convenient coincidence our meeting had been. But more importantly, she was an
insider in Max's world; she knew all the players, and her insight could be invaluable. Basically, she was a
calculated risk worth taking.

I made this decision a couple hours earlier, after we left the warehouse party and decided to walk back into
town together. Neither of us had a car and there was no late night bus service, as barbaric as that is for a city
this size. Max offered to have his driver give us a lift, but the two of us were still so amped up from the party
that the long walk seemed appealing. Although honestly, I was really angling for the chance to press her for
more information and see if I could trust her. And for her part, I suspected that she would have agreed to just
about anything if the end result was spending just a little more time with me.

We left the industrial sector by crossing the Guadalupe Bridge over San Hermes River, then decided to take
the long way back and cut through the park. Even though it probably wasn't the safest move and ended up
taking way longer than I expected, it gave her time to tell me more about herself and her life.

I half expected to hear some absurd story about being raised by wolves or running off with gypsies, but for
once she was refreshingly plausible.

She was born Natalie McPherson nineteen years ago last April. Her parents met when her father was already
in his fifties and her mother was in her late twenties. James was just getting over the end of his second
marriage, which was ending in divorce. His first wife died of leukemia. Neither marriage had produced any
other children.

Natalie's mother was the daughter of one of James's business associates. They met at a charity auction for
McPherson's foundation and had a brief romance that ended messily. However, eight months after that messy
ending, their daughter was born. Her mother died three days later due to complications that arose during labor.
James McPherson was left to care for his only child alone, and named her Natalie after her mother.

She rarely saw her father as a child and was instead raised by a series of nannies. She was an imaginative and
gifted kid who skipped a grade in elementary school, but she also had behavior problems. She felt bored and
stifled by school, prone to daydreaming and often having difficulty focusing on any single task for a length of
time.

While in junior high, she caught the theater bug and began acting in a handful of local children's companies.
By the time she was thirteen, she was already in high school and her drama department staged an original play
she had written for their spring production. It was they first time they had done a student work. At age fifteen,
her works were being performed locally by smaller troupes. She also starred in many of them.
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She graduated high school early and decided to focus on theater full-time, but in the three years since hadn't
yet managed to making any headway into having a major production.

Nor was she really showing much interest in getting involved with her father's business or pursuing any other
career for that matter. In fact, she was fairly open about being generally aimless and unmotivated, which was
one of the major factors contributing to the strained relationship with her father.

In fact, practically the only thing the two of them had in common anymore was Max, whom she met when he
came to see one of her shows. Her father misinterpreted Max's interest in her as being sexual and, fearing
Max's reputation as unrepentant man-slut, tried to keep the two of them apart. Columbine picked up on this
vibe immediately, so of course she made a point to spend as much time with him as possible, and the two of
them soon became close friends.

"But before I let you in on all the details," I continued, back at the diner, "I need to make sure you realize
exactly what's going on here."

"What do you mean?" she asked and inclined her head, intrigued.
"Well, for starters, do you know why everyone is so upset by my article?"

She shook her head and confessed, "Sorry, I don't really read your newspaper. Or any newspaper, for that
matter."

"Fair enough," I replied. "In a nutshell, I basically accuse several powerful businessmen of bribing and
threatening city officials into giving them fat government contracts. Businessmen like Max. And your father."

"Oh," she responded with amusement. "So I'm guessing that's why you were getting the cold shoulder at your
sister's wedding, right?"

"Mostly. A lot of them just flat out personally hate me anyways, but the article didn't help things much."
"I'd imagine not," she chuckled. "So tell me more, I'm intrigued. What specifically did your article say?"

"Well of course the focus was Max, who got the contract to provide citywide free wi-fi, which of course is
generating huge ad revenue for him as well as subscription fees from people willing to pay for faster, ad-free
service. I have e-mails between him and city officials, including the mayor's chief of staff and the city
administrator, where he makes some pretty severe threats if they don't choose Abrasax. And when I say
threats, I'm talking both personal and professional - and some just bizarre, horrifying shit."

"Like what?" she asked, intrigued.

"He got so mad at one city staffer who wouldn't return his calls that he threatened to have the guy fired and
blacklisted, have his house foreclosed, his teenage daughter violated, and his pet cat flayed alive."

Columbine laughed and shook her head. "I'd like to think at least one of those was an empty threat. So who
else did your article mention?"

"Asterion Records Management, who won the contract for the city's records warehousing and digital
archiving. Of course, they won the contract because they were the only ones given the chance to bid.
Incidentally, their CFO had recently purchased gifts for several city council members, including a honeymoon
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to Asia for a newly-married member, an original Picasso for the council's resident art-buff, and even paying to
remodel the vice mayor's kitchen. [ was given copies of e-mails from an Asterion rep to city staff with
detailed instructions on how to hide the source of the gifts.

"Then there was Inspiratech, who made millions on their contract to completely redo the network
infrastructure in city hall an other city offices. But they won the contract only in the second round of voting.
After the first round, the council member who cast the deciding vote against them was recalled from office by
a vicious, well-funded campaign. No one knew how a tiny grassroots neighborhood committee behind the
recall was able to raise that kind of money, but then I turned up several e-mails to the new council member
suggesting he would be well-served by taking a more amenable stance on Inspiratech's proposal.

"And finally," I hesitated a little, "your father successfully lobbied the city to invest millions in redevelopment
money in areas where he owns a lot of land, making the property values and the rents that he could charge
skyrocket. Again, e-mails between your father's lobbyists and city officials contain a host of thinly-veiled and
not-even-thinly-veiled threats. Your father has been a king maker in this city for decades. All ten sitting
council members and the mayor won their seats with his backing. You don't ignore threats from a man like
that.

"Those are the highlights, at least."

I paused for a moment, unsure how Columbine was going to react.

"Yay, pancakes," she sang.

I looked up to see that our waiter had finally dragged himself away from his ham-fisted attempts to pull some
crunchy granola tail long enough to bring our food. He set down a mountain of buttermilk pancakes in front of
Columbine and a bacon-and-egg muffin sandwich in front of me. Columbine proceeded to drown her plate in
maple syrup.

"Hey, do you think you could see your way to tossing a little coffee into this mug while you're over here? I'm
sure she won't mind if you're gone just a little longer," I added, pointing at the redhead, who had picked up a
pinch of her cold, congealing oatmeal and started rubbing it in her fingertips, no doubt tripping on the way its
lumpy, grainy texture felt against her skin.

The waiter left in a huff and mercifully headed for the pot of coffee sitting on a warmer behind the counter.
"You shouldn't be so mean to people, or so judgmental,” Columbine chided gently as we watched him go.

I sucked on my teeth and briefly considered a couple snappy rejoinders, but decided against them. "Yeah, I
know," I sighed. "It's just these pretentious fucking drones with all the shit sticking out of their skin, it's so
phoney now, it's de rigeur, like counter-culture is just another uniform to wear."

"I think it's neat," she shrugged. "It's like you're taking control of your own body, turning it into something
new, something better, not just passively accepting what you've been given. Haven't you ever wanted to be
someone else?"

I rolled my eyes in answer just as the waiter returned.

Once he finished refilling my coffee and Columbine had managed to choke down her first impossibly large
forkful of pancake, she eagerly asked, "So what do you want me to do to help with your plan?"

"There are a few things I was hoping you could explain for me," I replied, then dug an envelope out of my
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coat pocket and then laid it out on the table. It was blue and stamped with the crown-and-globe symbol in
silver foil, just like the one I'd received the morning of Jenny's wedding.

"What can you tell me about this?"
Columbine picked up the envelope. "Well that's the symbol of the Highwater Society, like Max told you."
"Yeah, but what exactly does that mean?" I pressed. "What is the Highwater Society?"

"It's basically a social club for the richest of the rich. It started way back when the city was founded as an
excuse for rich old men to get away from their wives and get drunk. Now they let in girls, and all the young
tech millionaires have dropped the median age a good half-century or so, but the idea is pretty much just the
same - rich people sitting around together to talk about how much better they are than everyone else."

I nodded to the envelope in her hands. "Look inside."

She opened the unsealed flap and pulled out the sheet of white paper inside. The page was headed "THE
HIGHWATER SOCIETY" and contained a list of names with what appeared to be titles or positions. The
titles were all taken from members of a king's court - Steward, Chaplain, Seneshcal, Cup-bearer. Columbine's
father was listed as as Chamberlain. The rest of the names were all prominent political and business leaders,
most of whom were connected to the scandals in my article. At the very top of the list, however, was, "Dylan
Maxwell - Fool."

Columbine nodded her head as she slipped the paper back into the envelope. "Those are their officers. Where
did you get this?"

"About two weeks ago, while I was still working on my article, I got a call from a woman claiming to have
information about the e-mails I had been given - which caught my attention because at that point no one knew
about them but me and my source. So I agreed to meet her, even though she wouldn't tell me her name or how
she was connected to my story.

"Anyways, I showed up at the café where she said she'd be, but she never showed. I waited for a little over an
hour before I finally gave up, but when I got up to leave, I noticed someone had slipped this envelope into my
computer bag."

"Weird," Columbine replied as her eyes grew bigger, clearly enjoying the cloak-and-dagger elements of my
story.

I reached into my coat again and pulled out a second matching blue envelope and passed it across the table for
her inspection.

"This one showed up at my office Friday morning. The article it references had to do with a dead woman
being found in a ditch on the side of the highway," I explained. "In my dream, the dead woman in Max's
airplane was holding a ruby necklace with this same crown-and-globe symbol etched on it. That's how I knew
it had to be the same woman; it was too much of a coincidence otherwise."

I could tell from Columbine's expression that the wheels were turning. "So does that mean the Highwater
Society was responsible for killing her? Then again, she could also have been a member. But then why would
they leave the necklace in her hand?" she asked excitedly, her mind racing through the implications.

"Those are all possibilities," I agreed. "But whatever the case, one thing's for sure - both the necklace and the
body itself were left deliberately for Max to find. Someone was sending him a message. Which is the second



by Moxie Mezcal 49

thing I wanted to ask you about - and I know he's your friend, so this is going to be sensitive, but do you know
of any enemies Max might have?"

Columbine stared silently at me in wide-eyed amazement for a moment, and then erupted into laughter.
"Yeah, you need a list? There's a phone book over by the bathrooms that'd give you a good start."

I rolled my eyes to let her know I was not amused.

"Look, you don't get as rich and successful as Max without stepping on more than your fair share of toes. And
to be honest, he's involved in a lot things that aren't exactly on the up-and-up. The better question isn't who are
his enemies, it's who'd be dumb enough to actually try and take him on?"

"Is he really that dangerous?" I asked.

"He's rich, brilliant, and completely sociopathic. It doesn't get any more dangerous than that."

"I thought he was your friend."

"He is, and I love him like brother," Columbine insisted. "But there are certain things I know enough not to
ask about."

"Some friendship," I scoffed, then immediately regretted saying it.

"There you go being judgmental again," she said while waving her syrup-smeared knife at me. "Not everyone
can be as cool and virtuous as you, Mr. Punk-as-Fuck Journalist, Crusader for Truth and Justice."

I shook my head. "I never claimed to be virtuous. I'm not a good man."
She didn't respond to this, and instead just shoveled the last forkful of pancake into her mouth.
I shook my head in astonishment. "How did a little thing like you manage to eat all that?"

"Don't let my petite stature fool you, there's a lot more to me than meets the eye." She winked. "Judge me by
my size, do you?"

"You're such a dork," I said.
She got up to use the restroom while I scooped up the two blue envelopes and stuffed them back into my

jacket. Then I took out my notebook and jotted down a few snippets from our conversation along with a
couple things that stood out in my memory from last night:

Crown & Globe = Highwater, "how they find each other"
Max doesn't trust Lily, thinks she is my source

Saint Anthony: at flophouse looking for "Cobb"

I underlined the last word twice, then stashed the notebook and went up to the counter to settle the bill. As I
paid, I noticed the waiter looking disappointedly at something behind me. I glanced over my shoulder just in
time to see the redhead walking out the front door.



by Moxie Mezcal 50
I smirked smugly to myself and started looking over the flyers laid out on the counter to pass the time while I
waited for Columbine. It was the usual punk show half-sheets, cheap black-and-white zines, and political
leaflets. Thumbing through them, I came across a small stack of half-sheets that I recognized as the same one
that the bum handed me on the Light Rail: You Are Being Lied To... Trust Us.

When Columbine returned, I could tell she had something on her mind.

"There's something I just thought of, it might be relevant or it might not be," she said as we stepped outside.
"What is it?"

"Your list, it said that Max is the 'Fool' - do you know what that means?"

I shook my head.

"The Fool is the games master," she explained. "He organizes the entertainment. And not everyone in the
group is happy with the way Max is running the games. He has a tendency to raise the stakes, push the
boundaries. He likes watching how people react when they're backed into a corner."

"Yeah, I noticed," I said.

"I was just thinking that because of the necklace with the symbol, maybe the dead woman had something to
do with Max's games."

"Yeabh, that's really good," I said and fished out my notebook to write that down.

I noticed a cab coming up the street, so I waved it over and told Columbine it was for her.

"You're not coming?" she asked.

I gave her an apologetic half-smile. "It's been a long night, and I need to get home and get some rest."

"Well, I could go with you," she offered hopefully. "I don't really have anything to do this afternoon anyways.
I could just hang out while you nap, and then we could go out to dinner when you wake up."

I opened my mouth to answer, but she cut me off before I had a chance. "No, I get it. It's okay."

Her cab drove off, and I started walking down the street to find another one. About a block away, I came
across the redhead from the diner sitting on a bus bench, waving her hands slowly back and forth in front of
her face and staring at them as if mesmerized.

I sat next to her. She looked up and smiled, but didn't say a thing.

"You look like you could use some help," I said.

She smiled widely and nodded. I was sure the smile was meant to be a sheepish grin, but she fucked it up and
spread it ear-to-ear the way people do when they're stoned.

Just then, I spotted another taxi and flagged it down. As it pulled up in front of us, I got up and held the door
open for her.

"Come on, I'll help you get home," I told her.
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She beamed appreciatively and got in. I watched with satisfaction as her ass made a perfect heart shape when
she bent over, then followed her in and gave the cabbie my address.

I never claimed to be a good man.

