
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.



 

Dead Links



Copyright © 2017 Joshua Ingle



 

Edited by David Gatewood.



 

Cover art by Holly Heisey.



 

Formatting by Polgarus Studio.



 

ISBN: 978-1-943569-07-6



 

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for reasonable quotations for the purpose of reviews, without the author’s written permission.



 

Contact the author at www.joshuaingle.com, and connect with him at www.facebook.com/joshthestoryteller/.




DEAD LINKS

 

 

 

Joshua Ingle




 



For Bob Eichenberg, who opened the door for me to fall in love with storytelling, encouraged me at every stumble as I was first learning my craft, opened my eyes to the power of fiction, and taught me that with such a great power comes great responsibility.




Table of Contents


  1



  2



  3



  4



  5



  6



  7



  8



  9



  10



  11



  12



  13



  14



  15



  16



  Acknowledgments



  About Joshua Ingle



1

Beyond the wide circle of crime scene tape, a forensic analyst lifts the sheet and I get a peek at the body of this Emilio Cassano—this bigwig from Beverly Hills I’ve been hearing so much about. Coagulated streams of dried blood paint burgundy lines across his face. Looks about sixty, maybe older. He’s still wearing his fancy beige business suit, like he’s trying to hide his rotten flesh from his customers, who’ve all turned into looky-loos peering through the lobby’s tall windows.

For just a second, I see the bullet hole between Mr. Cassano’s eyes. I zoom in and try to snap a picture for our records, but my glasses are too slow and I miss my chance. Forensics has laid the sheet back over his head. Oh well. Paul still has some connections inside the department; maybe he can talk the five-O into lending us the crime scene pics.

Cops are crawling all over the lobby, giving me dirty looks. “Who’s this loser and how’d he get in here?” I can almost hear them asking. I ignore them, try to fit in, look like I belong.

They’ve blocked off the whole ground floor, and although they’re erecting tarps over the windows, the looky-loos persist. I can see indoor walkways four stories above me where curious employees peer down at the body of their boss’s boss’s boss’s boss, dead under a sheet, smack dab in the center of the lobby of his own skyscraper. Which one of you vultures did it, huh? I scan their faces for guilt, but most of them just look entertained, like they’re watching the best episode of their favorite TV show. They’re all wearing glasses, probably taking pictures, probably selling them to the news. The cops don’t even bother to walk up there and shoo ’em away. I guess we’re all paparazzi at heart.

Becky and Paul are coming in through the front doors, Becky in shorts and Paul in his Hawaiian shirt, looking for all the world like tourists lost on vacation. They’re halfway to me when a cop steps between us—a big guy looking down at me like I’m a roach in his kid’s lunchbox. The same guy who’s been directing the other officers. He’s not in uniform. Maybe he had to hurry over here on his day off.

“Nice coat,” he says, gesturing to my ratty trench coat, which, in the midst of all these uniforms, is starting to feel less like my standard work attire and more like a costume in a school play.

I nod at him as if I belong, but of course he wants me off his crime scene. So I reach out my hand to shake, to make a solid first impression. “Hey, I’m Guy Rosen, LPI,” I say, adding the “L” for “Licensed” to put a stop to the thousand clichés I’m sure are running through the officer’s mind. “But you can call me Guy.”

“Lieutenant Marcel Jones,” the cop says. “You can call me Lieutenant Marcel Jones.”

Becky and Paul step up beside us, presenting their IDs. “Paul Abramov, Becky Haslett. The three of us have been hired by Mr. Cassano.”

Jones’s eyes twitch, betraying his disbelief. He turns to the body at the center of the room, then back to us. Sarcasm is thick on his tongue. “I regret to inform you that Mr. Cassano recently passed away.”

“Mr. Claud Cassano,” I clarify. “The brother. Is he around?”

Paul forwards our digital authorization from Claud Cassano’s office to Jones’s glasses, and the look on his face as he realizes he’ll have to live with us is delicious. “Yeah, he’s somewhere,” he says, doing a shitty job of hiding his disappointment.

“Who do we talk to about getting a look at the body?” Paul asks.

“Not me.”

As they bicker, I go online and check out Jones. All I can find are his name and office number on an obscure section of the LAPD’s website. Can’t even find a picture of the guy. It says he’s served for sixteen years, though. He was probably just good enough to make lieutenant but too thick to move up further. Mid-level fuzz. I open another window and search for Jones’s commanding officer and—

“Death comes too soon.”

The comment catches me off-guard and I take off my glasses, the crisp overlay of the internet suddenly replaced by reality’s dull hues. Paul and Becky have walked over to the body and they’re nagging some cops to let them cross the tape. Jones looks like he’s ready to slug Paul in the nose.

The comment came from much closer. I look to my right and find him: a disheveled Latino man in his early thirties, about my age. Jawline like an anvil, skin like a baby, a mop of model-straight hair, eyes that could melt any woman’s heart in a second. I could have mistaken him for a pop star if his tie weren’t loose and his coat unbuttoned, with stubble on his cheeks and a half-empty bottle of booze in his hand. He’s leaning against a marble pillar, staring at nothing in particular. Death comes too soon?

“That it does,” I say to him, putting my glasses back on.

The man nods and downs a sip of liquor—smells like spiced rum. “We’re all so obsessed with death. Our whole culture, man. It’s all over the news, in our movies, in our books. But when it comes knocking at your own door, you’re still so surprised, like you didn’t expect it’d ever come for you. We’re so good at ignoring the inevitable.” He gestures to Emilio Cassano’s body, half the room away, two forensic drones hovering above it.

“Emilio Cassano lived to be sixtyish,” I say, trying to gauge who this guy is. “And he had plenty of life under his belt. We among the living can only hope for a life as fulfilled as his.”

“My grandfather lived to be ninety-eight,” the man says. “That’s almost forty years of life the man under that tarp has now lost.”

“It is unfortunate.”

He looks at me for the first time. Now that I see his whole face, he looks even more distraught. Then, after a second, he grins drunkenly at me, like he just decided I’m his new best friend. Huh. I offer him my hand to shake.

“Guy Rosen. I’m helping with the investigation.”

“Juan Cassano. I’m helping with the investigation too.”

Ah, got it. The son. For a trust fund baby, Juan has a firm grip, and the look in his eyes is more determined than any cop’s. “Mr. Cassano, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. You know my father was a visionary. He built this company to escape the poverty he was born into. He built it from nothing.” Juan’s words are slightly slurred. He takes a swig, then shuffles around in his pocket and presents his business card. I reciprocate with one of my own. “You find who did this, Guy. Of all the families this could happen to, mine is the least deserving.”

“I’ll do everything I can to bring the perpetrator to justice, Mr. Cassano.”

“Call me Juan. And don’t speak official with me. I don’t want you to just bring him to justice. I want you to gut the bastard. Can I count on you to do that?”

Before I can respond, Claud Cassano calls my name. He’s a well-groomed man in his fifties, walking toward us with a small entourage of other businessmen. Or are they lawyers?

“You’re with Paul?” he asks me.

“Uh, Paul’s with me.”

Claud nods to Juan, behind me. “I see you’ve met my nephew.”

“Yes. Pleased to meet you as well.”

He turns to his nephew. “Juan, the captain in charge would like to question you.”

Juan stares coldly at Claud, and something deep and hostile passes silently between them. Juan takes another drink and strolls off toward the cops.

“Walk with me,” Claud tells me as soon as Juan is out of earshot.

The businessmen-or-maybe-lawyers trail us as Claud leads me away from the crime scene on a scenic tour of the Cassano Building’s ground floor. We pass a dozen small fountains in a shallow marble pool, several semicircles of cushy lounge chairs, an elaborate winding staircase, and numerous virtual advertisements for razors, shoes, movies, fast food, beverages, more, only visible through glasses. I try to find the app I use for blocking advertisements, but it’s missing from my menus. Claud’s probably using some kind of tech that fucks with my glasses’ functionality so I can’t record this conversation.

“This is the worst time for something like this to happen,” Claud says. “With the Omni launch and all. If I didn’t know better, I’d think one of our competitors is trying to sabotage us.”

“The Cassano Corporation has competitors?” I ask.

Claud doesn’t even snicker at the joke. “What do you know about us Cassanos and our company?” he says.

Cassano is a household brand, of course, right up there with Apple and Microsoft, but since I’m not much of a tech enthusiast, I only know what Paul has told me, plus what I researched this morning after Paul got the call about this job. Still, I make a good show of awareness. “I know that you’re innovators, that you’re highly respected businesspeople who built a small R&D startup into one of the top scientific research firms in the world. I know you branched out into tech and medicine and a half dozen other industries, especially the entertainment industries. I know you’re charismatic and LA loves you. I know you’re filthy rich. And I know you’re my new boss.”

“Do you know how the company makes its money?”

“Uh, selling things?” I guess. I’m not one for the formalities of the business world. “Implants, glasses, smartcars, the works. You have a billion and one contracts, even more patents, and every other day I read about one of your breakthroughs in science and tech. And I don’t even read.”

“Did you know that we also sell doughnuts?”

“Doughnuts? Ha, no.”

“You wouldn’t think it, but it’s true.” Claud points to a random bit of empty air as we walk past it, and like magic, an advertisement for “Donas Norte” appears there. What a show-off. As if I care that his implant controls all the tech in the building. Given that he owns the building, does he expect me to be surprised?

“It’s a modest chain of doughnut restaurants,” Claud says. “They’re only in Mexico now, but forty years ago, the first tiny location was right here in LA. My father owned it.”

“Juan says he lived to be ninety-eight years old.”

“He never ate the doughnuts, is why.” I glance sideways and catch a faint smile at the edge of Claud’s mouth. So he does have a sense of humor. But on his own terms.

I chuckle politely. I liked Juan better; he seemed honest. Claud comes from a whole different world, a world of moves and countermoves, where life itself is a game you can win. Why the small talk? Let’s talk about the murder. That’s what I’m here for.

I keep pace with him as he tells the inevitable story of his humble beginnings. “Emilio once had an assignment in elementary school that asked him to research nutrition. He came running into the doughnut shop one night, wide-eyed and grinning, and he asked me what I thought the two most essential nutrients for human life were. This was a fifth grader asking, mind you. Naturally, I answered air and water. But Emilio said that air and water aren’t nutrients, and guess again. So I guessed Vitamin C and Vitamin D. My ten-year-old brother said nope, guess again. Do you know what the answer was, Guy? What the two most essential nutrients for human life are?”

“Some kind of protein?”

“Good guess, but the answer is fat and sugar.”

“Fat and sugar?”

“Mm-hmm. We evolved to crave them because they’re so rare in nature yet so vital to our health. Which is why Donas Norte sells so many doughnuts.”

Okay, okay, get to your point. “And your big brother figured all this out on his own?”

“At ten years old, yes. He was fascinated that the most unhealthy food seems to sell the most, because of our evolutionary addiction to its contents, which are, in fact, healthy. In small amounts. Ah, here we are.”

We stop next to a massive window looking up at downtown Los Angeles just outside. I see traffic, street vendors, palm fronds swaying in the wind, but I hear none of it; the window is soundproof. Claud waves a hand, and all the ads floating between us and the view dissipate.

“I always suspected that Emilio ran this whole business by the same principle he discovered as a child. What do humans crave? He was always trying to discover what humans crave, so he could give it to them in spades. So he could immerse them in it. And not just to sell products and earn profit. To truly add value to his customers’ lives. He was a good businessman.”

“But ain’t too much junk food a public health concern?” Paul says from behind us. We turn to greet him. Crooked teeth showing through his wide smile, Paul shakes Claud’s hand vigorously. “Good to see you again, Claud.”

I’ve been meaning to ask Paul how he knows Claud. He’s mentioned him before as an old drinking buddy, but the scruffy PI and the Latino billionaire have nothing obviously in common. Claud seems genuinely glad to see him, though.

“Emilio was no predator, my friend,” Claud says to him. “It is the individual’s responsibility to educate himself that too many doughnuts is a bad thing.”

“Is it? I guess I misedumacated myself, then.” Paul pats his own ample belly and laughs.

Claud returns the laughter, and now it’s my turn to disregard a joke. When the men see I’m not laughing with them, they get serious again.

Claud says, “I tell you this doughnut story both to endear you to my brother, may he rest in peace, and also because I know someone who craved what Emilio had to offer. Someone who craved it enough to kill him for it.”

“Have you told the police?” I ask.

“No. I trust Paul, and you by association, but I have no trust for the police. I don’t want them to hear a word of what I’m about to tell you, and I don’t want you working with them on this case. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely. But I should point out that the LAPD have resources we don’t, and they can—”

“The LAPD can be bought. I’ve seen it before. Look, I just came down from an emergency board meeting and they’ve elected me interim CEO, but even with the extra shares I’m nowhere near as wealthy or powerful as Emilio’s side of the family. And especially with his newfound inheritance, Juan’s pockets run deep. Far deeper than mine. Deep enough to buy the police. Most of Emilio’s estate was left to Juan, you know. More even than to Emilio’s wife.”

And you just happened to have the will readily available immediately after learning Emilio bit the dust? I think it, but I don’t say it. The money Claud’s paying us is reason enough for me to be interested in this case, but now, all of a sudden, I’m personally intrigued. “What makes you think it’s Juan?”

“Because up until a month ago, I hadn’t seen him since he was sixteen years old. He’s been off the map for most of his life, chasing women and fame. Then out of the blue, the prodigal playboy returns just in time to witness the death of his father—the father he wanted nothing to do with for most of his life. He’s lazy, entitled, and he has a violent past. Paul can tell you all about that. I have no evidence that he did it, though, and that’s why I need you.”

A foregone conclusion? Nice. It just makes my day when clients pull stuff like this on us. They know their spouse is cheating on them and want us to prove it. When they’re right, they say they knew it all along, so what good were we? When they’re wrong, they tell us we’re doing a shitty job, because they know better. Makes me wonder what the point of hiring a PI even is. If I could propose one, it’s this: we don’t care about anyone’s family drama.

This is a fascinating job, but I’ll have to be delicate with it.

“We’ll look into it,” I say.

“Don’t tell Leah that I suspect Juan,” Claud says to Paul.

“Ha, like Leah and me still talk.”

“We’ll have to at least question her,” I say.

“Fair enough,” Claud responds.

“I’m curious about something else, though. When I talked to Juan a few minutes ago, he spoke of his father like he was a saint. Seems like he really admired him.”