10. Cautionary Tale

I was late coming into work Monday morning and ran into Sharon in the front lobby. She was escorting out
two women I didn't recognize, well dressed middle-aged professional-types in pants suits.

She reached a hand out to grab my shoulder and stop me as I tried to slink past. "Ms. Singh, Ms. Palmer, this
is Dedalus Quetzal. He's the man you have to thank for the small fortune in legal fees your firm is charging
this newspaper."

"You're still letting him work here?" one of the women asked incredulously.

"Work's maybe too strong a term when you're talking about D," Sharon replied.

"He smells like he's been drinking," the other woman added.

"He does indeed," Sharon nodded.

I broke free of Sharon's grip. "Really, ladies, I'd love to stay here and take part in whatever
menopause-apalooza you have going on, but I have important journalisty-type things to get to."

I headed inside, made straight for my desk, and started searching through my files for a mention of anyone
named Cobb in connection with Abrasax or the other companies related to my article.

Nothing was coming up. None of the top brass were named Cobb, nor was anyone who might have reason to
hold a grudge, like recent layoffs.

"Fucking insubordinate bastard," I grumbled as I tapped angrily on my laptop. "Why don't you ever tell me
anything useful?"

"Funny, I was just about to say the same thing." I looked up to find Sharon leaning against my desk. "Please
tell me you did something productive over the weekend."

"As a matter of fact I did," I replied without looking up from my laptop. "I had a nice little chat with Dylan
Maxwell himself. Swell guy, excellent diction, you'd like him."

"And...?"
"We made a deal," I answered. "I help him look into something, and in return he'll back up the story."

I decided that maybe Cobb was someone connected to Max from the past, so I logged onto the Morning-Star
online archives to see if the name popped up in any old articles about Abrasax.

"Doesn't seem entirely ethical," Sharon mused.
"Do you actually give a shit?" I shot back, keeping my eyes locked on the screen.

"Not really," she replied. "As long as you're sure he'll hold up his end of the deal."
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"Holy fucking shit," I said, my jaw dropping.

My search of the archives returned dozens on articles. But the name Cobb wasn't showing up in the articles
themselves, it was in the by-line.

"Have you ever heard of a reporter named Patrick Cobb who worked for the Morning-Star back in the
nineties?" I asked, looking up from the screen.

She folded her arms over her chest and sighed. "Are you serious? You've never heard of Patrick Cobb?"
I shook my head.

"And you claim to be journalist," she muttered. "He's a cautionary tale. If you'd ever actually shown up to any
of your journalism classes at college, you'd have heard all about him."

I shrugged. "I never really saw the point, so can you just give me the Cliffs Notes version?"

"He was one of the best, most fearless investigative reporters I've ever met, back when the Morning-Star used
to be a real newspaper instead of a sad corporate lap dog. He was also a good friend," she explained.

"So what happened? Why's he a cautionary tale?"

"About ten or eleven years ago, he wrote an article alleging that the US military was selling arms to right wing
paramilitary groups in Columbia. In it, he quoted an unnamed source, a commissioned army officer, who
claimed to have been ordered by his superiors to distribute the weapons to the death squads through his
soldiers. They were supposed to be there training the legitimate Columbian army. After the article was
published, it came out that the quotes were bogus and the officer never existed."

"Oh, I do remember hearing about that," I said. "But didn't the bulk of his story later turn out to be true?"

"It didn't matter, by that time, Cobb had already been discredited and fired from the paper. The right wing
lambasted him as a prime example of the liberal media agenda run amok, and the left wing turned on him to
prove what good, patriotic Americans they were. The national media turned on him and vilified him. At first
he tried to defend himself, saying he had been misled, but after a while he gave up and just faded away. I ran
into him about four years ago. He was a drunk, doing odd jobs and unable to hold onto any steady work. He
was also completely paranoid and delusional, convinced that his fall from grace had been a deliberate plot
orchestrated against him."

"Orchestrated by whom?" I asked.

"He didn't say for sure," she said, then paused, as if debating whether she should continue. "It's funny you
should bring him up, though. At the same time that he broke the Columbian story, he had another on the back
burner. It was a piece about human trafficking, girls being brought in from impoverished countries to work in
the sex industry - southeast Asia, Latin America, and the Eastern Bloc. There had been a big police raid on
some brothel; all the girls working there were undocumented and basically being held as prisoners. Cobb was
doing some digging for a follow up, and I remember him telling me about a few people in high places who
might have been connected. One was an up-and-coming young executive whose internet startup had only been
around a year or two but was already making waves in a big way. Care to guess who?"

"Fuck," I groaned, not needing to say his name out loud for confirmation.

"Why do you want to know about Cobb, anyways? Is this part of your favor for Maxwell?" she asked.
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"I think I met him," I said. "Do you have a picture of him?"

Sharon stood there motionless, studying me skeptically. "Yeah," she replied. "Let's go check my files."

I followed her to her office, where she opened a file cabinet and thumbed through it, then pulled out a folder.
It was full of photographs and newspaper clippings about Cobb, which she laid out on the desk and picked
through to find a clear head shot.

The intervening years had not been kind, for sure, but it was unmistakably the man from the flophouse.

"That's him," I said, taken aback. "He's the guy who hit me with the baseball bat last week."

"What?" Sharon shook her head, trying to wrap her brain around the implications. "What does Patrick Cobb
have to do with your story?"

She looked to me for a response, but my attention was diverted to another photo on Sharon's desk. This one
showed her and Cobb lined up on a stage along with a couple others holding plaques. Another row of people
stood behind them on a slightly elevated platform. It was the woman at the far right of the back row who had
caught my attention.

"Who is this?" I asked, holding up the picture.

Sharon squinted. "That's Jacinda Ngo. She used to be the head of Apex Computers. This was taken when
Cobb and I won Feinman Journalism Fellowships. Apex was one of the sponsors, and she was a judge."

"She's dead," I said.

"Yeah, she died in a boating accident several years back," Sharon replied.

"No, she died last week," I corrected. "They found her body in a ditch at the side of the highway."

"I thought that was a vagrant,” Sharon objected. "Why do you think it's her?"

"Hang on," I said, pulling my phone out to call Nick. When he answered, I switched it to speaker so Sharon
could hear. "Heys, it's me. You remember how you said someone on the force thought he recognized the
woman in the ditch as the head of some computer company? Was the woman he was thinking of named
Jacinda Ngo?"

"Actually, I think that was it," he conceded hesitantly. "Why?"

"Long story, I don't have time to go into it now. Do you think you can get me a picture of the body, like just
take a photo of her face with your phone or something?" I asked.

"They cremated her already," he replied, "but I'll fax you some of the photos the medical examiner took."
"Yeabh, that'll work," I said. "Thanks for your help, Nick. And I hate to say this, but I kinda need them ASAP."
"You always do," he groaned before hanging up.

I looked back to Sharon, who was shaking her head in disbelief. "What the hell is going on here?"

I explained in as little detail as I could manage about the body found in Max's airplane and the nature of my
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deal with Max, conveniently leaving out the bit about me dreaming the whole thing. I also recounted my visit
to the flophouse and my run-in with Cobb. And though it wasn't immediately clear how, I was sure that the
two were somehow related.

"Did anyone at the flophouse know what Cobb was doing there?" Sharon asked.

"I didn't get a chance to ask. Just as I was coming downstairs, I ran into one of Max's thugs, and he didn't
really seem like he was in the mood to entertain questions."

"You should go back and check it out," Sharon said, almost absently, her eyes looking off into the distance, as
if she were trying to sort something else out.

"It's strange," she added. "Whoever sent you in there to get that blue box, why didn't they just get it
themselves? I mean, they knew where it was, they knew when Cobb would be gone."

I nodded. "I wondered about that, too. The only thing I could come up with was that they knew Max was after
it If he showed up or had someone watching the building, they might have been recognized, whereas I could
come and go without raising any alarms."

Sharon nodded, agreeing with the logic.

Just then my phone started playing the White Stripes' "Blue Orchid". It was Nick calling me back.

"I don't know how to tell you this," he started. "In fact, I'm not telling you this. Officially, I am telling you that
the department requires that you submit a formal public records request in writing to view the file."

"Got it," I said. "So what about off the record?"
"Off the record - and I mean really off the record," he added cautiously, "the pictures are gone."
"What do you mean gone?" I asked.

"I mean gone. Missing. And not just like someone lost them or swiped them. There are no negatives, nothing
in the electronic files. There is absolutely no evidence of what that corpse looked like."

11. She's Not Who I Thought She Was

Later that afternoon, I called up Columbine. "I've got some new info about our murder mystery. Wanna come
along with me to go snoop around some unsavory elements?"

"Sounds fun, I'll come pick you up," she answered. "You are all hipster Philip Marlowe and shit."

She showed up ten minutes later in a light blue Volvo blasting Ida Maria. She wore a black trench coat, giant
sunglasses, and a huge wide-brimmed hat. I assumed she was going for some kind of Mata Hari look.

I gave her directions to the Casa Salvador, and on the way there I shared with her the revelations about Patrick
Cobb and Jacinda Ngo.

We walked inside and found the manager slumped in a chair behind the front desk watching a TV news report
about some young hot shot lawyer who got caught breaking into the county morgue to steal the spleen from a
corpse.
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"Do you need a room?" the manger asked without bothering to look up from his little TV screen, his nose
covered in thick bandages.

"No," I said, and took out a business card. "I'm a reporter. I was hoping to ask you a few questions."
"If you're not here to rent a room, then I don't have anything to say to you," he responded gruffly.

"Okay, we're here to rent a room," Columbine said and laid a hundred dollar bill on the counter. "That should
cover it, right? So let's chat."

He snatched away the bill before I had a chance to object, then looked suspiciously between the two of us.
"What do you want?"

I showed him a photograph of Cobb. "Recognize him?"

"Yeah, he stayed here. He left the same night you came by - the night that faggot in the leather pants broke my
nose and you just sat their holding your dick."

"Better you than me," I shrugged.

"Do you remember anything unusual about him?" Columbine cut in. I had to keep from grinning; she was
playing the part perfectly.

"And if you actually make it believable, the little lady might be willing to drop another C-Note on that room,"
I chimed in as I took out my notebook.

The manager snorted and looked back at the photograph. "You're lucky, you know. Most of the time I can't
keep track of who comes and goes in this place; after a while they all kinda blend together. He stood out a
little, though."

"What made him different?" I asked.

"Well the first time I saw him, he came in with one of the girls. Then later he came back to stay himself.
That's a little weird," he said.

"Why's that?" Columbine asked.

"Because anyone who can afford to pay for one of the girl's services can usually afford to stay in a nicer place
than this dump," he explained.

"Oh," she replied meekly, realizing what kind of "girl" the manager was talking about.
"Who was the girl he came in with?" I asked while.

"I dunno, some Asian chick. Like I said, they all blend together, you know."

I placed some more photos on the counter. "Was it any of these women?"

"Couldn't say," he repeated. "If you really want to know, you should talk to Stella upstairs in room 309. She
knows all the girls."

I nodded. "Okay, let's get back to the man, then. About how long ago was it that he came in with the woman?"
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"About a week ago. Then it was a day or two later that he checked in." He pulled out a file of index cards and
flipped through. "Yeah, it was Tuesday that he checked in. He only stayed two nights. The third day,
Thursday, he paid for but left early. Actually, I think he left while you were upstairs."

"Did he have any visitors while he was here?" I asked.
The manager shook his head. "Not that I noticed. He stayed in his room pretty much all day, kept to himself,
and only went out after dark. I kinda got the impression that he was hiding out. I guess maybe you're who he

was hiding from, huh? "

I smirked. "Could be. We'll go upstairs and see Stella now."

I knocked on the door to room 309. When it opened, I immediately recognized the woman who answered
from my last visit here; she was the blonde who handed me the phone in the hallway.

She smiled wearily when she saw me. "Well, now. I honestly didn't think you'd be back."

"Stella?" I asked.

She nodded. "At least that's the name I give Johns."

"My name's D Quetzal. I'm a reporter," I said, showing her my card. "And this is Columbine."

"I know who you are," she replied to me. "He said you'd be coming back to ask questions. I said, Patrick, you
knocked that boy out cold with a baseball bat. If the good Lord gave him any sense at all he's gonna stay far
away from here.' But now here you are. So I guess you'd better come in."

She stepped aside to let us pass. Her room was laid out like Cobb's, but she had done a lot more to personalize
and decorate it. She had placed a small wooden vanity with chipped paint in the corner and covered the walls
with photos of old movie starlets. A small ornate lamp with a purple shade sat on the nightstand and gave the
room a violet glow. She pulled the chair from the vanity over and offered it to Columbine. The she sat herself
on the edge of the bed and motioned for me to sit on the foot locker.

"Sorry I'm not really set up for entertaining," she chuckled.

"It's fine," I said as I sat down and took out my notebook, "I'm just a little taken aback. Are you saying you
talked to Cobb about me?"

"Last night," she confirmed. "He came to say goodbye."

"Where was he going?" Columbine asked.

Stella didn't answer, but instead looked at her reproachfully.

"Do you know him well?" I cut in.

"No, I only met the man last week. We talked a little bit, that's all," she answered.

"The manager said the first time he came in here, it was to see a woman. Do you know who she was?"
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Stella nodded, so I handed her the stack of photos I had tried to show the manager. She flipped through the
pictures quickly, then suddenly stopped at one and her posture deflated. Finally, she flipped it around to show
me; it was Jacinda Ngo.

"It's a beautiful picture of her," she said. "God, she looks so young. And look at those clothes she's wearing,
so glamorous."

"Did you know her well?" I asked.

"Better than most," she answered. "I met her a little less than ten years ago, and our paths always seemed to
cross from time to time. She called herself Isabel."

"Isabel," Columbine repeated and took the photo back from Stella, whose eyes were beginning to well up.
Columbine's own face had fallen, too, clearly empathizing with the other woman's sorrow.

"It's such a shame," Stella added morosely.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

Stella looked up at me, a little surprised. "She's dead. You didn't know that?"

"I did," I responded, "but how did you?"

"Because I was there when she died," she said matter-of-factly.

Columbine and I looked at each other in stunned silence.

"How did she die?" I finally asked, still reeling from her revelation.

Stella's face turned bitter. "Well, Patrick killed her, of course."

"Hang on," Columbine said, shaking her head in astonishment, "I think you better start at the beginning."

"It happened last Monday night," Stella began. "I saw them come upstairs together and go into Isabel's room. I
didn't think anything of it, of course. But then later I happened to be walking by and heard Isabel crying
through the door. I went inside to check on her and found the two of them sitting on the bed.

"Isabel was holding something in her hands," she continued. "It looked like a photograph but I couldn't really
see it clearly, and she folded it up and handed it back to Patrick before I could get a closer look. She looked up
at me with tearful eyes and said to Patrick, 'T want Stella to be there when it happens. I want to hold her hand.
I need a friend, someone to keep me from getting too scared.' | remember those words clearly.

"Patrick looked surprised and asked her something like, 'Are you sure you want to go through with this?' She
said she did, and I of course had no idea what they were talking about, but I followed them just the same,
downstairs to a car parked in the little alley on the side of the building. Once we got there, they explained
what was going to happen, and I was horrified. I tried to talk them out of it, of course. But I could tell from
Isabel's eyes that it wasn't going to do any good. 'l need you to do this for me, Stella. I need you to just trust
me and help me get through this,’ she said. 'But I understand if you can't.'

"How could I say no? I took her hands and held them as tight as I could and looked her straight in the eye.

Then the most incredible look came over her - she looked relieved, at peace. Then Patrick came up behind her
and wrapped the rope around her neck and strangled her.
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"When she finally stopped moving, I helped Patrick lay her down on the back seat. Just before he drove off,
he promised he'd come back to see me, to explain."

"Did he come back?" Columbine asked.

"He did," Stella said. "The next day he came back and checked into the same room where Isabel had been
staying, room 313."

"What did he say?" I pressed. "Did he explain why she wanted to die?"

"Well, I don't suppose anyone could have ever really explained that - why someone would want to die. That's
the type of thing you can't make someone understand; the only way to get it is to experience it yourself. But I
suppose you're asking more about a sequence of events, and Patrick did at least try to explain that much to me
as best he could.

"The thing you have to understand first off is that Isabel had a past. She never talked about it of course, but it
was obvious to anyone who would care to see that she wasn't born into this life. But then I'm sure you know a
little more about this than me, what with your picture of her and all. Patrick knew about her past, too, which is
why someone hired him to find her. Well, find her and kill her."

Columbine winced at her words. I objected, "But Patrick Cobb wasn't a killer; he was a reporter. That doesn't
make sense."

Stella smiled at me indulgently. "It's amazing what desperate people will agree to do for a dollar. But as it
turns out, you're right. Patrick wasn't a killer. When he finally found her, he couldn't bring himself to do it.
Instead, he warned Isabel that people from her past were after her and offered to help her escape. To his
surprise, however, she told him that she didn't want to escape. She said she was tired of running, tired of
pretending to be someone else. She said she had spent ten years hiding from her past, and she always knew
that sooner or later it was going to catch up with her. So she asked Patrick to finish what he had been paid to
do."

When Stella finished, the silence hung heavy in the room. I finished writing down what she had said in my
notebook and glanced over to Columbine, who no longer appeared to be having fun. I turned back to Stella
and asked, "Did Cobb say who hired him, or did you ever get any indication from Isabel who from her past
might be after her?"

"Patrick didn't say. I'm not sure he even knew who they really were. And as for Isabel herself, she never
talked about her past at all. The only thing was, well..."

Stella trailed off, hesitating as to whether she should continue. "What is it?" Columbine prodded.

"There was one funny thing about her. She had this special John that she'd go to see once a year on April 18th
- the same day every year, like clockwork. I don't know who he was, and I never saw him, but she told me
about him. They had a special meeting place where he'd pick her up and take her to a fancy hotel. They'd stay
in the penthouse, and she'd wash herself up with expensive soaps and lotions and perfumes. He'd give her a
designer dress to wear to dinner, always at a fancy restaurant. He'd reserve them a private room and let her
order anything she wanted, no regard for the price, and they'd always have a rare bottle of champagne with
their meal. Then she'd sleep over through the night in that big penthouse bed with silk sheets. In the morning,
he'd drop her back off at the meeting place, and she wouldn't hear from him again until their next date."

"The same day every year like clockwork," I repeated. "How long was this going on?"
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"Ever since I first met her."

"And you didn't have any who he might have been. No guesses, no clues."

"Well, he obviously had to be someone very rich,. As for clues..." Stella paused again. "I'm not sure if this'll
help, but she'd always wear the same necklace whenever she was going to meet him - a ruby pendent, and she
only ever wore it for him."

Columbine's eyes nearly popped out of her skull.

I smiled. "Thank you, Stella. You've been very helpful."

She glanced down at the photograph of Jacinda again, and the tears finally came. But something struck me as
peculiar about the way she cried - it wasn't hysterical sobbing, and it wasn't mournful weeping. Then, as a
wide, beaming smile spread across Stella's face, I realized with surprise that they were tears of pride.

"My God, she looks so beautiful. It's almost like she's an entirely different person. So confident, so powerful,

like she's queen bitch of the world." She let a bittersweet chuckle escape her lips. "I thought I knew her pretty
well, but looking at this photo... I guess she's not who I thought she was."

12. She Begged Me To

I woke up in the middle of the night to the sounds of someone coughing violently amid the heavy smell of
cheap whiskey and stale sweat. I sat up, and though still groggy and disoriented, I thought I could make out a
figure standing at the foot of my bed in the darkness.

I reached over and switched on the lamp on my nightstand.

The first thing I noticed as my eyes adjusted to the light was the snub-nosed .22 revolver leveled at my head.
The second thing I noticed was the tall, gaunt man holding it. He was still dressed in the same well-worn suit
as he was wearing when he took the swing at me in the flophouse. His face was badly bruised, his left hand
taped up, and a bright red splotch was visible on his shirt inside his open suit jacket. He was shaking and

stunk of alcohol; his skin was a sickly pale color.

"I'm sorry I hit you the other night," Cobb said. "When I saw you in my room, I assumed you were one of
them."

"One of who?" I asked.
"Don't be dense," he sneered.

I sat up and picked the gunk out of my eyes. Cobb continued, "After you left that night, I followed you,
checked up on you. You really are a reporter."

He chuckled bitterly to himself and lowered the gun. Then he reached into his jacket pocket with the
bandaged hand and produced the shiny blue box I had seen behind the vent in his room.

"I need you to take this and keep it safe," he said, tossing it to me. "No one can know you have it."

I caught the box and turned it over in my fingers. It was cold and metallic, a rectangle of roughly five inches
by two inches. There weren't any visible joints or hinges, or any apparent way to open it.
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"You need the Ariadne Key to open it," he said. "I heard them say that Lilian Lynch could get it."
"Who are they, exactly?" I pressed.

He shook his head. "I don't know. Lynch was the one who approached me about tracking down Ngo. She was
the only one I ever dealt."

"Did she say why they wanted her dead?" I pressed.

He shook his head feebly. "No, they didn't even tell me who she was, at first. Just said I was looking for a
whore named Isabel. I didn't know until I saw her, then of course I recognized her.

"I wasn't going to do it. I mean, I've done some pretty repugnant shit for money, but Jacinda Ngo was an
angel, there was no way I was going to hand her over to those bastards.

"So I tried to figure out who they were instead, to see if there was some way to stop them. I tailed Lynch for a
few days until she finally met up with the others. It was at some abandoned building downtown. There was
one other car parked outside beside hers, it was an old '57 Chevy Del Rey, blue, no plates. I snapped a photo
of it on my way in.

"Inside, I couldn't get close enough to see any of them, but that was when I heard them talking about the box
and opening it with the Ariadne Key. I waited until they all left and jimmied open the cabinet where they kept
it locked up.

"Then I headed back to Jacinda to warn her, but she said was tired of running, tired of hiding. I don't know
why, but she seemed especially shook up when she saw that photo of the blue car. She said she had done
terrible things in her life and that she always knew she'd eventually have to pay for them. She begged me to
go through with it. She fucking begged me to."

Outside, I heard the sound of a car pull up in front of my building. I jumped up to look out my window and
saw a blue classic car come to a stop and idle for a couple seconds before taking off again down the street.

"Holy shit, is this the car?" I asked as I turned back to look at Cobb, but he was gone.

"Do you know where Lilian Lynch lives?" I barked into my cell phone.

"Yeah, of course. Why?" Columbine asked, the low grumble of her voice confirming that I had in fact just
woken her up.

"I need you to give me her address. I have to go see her right now, it's an emergency."

There was a brief pause, then Columbine finally answered wearily, "Hang on, I'll come pick you up and we'll
go over together."

"Fine."

"It'll be a little while, though. That was my friend's car I was borrowing, so I'll have to work out getting it
back from her."

"Okay, but hurry," I said and hung up.
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About an hour and a half later, I got a text saying she was outside.

After bounding down the stairs, I found the same Volvo from earlier waiting in front of the building, but
Columbine was in passenger seat. Violet was driving.

"She insisted on coming along," Columbine explained with a playful cattiness as I climbed into the back seat.
"She didn't want me driving the car late at night."

"I don't want you driving it all," Violet rebutted. "I didn't even realize you took it this afternoon."
Then she glanced up to look at me in the rearview, and our eyes locked on each other's reflection.
"Hi," she said.

"Hi," I replied stupidly, feeling my cheeks grow warm and flush and suddenly becoming grateful that
Columbine had insisted on picking me up.

About ten minutes later we arrived at Lilian Lynch's townhouse, which was part of a very exclusive west-side
development. Violet pulled the Volvo up behind a white Asterion van parked out in front. As I got out of the
car and walked past it, I thought I heard a buzzing static noise coming from the back of the van. I paused for a
closer listen, but then realized that Columbine was already at the iron gate, tapping numbers into the intercom.
I ran up to join the two women just in time to hear the intercom give its last couple beeps before cutting off.
"No answer, she must not be home," Columbine said. "It's okay, I know the code. We can just go upstairs and

wait."

She typed *71839 on the keypad and opened the gate. We continued up the stairs to Lily's front door.
Columbine fished the spare key out of its hiding place inside a wall-mounted light fixture and let us in.

As we walked into the living, we found the lights out and the place empty. Columbine continued on down the
hallway to the bedroom door, but it was locked.

"I don't know where she keeps this key," she said apologetically and gave a few raps on the door. There was
no answer, so she knocked again, more loudly.

"Lil, it's me. Are you in there?"

Still, there was no response.

"Maybe she's asleep,” Violet suggested.

Columbine knocked again. "Lil, wake up. I need to talk to you. It's important."
"What the hell is going on here?"

The three of us whipped around to see Lily behind us, walking into her apartment, dressed in a black cocktail
dress and done up as if coming home from a night out.

"If you're not in there, why's the door locked?" Columbine asked.

With a bitter scowl affixed to her face, Lily pushed her way past me and stood next to Columbine.
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"What do you mean? There's no lock on that door."
Lily tried to open the door but found that, indeed, it wouldn't budge. "What the fuck?"

"Watch out," I said and gave the door a few good, solid kicks. It finally gave way, and as the four us ran in, I
stooped down to pick up the screwdriver that someone had stuck into the jamb.

Then there was a scream, and I jumped up to find the three women standing frozen in terror.

Patrick Cobb was lying on top of Lily's bed, completely naked, blood leaking out all over the sheets from the
gaping, jagged gash across his neck.

I paced back and forth across the room while Lily sat silently on the foot of the bed beside Cobb's corpse. The
two of us were alone in the room.

"So explain to me again why we shouldn't call the police about the dead body in your bed?"
Lily sighed deeply. "I'm tired." She was slumped forward, her head hanging low, eyes downcast and locked
onto her hands, which she rubbed together nervously. "Tired of the lies, tired of the sneaking around, tired of

Max's fucking suspicious prodding all day, trying to see how far he can push me before I just snap."

Her voice had reached a bitter crescendo with that last word and then dropped off sharply. She sat there
looking deflated and beaten, and I almost found myself feeling sorry for the cold-hearted bitch.

"Is that why you haven't given them the Ariadne Key yet?" I asked, taking a shot.

She nodded listlessly. "That's what this is all about," she pointed to Cobb, "they're sending me a message. Get
back in line, or you're next. No one walks away."

"Who are they?" I asked.
She looked at me like I had just said the most ridiculous thing imaginable. "Like I'm going to tell you that."

"Why not tell Max?" I shot back. "He might forgive you if you come clean, especially if you hand over your
accomplices."

She scoffed. "You don't know Max. There are no second chances with him. You're either with him, or you just
vanish."

"Is that why you don't want to call the cops?" I probed. "Because if he finds out about it, he'll take it as proof
you've been working against him?"

She nodded. I looked down at my shoes and kicked the ball of my foot against her carpet a few times.

"Fuck," I spat. "Well give me a hand with the son of a bitch, then."

13. Throw Up, Jerk Off, and Go Fetal

The Volvo pulled off the freeway and entered the industrial sector. I was riding shot gun and giving Violet
directions to the San Hermes River through a series of back roads. As she drove, I would from time to time
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catch a whiff of her scent or sneak a glimpse at her face from the corner of my eye, and it was enough to make
me forget the grisly cargo laying across the back seat.

"Turn here," I instructed, "and you're going to want to follow this dirt road to that small bridge over the river.
This used to be where the train tracks crossed the river. But they moved the line like fifteen years ago. No one
comes out this way anymore."

"Looks good," Violet agreed.

Suddenly I heard a sharp, wheezy gasp come from the back seat, followed by a series of wet gurgles.

Violet looked over her shoulder. "Oh fuck!"

Cobb lunged forward, wedged himself in the gap between our seats, and threw his arms around Violet's neck.
Blood sprayed everywhere, and the Volvo jerked violently to the right, veering off the road and cutting
through a vacant lot.

In panic, Violet tried to stomp on the brake, but missed and instead hit the gas. We careened wildly through
the lot, bouncing over cement dividers and scraping the passenger side of the car against a light post, sending
a shower of sparks sailing through the black night air.

I saw that we were going to miss the bridge and instead head straight into the river. I jammed my hand under
Cobb's naked flesh and yanked on the emergency brake. The volvo skidded to a stop just inches from the edge
of the embankment.