“I’m sure he speaks that way,” Claud replies. “He wants to avoid suspicion. So you must follow him. Eavesdrop, plant bugs, I don’t care. Don’t communicate with law enforcement unless you have to. Don’t trust them. I want you to discover the truth for me.”

“Mind if we ask you some questions? Just a standard interview we do with every client?”

Claud’s eyes dart from side to side, distracted by something in his glasses. He takes a moment to respond. “You certainly may. A few minutes first, though. I have to make a call.”

“Sure thing.”

Claud paces back toward the fountains, flanked by two of his maybe-businessmen-maybe-lawyers, who by now I’ve deduced are probably bodyguards. As he begins his call, I turn back to the huge window and gaze out at the city with Paul. My implant starts itching like it has been for the past couple days, so I scratch at the back of my scalp. In the mirror this morning, there was a nasty red mark underneath my hair from all the scratching. Damn thing has never given me problems before, and it’s good tech, less than a decade old. I paid a small fortune for it. Who wouldn’t, for the ability to communicate with technology telepathically? But I guess everything malfunctions sooner or later. I should probably get it looked at.

“You talk with the forensic lady?” I ask Paul.

“And a few others. Turns out Emilio’s been missing for a week, but nobody cared because apparently, he disappears for weeks on end all the time.”

“Hmm. Time of death?”

“About a week ago. And the body’s pretty well preserved. The fuzz thinks it was dropped off here last night, but so far we’ve got no witnesses.”

“So the killer had access to the building. What’d they find on the security footage?”

“Nada. The security footage was erased, the guard bot shut down at midnight.”

“What the hell?”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“So the killer really had access,” I say, leaving the obvious question unspoken: Why keep the body for a whole week only to dump it in the lobby of the Cassano Building? Is the killer trying to say something, to put on a show, or does he have some other motive?

“It’s all too weird, man. I’ve been here fifteen minutes and I’ve heard only good things about Emilio. Claud always spoke highly of him. He seems like a man with few enemies.”

“Why didn’t his implant notify the police when he died?”

“Killer shot him point blank, right through the chip in his head. Bullet went straight through and they still haven’t found it. So the killer either knew what he was doing or was a damn lucky shot. Shot him straight through the glasses, too. The victim’s got pieces of ’em in his brain.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah.”


2

Paul shakes the champagne bottle then pops its cork, spraying cheap booze all over my office floor. Becky jumps out of the way.

“Aw, Paul, seriously?” I say.

The mess wouldn’t be so bad if the floors weren’t carpet, and if we had a separate waiting room where customers wouldn’t have to smell the alcohol soaked into it. But our office is just one big room—used to be a fast food joint—so I’ll have to hire a carpet cleaner again. We do have the money for that now, though, and the carpets needed cleaning anyway.

“To the biggest job of our careers!” Paul says as he fills our plastic cups. We toast.

“May the case be swift,” I say. As I raise my cup, Becky snags my wrist and takes a sip before I can, spilling even more onto the carpet. She giggles and flashes that adorable smirk she has.

“May justice be served,” she says.

“May you both finally relieve your sexual tension,” Paul says cantankerously.

“Psh, what tension?” Becky says. She winks at me then downs her own cup. I do the same.

“Shouldn’t we have saved the champagne until the case is solved?” I ask.

Paul sets the bottle down and puts his hands on his hips. “Two hundred thousand is one hell of an up-front fee!”

“He promised us two million if we find the guy. That’s what I’m thinking about.”

Paul whistles cheerfully at that, but mostly, I’m not in it for the money. You don’t become a PI unless you enjoy a bit of mystery and adventure when you can get it. There’s certainly enough process serving, debt collection, and cheating spouse cases to wade through, but I do it all in hopes of scoring jobs like this one. Paul hates when I get idealistic on him, of course, so I don’t mention any of this to him.

“Didn’t you say you’re close to the Cassano family?” I say, sitting. “I’m kinda surprised you’re not upset about the dead guy.”

Paul settles into the chair by his desk and pours himself a second cup. “I only know Claud. We go way back. I never met any of the others.”

“You’ve met Juan.”

“Yeah, but I hate that kid.”

“So I’ve heard. Refresh my memory on why?”

“Basically, because I keep having this nightmare where he becomes my son-in-law.”

Becky raises her eyebrows and smiles a devilish grin. “Oh, this is the Juan? The Latino seduction artist? Leah’s boyfriend?”

“Yeah.” Paul finishes his cup and pours another. He’s drinking even more than usual today. “She wants to live her dream life with her dream guy. She’s just a piece of meat to him, though. It’s embarrassing, but what can I do about it, huh? It ain’t like she listens to her old man anymore.”

“Well now it looks like party boy is a murder suspect,” Becky says.

“God I hope so. Lock that asshole up and I’ll be a happy man.”

“And now that you’ve said that, congratulations: you’re a suspect too.” Becky elbows him then grabs the champagne off his desk and walks toward me, a chipper bounce in her step. “For the man of the hour,” she says as she pours me some more.

“Juan’s crazy,” Paul continues. “He assaults people in public. Just beats the hell out of ’em and gets away with it because he has money and connections and can pay off the cops. I heard a guy crossed him from behind bars, and Juan paid some of his fellow prisoners to take him out. Slit his goddamned throat. But Leah swears Juan’s sweet as a kitten.”

“Or feisty as a tiger.” Becky growls at me as she sits on my lap.

“How long has your daughter been dating Juan?” I ask Paul.

“Eight years, give or take,” he says. “But they have an ‘open relationship,’ whatever that means. They met in college.”

“And you won’t mind if I question her?”

“You can try. Becky might get further. If you need info on Leah’s background, just ask, heh.”

“All right, I’m asking.”

“Ha, okay. She sided with Leslie in the divorce, went off to fashion school. Never saw her again.”

“That it?”

“Guy, I knew her as a kid. She’s a whole other monster now, so—Ah, hell.” Paul suddenly removes his glasses and scowls at them.

“What?”

“Another spam attack. Bunch of phishing bullshit. Hold on.” He swivels his chair around to face his desk and gets lost unclogging the virtual world beyond his glasses. Ouch. The poor guy really drew the short end of the stick back when the first implants came out. I warned him to wait for the next generation, but he was first in line. Now he’s stuck with an implant six generations old that can’t be upgraded without surgery so expensive even the Cassanos would balk at the price. Which means he’s got a bunch of malware stuck in his head that exposes him to all the wonders of the internet.

I really do feel sorry for him; the bad tech in his brain’s just the tip of the depressing iceberg that is Paul’s life. Sometimes I wish I could help him out, but he’s a hardass and doesn’t like me prying. When I tried setting up a dating profile for him, he chased me out of his house with a baseball bat. With today’s new job and the booze in his gut, though, this is the happiest I’ve seen Paul in a long time.

“Did you guys get a chance to question Claud Cassano?” Becky asks.

“I did,” I say. It’s always nice to know that the boss isn’t a suspect. “He has solid alibis that all check out. He’s forthcoming and eager to help, but he didn’t give us much to go on.”

Paul chimes in. “Juan’s probably our guy. And he has a friend, Harry Giamateo, who Claud also suspects.”

I nod. “We should probably set our drone on them, if we can find them.” I would use Google Live View, but they majorly cut into my business when they launched. Just to stick it to ’em, I still tail people the old-fashioned way.

“And what about Genevieve Cassano?” Paul asks.

Genevieve Cassano? I’m not familiar with the name. Becky must be able to read it on my face, because she explains: “Emilio’s widow.”

Emilio, his wife Genevieve, his brother Claud, his son Juan. I have a feeling there are about a thousand more Cassanos I have yet to meet. I’m gonna have trouble keeping the names straight. “Have you made case files yet?”

“They’re encrypted on the tablet in your safe.” Becky smooches my neck, then stands, freeing me to weave through the dusty boxes and other clutter that’s accumulated here over the years. I make my way to our little safe in the faux-wooden wall, hidden back in a cramped corner.

“What do we know about Genevieve?” I ask.

“She’s Caucasian,” Paul offers.

Becky, having compiled the case files, naturally knows more. “She grew up in Pennsylvania, moved to California for college, met Emilio when she was nineteen and he was twenty-nine. They got married eight years later.”

As Becky keeps talking, I speak my passcode into the safe: “To be or not to be.” It doesn’t open.

“She graduated with a BFA in theatre but makes her living as a housewife. She’s also fluent in Spanish, English, Dutch…”

I gesture for Becky to be quiet for a moment; the safe is old as all hell and won’t open if it hears more than one voice. Paul wants me to upgrade to an implant-activated safe, but I don’t trust those. Those can be hacked. Of course, if someone records me saying just the right words, they could reconstruct my voice in a computer. But they still wouldn’t know the password.

“To be or not to be,” I say again. The safe opens. I remove the air-gapped tablet and thumb through its data.

“The cops gave you all this?” I ask Becky as I weave back through our messy office.

“The internet gave me most of it.”

“Hey, why is that your safe code?” Paul says.

“I dunno. Makes me seem sophisticated.”

“Deep,” Becky teases.

“I wouldn’t know,” Paul says. “I’ve never read Shakespeare. Is that Shakespeare? Maybe not. Either of you want another drink?”

I notice something unusual in Ms. Cassano’s case file. “It says here that Genevieve Cassano had a few name changes?”

“I’ll take that as a no to the drink.” Paul takes a deep swig directly from the champagne bottle. The liquid sloshes past the commercial for gourmet cheeses currently playing on the bottle’s side before slipping down his gullet.

Becky shrugs at me. “Yeah, she was born Jennifer Leesbury. Then Genevieve Cassano. Then Diane Walker. Then Janine Thomas. Then Joan Pile. Now she’s Genevieve Cassano again.”

“Didn’t like her maiden name?” Paul says.

“Maybe. Paul, call her up. Tell her I’m on my way over. Becky, can you question Leah?”

“On it, boss.”

A minute later, I’m leaving the office through the back entrance, headed toward my rust-brown clunker of a car. I can almost hear Becky pleading with me yet again to give it up and start using public cars instead, but those things are gross. Plus I like the feeling of independence—of being my own man—that owning a car brings. But still. Time to replace this piece of crap: it’s fourteen years old, barely smart, and I have to park it behind the office so clients don’t see it.

An ad for a Chevy Rocket and another for a Tesla Z7 pop up in front of me, and I’m just starting to fantasize about them when I notice a hobo has set up on some cardboard mats next to my air conditioning unit back by the door. He’s shirtless, with a greasy beard down to his stomach and a tattoo of a power symbol on each flimsy bicep. To top it all off, I catch him with a needle pressing into black, infected skin on his arm.

Goddammit. Again? These assholes need to learn to stay off my property. Maybe instead of a new car I should rent out a new office in a better part of town.

“Hey!” I call to the junkie. “Get out of here!”

The back of his head is crusted with a nasty wad of dried blood, so his brain’s probably sporting a modified chip that amplifies the effects of his drugs—or lets him dope up with twice as much as would kill someone without the mods. After a two-second delay, he stops injecting himself and looks up at me, his eyes dazed and his mouth agape.

“That’s right. If you wanna shoot up, you go somewhere else. This is my property.”

He frowns down at himself like he’s starting to get the point. Then he stands and gathers his things with all the enthusiasm of a cow in a slaughterhouse.

Becky exits from the door right next to him, and her expression shifts from one of worry to one of understanding as she sees who I’ve been yelling at. Leaving his cardboard behind him, the hobo plods away. Becky steps up beside me and together we watch him go.

“Maybe he killed Emilio Cassano,” she says with a smirk.

“Maybe Emilio smelled him and shot himself.”

Becky laughs heartily. I love that laugh. Full and carefree and genuine.

I turn to her. Becky Haslett is beautiful—the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever been with. Thirty-one, wispy auburn hair down past her shoulders, perfect white teeth. She’d make bank as a model, but she never flaunts her looks. She’s as down-to-earth as they come, and loves hanging out with us guys, drinking beer and watching a game. I’ve never asked her why she chose private detective work as a profession, but she seems to have the same passion for it that I do. Becky really is my perfect woman.

I look at her a moment, take her in. She wraps her arms around my shoulders, and we draw our faces close together. “This is finally starting to work out for you, huh?” she says. “You’ve got an office now, and an exciting case, and a payday on the way…”

“And you.” I kiss her, slow and soft.

“I always knew you’d make it work. Mr. PI.” She draws her cheek next to mine and whispers in my ear. “I think my boyfriend is having an affair. With this woman named Becky at his workplace. Think you can look into it? I’ll pay you well.” She licks my ear. Goose bumps crawl across my body.

I smile. “I’ll see what I can dig up. Where should I start?”

“How about dinner tonight?”

“Sounds great. I’ll bring my partner Paul along and we’ll ask you some questions.”

She elbows me in the side and takes a few steps back, laughing all the while. “No. Paul is not invited.”

I wink. “Escondite Picante after work?”

She sticks her tongue out, then turns back toward the building.

“See you then,” I say, and walk to my car.
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Genevieve Cassano is literally shaking as I start to question her. At first I wonder if it’s guilt, but the far-off look in her eyes tells me it’s grief. She has a little memorial set up to her late husband in the living room of their Beverly Hills estate: a motion portrait of Emilio almost as big as my car. It’s video footage, but the man himself barely moves—he blinks a few times, his smile subtly grows then ebbs, his dress suit expands as he breathes in and out, and the loop repeats. He sits in the center of a gaudy golden frame, which is surrounded by all colors and types of flowers no doubt collected from sympathetic guests of the bereaved. A couple of pet turtles—apparently prized possessions of Emilio’s, probably rare and expensive—waddle through some water beneath the moving ghost. He never looks down at them. His gaze points straight forward, right at me. The lifelike image of the dead man is downright eerie. Feels like he’s right here in the room with us, watching us talk, wishing he could tell us who killed him but unable to break the chains of his technological prison.

Genevieve has an old reality show playing on a virtual screen, hovering in midair in a corner. In it, a ten-years-younger Emilio shows up on the set of one of the films he financed and surprises the crew with an unexpected gift: thirty thousand dollars for each of them. They lift him up on their shoulders and thank him profusely. “You just gotta have faith and believe in yourself, and one day a miracle like this happens,” one guys says. “It’s an absolute miracle.”

I’m sure it was also absolutely fantastic PR.