Violet exploded out of the driver's side door in a panic and scurried backward across the ground. I got out and
threw open the back door. Cobb's leg shot out, and his foot connected squarely in my face, breaking my nose.
I dove in, yanked him free, and tossed him to the ground.

I sent my boot flying into Cobb's side and connected with a loud crack of ribs. I kept kicking him, half out of
panic, half out of anger, my heart thumping loudly in my chest and my head buzzing from the rush of

adrenaline.

Cobb flailed about wildly and gasped for air, moving his mouth like a fish out of water. Blood dribbled from
his parted lips, bubbling up as it filled with air and then bursting.

Violet came up from behind me and nudged me aside, then raised a large boulder over her head and slammed
it down, crushing the top half of Cobb's face and splattering chunks of gore across the ground like stepping on
a ketchup packet.

There were no more bubbles forming on his lips.

"What the fuck was that?" Violet exclaimed. "How is that even possible?"

I clutched at my head, feeling a blinding pain shooting through my brain, vaguely aware of the faint sound of
static somewhere at the edge of hearing. I wiped at my face and discovered my nose was bleeding.

"Fuck. Just give me a hand," [ managed to groan.
We lugged Cobb out onto the bridge and rested him on top of the guard rail.

"Maybe we should find something to weigh the body down with," Violet ventured. "So it'll sink? I dunno, I
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don't have much experience with this sort of thing."

I peeked over the side of bridge. From this vantage point, I could faintly see the Guadalupe Bridge about a
mile downstream. "Actually, the current looks pretty strong. It'll probably carry him far enough away before
he washes up. If someone finds him, it'll just look like a bum who lost a fight or something."

"He's fucking naked," she objected.

"Fuck. Whatever," I said, losing my patience and heaving Cobb over the side, then watching as the river
carried him out of sight.

"Oh shit," I said under my breath. "I think there's someone down there. Fuck, they've seen us."

I squinted my eyes to try to make out the two faint bodies walking along the riverbank in the distance.
"Where, I don't see anything?" Violet asked, her voice tinged with panic.

"Over there on the right," I said, but when I looked back to where I'd seen them, there was nothing.

Violet hooked her arm through mine and gently tugged me in the direction of the car. "Come on, you're just
freaked out by this fucked-up situation. You need to relax."

We walked back to the car and sank into our seats, taking a moment to decompress. "You're not in any
particular hurry to get home, are you?" she asked, biting her lower lip mischievously.

"Not particularly," I replied and thought for a moment that maybe - just maybe - I had a shot with this girl.
She flashed a wry grin. "Open the glove compartment."
I popped open the door and found a pipe, a lighter, and a rolled up sandwich baggie of pot.

"Tip tip hurrah," I said and proceeded to pack a bowl while Violet plugged her iPod into the car's stereo. I lit
the bowl and took my first hit just as Neutral Milk Hotel started to play.

"Man, I haven't heard this album in years," I said as I exhaled a thick cloud of smoke.

"It's one of my favorites," Violet beamed, taking the pipe from me.

She leaned against me and rested her head on my chest as she took a couple tokes herself, then passed it back
to me. We smoked in silence, just relaxing and enjoying to the music. I stroked my fingers through her vibrant

purple hair, then leaned forward to inhale deeply and savor the sweet honey scent of her perfume.

When the bowl was cashed, Violet sat up to dump the ashes out the window. She turned to look at me, her
eyelids heavy, lips curled into a half-smile, and seemed to be waiting for me to do something.

So I did.

I leaned forward and placed a hand on her cheek as I moved in to kiss her. Our lips locked softly but
passionately. The stereo sang out:

What a beautiful dream
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That could flash on the screen

In the blink of an eye and be gone from me

She pulled back, reluctantly, and lifted her left hand to show a ring on her finger.
"How did I not see that before?" I wondered aloud.

She giggled as she started up the car again. "You seem to have this ability to see only what you want to see
and miss anything that's convenient to miss."

I broke into a huge, toothy grin and slumped over in the seat, banging my head against the passenger-side
window a couple times. Violet continued to laugh as she drove back onto the main road.

"Do you wanna stop and check on Col and Lily before I drop you off?" she asked.

I shook my head. "I'll worry about it tomorrow. For now, I need to just get home, throw up, jerk off, wash all
this fucking blood off me, and go fetal. Probably in that order."

This set off another bout of giggles from Violet. "Thanks for the unnecessarily detailed and vulgar
description."

"It's what I do," I replied.

14. Esoteric Psychological Warfare

I woke up the next morning to find a strange woman in my bedroom. I wasn't as happy about this as I
normally would have been.

"Good morning, sunshine," she greeted me.
I sat up groggily in bed and rubbed my eyes. "Shit, I must still be stoned," I muttered.

The woman wore a very form-fitting black chauffeur's outfit complete with a matching cap. She sat on top of
my dresser, legs crossed, thumbing through my copy of Dhalgren.

I dragged myself out of bed and pulled a pair of jeans on. "I suppose it's too much to hope that you spent the
night here after a round of crazy, filthy monkey sex."

"Nah, I just got here like twenty minutes ago," she said, looking up from the book. "But I did bring your paper
in for you."

"I don't subscribe," I replied, but then noticed that there was, in fact, a copy of today's Morning-Star sitting on
the foot of my bed. I picked it up and scanned the headline: Peterman Indicted - Inspiratech VP Charged with
Fraud, Embezzlement.

I recognized the man in the accompanying photo as the impatient man Max had words with at the warehouse
party.

"Wanna go for a ride?" the woman asked with a suggestive hint in her voice that I prayed wasn't just in my
head.
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"Do I ever. Where to?"

She handed me a business card. It was printed in dark red ink on lighter red card stock with the Abrasax Inc.
logo and the words: Dylan Maxwell, CEO/President.

I followed her out to the front of my building where we found a white limousine waiting for us. The engine
fired up as we approached, and the woman opened the back door for me. I climbed in, and she followed after
me, closing the door behind us.

"You're not driving?" I asked, puzzled, as the car pulled away from the curb.

She took off her cap and shook out her long raven hair. "No, he just thought you'd like the uniform," she said
and slid closer to me on the seat.

I shrugged. "Yeah, he was right."

I had never been up to the twenty-third floor of the Abrasax building before, despite my best efforts. The
obsequious little intern who met me in the building's front lobby had to swipe a special keycard in the elevator
just to get there.

Once the elevator doors opened, I walked out into a vast reception area with a large rectangular reflecting
pool, sky lights, and marble desk where Max's assistant sat. She was a young freckle-faced woman with
short-cropped red hair and a slim, boyish figure, wearing gray slacks and suspenders over a white blouse.
Towering over her on the wall behind the desk was a giant LCD screen running a continuous loop of Abrasax
commercials with no sound. The contrast of the bright, garish ad images against the serenity of the room gave
it an unsettlingly hypnotic Clockwork Organge-esque feel.

Max's assistant smiled when she saw me and intoned in a chipper voice, "Mr. Maxwell will be with you in just
a minute. Please go in and wait inside."

She pointed to the far end of the room where there were three doors - one white, one red, and one black. The
white door slid open. I crossed the room and walked through it.

The door automatically closed behind me as I entered Max's office. It felt like stepping inside a giant iPod.
The entire room was painted white - the walls, the ceiling, and even the floor was white. It was sparsely
furnished with only a few pieces of furniture - a white plastic desk and chair, a long white wet bar with a row
of matching stools, a couple white pleather couches, and a glass coffee table. All the furniture had a shiny,
plastic look with rounded edges and polished stainless steel accents. The walls were completely empty, and
the entire room was devoid of any personal flourishes like art work, baubles, or photographs.

I plopped myself down on one of the couches and waited. After sitting there a few minutes, I realized that the
sound system was piping in Throbbing Gristle's 20 Jazz Funk Greats at a low, barely audible volume, which I
took to be some esoteric form of psychological warfare on Max's part, a way to put his visitors off-balance.

I pulled the newspaper out of my messenger bag and decided to read the article about Peterman while I
waited. It said that an anonymous tip had led authorities to information that revealed he'd been running an
elaborate kickback scheme. He would guarantee certain suppliers sweetheart purchasing deals with
Inspiratech in exchange for payments to an outside company he had set up, which somehow managed to pay
him a hefty salary as a consultant despite being a completely imaginary business.
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I opened the paper to see the rest of the article after the jump, but as I unfolded it, something fell out and
landed on my lap. It was another blue envelope, stamped with the crown and globe emblem just like the
others. Inside was another small white card with a typed message: Win Some, Lose Some.

I heard the quiet buzz of an electric door opening behind me and quickly stuffed the envelope into my inside
jacket pocket.

"Sorry to keep you waiting," Max said as he entered the room and extended his hand.
I stood up and shook his hand. He smiled at me congenially, then pointed down below my belt. "XYZ, D."

I looked down and saw that my fly was open, so I zipped up. Meanwhile, Max made a beeline for the wet bar.
"How about something to drink?"

"Sounds good," I replied, sitting back down on the couch.

Max poured us two glasses of scotch. "So I gather the ride over here was okay," he smirked while walking
back to the couch with the two glasses in one hand and the rest of the bottle in the other.

I took one of the glasses from him and drained its contents in a single gulp.

"You really should sip a whiskey this expensive," Max chided while refilling my glass. I snapped my head
back and drained the second glass just as quickly. Max grinned.

He happened to glance down and saw the copy of the Morning-Star laying beside me.
"Checking up on the competition?" he asked.

"More like admiring your handiwork." I showed him the front page headline.

"Ah that," Max said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

"Is this who lost your game Saturday night?"

He didn't respond, but instead poured us another round of drinks.

"So I understand you ran into a little excitement last night at Lily's condo," Max said.
"Oh, did she tell you about it?" I asked.

"Of course not," he scoffed. "I had her under surveillance."

"Of course," I conceded, remembering the van parked in front of Lily's building.

"So who was he?" Max asked.

"The corpse? His name was Patrick Cobb, he used to be a reporter," I replied, keeping an eye on Max to see
how he reacted. His face remained stoic and unreadable.

I continued, "He was also the man who killed Jacinda Ngo. Not the first time with the fake boating accident,
obviously, since that was all you. But I mean the second time, the real one that ended up with her corpse
sitting in the back of your private jet."
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Max grinned in amusement. "So I take it you've been working on the challenge I gave you. What've you got?"

I took out my notebook and flipped through the pages. "Well, I know the dead woman was Jacinda Ngo,
former head of Apex Computers who went missing ten years ago, presumed dead. I know that in fact she was
not dead, but instead has been living on the streets under an assumed name, barely eking out an existence as a
prostitute. I know that once a year you arranged a meeting with her, and I would venture to guess that you
were the reason she managed to stay hidden so long. And finally, I know that Cobb was hired to kill her and
leave her in your airplane as some sort of message or attack against you. Again, if I had to guess, I'd say it had
something to do with these games you've been playing with the Highwater Society. I think that maybe the
reason she disappeared was that she was like Peterman - maybe she lost, too."

Max poured himself a fresh drink, filling the glass to the brim, and then downed it all in one extended chug.
He didn't break eye contact with me for a second while doing this, and I imagined that - if only for a second - I
detected a hint of surprise in those pretty baby blues.

"That's a good theory. Inventive. Not entirely accurate, but surprisingly close," he said as he stood up and
began to pace the room.

"Jacinda Ngo never lost any game, but she was my first major project - the one who helped me realize the full
potential of my work with the Highwater Society.

"When I met her, she was the most fundamentally unhappy person I had ever known. She felt trapped - by her
job, her success, her money, her beauty, her ego. She begged me to help her feel alive again. She begged me
to turn her into someone else.

"At first I started with the basic tricks; I showed her how to pick pockets, run small cons, the kinds of things
that sheltered yuppies go apeshit over.

"But none of it worked - for Jacinda, it was just a tease, a temporary distraction. It was like drug addiction;
she always needed more just to recapture that same rush. Eventually, I had to confront the simple, undeniable
fact that Jacinda was fundamentally unhappy, and all she really wanted was to be somebody else, anybody
else. And so I made it happen.

"Can you imagine what it must have been like? For the first time in years, she was truly alive. This was her
vision quest - living or dying on her own wits, every day a challenge for survival. The uncertainty of where
and when here next meal will come, of whether or not she'll even sleep with a roof over her head on any given
night. She knew a kind of freedom that a couple narcissists like you and I could never begin to fathom. Total
loss of ego, total immersion in a new personality.

"Once a year, every year, | visited her. I showed her the life she left behind, reminded her of who she had
been, and offered her the chance to come back. And every single time, she just laughed at me - indulgently,
like you would laugh at a child's flights of fancy. She would tell me that I just didn't understand, that I couldn't
understand."

Max circled around his desk and lowered himself into the chair. Meanwhile, I helped myself to another glass
of his scotch.

"Wow, I could see how that type of thing would haunt you," I said after gulping down the drink. "I mean, she
obviously meant a lot to you. And to have been the one to find her body, to know that she had been murdered
and that it was because of someone's grudge against you. I can see why you're having nightmares about that,
reliving it over and over, even in your sleep. What I don't understand, though, is why in the hell I'm also
having your dreams."
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Max didn't say anything, didn't react at all, just sat perfectly still, keeping his eyes locked on me. Then slowly,
his hand crept over and pushed a button on his desk, and I heard the low hum of an intercom coming to life.

"Diane, I want you to take down a statement. 'A recent article in the weekly publication Concrete
Underground by Mr. Dedalus Quetzal included information about the business dealings between Abrasax
Incorporated and city officials. While Abrasax Incorporated acknowledges that the information is factually
accurate, Abrasax stands behind its business practices and will continue to do everything in its power to
provide the citizens of this great city with affordable internet access and a quality computing experience. At
the same time, Abrasax disavows any attempts to bring legal action against the publication in retaliation for
the article and stands committed to the principals of an open and free exchange of information.' Make sure
that goes to all the major media, including the Concrete Underground. Might as well send it to counsel, too,
so we can get a jump on things at that end."

He let go of the intercom and looked up at me, then twisted his mouth into that toothy Cheshire Cat grin of
his.

"So, D, how would you like to come work for me?"

BOOK THREE

The Crowned Globe

PLAYLIST

Tear It Up | The Cramps

Dirty Business | The Dresden Dolls
Fuck the Pain Away | Peaches
Civilians | Joe Henry

The Real Ding | Cerberus Shoal

867-5309/Jenny | Tommy Tutone

15. Blind Spots

"Sorry, I already have a job," I said to Max.

He scoffed and tilted back in his chair, kicking his feet up onto the desk. "I'd hardly call that real work. How
much do you actually get paid by that subversive little rag?"

I told him. He laughed. "I can more than triple that. And you won't even have to give up your day job."
"What do you want me to do, exactly?" I asked.

"Information, D, I want information. By hook or by crook. I fiend for it, like a junkie, and my hunger is
insatiable. Therefore, I am willing to pay top dollar to anyone who can get it for me. Some get it by mining
electronic data, as you've surmised, but that only goes so far. Surveillance is also a useful tool, and I have
experts in that field as well - like Mr. Garza, whom you saw at the party on Saturday night. And then of
course I have Saint Anthony, who uses his own uniquely inventive methods of extracting it."
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"How do I fit into all this?"

"What I want is for you to keep doing exactly what you have been. Talk to people, ask questions, piece
puzzles together. Give me the human element, show me what's in the blind spots where a surveillance camera
can't see. Just like you do for your paper, but now you'll be reporting to me, and in the process you'll enjoy all
the access and resources that you need."

"How do you know I won't turn around and publish what I find out for you?" I asked.

"Go ahead," Max shrugged. "Like anyone cares what you and your socialist friends print."
I took a deep breath. "What the hell, I'm game. What's my first assignment?"

"Lilian Lynch. She's disappeared."

"What do you mean?"

"Surveillance has her leaving home this morning at her normal time for coming to work, but she never showed
up here. We tracked down her car using its GPS and found it abandoned on the side of the road with a
handwritten note that said, 'Fuck you, cocksucker.' I'm assuming that was meant for me.

"She hasn't been answering her phone, she hasn't gone back to her condo, and she hasn't made contact with
any of her friends. For all intents and purposes, she has vanished into thin air."

I made a couple notes in my notebook. "Why do you want me to find her for you? Don't you have anyone in
your organization who'd be better suited for this kind of thing?"

"I do," he nodded. "The thing is, I can't necessarily trust this to someone within my organization. You see, ['ve
had well--" he paused, "--1 guess you could call it a security breach. Let me start at the beginning.

"A few weeks ago, I received an anonymous letter attempting to blackmail me. The details aren't important,
suffice it to say that some person or persons claimed to have information that would be damaging to me and
requested to be paid an exorbitant amount of money to keep it private. But - to be perfectly frank - this was
not the first time this kind of threat has been made against me, so I didn't think much of it.

"Once I found Jacinda's dead body in my airplane, I started taking things a little more seriously. After some
checking, my security analysts reported that there had in fact been a breach involving unauthorized access of
sensitive information. Further investigation suggested Lily as the most likely culprit, and of course recent
developments have borne this out. However, speaking frankly, she has neither the intellect, the vision, nor the
constitution to conceive and execute a plot like this. She must have conspirators who are familiar enough with
my operations to know the vulnerabilities."

I smiled. "In other words, you can't even trust your own people now."

He nodded. "Which is why I need you. So find Lily, find her conspirators, and if you can manage it, recover
the information they stole from me. Although I realize that you'd be reluctant to hand that over if you do."

He led me back out to his assistant's desk where he set me up with the keys to an Abrasax company car and
programmed his personal cell number into my phone.

Then he produced a red keycard badge bearing both the Abrasax corporate logo as well as the Highwater
Society globe and crown symbol.
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"This will get you anywhere you need to go," Max said as he clipped it to my jacket. "Anywhere."

Before leaving the building, I decided to put my new keycard to the test. I took the elevator down to the
seventh floor, which housed Abrasax's public relations and marketing division. The receptionist there knew
me by sight and normally had standing orders from Lily to call security the minute she saw me. This time she
smiled warmly and let me pass unobstructed.

I swiped the keycard at the door to the staff-only area, and it worked. I made my way back to the corner office
with the name plate "Lilian Lynch, Communications Director" and again the badge let me in.

Lily's office was extremely neat and orderly, which didn't surprise me given how anal she came off. If Max
had his people search it for evidence, then they did a damn fine job of covering their tracks.

The thing that struck me about her office was the unsettling atmosphere of pre-fabrication. She had gone out
of her way to fill the space up, to make it appear lived in, but the more time you spent looking around, the
more you realized how superficial it was. Instead of photos of her friends and family, all the frames had
pictures taken at company events and professional conferences. The only art hanging on the walls were a few
Abrasax promo posters along with her various awards and certifications. The books on her shelves were all
style guides and business self-help books, How to Be a More Assertive Asshole and the like. Somehow this
ended up feeling more cold and impersonal than if she had just left the room bare.

I poked around in her files but found just the expected work papers you'd see in any flack's office - mostly
spec sheets and collateral about various Abrasax products and services, old invoices of ad buys, and clippings
from past publicity campaigns.

I tried booting up her computer but couldn't guess her password. I gave up after a few attempts, but then
happened to catch sight of something reflective flashing inside an the air vent in the ceiling. Remembering the
box hidden in Cobb's room, I grabbed one of the visitor's chairs from Lily's desk and stepped up on it to look
inside. I didn't find any key, but I did instead find a small surveillance camera.

The pristine, undisturbed state of the office made sense. There was no need to search it because if Lily had
hidden anything significant here, Max would have already known.

I took some white out from Lily's desk and painted over the camera lens - honestly, just to be a dick.

On my way out of the office, I heard a cell phone start ringing and realized it wasn't mine. I looked around to
figure out where it was coming from and tracked it down to the row of coat hangers mounted on the wall in
the far corner of the room. She had a couple coats hanging, and I rifled through the pockets until I found her
BlackBerry. By that time, the call had already gone to voicemail, but I browsed around and found her phone
book, appointment calendar, call logs, and e-mails going back for six months stored in it.

Not wanting to walk away empty handed, I slipped the phone into my pocket.

Once outside Lily's office, I ran into three men - two dressed in security uniforms, one I recognized as the
surveillance-nut from the party, the one with the birthmark whom Max had called Ben Garza.

"What were you doing in there?" one of the guards asked.

I flashed the red keycard badge that Max had given me. "I work here. I was looking into something for Mr.
Maxwell."
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The guard turned to consult in hushed tones with his partner and Garza. "You shouldn't have interfered with
the surveillance equipment,"” he finally said as he turned back.

"Fuck off," I said, sensing an opportunity to press my advantage. "If you have a problem with the way I'm
doing my job, go ahead and call up Max himself. I'm working directly on his orders, not some creepy peeping
tom or a couple rent-a-cops."

I stared down the guard, who I could tell was salivating over the thought of taking his nightstick to the side of
my head, but he just stood there bristling.

"Then get out of my way," I scoffed and walked past them. Garza glared at me disdainfully, so I threw him a
quick shoulder check on my way out. "Punk bitch."

16. Dirty Business

I took the elevator down to the fourth level of the underground garage and found space 423, which matched
up with the tag on the keys Max gave me. A black Porsche Boxster was parked in the space.

I hopped in and fired it up, then gave Columbine a call as I drove out of the garage. I asked if could come pick
her up, and she gave me her address.

On the way there, I made a quick stop at the civic center to see Nick.

I parked the Porsche in the red zone, left the Abrasax badge hanging from the rearview like a parking placard,
and ran up the steps to the police headquarters. I asked the desk officer to see Nick, and when she asked if I
had an appointment, I started ranting incoherently and flailing around like a mad man with Tourrette's who
thinks he's on fire.

Usually this type of behavior is frowned-upon in police stations, and I was about to be politely escorted into
an interrogation cell by several large cops with nightsticks when Nick, who luckily had been passing by close
enough to hear his name, intervened.

He hurried me into his office and locked the door. "This better be good."

I pulled out the three blue envelopes from my bag and dropped them on his desk. "What's all that?" he asked.
"The love letters you've been writing me all these years but have been too shy to send?"

I threw my head back and held my gut, silently miming laughter. "These were sent to me anonymously. I need
you to do cop stuff to them. Check for fingerprints, DNA, whatever crazy CSI shit you can come up with."

He had picked up the envelopes and started inspecting them, but then abruptly dropped them when he heard
my request. "You could have told me you needed prints before I started handling them, you know."

I shrugged at him like he was speaking in tongues.
"Meet me at the Casbah after work," he groaned in resignation.

Just then an attractive Indian sergeant poked her head in and told Nick, "Hey there's a Porsche parked out in
front in the fire lane. At the desk, they told me I should ask you about it."

I gave Nick a couple quick pats on the back. "I gotta go."
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Twenty minutes later I pulled up to a small one-story duplex in a mostly run-down neighborhood on the east
side. As I got out of the Porsche and approached the door, I could hear the Dresden Dolls' "Dirty Business"
blaring from inside. I knocked.

When the door opened, I was surprised to see it was Violet who answered. She was dressed casually in a
white boy-beater and a pair of cotton pajama pants, and she still looked unbelievable. Her hair was tied back
in a black bandanna, and she was splattered with different shades of paint.

"Come on in," she said with a smile. "Col's expecting you."

She led me into her living room, which looked exactly the way I would have guessed it should look. The
furniture was color-coordinated in dark shades of browns, creams, and burgundies. There was no television to
serve as the focal point; instead, the couches and chairs were all arranged to face each other and facilitate
conversation. The only visible piece of technology was the small MP3 player dock that was currently blaring
out Amanda Palmer's aggressive piano work. An entire wall was covered with jam-packed bookcases. A
handful of modern art pieces were dotted around the room as accents. At the far end, a hallway split off
leading to bedrooms on one side and a short flight of stairs on the other, which led into a lowered room that
obviously served as her art studio.

"She's getting dressed," Violet said while turning down the music with a remote. "Go ahead and have a seat
while you wait."

We sat down together on a couch. She picked up one of her clove cigarettes, and I lit it for her.

As she smoked, she laid back and put her feet up on my lap. She had small, delicate toes, and her nails were
painted a metallic purple that matched her hair. I watched her silently, mesmerized by the fluidity and
gracefulness of even her simplest movements. She looked elegant, like an old black-and-white move starlet,
even while lounging around in PJs.

I took one of her bare feet in my hands and started massaging it. She smiled and let out a small, satisfied sigh.

"So what, are you and Columbine roommates?" I asked.

"Pretty much. We let her stay in our spare room after she and her father had a big falling out. It was supposed
to just be 'til they patched things up. That was three years ago."

"I'see,"” I said. "'Us' being you and your husband."

She smiled silently. Then, as if on cue, the front door opened. I looked over my shoulder and saw Saint
Anthony walking in, dressed in a charcoal gray suit caked with mud. He stopped in his tracks when he saw me
on the couch with Violet's foot in my hands.

"Hi babe," she said, standing up and walking around the couch to greet him. She wrapped her arms around his
neck, and they kissed deeply while Anthony's hands reached down and cupped her ass, causing her to let out a

playful giggle.
I fought back the urge to wretch.

Anthony and Violet finally broke off their embrace, then both turned to look at me. "I'll go remind Col that
you're waiting," Violet said sheepishly and headed down the hallway.
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In the meantime Anthony pulled off his suit jacket, revealing a white shirt underneath splattered with dried
blood. I felt a knot in my stomach and prayed that it wasn't Lily's.

"I heard Max brought you on board the team," he said and stripped off the bloody shirt, acting perfectly
nonchalant. I saw that he had a large sacred heart tattooed right in the middle his perfectly-chiseled chest. He
opened a coat closet next to the front door and took out a hooded sweater.

"Word travels fast," I responded as he zipped up the sweater over his tattoo. I realized that I had been staring
and that he noticed it, too. I caught his narrow, menacing gaze and suddenly felt unsettlingly like an albino
mouse dropped into a python's cage.

Mercifully, Columbine came bouncing into the room only seconds later, her ebullience instantly cutting
through the tension. She was pulling off a rockabilly look in tight blue jeans with short cuffed legs, a red
checkered halter top, big hoop earrings, and her hair tied back in a handkerchief. Big cat's-eye sunglasses and
cherry red lipstick provided the finishing touches.

"Let's blow this joint, daddy-o," she said.

"Well come on, little mama," I replied, grateful for the bailout, and led her outside to the Porsche.

"Nice ride, where'd you get it?"

"Max," I said, plugging my phone into into the deck and switching it to MP3 mode. "He put me on the
payroll."

From the speakers, the late great Lux Interior wailed: Well come on, little mama, let's tear this damn place up.

I drove us back to Lily's and brought Columbine up to speed on the blackmail plot, Lily's disappearance, and
Max's job offer.

"So you sold your soul to the devil. Nice," she teased as we got out of the car. "So much for being all hardcore
independent, anti-corporate, punk-as-fuck journalist."

"It's only selling out if I back down and don't publish whatever dirt I find on Max in the process," I countered.

"Just keep telling yourself that,”" she said in a playfully mocking way as she typed in the code to open Lily's
gate.

"It's still so strange to think that Lily is mixed up in all this," she continued as we walked upstairs. "I mean,
she's certainly got reason to hate Max, but she's not really the blackmail and conspiracy type. She's my friend
and all, but frankly she just doesn't have enough imagination."

"Hold on, what did you mean about having reason to hate Max?" I asked.

She replied, "Well they had a pretty messy break-up. I don't think she ever really got over him."

"What? I didn't even know they dated."

"Dated? They were engaged," she squealed. "How did you not know that?"
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I shrugged. "So what happened?"

"He was a beast to her. I'm not even sure why he proposed to her in the first place, other than just to torment
her. The way I understand it is they had a fling, she got clingy, and he retaliated by stringing her along and
slowly breaking her spirit. The amazing thing was that she was willing to put up with his abuse and his
cheating, and in the end he still had to be the one to call it off. I was there when it happened. We were at a
party, and someone asked if they had set a date for the wedding yet. He just shook his head and said, 'No, I
don't think that's happening any more. Marriage just isn't my style.' Lily was standing right next to him; her
jaw dropped."

"Fuck that's harsh," I marveled, shaking my head.

Once we got upstairs, we saw that the front door was hanging open with the wood around the knob splintered
as if it had been kicked in.

We went inside and saw that the condo had literally been torn apart from top to bottom, the furniture
overturned and disassembled, shelves emptied, and even the couch cushions had been hollowed out.