“Ms. Cassano, I’m sorry for your loss,” I say, adjusting my neck so my glasses get a better shot of Genevieve, who’s agreed to let me record the interview. Given her husband’s celebrity status and her resulting familiarity with the spotlight, I don’t know why I expected her to be paranoid about me recording this. I’ve probably spent too much time interviewing spouses suspicious of their partners.

The waifish fifty-year-old woman takes another chocolate from the half-empty box between us and nibbles on it before speaking in her nasal voice. “Thank you. We just have to remember that he’s in a better place now.” She seems to say this more to reassure herself than to reassure me. She clutches some rosary beads dangling from her neck, and I notice that almost every wall in the house has a crucifix on it somewhere, plastered high on the walls like corporate advertising to all who enter the home. Propped just left of the moving image of Emilio is a similar yet smaller looped portrait of a white-skinned, bearded Jesus Christ who smiles and nods at Emilio’s image, as if blessing him with a benediction. It’d look less awkward if I weren’t aware that Jesus was probably a struggling young actor hired by a motion portrait studio for that particular photo shoot.

“Does anyone else live here, or just you and Emilio?” I ask, gesturing to the spacious McMansion around us.

“Oh, this is just our summer home. Nobody else lives here.”

“Where’s your winter home?”

“Up in Santa Clarita.”

I almost ask her if she means the same Santa Clarita that’s only an hour’s drive north of where we’re sitting at this very moment, but then I think better of it. Besides, I’m picking up on something else now that I’ve been in the house for a few minutes: no pictures of Genevieve and her late husband are displayed. Plenty of pictures of them separately, sure. But none together.

“How’d you and Emilio first meet?” I ask.

She smooths a crease in her jewel-adorned, floral print dress. “He was a friend of my professor’s. Just this brilliant businessman and entertainer. We fell in love very quickly.”

“Do you mind me asking if anyone ever disapproved of your relationship?”

“Well, my parents weren’t exactly thrilled that he was ten years older than me. But they warmed up to us after a while.”

“What about Claud?”

She hesitates and avoids eye contact. Interesting, that. “No, he was fine with us dating.”

I decide to drop the matter so she doesn’t notice my suspicion. Could she have had an affair with Claud? “Tell me about your son Juan. When was he born?”

“Oh, about a year after our wedding.” Another lie. He was born a month before their wedding. Ah, Catholics. “He’s really developed into quite a fine young man,” she continues. “Have you met him?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Have you seen any of his work?”

“No. What does he do?”

“He designs augmented reality games. Right at the cutting edge of technology and entertainment, just like his father. He’s so talented. Some of the projects he shows me just take my breath away.”

I have researched Juan, of course, and I’m aware that he’s never designed an augmented reality game in his life. What he actually does is buy shares in game companies. A slight difference. Aside from the money he gets from Mom and Pop, I think it’s his only source of income.

“Has Juan ever shown any interest in taking up the family business?” I ask.

“Oh, no, Juan hates all things math and science. Emilio wanted him to intern in our neuroscience division, but Juan was too busy with the college life. You know kids.”

“Uh-huh. What’s Juan’s degree in?”

“Computer science.”

Busted again: Juan dropped out after his second year. It’s funny that while Claud hates Juan’s guts, Genevieve is so admiring and protective of her son. “Do you see Juan often?”

“Not as often as I’d like, but that’s just the mother in me.”

“Sorry to hear it. Did he and Emilio get along, as far as you know?”

“Oh, of course they did! Emilio was a great husband and father. Juan would have stayed around longer if not for… Yes, Juan’s father loved him very much.”

“If not for what?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Juan would have stayed around longer if not for what?”

Genevieve glances around the room as if to check for any prying ears or crucifixes that might be listening in. Finding the digital images of Emilio and Jesus to be the only eavesdroppers, she leans closer to me and whispers. “Certain family members gave Juan a hard time about his partying when he was younger. I’m afraid they turned him into something of a black sheep, and he played the part willingly.”

“Which family members?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Claud?”

She leans back and gives me a hard stare that tells me she won’t be caught dead talking about Claud. Is she worried the house is bugged? Or is my recording playing a role in her silence?

And what do you know—just as I’m asking about Claud, a younger version of him shows up on the reality show, waving and grinning to a crowd alongside Emilio.

I pick a chocolate from the table between us and pop it into my mouth. People are more inclined to cooperate with you when they see you as casual and unintimidating. “Did your husband have a good relationship with…” I pause, just enough so she gets my point. “… with the rest of the family?” With Claud?

“He did. Very much so.” She breaks eye contact again. A bad, bad liar.

“All of them?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I just have one more question.”

She nods.

“Can I inquire about your name changes?”

She looks me dead in the eye with a straight face. “What name changes?”
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Five minutes later I’m carrying my box of interrogation chocolates down the Cassanos’ driveway, scratching the damn implant on the back of my head again. I make a note to buy some anti-itch cream for it on my way back to the office.

Genevieve may not be a suspect, but she’s definitely hiding something. I can’t quite get a fix on her personality—who she is or what she’s all about. She seemed… scared? Nervous, at the very least. What dark secrets is the Cassano family hiding? Might the others resent Juan for taking the lion’s share of Emilio’s fortune?

I chuckle to myself as I look at my clunky old car parked in front of this extravagant house in such a ritzy part of town. This neighborhood looks familiar to me, but I can’t quite put my finger on when I’ve been here before. As I’m trying to recall past cases involving well-to-do clients in my head, I glance back at the house and spot Genevieve behind a window, kneeling before actor-Jesus, escaping into prayer in her time of grief.

I could use an escape myself after a day as hectic as this. When I woke up this morning, I had another boring day delivering subpoenas to look forward to, and now I’m involved in what is currently the most significant criminal investigation in the country. It’s awesome, but I need to decompress.

My car drives me down Sunset Boulevard back toward the 405, and I fantasize about my upcoming evening with Becky.
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Back at the office, Paul and I are drinking together, linking our eyeglasses, getting ready to watch Becky’s recording of her conversation with Leah. Becky, who is now off in a corner reading something on her own glasses, didn’t like the girl. Called her a bimbo, a fifteen-year-old in a twenty-seven-year-old’s body. As I start the feed and Leah appears in my vision—and Paul’s—I see she’s certainly good-looking enough for a guy like Juan. She’s wearing a bikini, sitting by a luxurious pool at a fancy house that might be Juan’s. She’s as thin as a supermodel, with skin just the perfect shade of olive. You’d never guess that fat, alcoholic Paul is her dad.

Audible above the soft sloshing of pool water in the recording, I hear waves crashing at the nearby beach and seagulls cawing overhead. I see the pores in the skin of the curves of Leah’s breasts. The appletini in her hand is so vivid green I can almost taste it. Faintly, I even hear the almost-unidirectional techno music blasting from Leah’s own glasses. I feel like I’m there. If I couldn’t also hear Paul sipping his cheap beer and feel the clammy air in my office, I might start to believe my glasses’ illusion.

I’m not sure I’d want to, though: Leah keeps puffing on a cigarette and blowing it in Becky’s face.

“Is it okay if I start recording you?” Becky’s voice asks from the recording.

“Whatever,” Leah says. Her voice has a bit of a Valley lilt.

“I need you to say yes or no,” Becky clarifies.

“Then yeah, sure.”

“This is Becky Haslett speaking to Leah… I’m sorry. Which last name do you go by?”

“You don’t know me already? Did you watch Fashionista NYC last year?” Silence from Becky, then Leah prompts her again: “I came in ninth but I was the most popular contestant in the ratings?”

An awkward pause as Becky pretends to think hard about it. “Sorry, I didn’t watch that season.”

Leah graces her with a condescending snigger and takes a pull from her cigarette. She’s smoking the damn thing from one of those long, slender holders, so she conjures the image of a younger, sexier Cruella de Vil. “Goodwin. Leah Goodwin. It’s my mother’s name.”

“How long have you dated Juan?”

“Ha. Juan and me don’t ‘date.’ We’re lifemates.”

“Then how long have you been lifemates?”

“Since the beginning of time,” Leah says in all seriousness.

I ease my glasses down just below my eyes to glance at Paul, who’s returning the exact same skeptical glance at me. “Jesus Christ,” he murmurs, chuckling and shaking his head.

Meanwhile, Becky continues in the recording: “How long have you known Juan, then?”

“Like a long time. How long have you known him?”

“Never met him,” Becky says. “Did you know his father at all?”

“Did I know the guy? He only paid my way through USC. Although he did stuff like that for all of Juan’s girls. He thought I was just another one of them. But I liked Emilio. Can’t say we were tight or anything, but his passing truly breaks my heart. I’m just—I’m devastated.”

“Does it bother you that Juan has other girlfriends?”

Leah hesitates, but whatever she’s thinking in that moment, she shrugs it off and speaks confidently. “Juan can do whatever he wants. We’re free spirits. Do you mind if I take a hit?”

“Uh…” Becky seems lost, but Leah soon removes a tiny plastic bag of white powder from beneath her swimsuit’s top. She pours a bit onto the arm of her lounge chair, leans down, and snorts it.

“Jesus Christ,” I hear Paul mutter again.

To take his mind off it, I say, “If it’s true that Emilio bought stuff for Juan’s girlfriends, that’s interesting, considering how distant Claud said father and son were.”

In the recording, Leah wipes the leftovers off her nose and places the bag back in her top. “I know you’ll be cool,” she says to Becky. “I’ve got dirt on my dad anyway so he wouldn’t let you tell the cops.”

Yikes. Now I feel even worse for Paul. What exactly does she have on him?

“Does Juan ever use any drugs with you?” Becky asks in the recording.

“Juan just smokes weed, and yes, he probably killed his dad because he was high. Ha, what do you want me to say?”

The image slants, shudders, and rises above Leah as Becky stands, sighing in frustration. “Miss Goodwin, that’ll be all for today. Thank you for your time.”

“Hey, hey.” Leah beckons Becky to sit back down. “Okay, you wanna know about Juan?”

“Sure.” Becky sits.

“My dad—Paul—kicked me out of the house when I was eighteen. Some bullshit about how I partied too much. This was before the divorce so my mom backed him up. And I was shit broke, man. For a few months I had to hawk salt in South Central just to pay rent. But I knew—I fucking knew, man—I was destined for a higher life than my ’rents. I knew I’d be a famous fashion designer someday.”

“Still waiting,” Paul mutters next to me in the office.

“Then I got my stripper gig,” Leah continues. “And one night my oaf of a dad shows up with his rich friend Claud and they offer me some money to pull my life together. I say go fuck yourselves, but tagging along with them was this hot rich kid. Juan. He hung out afterward and watched me perform. And I was so good that Juan just had to have me. He introduced me to his parents, he got Emilio to pay for fashion school for me, and he bought me anything I wanted. He treated me like a princess, like a woman should be treated. When my parents gave up on me, Juan took me in, and he made me who I am today. That’s how selfless Juan Cassano is. And if you or anyone else is trying to blame him for murdering someone, especially his own dad, you can shove your investigation up your pretty little ass.”

Leah smugly raises her cigarette holder to her lips and takes another cancerous puff. “My dad’s not gonna listen to this, is he?”

“Ha!” Paul stops the recording and my glasses go transparent. “I’ve seen enough for today.”

I nod, then scratch the itch at the back of my head again. Leah confuses me. She strikes me as defensive—she’s eager to be seen as someone who’s in control of her life, who has it all together, who’s happy. But she’s so obviously not happy, or in control of anything. In a way, she’s like her dad. They both go on living miserable lives for no reason, when some simple changes would improve their outlooks quite a bit. But I don’t know Leah at all, so who am I to judge?

Paul downs the last of his beer and takes off his glasses. I unlink from him as he sets the bottle down next to three others. Damn. I’ll drink an afternoon beer to take the edge off every now and then, but Paul is downing seven or eight each day now, and that’s only at work. He keeps a little cooler stocked under his desk.

It’s disgustingly unprofessional, of course, but I still feel terrible for the guy—he’s got no one but me and Becky. Just goes home, eats microwave meals, and watches football every night. And drinks, of course. He’s got nothing to look forward to.

I’ve gotta help him out, and soon. As soon as this case is over. I’ll introduce him to some friends of mine who are his age. Maybe hang out with him more outside the office, start up a pastime or something with him. Yeah, that’d be great. I’ll make Paul into another one of my projects—open him up, see how he ticks, fix what’s broken. Just like I do with my cases. Misery eats away at the world, and the people who can see it—people like me—are here to eat away at it, weeding it out, and maybe planting a little happiness where there was none before. Paul’s always been stellar to work with, so really, helping him heal is the least I can do.

But part of me wonders if I only want to help him because I’m worried I’ll turn into him one day. I’ve seen this job eat people alive, just like Paul. Will the same thing happen to me? To Becky?

Nah. I’m too optimistic, and life is just too damn good right now for me to worry about it.

“For what it’s worth,” Paul says, twirling his glasses in his hand, “having Leah was an accident.”

We don’t usually discuss personal matters, so Paul’s family being mixed up in this case is a little uncomfortable for me. Probably for him, too. “Just say the word and you can stay off the case,” I say. “Becky and I can handle it. You’ll still get paid your cut.”

“Nah, nah, I’m good. It just sucks is all. You raise the fruit of your crotch as best you can, but in the end, you can’t control whether they pull their shit together or whether they’re an endless inconvenience. It’s annoying as hell. Learn from my mistakes, Guy. Never have kids.” He waves his index finger at me, scolding me for a crime I haven’t yet committed.

“I briefly dated a girl like Leah once,” I say, trying to steer the subject away from Paul’s personal life. “I feel your pain. It wasn’t a fun experience.”

“Ah, don’t talk about your exes,” Becky says.

“Though my standards have improved considerably since then.” I wink at her.

Paul shakes his head and pops open another bottle of beer. “I’m telling you, man, Juan did it. Maybe Leah was involved too. You just can’t trust people like them.”

“I’m not so sure anymore,” I say. “Claud’s jumped to the same conclusion, but it seems too convenient. Is there any chance Claud hired us in order to create evidence against Juan?”

“What? Old, strait-laced Claud? Nah.”

“It’d explain why he doesn’t want us talking to law enforcement.”

Becky taps me on the shoulder. “Hey, I’m gonna head home and get ready for tonight, okay?”

“Sure.” We smooch.

Paul’s wearing a sly grin as she walks out the door. “You dog, you. What’s tonight?”

“We have a date.”

“About time you two got serious. I’m up to my eyeballs in innuendos at the workplace.”

“You should stop making them then.”