We found more of the same as we made our way through the rest of the rooms. Every kitchen cabinet and
drawer had been tossed, every closet emptied. In the bathroom, they had emptied out all the bottles of
shampoo, lotion, and all those millions of other unfathomable bottles women have. Inside her bedroom, the
mattress had been ripped open and turned inside out. They even tore apart the stitching in her clothes to make
sure nothing had been hidden inside the lining.

"Jesus, what happened to this place?" Columbine asked.
"Someone was in here looking for something," I replied.

"It must have been something tiny, like a needle in a haystack. Look," she said, holding up a Zippo lighter that
had been siting beside an incense holder. It was taken apart, as if something might have been hidden inside.

"I doubt we'll find any clues as to where she's gone here," I grumbled. "But we might as well give it a shot.
You check up here, I'll go look around in the back."

"What, you mean snoop around?" Columbine asked, and I remembered that this must be harder for her since
Lily was her friend.

"Look, she could be in danger. We can't pass up any clues that would help us track her down before
something bad happens." As soon as I said that, my mind involuntarily flashed to the image of Saint Anthony
drenched in blood.

We split up, and I started giving Lily's bedroom a cursory search but wasn't really sure what I was looking for.
The most interesting thing I found was her lingerie drawer, which had been yanked out of the dresser and
dumped upside-down on the floor. I had to satisfy my male curiosity; she actually had some pretty hot stuff. I
picked up a red lace corset, and underneath I found a framed photo of Max and a vibrator. I picked up the
latter and opened the battery compartment, but there was no Ariadne Key in there.

"Eww, way too pervo," I heard Columbine say behind me.

I stood up, chuckling. "I'm just trying to be thorough."

She rolled her eyes distastefully. "Well if you're done, I've got something to show you that might actually be
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important."

She led me out the the bathroom and pointed out a puddle of shampoo on the floor. Someone had stepped in
it, leaving a man's footprint with a Burberry imprint stamped from the sole of the shoe.

"Well that's definitely not Lily's," I said, holding my own foot up to the print to compare. "It's a little smaller
than mine, so I'd guess a size nine or nine-and-a-half."

We were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening. We ran back out to the living room and found a
middle aged man in a cheap suit standing just inside the doorway.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded.

"Fuck you, what are you doing here?" I shot back.

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a police badge. "Detective Isaac Axelrod."

"Oops," Columbine mumbled behind me.

I took Axelrod by the arm and led him outside to the hallway. "Look, we were looking for our friend who
lives here," I explained. She didn't show up to work, and she's not answering her phone. The door was busted

in when we got here, so we came inside and found all this."

Axelrod nodded, but I got the distinct impression he hadn't listened to a word I said. "You don't know
anything about any disturbance here last night, do you?"

I shook my head. "What kind of disturbance?"

"Not too sure. We got some reports from neighbors about some screams, excited voices, that kind of thing.
Were you here last night?"

"No," I said.
Axelrod took down my contact information and told us we'd better clear out. I ran back inside to tell

Columbine we were going. On my way out I made a detour to the restroom, intending to take a picture of the
footprint with my phone. However, when I got there the shampoo puddle had been smeared, erasing the print.

As we got back into the Porsche, Lily's phone started ringing again. I looked down at the caller ID and saw it
was the same number that tried to call earlier when I first found it.

I tossed the phone to Columbine. "Answer it."

She put it on speaker. "Hello?"

"Is Lily there?" a gruff male voice asked.

She looked at me questioningly. I toyed with the idea of having her impersonate Lily, but Lily had a very

distinctive voice, high-pitched and shrill, that would be nearly impossible to duplicate. So instead, I shook my
head.
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"No, she's indisposed at the moment, but can I take a message?" Columbine chirped cheerfully while flashing
me a what-the-hell look.

"Just tell her to call me back when she gets a chance," the man replied. "Jeff from the art department. Give her
this number that I called from." Then he abruptly hung up.

Columbine handed me back the phone. "What was that about?"

"It's Lily's," I explained. "I found it in her office this morning. Look through her recent calls and see if
anything jumps out at you."

"This seems like an invasion of privacy," she protested weakly, but scrolled through the numbers anyways. I
watched her from the corner of my eye and noticed her stop scrolling abruptly, a flash of surprise in her eyes.
It was gone in an instant, though, and she said, "I don't see anything really; they all look just like work related
calls. She didn't exactly have a thriving social life."

I shrugged. "Was worth a shot. So, can I ask you a question?"

"Shoot," she replied with a smile.

"Why did you destroy the footprint?" She deflated visibly, sinking into the seat and turning away from me. I
continued, "You know whose shoe that was, don't you?"

"I know someone who wears Burberry shoes in a size nine," she said. "That doesn't necessarily mean
anything."

"Who?" I pressed.
"My father," she said.

"Oh," I muttered, practically able to taste the salty rank sweat of my foot in my mouth. "It's a fairly common
shoe size, could be a coincidence."

Columbine tried to smile, but the shape her lips ended up in just looked spiteful and sour. She held up the
phone for me to see and tapped the screen. "See this number? That's my father's house. She had a dozen calls

from there in the past two weeks. You think that's a coincidence?"

A brief but uncomfortable silence passed between us, which Columbine finally broke by saying, "I'm going to
go talk to him, ask him what's going on."

"You don't have to do that," I objected.

She nodded her head resolutely. "Look, it's possible he's innocent, but there's got to be a reason he's calling
her so much. Maybe he has some idea where she went."

"Fine," I conceded. "Just be careful."

17. Invisible Ink

After dropping off Columbine, I headed over to the Casbah and settled in at the bar to wait for Nick.
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"Gotta hit the head, Mags," I said upon entering and dashed straight to the bathroom. "But I expect you to
have a double waiting for me when I get out.

A couple minutes later, I was settling in at the bar and tossing back the glass Maggie had left sitting at my
usual spot.

"When are you guys gonna get that condom dispenser fixed?" I asked, jerking my thumb back towards the
bathrooms as Maggie refilled my glass.

She chuckled. "Like you need to worry about that. You can't get your sock pregnant, honey."

"Ooh, I think I felt that one from all the way over here," Nick called out from the front door. He pretended to
wince in pain at Maggie's barb as he walked up to the bar, but the balled fist in front of his mouth didn't do
anything to hide how much it made him smile.

He hopped up on the stool beside me and swung his hand like he was going to pat me on the back, but then
sharply jerked it up and landed a resounding slap on the back of my head.

"Ow, what the fuck?"

He stuck his index finger right in my face. "Your little performance today got me in a lot of trouble. You need
to tone your shit down. Why are you so bent on driving away the few people left who actually still give a shit
about you?"

I shrugged. "Look, I know sometimes I can go over the line. And I'm sorry." I grabbed hold of his shirt and
buried my head into his shoulder melodramatically, mimicking gentle sobs.

"Piss off," he said, pulling back and grinning. "And another thing, how the fuck did you get Isaac Axelrod so
far up your ass?"

"Who?" I asked, momentarily confused before remembering, "Oh, you mean that fucking prick detective?"

Nick nodded. "He's got a crazy hard-on for you, nearly went through the roof when he found out you came by
to see me. He's somehow got it into his head that you're involved with some murder, a vagrant who washed up
on the riverbank with his throat slit. What's that all about?"

A flash of panic exploded into my head, but I fought to keep my cool. "It's just something related to the story
I'm working," I explained, hoping he'd let it drop with as little probing as possible. "Look, I hope you know I
had nothing to do with his death."

"Of course, I do," he replied. "And I tried to put in a good word for you, but he wasn't really receptive. The
thing is, I know Axelrod, and he's a bulldog. Once he sinks his teeth into you, he doesn't let go. Whatever he
thinks you've done, he'll find the proof that you're guilty. Even if it wasn't there before he showed up, you get
my drift?"

I nodded. "And I do appreciate the warning and you trying to stand up for me."

"You better because after I did, my lieutenant came in and tore me a new one for trying to interfere with an
open investigation. So this is gonna have to be the last favor you ask for, at least for a while."

"Shit," I grumbled. "Tell me you at least have one bit of good news."
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"As a matter of fact, I do." He then laid out the three envelopes I had given him. "We found a few fingerprints.
One set in particular showed up on all three pieces, clearly identifiable."

"Do you know whose they are?" I asked in disbelief over the luck.

"Sure do," he said. "They're yours, dumbass. Next time you want to lift prints off of something, you should be
more careful handling it."

"Okay, okay, I get it," I said, exasperated. "Did you find any others?"

"Well, the prints were a mess, so I asked the boys in the lab to play around with them for a while and see what
else they could come up with." He paused momentarily for dramatic effect, then dug a small battery-powered
blacklight from his coat pocket, like the kind they use on TV news shows to find the jizz stains on hotel beds.
"Are you familiar with palimpsests?"

"Yeabh, it's when one text is printed over another text on the same paper,” I answered. "They were common in
the middle ages when the church would wash the ink off pre-Christian writings so they could reuse the paper
for their liturgical texts. Like what happened to Archimedes. I read an article about how they use UV light and
computer imaging to reconstruct the original writing."

Nick nodded. "Damn, I'm impressed. I just stared at the lab guys blankly when they asked me that question."

He switched on the blacklight and held it up to the first letter. Two words appeared on the page, just
underneath the original message, handwritten in a large but neat script: Jacinda Ngo.

He moved the light away, and the words disappeared, leaving behind no trace on the pristine white paper.
Next he hovered over the second letter with the light, illuminating the words: Patrick Cobb.
Finally, he moved onto the third letter and revealed the hidden message: Lilian Lynch.

"Weird," I said, lifting my gaze back to Nick. "So someone wrote the names on the paper, then bleached it
out, and then typed another message on top of that."

He switched off the light and stuffed it back in his pocket. "Now I know the the first name you think is the
dead woman from the ditch. And the second is the vagrant whose throat Axelrod thinks you slit. So who's
number three?"

"Someone who may very well soon be dead herself, if she isn't already. All three are related to my story." |
paused, taking a moment to process all this, then added, "The thing is, each letter arrived before the person
named died."

"Jesus," Nick said. "So do you think the person who sent these is the killer?"

I shrugged, "It would stand to reason it's the killer - or at least an accomplice - otherwise how would they
know who's next? On the other hand, though, why would the killer tell me who's going to die before it
happens and risk me being able to stop them?"

"Maybe they don't consider you a real threat and they're just trying to taunt you, calling their shots like Babe
Ruth pointing to the stands over center field," Nick suggested. "But then the next question is why go through
all the trouble of creating these palimpsests in the first place?"
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I tapped my finger on my busted-up nose, indicating that he had indeed hit upon the crux of the matter.

18. Full Contact

After leaving the bar, I decided to stop by the Concrete Underground office to see if my files could help me
figure out who the numbers in Lily's phone belonged to.

It was after hours, so the place was empty. I took out the phone and fired up my computer, then started
searching.

Columbine was right; nearly all her calls were related to work. All the Abrasax numbers had uniform prefixes,
358 for landlines and 418 for cells, so those were easily set aside. After a few searches, I saw that most of the
other numbers were also work-related - ad sales reps, PR consultants, reporters, and a few of her counterparts
at other companies.

Then the phone started ringing again. It was that same number that kept calling - Jeff from the art department.
I tapped the "Ignore" key, but then paused. This number didn't have the same prefix as the other Abrasax
phone numbers.

"Fucking hell," I said aloud.

"Is someone out there?" another voice called out, making me jump up in surprise.

I followed the voice into Sharon's office, where I found her slumped in her desk chair with the lights out amid
the unmistakable smell of pot smoke.

I switched on the lights. She pinched her eyes shut and let out a hiss. I noticed the ashtray sitting out on her
desk with two roaches stubbed out in it, right next to one of her old photos of Patrick Cobb.

She squinted to see me as I took the seat across the desk and her eyes adjusted to the light. "You got
something on your nose," she said.

I smirked and raised a couple fingers to touch the bandage. "It happens."

She plucked a sheet of paper out of her in-box and passed it over to me. "I'd ask what happened to you, but I
honestly don't think I even want to know how you pulled this off."

I looked down. It was a press release on Abrasax letterhead with Max's statement corroborating my article.

I gave her a smug grin and said, "Please give my apologies to Ms. Palmer and Ms. Singh for all the money
their firm won't be charging you now."

"I don't think they're too worried about it," Sharon said with a roll of her eyes. "It's only a matter of time
before you fuck up again."

We both shared a soft chuckle, and my eyes fell back to the desk and the photo of Cobb. Sharon followed my
gaze and picked up the photo. Her lips curled into a half-smile that threatened to collapse into a frown.

"He's dead."

"I know," I said, but decided not to go into it any further than that.
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"You remind me of him a little," she said, proudly regaining her composure. "Like a younger, more obnoxious
version. You're both bold, uncompromising, and insufferably arrogant. He showed up with a few of those of
his own, from time to time." She pointed at my nose. "He used to say that journalism needs to be a full-contact
sport."

She stood up from her desk and started packing her things to leave. I wandered back to my own desk,
fidgeting with Lily's phone in my pocket, thinking about the recurring phone calls and Cobb and full-contact
journalism.

"Fuck," I mumbled under my breath. "I might as well do this fucking thing."

I pulled out the phone, found the last missed call, clicked "Reply by Text", and typed: Can't talk now. Have
the Ariadne Key. Meet me in 2 hrs where Max found Jacinda.

"What are you doing?" Sharon asked as she locked up her office.
"Something incredibly stupid," I replied and sent the message.

"Well, I guess you might as well stick to your strengths."

Hastings Airfield was just outside the city limits and had areas designated for both military and private use. A
handful of the larger local tech companies kept their corporate jets in the civilian hangers, which while secure,
were much easier to sneak into than the military side.

"Mr. Maxwell sent me to get some files he left on board," I told the security guard, sticking my arm out the
car window to show him my Abrasax keycard badge.

"Do you know where the hanger is?" the guard asked.
"Actually, he said you could point me in the right direction."

I followed the guard's instructions to Hanger 8, then decided it was smarter to park the Porsche at the other
end of the airfield and walk back, figuring whoever I was meeting might turn tail if they saw it.