“Ha, no, no. Becky’s like my daughter, man.”

“Becky’s like your daughter, except that Becky’s a decent human being.”

“Can’t argue you there.”

“I’ve been living at her place a couple weeks now.”

Paul gapes. He leans over and slaps me on the back. “No shit! Good for you! What, uh, what are your intentions?”

I smile at him. In my pocket, the little black case feels much heavier than it actually is. I wasn’t planning to tell Paul about such a big life decision until after I asked Becky, but… eh, why not? I remove the black case from my pocket and open it to show Paul the ring. “Only the most honorable,” I say.

Paul’s jollity vanishes, replaced by exaggerated horror. He stares at me like I just took out a gun and shot myself in the face. “Is that thing for real?” he asks.

“Spur-of-the-moment move. I just bought it yesterday. Real African diamonds, too.”

“That’s a big step, man. Can you afford a wedding?”

“Come on, neither of us wants a ceremony. We’ll just file the paperwork and be done with it.”

“Romantic.”

“I save my romance for the bedroom.” I tip an imagined hat to him, pocket the ring, then turn and start closing the day’s work windows in my glasses.

Paul remains serious, his usual levity vanished. He doesn’t seem troubled by the news, though. More like… wowed. “You just never seemed like the settling down type,” he says.

“Eh, it’s time for a change. With our caseload picking up and all the money coming in… I don’t know. Everything’s just felt really clear to me lately, like I know this is what I want. This is what will make me happy. Don’t worry: it won’t affect the office at all. I’ll keep up with work.”

“Hey, it’s okay to put work first, my friend. Your job won’t take your money in the divorce.”

“Ha.”

The beginnings of a smile return to Paul’s wonderstruck face. “Well, more power to you, Guy. You and Becky. Wow. I think that’s great. Just great.”

“If she says yes.”

“Oh, she’s crazy about you. I’m sure she will.”

And I’m sure too. As my car takes Laurel Canyon Boulevard on the scenic route through the mountains and the tangerine sun sets in the distance, Becky is all I can think about.

I have my glasses’ auto-record set to the past twenty-four hours, so I maximize a window and play back my earlier conversation with her. The image is low-res, but Becky’s allure still dazzles me. Even pixelated, her lips are luscious, her hair silky smooth, her eyes mesmerizing.

“This is finally starting to work out for you, huh?” she says.


3

Alan had done something very bad.

“Go to that cocktail party,” Mom had told him when she’d seen how upset he was. “Make some friends. It’ll be good for you.” But now that he was here, with all these pretty people in their nice clothes, sipping drinks and sharing gossip, every innocent glance in his direction convinced him that these people could see right through his dignified veneer. Did the waiter who’d offered him mini quiches frown at him because he’d stupidly asked what mini quiches were, or had Alan’s shifting eyes given away his guilt? Was that old lady in the stylish floral blouse judging Alan’s mismatched clothes, or had she somehow discovered what he’d done? These people were all friends or business associates of the Cassanos. Surely at least one of them must have seen the financial records, but Alan didn’t know who. It could have been any of them. Any of these beautiful, happy people might suspect him. Any of them might be someone who could bring him down. I should run. I should get out of LA.

If only Mom had known the overwhelming weight this launch party would pile on top of him, she’d never have forced him to come here.

Or would she have? Did she know about his crime?

Alan didn’t particularly like people, so being around this many of them, so soon after he’d savagely violated their social contract, unnerved him almost to the point of breaking. The sweeping pastel spotlights might as well have been pulsating red sirens, the streamers descending from each palm tree jail bars. He flinched at every firework that went off overhead. Each second of small talk was an uphill battle to remain calm, to say all the right things.

“What do you do for a living?”

“I’m an independent consultant for several corporate clients downtown.”

“What do you do in your spare time?”

“I travel. I’ve amassed quite the wine collection from every corner of the world.”

“What brings you here tonight?”

“I’m a technology enthusiast, and I’ve been looking forward to tonight ever since the Omni was announced.”

“What’s your name again?”

“Alan Kornick, and I’m a charming and successful young man.”

Alan’s answers were all lies, but then, the questions were lies too. They were just recitations of tired old signals, practiced confirmations that everyone here was just as happy as everyone else here. We all love our jobs and our families and our lives. I’m witty and cool and I did well in school. Be my friend, please?

Alan couldn’t stand these people, but he found no solace in condescension. Not when he knew that he was just like the rest of them. Sure, he saw the shortcomings of the lemmings all around him, but he was just as excited as they were about running off that cliff. And his deplorable secret made him run all the faster. I need a fix. I need a fix.

Some business types were stirring at the foot of the stage, tightening their silken corporate nooses, facing their lanyard IDs outward, preparing for the grand unveiling. Alan would never survive being near the stage during this ordeal, with so many eyes looking his way, so he wound a course through the crowd, past the DJ, toward the back… where he noticed a brunette goddess draped in a red satin dress, with heels to match.

Christina. Perfection incarnate. The girl of Alan’s dreams. She stood with some friends, drinking wine and looking gorgeous. Year after year he’d tried and failed to gather the nerve to ask her out. Year after year he resented his own timidity. He followed Christina on all the social networks. And thanks to the corporation, he’d even spent some time around her—in a sense. But that didn’t count. That was all business for her. He’d never met her under normal, everyday circumstances such as this.

Oh, no, no, no, she can’t be here. She can’t see me like this. Alan had worn one of his father’s old suits tonight. It was way too big for him, and though he’d done his best to clean up the punch he’d spilled on it earlier, a dark purple smudge still showed near his neck. If he tried to talk to her here, his guilt would bury his words. He’d stutter all over the place, and then what would she think of him? At best, she’d think him a loser. At worst, she’d realize what was burdening his conscience. Alan spun around so she wouldn’t see his face…

… and bumped right into Juan Cassano.

“Hey, watch it!” Juan said, struggling both to maintain his balance and to keep his drink from spilling.

Alan stiffened as anxiety filled him. Here was Mr. Cassano’s son standing right in front of him! Don’t act suspicious, don’t act suspicious.

Alan planted his feet and crossed his arms. He scanned the vicinity for paparazzi. Juan was a minor celebrity, his face gracing the tabloids every other month, and the last thing Alan needed right now was his own face in front of millions of readers. “Juan!” he said. “Big night, huh?”

Juan spat into some bushes. “Big week,” he said bitterly. Alan noticed that Juan’s clothing was ruffled and his hair unkempt. A grimace stained his face, and he swayed drunkenly.

“Are you okay?” Alan asked.

“Don’t judge me!” Juan said too loudly, prying some glances away from the stage. Then he squinted a little and stepped closer. “Alan… You’re Alan, right? From high school?”

“Yeah, and I was a tester for one of your games. The space one.”

“I don’t want to hear anything about fucking space right now.” Juan spat again, this time with anger behind the action. “But how you doing these days, man? You still living with your mom?”

He hates me. Okay. He hates me. But does he know? Did I do something to tip him off?

Alan almost claimed to be an independent consultant again, but that wouldn’t cut it with Juan. The two of them went too far back. “I still, uh… I still test video games, sometimes. But I have other projects I’m working on. Writing some music and stuff. I’m thinking about making a film.”

Juan’s response was more of a drunken bob of his head than a proper nod.

Alan tried to think of something else to say, but the announcer on stage spoke up, commanding the guests’ attention. Juan stared at the stage for her first few sentences, then wandered off into the party, like he’d forgotten Alan was even there. Good. And him being drunk was especially good. Maybe he wouldn’t remember their conversation tomorrow.

It was Bill Cassano speaking at the podium, introducing the newest product. Just the sight of him was enough to send Alan’s stomach turning, and not only due to fear that he’d be discovered. Bill’s presence nearby reminded Alan that he could have another fix if he wanted one—possibly as early as tonight. He certainly couldn’t pay for one, but surely Bill would take pity on his financial predicament. Alan could forget about all of this if he could only summon the nerve to approach Bill backstage and ask—

But no. Bill would see right through him, and besides, Alan craving fix after fix after fix was what had gotten him into this trouble in the first place.

When Bill finished, he paced off the stage, and a commercial appeared on the wall behind the podium—Cassano’s latest advertising campaign for the masses. It showed an average-looking man, sitting alone on a couch, watching something on the video paper in his wall.

“Life,” said a deep male voice from speakers hidden among the palms. “Mundane, tiresome. Everything surrounds us in the same old three dimensions.” The couch underneath the average-looking man disappeared, and he rose upright, perhaps manipulated by the deep-voiced narrator. His legs shuffled, his arms swayed, and he moved across the stage, but his movement was puppet-like, as if each limb were attached to myriad invisible strings that could almost—but not quite—mimic human movement. As he strode forward, through no effort of his own, the paper-thin TV screen floated with him, always in front of him.

“Work is the first dimension,” said the narrator, and a bland office appeared around the man on stage. His coworkers bustled from cubicle to cubicle, but the man rambled forward, toward the floating TV. Sad orchestral music welled subtly beneath the footage. “Relentless and oppressive, work is forced on us. We have no choice but to comply.”

The man, still watching TV, oblivious that he himself was on a massive TV being watched by an upscale crowd at a launch party, stumbled into a floorless office, then over the edge into a black abyss. The TV fell with him, but now the man could see himself reflected in it. His shirt disappeared, revealing the saggy, pale flesh of his stomach and the tufts of hair speckling his chest.

“Your body is the second dimension. It’s not the body you had ten years ago. It’s not the body you want for yourself.”

Three attractive women walked past the man, who was somehow no longer falling. In fact, he now stood in the middle of a monochrome crowd of people wearing suits, walking along city streets. Times Square had faded in around him. Standing right in the heart of New York, he continued watching his blank TV. The three women receded into the throng, and the melancholy music grew louder.

“Humanity is the third dimension. You try to communicate with them, but they won’t listen. You crave their company, but they won’t join you. You crave their respect, but they withhold it.”

Suddenly, everything vanished except for the man and his TV.

The music stopped. “Life. In three dimensions.”

Alan peered around at the audience. They looked as confused as he was at the downbeat commercial. But as he stared over their heads, a light appeared on one of the courtyard’s walls. Before his eyes, it blossomed into a brilliant star shape, far brighter than the moon up above. A glimmer of hopeful music accompanied its arrival.

Then another optimistic note. Alan turned and saw another bright light in the shape of a star occupying the opposite wall. A buoyant stream of music began to pour from the courtyard’s speakers, and a river of color raced from the stage outward, over the walls and beneath hundreds of pairs of feet. The crowd gasped along with Alan, then applauded, multicolored light beaming onto them from the ground and the walls. Then, for the guests wearing glasses or contacts—which was most of them—great torrents of color gushed out of the ground and the walls, swirling around their bodies and climbing the palm trees. The stunned man in the advertisement on stage raised a hand to his mouth as the colorful river coursed out of his own TV to surround him. He smiled and raised a hand to touch the whirling colors. He moved of his own volition now, his limbs sweeping through the river strongly, purposefully, with none of the puppet-like calmness of before.

“Introducing the fourth dimension,” the narrator said. “Omni, from Cassano.”

The man from the commercial appeared on the wall to Alan’s right, lying in bed, typing on an invisible keyboard and staring at the digital workspace on his ceiling. On another wall, the man was shown running on a treadmill, a breathtaking panorama of castles and rivers in rural Europe passing across the walls beside him. Back on stage, the man teleconferenced with friends, one on each wall of his living room, splashes of color whirling around them.

“With Omni, every wall becomes a gateway. With Omni, life knows no bounds.”

Alan felt ready to burst from excitement. He tried to imagine what Mom’s house would look like if every surface inside were converted into a TV. His friend Kevin had tried something similar with the walls in his own house, but it had cost a fortune, and he always had trouble getting the screens to coordinate with each other. Alan had come to this launch party not knowing exactly what it was for, but he’d leave knowing that this Omni thing would be revolutionary.

But then Alan remembered that he had no money left to buy an Omni, and the narrator’s closing words made him not eager, but jealous.

“Let happiness surround you. Bring your three dimensions up into the fourth.” Each pool of color shrank into the shape of the Omni logo, one centered on each of the courtyard’s walls and one on its floor. The man in the commercial appeared in his living room again, in total bliss, with a phone call on one of his walls, the television on another, and a virtual game protruding from the next.

“Omni. Escape to a better life.”

The crowd once again erupted into applause, devouring the presentation. Bill once again took the stage, but Alan was too disappointed to care what he had to say. Alan would never be able to buy an Omni. Not anymore. He’d just have to settle for watching TV on his boring old glasses. He sulked toward the exit.

“Alan?” someone said.

He spun and found some guy walking toward him, a smile beaming beneath his perfectly combed hair. Alan didn’t recognize the man—he was nondescript compared to the other suits in the crowd. Could this be the one? Could this be the man who knows what I did?

“Alan Kornick? I thought that might be you. Do you remember me?” The man moved to shake Alan’s hand, but Alan backed away a few steps.

“No. Who are you?” And what do you want?

“I’m Ken Grayson. I lived across the street from you when we were kids.”

Alan studied the man’s face, and he did indeed see the little skateboarder punk he’d once known—buried behind the eyes of this formally dressed, successful-looking adult. Great. Another supposed friend from my past here to gloat to me about how much better his life turned out than mine.

“Ken… yeah… hi.” Alan reluctantly shook his hand.

“Hey! It’s great to see you again. What have you been up to?”

“Uh, I’m an independent consultant for several corporate clients downtown.”

“Cool, man. That’s great, that’s great. I figured you’d turn out well. You certainly schooled me and Mycah on the Xbox, ha. While I was limping through grad school, I always thought, ‘You know, Alan’s probably started a colony on the moon by now.’” He laughed like a jackass and patted Alan’s shoulder. “You always were the best at everything.”

Was I? “And what do you do now?” Alan asked. “Banker, doctor, lawyer?”

“Ha. Well, I was an executive at Sony for a few years and worked on a few big films, but it was so stressful. I just didn’t find it fulfilling, you know? And I never got to see my wife. So I left the biz.”

“Huh. Then did you find a job in banking after that?” Alan scanned the courtyard for any excuse he could use to get away from Ken.

Ken took a few seconds to glance around too, which struck Alan as strange. He looked hesitant to speak, and maybe a little embarrassed. “I’m actually with UNICEF now.”

Alan sighed. Apparently Ken would now lord his charitableness over Alan instead of his wealth and success. I get it. You’re better than me. Go away. “UNICEF? That’s a far cry from moviemaking.”

“Well, it’s nice to do something important. Only one life to live, you know? My time is limited. I figured UNICEF would be more fulfilling than anything I’d done before, and you know, it really has been.”

Whoop-de-doo. Do you want me to clap for you? “I bet producing movies paid better, though,” Alan said. The sooner he could get Ken’s gloating to run its course, the sooner he could end the conversation. He hated being condescended to like this. Especially when Bill on the stage kept drawing his gaze, promising him that a fix would be so much more pleasant than talking to Ken Grayson. “You could probably afford to cover a whole mansion with Omnis with that kind of money.”

“Ha. You can give me all the Omnis you want. They’re still not gonna top spending time with my wife.”

And he was bragging about how he was married, too! Alan felt like shit.

When Christina walked past with three of her friends, Alan found his chance to escape from Ken’s holier-than-thou derision. So what if there was a punch stain on his shirt? So what if he was scared shitless by such a dreamy, flawless Aphrodite? He could prove to Ken, to Juan, and maybe even to Mom that he was a likeable guy. He braced himself to walk right up to Christina and ask her on a date.

“I’m gonna go,” he said to Ken, who stopped in mid-babble—some two-faced sentiment about how he was so excited to see Alan again.

“Oh,” Ken said. “Okay. Well, uh, I really hope you’re doing well, Alan.” He reached for a goodbye handshake, but Alan just turned and paced away. Let Ken watch me talk to the most beautiful girl in the city. In the world! That’ll show him.

Bill was still talking on stage, so Alan had to strain to hear Christina and her friends as he came up behind them.

“So I’m like, ‘I can not believe you just bought us tickets to Dubai!’” one of them was saying. “But Aiden’s just like, ‘Surprise,’ so now I have to lose ten pounds in two weeks.”

“You know I lost ten pounds with the Bacini Diet,” Christina said. “I can’t recommend it highly enough.”

“Girl, look at you. As if you’ve ever needed to go on a diet.”

“No, trust me. When you’re jet skiing in the Persian Gulf and someone busts out a camera, you’ll thank me.”

“Is it really safe to travel there right now?”

“Aiden says that with all the military over there, you could spend all day on Iran’s beaches and walk away with nothing but a nice tan.”

As the ladies laughed, Alan gritted his teeth, suppressed his fear, and made his move. “Hi, Christina?”

The three women turned, and their smiles died a bit. Christina took an uncomfortable moment to recognize him, but soon a vague smile re-formed on her exquisite face. “Oh,” she said. “You. Hi, what’s going on?”

Alan’s sweaty hands shook from adrenaline, so he hid them in his pockets. Does she notice the stain on my shirt? Or the one on my conscience? Does she find me attractive? What do her friends think of me? He glanced back to Ken to make sure he was watching. He wasn’t, but Alan continued regardless.

“Christina, I was wondering if I could have the pleasure of accompanying you on a date.”

Her friends looked a little confused, but Christina chuckled and smiled… or was she sneering, mocking him subtly? She shrugged. “Yeah, sure, okay. When and where?”

Alan hadn’t thought that far ahead. He dithered for a few moments, gaping at the heavenly being in front of him. “Um… I was thinking that, um…”

“Give me a call and we’ll talk about it, okay? What’s your number?”

Alan spoke his number, and Christina’s glasses recorded it. He was still trying to think of something charming to say when he realized that Christina had ended the exchange and was walking away with her friends.

“Who was that?” were the last words Alan caught from the departing trio. He wished he’d been able to overhear Christina’s response, to know if she had any feelings for him.

But she’d said yes! Alan exhaled heavily. The exchange had been a little awkward, but she’d agreed to go on a date! This goes to show that I can be successful, that reality truly is whatever I make it. Just like Bill says. Alan could commit a heinous crime and get away with it, he could score with the hottest girl he knew, he could show up anyone who thought he was a loser, and soon, maybe, he could even find a way to save Mom.

Mom! Alan checked the time. He’d been at the launch party longer than planned. She’d be expecting her medicine soon.

Alan left for the parking lot, got into his car, then silently, with only a thought, asked it to drive him home.

On the way, his victory with Christina faded, became submerged in the same remorse he’d been feeling for these last few days. If he was honest with himself, he hadn’t gotten away with the crime after all. Even if he married Christina, even if he became a famous actor or a rich pop star, he would feel this crushing guilt for the rest of his life. I can’t believe I did it. I can’t believe I’m the type of person who would do something like that.

“I’m not, though!” he said aloud, scaring himself. I’m not that type of person. I’m not guilty. I just did what I had to do. Given my circumstances, anyone would understand. I needed a fix.

He needed to take his mind off of it. He needed to talk to Mom, take some pills, and go to sleep.

The car reached the house gate and the security drone let him through. Streetlights waxed and waned above him as the car glided down the driveway toward the house, and he peered past their pools of light into the darkness of his father’s estate at night. If only he could sell the whole place. The time for that was long past, though. They had two mortgages out on it now—Mom had been forced to do it after Alan’s father passed away. The poor woman had no skills of her own and could never have survived on her husband’s fortune alone. Not with Alan to care for. So she’d mortgaged the house twice, just for him. She was selfless like that. Alan smiled at the thought of how much she adored him…

… but his smile vanished when he realized what she’d think of him if she ever found out. If anyone ever finds out, they’ll hate me.

The car curved around the fountain at the center of the roundabout by the front door, then announced to Alan that they’d arrived. He walked inside. The construction men were still here, but it looked like they’d stopped work on the deck for the night. Now they were tearing out the old wooden kitchen island, which would soon be replaced by the marble island Mom had picked out. Alan tried to peer past the dust, the drywall, and the work lights scattered throughout the ground floor to imagine how the house would look when the remodeling was finished. He had difficulty seeing that far ahead, though, so he climbed the grand staircase to Mom’s room.

She lay in her canopied bed beneath thick maroon blankets, reading a paper book by lamplight. Even after months of seeing her like this, thin and pale, with the IV line draining into her bloodstream, the sight still hurt Alan. Her head struggling to stay upright, she looked even weaker than usual tonight. How much longer would she be able to hold on without medicine? How much more time did he have with her?

Roscoe purred at his feet. He looked down to see both cats rubbing against his legs, greeting him. When Violet meowed, Mom saw him standing in the doorway and set her book down. “How was the cocktail party?”

“It was good,” Alan lied. He plodded toward the medicine fridge.

“I hope you made some friends.”

“I did. I asked a girl named Christina out on a date, and she said yes.”

Mom raised a hand and walloped the bedsheets. “Now that’s my boy. Is she pretty, this Christina?”

“She’s very pretty.”

“What’s she do for a living?”

Christina was earning a graduate degree online, but Alan had no idea what she did for a living, so he said, “She’s an actress. She’s been in some pretty big movies, too.”

“Oh, Alan, that’s just wonderful. I’m so happy that you’re making something of yourself. And how are Genevieve and Emilio?”

“They’re fine, Mom.” Alan opened the fridge and prepared a syringe. He tried not to look at the tray where the actual medicine had dwelled before it ran out, or to think about how no money was left to buy more. Instead he filled the syringe with an inert saline solution, then shambled over to Mom’s side.

“You’re a good son, leaving the party to come give me my medication. I knew you would. How are the men downstairs doing?”

“They’re still working.” Though I don’t know how they’ll react when they learn that we can’t pay them.

“Good. How’s the place look?”

“It looks great.”

“Oh, dynamite. When my son becomes rich and famous, he’ll need to have a house to match, won’t he?”

Alan slipped the syringe into the IV access port and injected the innocuous fluid.

“Have you eaten yet?” Mom asked. “How about we go to the guest kitchen and I’ll cook you something nice?”

“That’s okay. I’m not hungry.”

“Nonsense. You’re always hungry.”

“I just don’t want to make you get out of bed.”

Mom pouted. “Oh, you’re so sweet. You’re such a radiant, brilliant boy. Every time I look at you, I think of seeing you up on stage for the first time, in high school. Do you remember?”

“I do.” Alan removed the syringe and threw it into the bio waste container beside the bed.

“When I saw you in that performance, I knew for a fact you would grow into the shining man you are today. I didn’t know what you’d be, whether you’d stay an actor or if you’d become a businessman, or maybe the president, but I knew you were special. Even more special than your brother. You had the grades for anything, and you were just so good in that play.” She coughed a little. “Mmm, I can feel the meds already. I’ll go back to my book now. I know you’re a busy man. Don’t let me keep you from whatever it is you have to do.”

Alan nodded goodnight and restrained himself from reminding Mom that he’d been only an A-minus student at best. He did remember that play fondly, though. His parents had sent him to what was likely the most expensive high school in LA, and somehow the lanky, outcast, teenage Alan had beaten the competition to be cast as the lead in the school’s production of Hamlet during his senior year. He’d memorized his lines with extreme care and rehearsed meticulously for months on end, even ignoring his schoolwork for the sake of the play. He’d known that the city’s richest, most powerful parents would be watching his performance, and he didn’t want them to think he was a loser.

On opening night, Alan brought every scrap of his talent and energy to bear. He soliloquized profoundly, performed the rapier choreography to a T, and even cried real tears after Ophelia’s death. His stage fright ebbed as the show progressed, but it returned in full force when he came out for the curtain call. What would they all think of him?

Yet as he bowed, his fears once again abated: his performance earned a standing ovation from the crowd, from his parents, and even from his brother, with whom he’d never gotten along.

For years afterward, Alan wanted to be an actor. Sometimes he still fantasized about it, but actors faced so much rejection and risked so much failure, and Alan had already suffered more than his share of both. He could still hear the audience clapping for him, though. He recalled that first curtain call as the one time in his life when he’d felt truly loved—the one time his father had approved of him, and the one time Mom’s praise had been based on reality.

Alan wasn’t stupid. He knew Mom was delusional about him and his future prospects, and that she didn’t really love him. She loved an imaginary, future, successful Alan. But he loved her regardless. Her praise offered scant comfort against the scorn of the adult world, but at least it was something. He just hoped that before she passed on, she wouldn’t learn what a true disappointment her son had grown up to be. Single, uneducated, dirt poor. A loser.

A murderer.
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Escondite Picante is a little restaurant in the Valley that Becky and I found while tailing a cheating husband a year back. It’s fairly new, upscale, and out of the way: the perfect place to meet a secret lover for dinner. Whatever stroke of fate brought Mr. Infidelity Case #137 to his extra-picante evening here couldn’t have picked a better date spot for me and Becky.

Bamboo ceiling fans with wide blades rotate lazily above us as we enter; they’re more for ambiance than for keeping people cool. Two musicians play live salsa music in front of the dance floor, where five or six twentysomething couples are getting their grooves on. The vibrant pink, blue, and yellow lighting scheme matches the staff’s wardrobe. A surplus of windows and doors open onto small gardens all around the restaurant. And the best part: the building has little cameras perfectly placed around the outer walls that can feed into your glasses, so if you choose, you can literally see through the walls to the gardens outside. The music, the tech, and the decor of the place combine perfectly into a snazzy but casual restaurant catering to snazzy but casual clientele. In here, you could almost forget you’re in grimy Los Angeles.

Becky and I consider Escondite Picante “our place.”

It’s crowded tonight. The hostess walks us to the bustling veranda out back and seats us at a table under some strings of Christmas lights. They hang romantically between the restaurant’s rooftop and the neighboring building’s.

Becky looks stunning, as usual. Her lipstick matches her dress and the little ribbon in her hair. I’m trying to decide whether I should pop the question tonight, and if so, whether I should do it here or back at her place. Which would Becky like better?

The music stops while the musicians prep for their next song, and the restaurant suddenly goes quiet. Very quiet. I look around at the tables to see most of the other patrons either staring blankly into their glasses—the people who have telepathic brain chips—or waving their hands in the air in front of them, pointing and scrolling, motioning this way and that in the old-fashioned gestures of glasses menu control. This latter group is in the minority, but I spot two old people even further behind the times, gawking down at antique smartphones. Almost everyone is sitting in the company of family or friends, but only a third of them are actually talking to each other. It’s wild.

I don’t blame the tech, though. It’s just people these days. Or maybe just people in general. If you switched off the music in a restaurant back when I was a kid, you’d still have seen the same thing: the semblance of fun, but nobody’s really talking. At least not about anything meaningful.

But whatever. If it makes people happier to check their e-mail or play AR games instead of chat with the people sitting in front of them, more power to ’em. They can have their tech. I have something real. I have Becky.

A new song vaults back through the speakers and all appears normal again, the uncomfortable quiet replaced by a festive facade.

“So I keep thinking,” Becky says. “I haven’t been on a vacation in like four years. Lately it’s just been work, work, work. So, Mr. Sexypants, whaddya say we use some of our hard-earned dough to get away from it all?”

“Sounds great. After the investigation, though.”

“Of course.”

“Where to?”

Becky’s brow furrows and she feigns deep thought as she unrolls her napkin and places it on her lap. “I hear Los Angeles is nice this time of year,” she says.

“Oh, yeah. They have the Walk of Fame and that observatory and all the movie stars.”

“And crime! Don’t forget the crime. And pollution and traffic and overpopulation—”

“And beaches and theme parks and—Hey, seriously, how about we go to a theme park? They have all that AR and haptic stuff now. We could do Universal, or Dis—”

“Or Hollywood!” Becky says. “The whole town’s a goddamned theme park. Maybe we’ll see one of those movie stars.” Smiling her epic smile, she leans toward me over the Universal Studios commercial that’s conveniently started playing on the surface of our table. But in short measure, her smile disappears and her eyelids flutter. She sits up, her posture growing rigid, and her eyes flit to and fro behind her glasses.

“You getting a call?” I ask her.

“Yeah, it’s my dad.”

“Aw hell, what’s he want now?”

“He thinks I owe him interest from rent money I paid him late, so he wants me to buy him tickets to some basketball game. Hold on. I should take this.”

She stands and leaves the table. I breathe out, stretch my shoulders, loosen myself up. The ring is in my pocket and strangely, I’m not nervous at all. I thought I’d be covered in sweat by now, my heart beating a billion miles an hour. But no, apparently I can handle myself better than that. Maybe Becky and I have just gotten so close that I’m comfortable asking her even something as big as this. I’m excited. I’ll get to enjoy the moment as much as she will.

“Guy Rosen!”

I turn behind me to find—of all people in this preposterous world—Juan Cassano. He’s drinking with a friend at a nearby table, a dopey grin marring his face. “Uh…” I start. “Uh, hi. What are you doing here?”