I found Max's plane, and it looked exactly as it had in my dream. I stopped dead in my tracks, feeling a cold
chill creep through my body and cause little goosebumps to bubble up through my skin. The air inside the
hanger was cold and stale and completely, eerily still, and popped and crackled faintly like a cross between
radio static and a dusty old LP stuck in the run-out groove.

I managed to move the rolling staircase into place and climbed up to the forward hatch.

Inside, the plane was dark. I made my way through the cabin to the back row of seats and found the one where
Jacinda's body had been. I sat down in her seat, and my skin crawled. The air hummed with an electric charge,
and the static noise in my head grew louder and took on more clanky, mechanical qualities, like an old film
projector.

I savored the sensation in a macabre way, closed my eyes, felt my heartbeat slow, and wondered what
Jacinda's dead flesh had felt like.
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Suddenly, I heard the sound of a door opening behind me. I jumped up and spun around to see a man in a
black trench coat and wide-brim hat leaping out of the rear bathroom with his arm raised in an attack position.
Before I had a chance to react, he brought the blackjack in his hand down on my temple with a sharp,
powerful precision. I only caught a brief of glimpse of his face with its ruddy features, bulbous nose,
deeply-dimpled chin, and a long scar down the left cheek.

Then everything faded to black.

19. Disassembled

When I regained consciousness, I found myself stripped naked and tied to a chair in a cold, dank room with
concrete walls and floor. A large floodlight was shining directly in my face. In the darkness behind it, I could
make out the faint shapes of people but couldn't distinguish any details or features. These amorphous dark
blobs talked amongst themselves in hushed tones, too quiet for me to clearly hear more than clipped
fragments.

A woman's voice: "--went to his house, I'm sure of it."

A man's, low and gravely: "--mistake to get him involved--"

Another woman: "--no more time, Max is getting--"

"He's awake," the man said, this time loudly.

The shapes shifted around, and the sound of their shoes clicking against the concrete floor echoed through the
room. I was vaguely aware that one of them was coming closer, but still was startled when a large dark form

broke out from the shadows and stepped in front of the floodlight's beam.

"Where is the Ariadne Key?" the gruff man's voice said as he leaned in closer to me. His face was covered by
a smooth, featureless gunmetal mask with small slits over the eyes and mouth.

I jumped back in my seat but couldn't really go far because of the tight bonds. "Jesus-fucking-Christ man,
what the fuck are you supposed to be, some kinda kinky steampunk gimp?"

He reached out with a gloved hand and squeezed my nose through the gauze bandage, causing the cartilage to
crack and pop and a fresh jet of blood to squirt out from my nostrils.

I let out an shrill, agonized yelp. "Fuck, man, I don't really have your stupid fucking key. It was just a trick to
lure you out into the open, dumbass."

"Do you take me for an idiot?" my masked captor replied. "I know you have it."

"And what are you, a human fucking lie detector? Are you some kind of fruit? Is this your sick way of getting
your jollies, tying naked men to chairs?"

He took a couple steps back and stood beside the floodlight, just at the edge of visibility between the shadow
and light. Another man walked up and handed him something. This second man had a smaller, slighter build
and wore a trench coat and hat. Though he didn't step fully into the light, I could make out enough of the
contours of his face to recognize him as the one who attacked me in the plane.

The masked man walked back to me, holding his left hand outstretched, clutching the object he had been
handed, something black and plastic and about the size of whiteboard eraser.
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"Tell me where you hid it now, or things are going to get unpleasant for you."

"Okay," I sighed in defeat. "I hid it up my ass. Untie me and I'll let you have a look, as long as you promise to
give me a reach-around when you're done."

He jabbed the plastic something into my chest, and I felt a strong electric shock course through my body. I let
out an agonized scream.

"God damn, man, that feels fucking good," I said and gave as strong a laugh as I could manage without
breaking into a cough. "You should have told me you were into rough trade."

He zapped me again with the taser, then moved it down to my genitals. "Where's the key?" he spat. "Where's
the parcel?"

"Hey, watch it down there," I coughed weakly, "I'm starting to get a little chubby."

He shocked me again. I gritted my teeth together and felt streams of drool drip down my chin. My nostrils
filled with the stench of my own sizzling pubic hair.

I slumped in the chair, my body searing with pain and instinctively trying to curl into a ball, causing my limbs
to strain against the ropes.

"Wait... wait..." I pleaded weakly, groaning as I lifted my head to look him in his eye slits. "Don't tase me,
bro."

I erupted into feeble, wheezing, laughter. He tased me three times in quick succession. I blacked out again.

I was still in the chair, but the floodlight was gone. The room was devoid of light except for a crack under the
door, so I let my eyes adjust to the darkness. I was still groggy, just barely holding onto consciousness. Over
in the corner by the door, I made out a small lump on the floor that was hopefully my clothes.

I called out for help, but got no response.

After calling a few more times, I started scooting my chair over in the direction of my clothes, which proved
difficult since my arms and legs were still tied to the chair. It didn't help that my head was swimming and my
muscles felt like jelly. I managed to make it about a third of the way across the room before I passed out
again.

The next time I woke up, the light under the door was gone, and the room was pitch black. I called out for
help again and got the same results as earlier.

I scooted the chair in the direction I remembered I was going. Every movement was painful. My muscles
burned, my head was throbbing. I tried to push it out of mind and focused on taking it one inch at a time.
Finally, after what seemed like ages, I bumped the chair against the wall. In the darkness, I couldn't tell where
the clothes were in relation to where I ended up, but figured they had to be close. I positioned myself so my
back was facing towards where I thought they'd be, then used my weight to rock the chair. After a couple
times, I picked up enough momentum to tip myself over. I hit the hard concrete ground with a thud. My
muscles screamed in agony. Once more, I passed out.
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My phone woke me up. I recognized the strummed guitar intro of The Kinks' "Powerman" as Max's ringtone
and was relieved that it sounded close behind me. I nudged and maneuvered myself until my hands, which
were still tied behind the chair, finally fell upon the fabric of my jeans. Slowly, painstakingly, I explored with
my hands, tracing the seams until I found my front left pocket. Digging inside, I wrapped my fingers around
the cool, comforting steel of my pocketknife.

It took me several minutes to manipulate the knife open and get the blade in position against the ropes. I had
the handle gripped between my thumb and index fingers with the blade pointed back up my arm. Slowly,
carefully, I began sawing through the bonds.

After what seemed like hours, I had one hand free. From there, I was able to cut myself loose fairly quickly,
then struggled to my feet and slowly, painfully dressed myself.

I pulled the phone out of my jacket and called Max back. While it rang, I looked around the rest of the room.
On one side, there was an open doorway that led out to another, larger room, which looked like it had once
been a store of some kind but had long since been abandoned. I guessed the plain concrete room where I'd

been held was used for storage or a stock room.

There was a second doorway at the other side of my room, which had a heavy metal door that most likely led
outside. I tried it; mercifully, it was unlocked.

I emerged out into a grimy, nondescript downtown alleyway just as Max finally answered the phone. I winced
and shielded my eyes from the sunlight.

"D? Where the hell have you been?"
"I don't know. What day is it?"

The metal door slammed shut behind me with a loud bang. The words, "Bell out of order, please knock" were
spray painted on it.

On the phone, Max answered, "It's Thursday. Where are you?"

"Jesus, Thursday," I groaned. "Listen, I just spent the last day-and-a-half naked and tied to a chair, getting
electrocuted."

There was a long pause on the other end of the phone.
"Wait, what did you just say?"

"Look, come pick me up and I'll explain," I replied while jogging out of the alleyway to look for a street sign.
"Looks like I'm at the corner of Mission and 27th."

"I'll be right there," Max said and hung up.

Max gave me a ride back to the airfield so I could pick up the Porsche, and on the way I recounted the story of
my ambush and kidnapping.
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Luckily, the Porsche was still where I left it and didn't look like it had been broken into. Everything inside
was untouched - my laptop, Lily's phone, my notes. My kidnappers obviously hadn't found it.

I drove back home with my body aching and my head still swimming, savoring the thought of stretching out
on a nice, soft bed.

I hauled myself upstairs with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, but it all sank as soon as I saw the front
door to my apartment splintered and hanging off its hinges.

I felt my adrenaline spike as I rushed inside, slamming the door open and switching on the lights.

My apartment had been torn apart just like Lily's, literally turned inside out and searched with a fine tooth
comb.

Surveying the disastrous state, for some reason the image of the Tasmanian Devil popped into my head. I
pictured that slobbering, whirling tornado of fuzz chewing up and spitting out all my worldly possessions,
tearing a hole straight through the very fabric of my existence.

I just laughed - hysterically, bitterly, because I didn't know what else to do. I felt as fragmented and
disassembled as everything else in there.

Wearily, I trudged through the debris of my life and laid down in my bed. As my laughter died down and I
closed my eyes, I said a little prayer under my breath thanking whoever was listening that my dumb ass at
least had the wherewithal to hide Cobb's blue box somewhere else.

20. This Book Doesn't Make Any Sense

I woke up to the crunchy sounds of mastication and found Columbine sitting on my dresser with a brown bag
of Mission tortilla chips in her lap, thumbing through Dhalgren.

"Déja vu," I said, massaging my temples as I climbed out of my bed. My head was throbbing, and it felt like I
had only just barely fallen asleep. Glancing at the clock, I realized that was in fact the case; I hadn't been out
more than twenty minutes. My heart sank.

"This book doesn't make any sense," Columbine complained as she hopped off the dresser. She was wearing a
blue Chinese silk dress with a dragon print. Her hair was pulled back in a bun and held in place by two
chopsticks. "And your front door's busted. You should get it looked at, anyone could just waltz right in here."

"Indeed," I grunted as I threw on some clothes. "So what's up?"

"I've been trying to get ahold of you so I could tell you what happened to me last night. Max told me you
finally re-surfaced, so I rushed right over."

I snatched a couple chips from the bag and tossed them in my mouth. "Did he explain why I went missing?"

"Yeah, big whatevs, some mean bully pushed you around a little, boo-hoo. Anyways, I have to tell you what
happened, it's really good."

"Well, let's go have a seat then so you can tell me, as long as it's really good," I replied as I headed out to the
living room to settle into the couch before realizing the couch could no longer rightly even be called a couch.

"Fuck, on second thought, let's get out of here."
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I took Columbine downstairs to the little taqueria next to my apartment and proceeded to devour a burrito big
enough to club a man dead with while she told me her story.

"So after what we talked about Tuesday, the footprint and my father's number on Lily's phone and all that, I
decided to go to his house yesterday to see if I could find out what their connection was.

"At first I didn't see him anywhere, so I figured he was out. I decided to poke around a little in his office, but
as I got closer, I heard voices coming from inside. I couldn't make out what they were saying, but I hid down
the hall and waited until they came out, and I got a pretty good look at the two men he was with.

"One was a younger guy, about your age, in a suit. The second was shorter and wearing a black trench coat
and a hat, which was weird. He also looked older, and his face was really rough and ruddy and had a big scar
on one cheek."

I realized that this had to be the same man who attacked me in the plane, and my face must have shown my
surprise because Columbine paused and asked, "What is it?"

"Nothing. Go on, what happened next?"

"I followed them, being careful to hang back enough so they wouldn't see me. They went outside and got into
a weird, classic fifties-style car with a blue paint job."

The same car I saw the night Cobb visited me, I thought.

Columbine continued, "After they took off, I ran back inside and grabbed the spare keys to my dad's Jaguar
from the key hook in the front entryway where he always keeps them. Then I drove after them.

"They headed up into the mountains out past the northeast city limit - I mean way out into the middle of
nowhere. They finally stopped in an open clearing, parking next to another car that was already waiting. I
stayed hidden behind an outcropping of rocks, close enough though that I could see.

"The other car was a black Escalade, and I recognized it right away as Saint Anthony's. Then I saw him
standing a little further past the cars, holding a shovel in his hands. There were two holes in the ground along
with something that looked like it could have been a dead body covered in a tarp.

"My father and the other two men got out of the blue car and spoke with him briefly. Anthony made a couple
gestures toward the body and the two holes. After a while, the young guy walked over to one of the them and
looked down into it. Anthony came up behind him while his back was turned and swung the shovel into his
head, sending him toppling over into the hole.

"Anthony tossed the body in the tarp into the other grave, and then started filing them both in with dirt. The

man in the trench coat got another shovel out of the Escalade and helped him while my father waited in the
blue car.

"I left before they finished burying them, figuring the head start would help me get back without being seen."
"That's incredible," I said when she finished. "So you didn't see who was under the tarp?"

"NO."
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I pressed, "Could you tell if it was someone big or small, at least, man or woman?"

She shook her head.

"Well, do you think you could find those graves again if we went out there?"

"Why?" she asked, suddenly defensive. "And why do you want to know if it's a man or a woman?"

I opened my mouth to answer, but the look in her eyes said that she already knew why, even if she didn't want
to admit the possibility to herself.

I reached across the table and took her hand in mine. "Look, we need to know if it's her. If it's not, we know
that we still have a chance to help her. And if it is... well, then at least we can find the bastards responsible."

After eating, we hopped in the Porsche and re-traced the way back to the grave site. Before leaving town, we
stopped at a hardware store where I picked up a couple shovels, some heavy-duty gloves, and a pack of air
filter masks.

The mountains that comprised the northeastern edge of the valley were sparsely developed - a handful of
wealthy families owned vast chunks of it. There were some hillside estates and a few solar energy farms on
the lower, bare foothills, but beyond that was just dense forest.

We ascended through narrow, winding mountain roads. After about fifteen minutes of climbing, we passed a
large metal sign bearing the corporate logo of Asterion Record Management. Just above it on the same post
was another, slightly smaller sign warning against trespassing. Soon after ignoring that, we came around a
bend and saw a giant monolithic building come into view in the distance. The road leveled off as we reached
the top of a plateau hidden amidst the foothills.

"What is that thing?" Columbine asked.

"Well, if this is Asterion's property, that must be one of their storage facilities. I knew they owned a lot of land
in these mountains, but I can't imagine what they would need to store all the way out here."

"Well, that's not where we're going, anyways," she replied. "Pull off the road up here and follow those tire
tracks."

We drove out a couple more minutes until the tracks stopped. A few yards away, I saw the two graves.
"We're here," Columbine said with sufficient understatement.