He motions to some passing girls. “Enjoying the scenery! With my best bud Harry. Have you met?”

I wave at Harry—a small guy sporting a button-up shirt and a fauxhawk—but his unfocused eyes just stare out in the direction of the crowd. Looks like something in his glasses is absorbing his attention. Only he’s not wearing any glasses. Weird.

“Can’t say that we have,” I say to Juan.

“Well here, come join us! Come join us!”

“Uh…”

He seems to notice my hesitation. “If I told you you could have any woman in this restaurant just because you’re sitting next to me, would you take me up on my offer?”

“Thanks, but…”

“Holy shiiiiiii…” Becky’s voice trails off. I turn to find her frozen in midstep, her hand stretched toward her chair but not quite touching it. She glances from Juan, to me, then back to Juan.

“Ah, you already have a date!” Juan says, doing a little bow in his seat. “Mademoiselle, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”

I do my best to keep any stiffness out of my smile as I turn back to Juan. “Becky, this is Juan Cassano. Uh, Juan, we were just sitting down to a—”

“Yes! Please! Come sit down!” Juan stands and pulls out the two extra chairs at his table, then gestures for Becky and I to sit.

Oh boy.


[image: sep]




Two minutes later, Becky and I have ordered drinks and are trying unsuccessfully to plan our escape via neural interface text messages. Juan is laughing drunkenly, making some kind of elaborate innuendo about the sagging Christmas lights strung beside the veranda, and Harry is trying to get me to put his contact lenses into my eyes. The engagement ring in my pocket is crying out for attention. The best-laid plans…

“Sorry, no. I’m not putting that in my eye. That’s disgusting.”

“Dude, don’t worry so much,” Harry says. “They’re self-cleaning. And you don’t have to do both eyes, just the one.”

Ugh. The thought of someone else’s eye juice on my pupils in gross as all hell. Mechanical contacts that clean themselves? I have trouble believing that.

“No, do it, Guy!” Juan bleats. “You’ve gotta try it! Que buena onda!” Any good impressions I had of Juan are rapidly deteriorating.

“If I get pinkeye, you’re paying my doctor’s bill.” I take the contact from Harry’s fingertip and pop it into my right eye. I used to wear normal contacts, so I knew what to expect, but this is the first time I’ve used richer-than-God tech like this, so the interface surprises me. There’s a little menu at the top of my vision and little blue markers next to items of interest around the restaurant. It’s like wearing glasses without the glasses. I close my left eye to immerse myself in the effect.

“Now check out the app I’m writing,” Harry says. “Look at any girl around the restaurant. Any girl at all.”

I glance at Becky.

“No, not her. Someone farther away.”

Becky sighs and waves my gaze away, so I look at a twentysomething standing with her friends by the bar. “That girl over there,” I say. “In the green dress.”

“Perfect! Average-looking girl, right? My app analyzes the image, stretches where it needs to, and…” Right eye closed, Harry’s left eye darts around the menu in his contact lens. As it does, the girl’s breasts noticeably enlarge, to at least double the size they were a moment ago. The graphics aren’t photorealistic—not even as good as a game—but when I squint a little, the digital boob job seems convincing. I can even move my head around and the overlay stays in place.

Harry grins and nods prodigiously, like a teenage troublemaker taking his best friend to a strip club for the first time.

“That’s… really something,” I say.

“I call the app Silicone Valleys.” His eyebrows bounce up and down as he chortles at his undeniable cleverness.

“What, did it make her boobs bigger?” Becky asks impassively, her head propped on one of her hands.

“How’d you guess?” I say.

“There really is an app for everything, huh?”

“But that’s not all it does,” Harry says. “Watch this.” His pupils flit about in his eye sockets, the left one selecting menu option after menu option. I turn again to the girl in the green dress, expecting her ass to bulge out… but after a moment, her breasts flicker, then return to normal size. Nothing else happens.

“Hold on,” Harry says, his eyes still dancing about. Awkward seconds pass. “Dang it, I just fixed this today. Her shirt was supposed to disappear. It doesn’t look very realistic yet, but I’m working on an adaptable skin texture. In a few more years, once the graphics in these lenses get up to snuff, it’ll be great. Dang it! I swear this was just working.” He turns away from us to examine his menus more privately, and I take the opportunity to purge my right eye of the offending contact lens.

After the waiter brings our drinks—and another two for Juan—the playboy leans across the AT&T commercial playing on the table. “So, Guy. How’s the investigation gone since this morning?”

“Uh, well, it’s still the first day, so we don’t have any major leads yet,”—except you, Juan—”but we’re working on it.”

Juan raises his glass in a casual toast. “Good man. You live a good life. Better than me and Harry here.” Without looking up from his menus, Harry flicks him off. Juan keeps his eyes on me, paying Harry no mind, though I can’t tell if this is on purpose or because Juan is too wasted to notice Harry giving him the finger. “You actually work to ease the world’s pain,” Juan continues. “You’re a good man, Guy. A good, good man.”

Juan hiccups violently, swallows, and for a second I think he’s gonna throw up, but he just smiles and leans back in his chair. Becky’s zoned out into her own glasses like everyone else in the restaurant—or maybe she’s feigning ignorance so she can record this exchange, even though I’m already recording it—leaving me and Juan alone in the conversation. But the more I think about it, this situation’s not as bad as I thought at first. Juan ruining my date pisses me off, of course, but having Juan drunk and talkative is also an opportunity. I can interrogate him if I keep it subtle.

“Easing the world’s pain, yes,” I say truthfully. “That’s what I love about my job, no matter how crazy the workload gets.”

“Do you enjoy your work?”

“Uh, yeah, I really do. It’s quite an adventure, as you can imagine.”

“Like Raymond Marlowe.”

“Philip Marlowe. And sure. Like him, but with a lot more process serving and even more cheating spouses.”

“I know! Women, right?”

“More cheating husbands than wives though.”

“And the adventure comes… when? Do they ask you to join in?” He leans in close again, eyes wide. “Do the husbands start shooting at you?”

I laugh at that. “You’d be surprised. People don’t want anything getting in the way of their fun.”

“Dímelo a mi. ‘Fun is where the money’s at,’ my papá would always say. Businessman, scientist, entertainer… he was a jack of all trades, but whatever he made, he sure knew how to sell it.”

Juan pauses and his eyes grow poignant, and for the first time tonight, I remember that this man, if he isn’t the killer, just learned this morning that his father died. Suddenly the alcohol he’s drowning himself in doesn’t seem so unreasonable.

“How did your dad’s success make you feel?” I ask.

“Jealous. Ha.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” He takes a long gulp from his tall glass and wipes his mouth on his Armani sleeve. “I wanted to be just like him, so when he finally trusted me with some of his money, I invested it in space. Space! You know, like all those startups in space exploration and mining that popped up about ten years ago. Awwwwesome stuff. They let me go up in a ship once—this was in my early twenties. I think I still hold the record for the youngest person in space.”

“That’s pretty cool. I didn’t know any of that.”

“Well, we try to keep quiet about it. You know the whole aerospace industry crashed a few years ago, right? I just found out recently that the last company I’d invested in hit the skids. Boeing and Lockheed and the DOD finally managed to kick all the other private players out of the market. I was pissed.”

“Sorry, I didn’t follow it. That’s too bad though.”

Juan sighs heavily, disappointed in either my reaction or in himself. Maybe both. He gazes up at the Christmas lights, or maybe at the stars beyond. “Not many people did follow it. Nobody cares anymore about what we can achieve or how far we can go. Oy. We had successful launches and outdid the competition, but no one actually used the services we offered—no one thought human progress was important, so I lost a buttload of my papá’s money. He never let me hear the end of it. Nobody cared, man, not even him. ‘Fun is where the money is,’ he kept saying. I guess progress isn’t fun enough to warrant investment.”

A rift between father and son. Finally I’m getting somewhere. “I thought you invested in virtual games,” I say.

“I did. After the space embarrassment. Emilio forced it on me to save face with the family. They think the games fit my personality, and they’ve definitely made me richer, but they’ve left me empty inside, Guy. My heart still longs for the stars. The stars, the stars, the stars.”

“At least now you won’t have your father’s shadow over you and your investments,” I say in hopes of prompting him to speak his mind.

“But he died before he could give me…”

Juan’s voice fades and he looks up at the ceiling. Maybe past the ceiling, via his glasses. Then he smiles, guzzles the dregs out of his glass, and looks me right in the eyes.

“Emilio Cassano cast a very long shadow, and I’m afraid that shadow will still walk the earth long after we’ve buried the man himself. Pity. The man was so much better than his shadow.”

“You still admire him?”

Juan speaks so matter-of-factly that I can’t help but believe him. “He was my father. Why wouldn’t I admire him?”

“Lethe, maybe?” Harry says, snickering. Juan rolls his eyes.

Becky blinks her menu away and rejoins the conversation. “Well, we’ll be sure to follow every lead we have,” she says. “If you’ll excuse us, Mr. Cassano, we were out on a date, and we’d like to return to our table.”

Juan looks as confused by Becky’s interruption as I am. I’m not happy about Juan’s intrusion on our date either, but there’s no need for Becky to be hostile to him. Especially after Harry’s finally said something interesting. “What’s Lethe?” I ask.

“The Lethe Project? It’s my papá’s one mistake,” Juan says, leaning back in his chair. “He thought he could cure, uh, some kind of amnesia, and there was an incident with some trial patients. It never made the news. We kept it pretty well under wraps. I don’t want to talk about it, though. Bad business.”

I exchange a glance with Becky, then say, “Pardon me for asking, but could one of these trial patients have had motivation to murder your father?”

Now Harry and Juan exchange a glance. I can’t quite read their expressions. “I don’t think any of them remember my father,” Juan says.

“One of their relatives, then? A bitter spouse or son or daughter?”

“The families got millions in settlements. The research was dropped years ago. There’s no reason for anyone to still be angry about it.”

“What about someone inside the company?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Inside the family?”

“Guy, hey, lighten up. I want to be your friend and work with you on this case, but the Lethe Project is something I don’t want to talk about. It dishonors Emilio’s memory to talk about it. Forget Harry said anything. Fuck.” Juan throws Harry a disapproving glance, so Harry shrugs and goes back to whatever’s in his contact lenses.

“I apologize,” I say. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Juan starts on his next drink. “Upset me? Ha, everything upsets me. The very world that we live in upsets me. You know, sometimes I think the world we know is actually hell in disguise, and we’re being punished here for our sins in another life.”

This conversation is not going where I want it to go. Maybe if I try to console him. I’m not very good at this… “It’ll get better, Juan. In the long run. There’s plenty to look forward to.”

“Tell that to the wives who hire you to find their cheating husbands.”

“Well, at the very least, we have restaurants like this, jobs like mine, and breast enhancement apps like Harry’s to help us forget about all that other nasty stuff.” It’s a silly platitude, but it’s the best I could come up with off the top of my head.

Juan seems to go inside himself and think about what I’ve said for a moment. “Yes,” he says. “Yes, exactly.” He raises his drink in a toast. “To forgetting.”

“To forgetting.” I toast as well, though I don’t take as deep of a sip as Juan does.

“So I guess I can forget about our date tonight?” Becky says. “Mind if I head out?”

Ouch. I can tell from her tone that I’ll have to make this up to her later. What’s her deal? She’s usually as much of a crime-solving addict as I am. If I were standing her up to go chat with Paul, I’d understand her frustration, but this is Juan Cassano. This is the primary suspect in our investigation, and his story is just starting to get interesting.

Or… is this just a show she’s putting on for Juan? Leaving us so that I can get better information from him? I can’t tell.

“Sure,” I say to her. “Sorry. I’ll see you later tonight, okay?”

“Hey, Rebecca, please stay,” Juan protests. “Your very presence brightens up our table. I’ll show you my mad dance moves if you want.”

“Maybe some other time. The new season of this show I like just came out, so I’ve gotta go stream it before my friends spoil it for me. See you later, Guy.”

Wow. I’ve never seen her like this. What set her off? As she leaves back through the main floor of the restaurant, Juan shakes his head after her. “Women.”

It’s probably best for me to not argue with his condescension. “Women,” I say in agreement.

“Better that she’s gone. I have some disturbing news for you—news of a personal nature—and I’d like you to keep it to yourself if possible.”

Disturbing news, all of a sudden, just like that? Huh. Could Becky have sensed Juan wanted to tell me something? I lean in toward him. “What is it?”

Juan’s voice lowers. I can barely hear him above the low din on the veranda. “I’ve had headaches lately, going back a week or two.”

He says nothing else, and it gets awkward fast. “I’m sorry,” I say.

To my relief, this prompts him to continue. “Two days ago, before they found my father’s body, I had the worst headache of my life. It took four different medications to make me fall asleep that night. And as I slept, I had a dream. My father was in it.” He pauses for emphasis. I notice a little metal cigarette lighter in his palm, clicking, clicking, clicking as he thumbs it open, shut, then open again. “In the dream, my father told me he was dead. He told me Claud had killed him. Naturally I woke up and was scared shitless, because my father had been missing. But I thought little of it because it was only a dream. Even now, I would dismiss it as a whim of my subconscious, a random firing of neurons in my brain… except that after the dream, my father turned out to truly be dead. And that’s not the most messed-up part. Do you know what is?”

I raise an eyebrow to prompt him for the answer.

“Harry had the same dream,” Juan says.

I immediately turn to Harry to see his reaction. His contacts are still in, but he fidgets uneasily and avoids eye contact at the mention of his name. Is he uncomfortable because Juan is lying, or because Juan is telling the truth? Either way, I’m a rationalist, and skeptical of any vision in a dream. Strange: Juan never struck me as a mystic.

“Why would Claud kill your father?” I ask.

“To get the company. The Cassano Corporation leads the nation in neuroscience research and is a leading provider of medical supplies worldwide. We sell billions in electronics every year and we own half the studios in Hollywood. We have our hands in a dozen different industries. Who wouldn’t want access to that kind of money and power?”

“Wasn’t Claud a shareholder already?”

“He’s a Cassano, so yes, of course he was a shareholder. But he’s greedy. He wanted more. He knew my papá was disappointed in me and would never leave me his shares in his will. Claud’s been buying up a lot of shares lately, and on the day—the exact day—that they found my father’s body, the board appointed Claud acting CEO. That was just this morning. Do you think that would have happened so fast if he hadn’t been pulling strings ahead of time?”

I digest the accusation for a moment. I’d normally dismiss it, especially since it’s coming from a guy who just said he sees ghosts in his dreams, but I’ve already been entertaining Claud as a suspect myself. I lean back in my chair.

“Did you inherit any money from Emilio?”

“I did, but not a single share in the company.”

“Huh. Do you have any evidence to back up your claims?”

“Ask anyone who knows Claud! He’s an asshole!” Juan’s sudden volume increase reminds me that he’s still drunk. “Claud was never around much when I was a kid. He just kind of popped out of nowhere, back into our lives just a few months ago.”

Hmm. Funny thing is, Juan, Claud said the same thing about you.

“All this from a dream?” I ask.

“He’s trying to take everything from me, Guy. Will you follow up on this?”

“Absolutely. And if you—”

“Hey!” Juan and I are torn from our conversation by a man with thick muscles, drooping eyes, and a blotchy red face. He’s wearing a polo shirt and is stumbling as he walks toward us from an unusually rowdy table of thirtysomething men. One of Juan’s drunken friends, perhaps?

“The hell are you doing here?” he yells to us.

Juan squints through his own inebriation at the drunk man. “Who the hell is that?”

“Whatcha been up to, bro?” the drunk yells, stepping right up to our table.

I suddenly realize that our visitor is talking to me. “Uh, I, umm…” I stammer, trying to place this newcomer in my memory. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“‘Course, dude. Ronny! We met watching the game. How ’bout them Raiders, huh? Helluva game, helluva game.”

“Uh, I can’t say we’ve met before.”

“No way, man. You’re, uh…” He trails off and his face scrunches up. He looks like he’s thinking as hard as the alcohol allows him.

“Guy,” I offer.

Ronny starts jumping up and down, his grin absurdly enthusiastic. I might as well be his long-lost dog come home after running away. “That’s it! Guy! How you been, man?”

“I’ve been good. But I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

“Are you serious, man? Are you serious right now?”

“Yes, he’s serious!” Juan nearly trips over his chair as he stands and moves face to face with Ronny. “Get the fuck out of here. We were having a conversation.”

Aw hell. Juan, sit back down. But before I can say the words, Ronny is waving his arms in a mocking gesture.

“Well excuuuuse me, Mr. Macho! Didn’t mean to interrupt your bullshit convention. I was just saying hi to my buddy here is all.”

“He said he doesn’t know you. Now please, get the hell out.”

“Hey, bro, you don’t get between me and my friends.”

“He’s not your friend, bro. Now you’d better leave in the next ten seconds or shit’s gonna get real.”

Ronny looks at me with a hurt glance, and the best I can give him is a shrug. He raises his hands defensively and starts backing away. “Fine, man. If that’s how it’s gonna be.”

Juan remains standing until Ronny is back at his own table. “Get a life, asshole!” Juan yells after him, and lobs his cigarette lighter in his direction. But Ronny, bantering and drinking with his friends, has already forgotten about us. “Can you believe this shit?” Juan asks the goggling people at the table next to us.

Harry taps me on the shoulder. “Hey, I hate to spoil the fun, but…”

I follow his gaze to find three of the restaurant’s managers whispering to each other and glaring in our direction. “He gets like this sometimes,” Harry whispers. “Sorry, I gotta split. I got three different parties I gotta be at tonight.”

Harry jumps up and heads inside. There’s no fun he can have with the belligerent version of Juan, apparently, so he’s abandoning ship, leaving me to babysit. Fine with me.

“Juan, have a seat. Let’s talk more about the corporation.”

Fists balled, Juan’s still scowling at Ronny. But after a second, he burps, runs to the veranda’s railing, and vomits over the edge.
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Before I know it, I’m escorting a staggering Juan across Escondite Picante’s parking lot to his Porsche. Thirty years from now I could empty my life savings into a car and still not have enough to buy one like this. “Let me ride home with you, Juan. I want to make sure you’re okay.” I should just let him leave, but the chance to glean more information from him is just as intoxicating as whatever Juan’s been drinking. I’ll have to calm him down first, though.

“I can’t believe that asshole!” Juan yells for the whole city to hear. “Here I am, my father has just died, and I’m giving you this heartfelt speechifying asking for your help, and that asshole comes out of the nowhere and thinks he’s the shit with his football accent, and you know what? You know what, Guy?”

I feel a tugging at my waist followed by a slight lifting of weight, then Juan pushes away from me and starts wobbling his way back to the restaurant. I check underneath my coat, and sure enough, my revolver is missing.

“Juan!” I bolt after him. “Juan, hey! Stop!”

He haphazardly waves my gun above his head, like he’s the kindergarten leader of a capture-the-flag team boldly leading his troops into enemy territory. “Come on, this is a thing! An adventure! I want some of your adventure in my life, Guy. I’ll be your murder helper solver! And the first murder we’ll solve together is Ronny’s.”

“My job’s really not that adventurous. I was just making conversation.”

“Well that’s no fun. Let me help you out with that.”

“JUAN!”

Barking his name with such severity finally gets Juan to halt his forward advance. He turns back to me expectantly, like he’s waiting for me to convince him. So I tell him the truth.

“In all the time I’ve been an LPI, I’ve never once fired my weapon. I’d hate for tonight to be the first time. Please.”

I reach out for my revolver. Juan smiles, then hands the firearm back to me with exaggerated courteousness, bending at the waist and bowing his head as he sets the gun in my hand.

He groggily stands again as I holster my weapon. “Maybe I’ll go home and get my own gun then head back here later tonight,” he says.

“Please don’t.”

Juan’s shoulders slouch a little, and he shakes his head. “Fine. Whatever.”

“You want to lean on me again?”

“No, I’ll be good.”

We walk a little ways, and we make it to his car without further incident.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” I say as Juan shimmies into his seat, “Why aren’t you with family today? You should be supporting each other through a time like this. Why are you out partying with Harry instead?”

Juan shrugs. “This is just how I cope, man. My own grieving way of things.”

He leans back in his seat. The din of the restaurant in the distance is overpowered by the hum of nearby traffic and a siren wailing to the south. I’m hoping Juan will open up a little, but he stays silent, so I shut his door telepathically and walk around to the passenger side. It’ll be a pain having to take an Uber all the way back here to fetch my car, but an extra half an hour alone with a drunk Juan could be worth its weight in information.

When I open the door, Juan’s car is chiding him. “Juan,” the car says, “I’m detecting that you have a blood alcohol content of point two two five. I apologize, but I can’t let you drive manually right now.”

Juan slams a fist on the dash. “I’m fine! I could drink five more drinks and be half as good as a better driver than you!”

“Juan, Juan, Juan, it’s okay,” I say. “Let the car drive.”

He throws me a sour look, but he relents, and soon we’re on our way to Juan’s house up on Mulholland Drive. The streetlights march their mesmerizing path above our heads, casting dancing light on the steady traffic beneath.

“I’m just a sad drunk, aren’t I?” Juan says from the driver’s seat, still slurring his words. “My body right now is like filled to the brim full of illicit substances, not the least of which is some alcohol. I’m pathetic.”

“What? No, lots of people drink. I drink.” And Paul’s drunk at least as much as you have in the last six hours.

“Lots of people drink, Guy, but not everyone is an alcoholic.”

“Eh, there’s plenty of them, too.”

“Is that supposed to be comforting?”

“You’re not alone in your troubles, is what I’m trying to say. And you’re aware of the problem. That right there is the first step toward recovery.”

Juan huffs and rolls his eyes. “Oh, I’m aware all right all right. But I know me, Guy. I’m not gonna recover.”

Feels like anything else I say will dig a hole that I won’t be able to crawl out of, so I keep my mouth shut. This time, my silence pays off, and Juan keeps talking.

“You know, I always wonder if we’re training human beings so that they can’t have any, uh, self-reflection. You ever think about that?”

“Yeah, sure,” I lie, to keep him talking.

“Like our society is turning us into externalized beings, you know? So we have no…” He burps. “… no awareness of our own internal lives. No capacities for self-knowledge. And we don’t even want to have it. So we have no idea what we’re really wanting out of life, or what will really be best for us. We keep ourselves too busy looking outside ourselves for fulfillment and stuff. And we never look inside. Never.”

“I can see that,” I say. “I’m a bit of a workaholic myself.”

“I’m not just talking about work. I’m talking about…” He gazes out his window toward the glimmering skyscrapers way off near downtown. We’re driving through the mountains now, and the view, as always, is spectacular. You can see the whole city from up here: a vast carpet of artificial light fending off the dark ocean beyond it.

“Guy, what if we all have a purpose? Like what if I was supposed to be a doctor?” He turns from the city back to me, the streetlights still playing shadow games across his face. “What if I was supposed to cure cancer? But instead I liked doing what I do better, so I abandoned my life’s purpose for… for this. You ever think about that?”

I shrug and shake my head. Apparently Juan’s both an angry drunk and a philosophical one.

“Well I think about that all the time,” he continues. “I could have done something great with my life, but instead I’m… What am I?”

“I’d say you can be whoever you want to be.”

“I already am who I want to be. I just don’t know who I need to be.”

Jesus, this guy…

He glances up at the streetlights, following each one as it passes, like he’s hoping to find God in their luminance. “And it’s not just me. It’s all of us. The whole friggin’ world. We could have gone to the stars, but instead we invented a better pair of glasses.”

When I sat down at Juan’s table, all I wanted was information. But now that I see what a poignant life he leads, and that he’s starting to peer through his self-imposed distractions to ask big questions about it, I’m actually starting to feel sympathy for him. I hope he comes out okay on the other side.

“You’re still young, Juan. Don’t worry so much about it. You’ve had a rough day. We’ll be at your place soon, and I think you just need to crash for like fifteen hours. Minus the hangover, you’ll feel a lot better in the morning.”

“Ha. My father will still be dead in the morning.”

“Forget about that for now. Just be with your loved ones.”

“Forget? Forget, forget, forget. You can only forget so often before the act of trying to forget serves only to remind you of what you’re trying to forget. Some pain can’t be buried, Guy.”

“A good night’s sleep will bury a goddamned lot of it. That sound like a plan?”

Juan’s head totters on his neck for a few moments, like he might slump over and pass out, but instead he softly says, “Yes. That sounds like a plan. I need to ease my pain, Guy. Ease my pain.”

As Juan is mumbling, his glasses start playing a tune: the opening lines of Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody.” If it’s a ringtone, he doesn’t answer.

“Juan, you’ve got a call.”

“Nah, it’s just my—my house. The security system. It wants a password.” His words are coming out garbled again, probably from drowsiness now as much as intoxication.

We’re only just turning into the ritzy cul-de-sac where his mini-mansion is, and his house’s system is already asking him for a password? He must have it set up to query the chip in his head whenever he nears it.

“Question!” Juan belts out suddenly. His glasses beep a faint acknowledgment.

“‘Question?’ That’s your password?”

“That’s it.”

“You may want to change it now that I know it.”

Juan just shrugs, shuts his eyes, and rests his head against his seat. He doesn’t seem to realize that he just inadvertently gave me access to his entire personal data archive: all his files on all his devices, all linked conveniently to his house’s central server. I link to his glasses through my own and log in to his house as a guest. Holy shit.

The Porsche pulls into Juan’s garage. His system will keep a record of anything I do on it, but Juan doesn’t seem like the type of guy to check such records. It’s a tough judgment call, but I decide it’s a risk worth taking. Still, I shouldn’t linger long in his system or I might raise some alarms. I glance over at Juan to make sure he’s too drunk to remember this in the morning and… Yeah. Yeah, I think he is.

I start copying files.
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Goddammit, my implant is bleeding now. I rise from my office desk and walk to the men’s restroom, which is grimy and putrid from years of poor upkeep. With my back to the mirror, I turn as far as I can, but I can’t quite see the back of my head.

I touch it. There’s just a little blood and a little pain—nothing major. I’ve had a light headache all morning though. This has gotta be the cause. Damn it, I thought chip infections were a thing of the past. All the commercials back when I got my chip swore the doctors had figured out how to implant the things hassle-free. It’s been fine all these years, and now, smack dab in the middle of the biggest case of my life to date… This is hellishly inconvenient. I haven’t noticed any connection problems between my brain and my glasses, but that could change at any time. If I go see a doctor about this, will they put me through surgery again? I can’t be out of commission for weeks like that. Not now. Damn it.

I clean up the blood, return to my desk, and touch my implant every few minutes. The bleeding seems to have subsided. For now.

It looks like most of what I managed to copy from Juan’s home computer system was financial stuff. I was hoping for something more personal, some kind of security camera feed or communications log, but this will have to do. What have you been spending money on, Juan? Looks like… vacations, nightclubs, stocks, and a whole lot of nothing. He’s traveled, but mostly to places like Vegas, Monte Carlo, and Ibiza: completely inconspicuous destinations for a guy like him. But I’m not really sure what I’m looking for. If he killed his father, would there be a clue hiding in his financial records?

And the truth is, after spending some time with Juan, I really don’t think he did it. He strikes me as a former spoiled rich kid, all grown up now and only starting to confront adult realities. He may have an aggressive side, but honestly, I like him. I could see us being friends if he wasn’t wallowing in depression and I wasn’t swallowed by this case.

Becky walks in, bringing morning sunlight with her through the front door. She sets her purse down by her desk, and before I can get a word in, she says, “I want to apologize for last night. That was rude of me. I was just really looking forward to a night away from all our work and—and I’m sorry, baby. I love you so much.”

Hot damn, this girl is awesome. I knew she’d understand about Juan. I flash her my most charming grin, stand, and give her a kiss. “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I love you too.”

“Did you and the human keg have a good time out together?”

“We left right after you did. I drove home with him.”

Becky squints as she appraises me.

“For the case,” I explain.

She shakes her head and smiles. “You love to test people.”

“I love to help people.”

“I’d have thought you’d hate people by now, after so many years as a PI.”

“Oh, I do. I just like to think that if I met myself on the street, I’d be the one guy I wouldn’t hate. It helps me play nice with others.”

“If I met you in the street, I’d run over you with my car. Just saying.” She playfully spider-walks a hand over my hair as she passes me.

I turn to follow her as she walks to her desk. “Hey, I thought I was out of the doghouse.”

“That depends. Did you find any dirt on Juan?”

“He let me into his home system and I copied a bunch of files.”

She rolls her eyes. “Well aren’t you just Sherlock Holmes? Come on, did he at least say something juicy?”