I hopped out and circled around to the trunk to get the shovels. I offered her one, but she shook her head
emphatically. So I started digging alone.

After about four feet, I hit something. Moving another shovelful of dirt aside, I saw that it was a black tarp. I
dug a little further to excavate just enough of the corpse so that I was sure I had the head. As I knelt down to
inspect it closer, I noticed a few errant strands of red hair poking out from under the tarp.

I winced, feeling the air escape from my lungs as if I'd been punched in the gut, and I reached out to pull back
the sheets of black plastic covering the body's face, despite the certainty that I already knew what I'd find.
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I was wrong.

The face underneath the tarp wasn't Lily's; it was a man's. It took me a second to process this initial surprise,
but then it dawned on me who exactly I was looking at.

He was Seamus, the bum from the Light Rail. The one who used to work for Max.
"Um, D," Columbine called out. "You'd better get up here."
I climbed out of the grave and followed her gaze down the road to two white vans heading straight for us.

We jumped back into the car and peeled out, frantically speeding back the way we came. Luckily, the Porsche
was going to outrun and out-maneuver those vans any day, especially on winding roads like this. The only
question was whether I was going to be able to handle the Porsche well enough at top speeds to keep us from
taking a turn too wide and launching down an embankment. I gripped the wheel tightly, gritted my teeth, and
tried to momentarily forget how spotty my DMV record actually was.

To my astonishment, I didn't kill us, and I almost began to believe I wasn't a complete fuck-up as we
approached the final bend before reconnecting with the main highway.

But just as we came around the bend, I saw a roadblock set up ahead of us. I slammed on the brakes and
barely avoided plowing into two large armored cars with "Asterion Records Management" painted on the
sides, which were parked sideways end-to-end beside the "No Trespassing" sign I ignored earlier. Outside
them, four armed security guards were waiting for us.

"Sir, I need you to step out of the vehicle," one of the guards said as he approached the driver's side window.
The other three kept their rifles raised and trained on us.

There was really no way of getting out of this mess that I could see, so I figured I'd do the next best thing and
make the experience as unpleasant for everyone involved. "Fuck you, you Rent-a-Cop swine," I said, "I'm a
member of the press, and I know my rights."

The butt of the guard's rifle came sailing through the open window and connected with my face, spinning my
head around and sending blood spurting out across the dashboard. While I reeled from the blow, he opened
the door and dragged me out of the car. Then he and another guard pinned me to the ground while a third
searched me.

Meanwhile, the fourth went around to the other side and made Columbine get out of the car and searched her.

They tore violently at my clothes, manhandled me roughly while doing a full body search. When I saw the
other one was doing the same to Columbine, I redoubled my efforts to break free, prompting the one searching
me to stomp the hell out of my face.

Then I was lifted up and tossed into the back of one of the armored cars like a rag doll. Or at least this is what
I surmised was probably happening, since I couldn't see a damned thing for all the blood gushing down my
face.

The giant metal door swung open, and an old man who reminded me vaguely of Bela Lugosi entered. He
appeared to be well into his seventies and decidedly worse-for-wear - mostly bald with small tufts of thin,
wiry gray hair, his face wrinkled and craggy from years of stress, smoking, and booze. He dragged his
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shriveled carcass across the room with the manner of someone accustomed to taking his own sweet time about
things, puffing on a small, hand-rolled cigarillo as he went.

He hovered over me as I lay on the cold metal examination table, gave me a quick once over, and took a
couple more sucks on his pungent little butt before pronouncing his diagnosis.

"Young man, you are severely fucked-up," he said in a thick eastern European accent that did indeed sound a
lot like Lugosi.

He thrust a gnarled, nicotine-stained finger into my face and poked several sore spots. I hissed in exactly the
kind of throbbing, blinding pain you'd expect to get from some jackbooted fascist dancing an Irish jig on my
face.

He slid over a tray of various arcane surgical tools that looked more like twisted metal torture devices than
anything else and proceeded to stitch up my face with all the care and sensitivity of a punch-drunk prize
fighter.

I passed out a couple times while he worked - not because he bothered to anesthetize me in any way, but just
from sheer, overpowering agony.

I looked at my reflection in the small handheld mirror and thought for a moment that the sadistic fuck of a
doctor had replaced the glass with a photo of ground beef left out to sit for a week.

There were three large, ragged lacerations stitched up haphazardly amid a lot of swelling and bruising. One
was a giant gash above my right brow, another was a smaller crescent around the ridge of my left eye socket,
and the third was a split in the side of my left cheek. My nose had also been re-broken, sloppily reset, and

taped up.

I lifted a hand to trace the swollen, discolored contours of my face and had to actually fight to choke back a
hysterical burst of tears.

"Don't touch your face, you'll upset the stitches," the doctor admonished as he bent over the mildewy sink and
washed an alarming amount of my blood off his hands and instruments.

Across the makeshift operating room, the metal door swung open again, and Max poked his head in.
"How's he doing?"

"He'll live," the doctor replied as he sparked up another cigarillo. "Although you'd never believe it from the
way this little sissy has been carrying on."

Max chuckled and cut across the room. He was pristinely groomed and dressed in a classic black tuxedo with
full-length coattails. I strained to hop off the table and groaned as I reached out to grab my shirt off a nearby

chair.

"Here, I brought you a get-well-soon gift," Max said and tossed me a little white pill bottle. "Be careful with
these, you don't want to take more than one or two a day."

I shook four out onto my palm and tossed them into my mouth.
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"I hope you didn't have any plans tonight," Max chided as he lifted my jacket off the back of the chair and
helped me put it on. He straightened the lapels and then ran his hands down my front to smooth it out. While
he did, he found the Abrasax badge sticking out of my pocket and held it up for me to see.

"You're lucky they found this on you. Otherwise you'd be sitting in an interrogation cell right now instead of
in the good doctor's operating room." He tucked it back into my coat and patted the pocket, indicating that it
was safe and secure.

"Seems like an overreaction for simple trespassing."”

He grinned good-naturedly and explained, "They are pretty paranoid about security. Most of the records
Asterion keeps up here come from major clients who are worried about corporate espionage and willing to
pay top dollar to make sure their trade secrets stay just that. Now admittedly, what happened to you is on the

extreme end of things, but you seem to have that effect on people."

"No fucking kidding," I spat back. "Seems like every time I turn around there's someone waiting to kick my
face in. It's like my life has suddenly become one of those old pulp detective novels."

"Hipster Philip Marlowe," Max added with an amused snort.

"Yeah, well, it's not a fucking joke, it's my life. And it's getting really fucking old, really fucking fast," I
snapped and buried my face in my hands. "It feels like everything is falling apart. Like I'm being disassembled
piece by piece, physically, mentally, emotionally. And now I'm so fucking disfigured I can't even recognize

myself in the mirror. I'm just so fucking tired of it all."

"Hey, I told you not to touch!" the doctor chastised as he reached out and swatted me in the back of the head,
hard.

My face instinctively twisted into a sneer, but actually his blow was just the thing I needed to jolt me out of
the emo self-pity-party I was slipping into. I turned back to Max and asked, "Where's Columbine?"

"She's fine - she's waiting outside. She explained what happened, how you were digging up the dead body that
you thought was Lily." He paused, then added, "It's not, incidentally. That was just a routine chore I asked

Saint Anthony to handle for me, nothing to do with your assignment."

"Wait, what?" I said, and pulled out my notebook as if I had somehow missed something. "So you're the one
who set up that whole meeting? Does that mean the guy who drives that old blue Chevy works for you, too?"

There was no hint of recognition in Max's face as he shook his head. "What blue Chevy?"

"The guy who drove McPherson out to meet Anthony at the graves."

Max looked at me silently with no reaction, his face remaining completely stoic and unchanged. And yet,
there was something palpably different, possibly a nearly-imperceptible stiffening of his posture, or maybe
even just a darkening of his aura, and I knew that he was both surprised by what I said and not a bit pleased.
Apparently, Columbine hadn't been completely forthcoming with her account to him.

"You didn't know McPherson was out there while Anthony buried them," I crowed triumphantly.

I stared at Max, hoping for some kind of reaction, some flicker of frustration or anger to validate the fact that
I'd finally been one step ahead of him for a change.
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Suddenly, though, my vision started to blur, and I felt dizzy and light-headed. I reached out to brace myself
against the back of the nearby chair, but my weight made it topple backwards, collapsing me to the ground.
Max bent over to help me up, his stone visage finally cracked into a broad grin.

"I told you not to take so many of those pills."

21. The Existential Hitman

Max and I staggered clumsily into the main lobby of the Asterion building like a pair of doped-up conjoined
twins, my left arm slung over his shoulders, his right arm wrapped tightly around my midsection, and our four
legs tripping and tangling over each other.

Columbine and Saint Anthony were waiting to meet us. Anthony rushed over to help with his boss's burden,
gripping me roughly and letting me slump my weight against his sturdy frame.

"What the hell's wrong with him?" Anthony asked.

Max mimed popping pills into his mouth.

Columbine also came over to join us, unable to hide her shock at seeing my face.
"I know," I slurred. "I look totally hardcore."

Columbine offered a weak smirk that nearly avoided looking patronizing. "No, you look like you got your ass
kicked. Hardcore would be if the other guy looked like that."

Max leaned in to Anthony and softly said, "I need to talk to you."
They propped me up against the reception desk and walked off to speak privately in hushed tones.

I craned my neck to look around the rest of the lobby, which was basically a cavernous, unadorned concrete
bunker. The large open space off to one side suggested it had been intended as a waiting area, but there were
no tables or chairs of any kind. In fact, the only furniture at all was the tall reception desk that I was currently
leaning on.

Behind it sat an elderly woman, presumably the receptionist, passing the time by knitting with blue yarn. She
never once bothered to look up from her work to acknowledge our presence, and I wasn't entirely convinced
she was even aware that we were there.

The wall behind her was covered with a large bank of small closed circuit TV monitors. It reminded me
somewhat of the setup at the Labyrinthine party, but much larger. The images on the screens appeared to be
feeds from surveillance cameras throughout the storage facility, and each one had a five-digit number
displayed at the bottom-right corner of the screen.

The images changed to a new feed every thirty seconds, and the sequence of the feeds was completely random
and not related the the numeric identifiers.

"What do you think they're talking about?" asked Columbine.
"Huh?" I said, pulling myself away from the videos. I followed her gaze over to Max and Anthony. "Oh, well

I let slip that your father was out there when Anthony was burying those bodies, so I imagine the 'Saint' has
some explaining to do."
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The two men suddenly broke into laughter and Max patted Anthony's shoulder affectionately before they
started back to us.

"Oh yeah, you can tell how much trouble he's in," Columbine added sarcastically.

I was about to say something snappy back, but my attention was drawn away by a video appearing on one of
the screens. It showed a man sitting on the edge of a bed in a small, empty room. The image was washed in
blue, and the number on the bottom of the screen read: 00033.

"How're you feeling, still dizzy?" Max asked as he slid in next to me against the desk.

"Those numbers on the screen..." I asked, "do they correspond to the numbers of storage units here?"

Max looked over the monitors and nodded.

"Then what's in that one, number 00033?" I asked and pointed out the screen where I'd seen the blue room,
but it had already changed over to a different feed.

Max and Anthony exchanged a couple of looks that could only be described as significant.

"Anthony, would you mind giving our friend a ride home, since he's obviously in no condition to drive
himself?"

Anthony nodded at his boss's request, then hooked a large meaty arm around me and dragged me along as the
four of us exited the lobby.

There were two cars parked outside - the Porsche and Max's limo. Max took Columbine's arm and led her to
his car, where the driver was waiting with the door already open. She looked hesitantly from Max to me, but
even though Max was just grinning pleasantly, there was something in his eyes that told her this wasn't up for
debate. So she got in.

Meanwhile, Anthony tossed me into the Porsche's passenger seat like a sack of laundry, then circled around to
get in on the driver's side.

"You're not in any particular hurry to get home, are you?" he asked while firing up the engine.

I shook my head weakly, the motion causing tracers to blur across my vision, and I felt a distinctly unsettling
sense of déja vu.

I slumped back into the blood red vinyl couch and let my head fall over to one side, then felt a profound sense
of relief as the darkness closed in on me.

SNAP!

I jerked my head up and opened my eyes to find Anthony's hand hovering inches from my face, his thick
meaty fingertips snapping together angrily.

"Keep your eyes on the prize, D," he admonished and pointed his middle and index fingers at his own eyes,
then rotated his hand so that they pointed at the blonde straddling my lap.
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"And watch that you don't spill your drink, man. You've been milking that same fucking glass for the last
hour. Just cowboy up and pound the sumbitch."

I looked down and saw that I was in fact holding a glass in danger of tipping out of my hand and spilling both
scotch and mostly-melted-rocks all over the vinyl couch.

I snapped my head back and downed the last watered-down dregs from it.

"Oh good, your hands are free," said the blonde, who was wearing a white dress like Marilyn Monroe in The
Seven Year Itch. She climbed off of me and turned around, then unfastened the halter of her dress, allowing
the top half of it to fall loosely down to her waist. As she sat back down on my lap, grinding her ass against
the hard bulge straining through my pants, she simultaneously grabbed both of my hands and lifted them up to
cup her breasts, which somehow managed to feel even less natural than her dye-job looked. I gave it a
fifty-fifty shot, however, that the Marilyn-esque mole on her left cheek was actually for real.

Anthony leaned back with a satisfied smirk, checked his watch, and then flagged down a passing cocktail
waitress to order another round.

This place Anthony had brought me to used to be a Chinese restaurant about a half-mile away from the city's
main airport, tucked away among the over-priced business hotels. The restaurant itself was shut down due to
repeated health code violations, and the building had stayed boarded up with no new tenants ever since. At
least that was how it looked on paper.

However, if you went around to the back after a certain time of night and knocked on what used to be the
kitchen delivery door with a specific pattern of knocks, you'd find out that it had in fact been turned into some
unholy triangulation of a strip club, a speakeasy, and a brothel.

Apparently, Max got the idea to take over the vacant space when the city council voted to ban alcohol from
being served at all the legit strip clubs. This resulted in the twin atrocities of dry strip clubs and "bikini bars".
Those in turn drove any self-respecting business traveler, stag party, or standard-issue pervert into Max's
unregulated underground club. The fact that an anti-v