“No, seriously. I copied a whole shit ton of his files. Check it out.”

Becky’s smile turns upside down. I laugh as I sit at my desk.

“It’s mostly financial stuff. I haven’t found anything suspicious yet, but there’s still plenty to dig through.”

“Baby, this is all kinds of illegal! Are you crazy? They could trace this back to you!”

“If Juan thinks to check his logs. I copied that bit of data, too. The last time he checked was—oh, hey—never.” I wink at her.

“Claud’s lawyers won’t be able to use any of this in court.”

Something catches my eye. A pattern in the bank statements I checked earlier, still open in a background window. “Hold on,” I say. Becky keeps talking, berating me for my reckless stunt, but I tune her out. It looks like Juan Cassano has been making cash withdrawals of two hundred grand once or twice every month, sometimes more often.

“Becky, shh. Look at this. Two hundred grand here, then last month… Look, same amount again, twice. How far back does this go?” At random, I select May from two years back, and sure enough, there they are. Three separate cash withdrawals for almost two hundred thousand dollars each, with about a week’s space between them.

“That is suspicious,” Becky says, and she minimizes the display—which is visible only in our glasses—to examine a few more random months of data.

“What’s Juan doing that he doesn’t want showing up on the grid?”

“Drugs?” Becky guesses. “Gambling?”

“That much money on drugs? He’d be dead by now. And what would his motive be for gambling off the grid?”

“Maybe he traffics. Drugs, guns, people. Or maybe he just has investments that he doesn’t want his family knowing about.”

“Maybe… Did you get the other Cassanos’ background files from the cops?”

“Yeah. Claud’s isn’t in yet though. I sprinkled in a few red herrings—third cousins, great-great-aunts—so the fuzz won’t know exactly who we’re investigating.”

“Good girl. Let’s spend a few hours going through everything we have so far. Get organized a little. See what we have to work with.”

Becky reclines in her desk chair. I open the safe and grab the tablet from it, then together we start perusing its contents in our glasses. “I still want to hear more details of your time out with Juan Cassanova,” Becky says as we sort through piles of data.

“You implying he put the moves on me?”

“Just being a proper jealous girlfriend.”

“Well he did steal my revolver.”

Becky lowers her glasses, her eyebrows furrowed. “What? Are you for real?”

“Yeah, grabbed it right out of its holster.” I demonstrate Juan’s actions, unholstering my gun and flailing my arms in the air. “He was waving it around all crazy-like, wanting to shoot some jackass who’d slighted him in the restaurant. I talked him out of it.”

“You put the safety back on, right? If you accidentally shoot your balls off because of Juan, I’ll be pissed.”

“Yeah, so would my balls.” In truth, I actually didn’t check the safety last night, but I check it now and it’s fine. I snap the chamber out to the side in a snazzy motion that I hope will compensate for any momentary uncertainty Becky might have seen on my face. I’m about to snap it back when I notice…

One bullet is missing.

What the hell? I snap the chamber in, then out again just to be sure I’m not seeing things. The other five bullets are tucked snugly in their chambers, but the one chamber… Oh, Christ, it has gunpowder residue in it. A bullet has been fired from my gun.

What. The. Hell.

I look down the gun’s sights and notice that I’ve inadvertently aimed the weapon at Becky. Fortunately she’s looking at the tablet now rather than at me. I swivel in my chair to aim at a far wall instead.

“Becky,” I say as calmly as I can manage, “has anyone but me had access to my gun lately?”

She looks up, concerned. “Not that I know of. Why?”

I snap the chamber back into place and start running through the list of people who could have used my gun. Becky is actually the obvious candidate, what with me staying at her place and leaving my gun on her countertop every night after work. Paul might also have been able to take it out from under my nose for a short time. But of course it wasn’t either of them. I trust them with my life; I’ve worked with them for years.

Could Juan have somehow taken my gun again last night without my knowing? Or did he fire it while he had it in his hands, and I’m just forgetting now? Who else have I been alone with recently? Who the fuck fired my gun?

“Why?” Becky repeats, breaking my thoughts.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Don’t do that.”

“It’s just that a bullet is missing from my revolver.”

“Revolver? Your… your revolver?”

“Yeah.” Genevieve, maybe? No, too far-fetched. Claud, or one of his bodyguards, somehow?

“How many bullets are in there now?” Becky asks.

“Five.”

“That’s… huh. That’s really weird. Let me see it.”

Still running names through my head, I hand my revolver to Becky. She inspects it intently. “Hey, I found something in the files,” she says.

“What’s that?”

She plops the tablet onto my desk. “Remember how Genevieve Cassano had all those name changes?”

“Yeah.”

“Get this. Leah had some name changes too.”

“Paul’s daughter? Now that’s damned peculiar.” I examine the contents of one of our digital folders for Leah: a few Petition for Change of Name forms, Civil Case Cover Sheets, various records of minor court orders. Looks like Becky’s right about her. “Why didn’t Paul tell us about this?”

“Beats me. Give him a call.”

I start dialing him telepathically.

Becky brings up more of Leah’s background info. “It looks like Leah took some theatre classes during fashion school, too. In the first years she and Juan were together.”

“Didn’t Ms. Cassano study theatre back in the day?” I ask.

“Yep.”

“Huh. Hey, can I have my gun back?”

Becky hands me my firearm. I place it back in its holster again, safely at my side where no one can use it but me.

Becky’s eyes are a pinball machine behind her glasses. “Let me pull up the class rosters to see if anyone else we know was in those classes at the same time,” she says.

“You can do that?”

“Sure.”

Finally, Paul answers my call, and his voice pops into my ears. “Hey, Guy. What’s up?”

I nod to Becky to let her know I’m on the line. “Hey Paul, looks like Leah’s had some name changes in the past, just like Genevieve Cassano. Did you know anything about that?”

“First I’m hearing of it.”

“Well, she was born with your last name, then she changed it to Goodwin, then O’Neil, then Scheiner, then back to Goodwin again.”

“Yeah, I mean I know she changed it to Goodwin—didn’t like being an Abramov—but I have no idea what the rest of that’s about.”

“Huh. Well, I’ll have Becky look into it. And hey, I haven’t heard much from you today. You out working on the case?”

“Yeah, Guy, yeah. Just some small leads I’m following up on. Nothing I want to bother you with yet. I’ll run ’em past you if they turn out to mean anything.”

“Sounds good. Over and out.”

“Peace.”

I end the call. Becky’s been waving me over to the tablet for the past few seconds, so I oblige.

“Harry too!” she says. “Juan’s friend who was at the restaurant last night! He’s had two name changes.”

“This is too weird.”

“Could it be some kind of witness protection thing?”

“Not likely. I’m having a hard time believing this information is accurate. Are you sure the cops aren’t pulling our leg with this?”

“I verified as much of it as I could with public sources,” Becky says.

“Makes me wonder how far ahead of us the cops are. Damn, I thought we had this one.”

“Don’t worry, let’s just focus. I’ve got the class rosters up now. Looks like Leah took six theatre classes. Juan was in one of them. An acting class.” She forwards me that class’s roster, but I don’t open it. I’m too busy watching Becky’s brilliant bronze eyes flit back and forth as she reads the names to herself. “Barbara Ackles, Ivan Boyers, Timothy Braun, Juan Cassano, Linda Fleet—and yep, Harrison Giamateo—then Leah Goodwin, Joe Keller, Geraldo Nuñez, Alan Kornick, Marco—”

“Alan Kornick,” I interrupt. “Who’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

The name is prodding at some distant memory. “Alan Kornick, Alan Kornick, Alan Kornick. Where have I heard that name before?”

“Someone from another case?” Becky offers.

“Yeah, I think so…”

“After that we’ve got Marco Sesopolis, Elisabeth Steinworth, Janine Thomas, Jo—”

“Janine Thomas is an alias of Genevieve Cassano,” I say.

“Whoa.”

“So seven years ago, Ms. Cassano was in the same class as her son and his friends. Color me intrigued. She earned a degree in theatre when she was way younger, right?”

“Right. Should we tell the cops about this?”

“They might already know, and if not, this might be our only edge. Is anyone else of note in the class?”

“Uh, the last two names are Joseph Vosloo and Jesse Werscher. So no.”

“Okay, we have four names in this one class associated with our case, most of whom have had mysterious name changes. Who was the class’s professor?”
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Søren Heidel is sitting alone near the bottom of the stadium seating in USC’s Bing Theatre. The student who led me inside whispers a warning not to interrupt Dr. Heidel in the middle of the rehearsal that’s currently underway, then discreetly exits behind me. The auditorium’s lights are dim. I can only make out the silhouette of Dr. Heidel’s bald head.

A spotlight’s shining on some kid on the stage, overacting something from Shakespeare. His jeans and T-shirt do little to sell the illusion of Elizabethan England, but it’s a rehearsal, so I’ll cut him some slack.

I walk around to the side to get a better view of Dr. Heidel, but the stage light doesn’t quite reach him; his face is shrouded in darkness. I spend a few minutes observing the observer and listening to the student actor gab.

“For when my outward action doth demonstrate the native act and figure of my heart in compliment extern, ’tis not long after but I will wear my heart upon my sleeve for daws to peck at. I am not what I am.”
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Dr. Heidel’s office is cluttered like he’s stocking up for the apocalypse. He has three computer towers, two old refrigerators, an electric generator that actually runs on gasoline, and whole mounds of papers large enough to lose a pet in. He either has a pack rat problem, or his last decade’s worth of students are still waiting for their grades. His desk is covered with all sorts of little knick-knacks: an antique radio, a Nintendo 64 controller, a jumble of cards that might add up to a full deck, a few medicine bottles stuck in a pit of recently graded papers. I bet his students are pissed that he makes them buy physical paper for his class.

The only photo in the entire room is a still one, of Dr. Heidel himself posing in a lotus position beneath a large sculpture of those old Greek drama masks you always see, where one is smiling and the other looks miserable. I look around for a picture of the professor’s family or friends, but I can’t find one.

Dr. Heidel is himself a sight to see. He’s seventy-two years old, but you wouldn’t know it from his physique. He’s just shy of seven feet tall, and he has a hint of a gut, but his muscles are as toned as those of a man a quarter his age. He’d be pretty intimidating if not for the loose-fitting garment he’s wearing: plain beige fabric that folds over his body like some sort of ancient robe. That plus his bare scalp and soft voice lend him the distinct semblance of an oversized Buddhist monk. A peaceful giant. He’s not wearing glasses at the moment, but he does have a very obvious implant on the back of his head.

My new acquaintance closes the blinds of his office to block the sun’s piercing rays, then eases into the chair behind his desk. I take a seat on the desk’s other side.

“Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice.”

“No problem at all, Mr. Rosen. I’m happy to help.” Dr. Heidel’s voice is full of tranquil positivity. If I stare into his calming eyes long enough, I might feel the urge to sell all my possessions and join a commune.

“You can just call me Guy.”

“And you may call me Søren.” He bows a little namaste with his head and hands.

“Well, Søren, do you mind if I record this conversation?”

“Not at all, Guy.”

“This is Guy Rosen speaking with Søren Heidel,” I say to my glasses. Then to Søren: “And do you mind if I snack on some chocolates while we talk?”

Søren laughs—a jovial little chuckle. Give this man a beard, white hair, and a red suit, and he could play a perfect Santa Claus. “Are chocolates common for these types of conversations?”

“They are. And please, help yourself.” I place the chocolates on the messy desk between us. “So. How long have you been teaching theatre?”

“I’ve been teaching for thirty-five years, eleven of them here.”

“In the case I’m investigating, many of the players have similar backgrounds, and one thing that jumped out at me is that some of them took a specific class you taught, and all during the same semester.”

“To whom are you referring?”

“Seven years ago, you taught a class called Alternative Theory, and three of your students were Harry Giamateo, Leah Goodwin, and Juan Cassano. Do you remember them?”

“Yes, I do.”

He’s still all calm serenity. Damn, I can’t read this guy at all. Or maybe there’s nothing there to read. “Tell me about them,” I say.

“Harrison was a competent performer, but he had little interest in theory. I always suspected he was taking the class just because Juan was taking it, and because of—pardon the expression—all the good tail he could chase here.”

“What about Leah?”

“Leah was good. Very good. An excellent and memorable student who really embraced the art form. She was only a theatre minor, and I did find her a bit self-centered, but I might have called her my favorite student while she was here.”

“Interesting. And Juan?”

“Oh, poor Juan. He had quite the passion for the craft, but not the aptitude for it.”

“Why do you think he took the course then?”

“Well, I don’t know for sure, but his father pulled some strings to get Juan and Harry into the class.”

“You’re talking about Emilio Cassano?”

“Yes.” Søren’s voice cracks a bit, and he swallows to clear his throat. “I heard he passed recently. Sad news. Please send my regards to Juan and his family.”

I nod. “Will do. So when you say that Emilio Cassano pulled some strings, what do you mean?”

“Well, Alternative Theory is an elective course, usually taken during the final year of the program. Juan hadn’t taken the prerequisites, so he wouldn’t have been allowed to enroll in the course if his father hadn’t donated so much money to the university.”

“And why did Juan want to take this class in particular?”

“You should ask Juan for the definitive answer, but I suspect Leah talked him into it. However, once he started the course, I unlocked in him the passion for performance that we all hold within ourselves.”

“So you’d say that Juan was… passionate?” Passionate for parties, maybe. Or, I suppose, for space travel investments. I can’t see Juan caring much about something as esoteric as alternative acting theories.

“He became passionate, yes,” Søren says. “Juan struck me as a lost soul. I don’t think he had any real friends, or any truly loving relationships with any of his family members. He was very alone. I think he felt worthless—powerless, maybe—and he didn’t know there was any other way to live his life. The class existed as a sort of escape for him. It made it so…” Søren searches for words.

“So the wooden boy could feel,” I offer. This is starting to sound more like the Juan I know and love. It’s sad that he hasn’t changed much in the past seven years.

“Indeed. So the wooden boy could feel.”

“Tell me about—”

“Professor Heidel?”

I turn around, and a girl in her early twenties is at the door, some papers in her hand. I duck slightly to one side to allow a clean line of sight between professor and student.

“Yes?” Søren says.

“Hi, I’m in your Interactive Performance Class, and I—”

“Deanna, yes.”

“—And I had a question about our exercises tomorrow. I can come back, though, if you’re in a meeting.”

“Certainly. Is fifteen minutes from now okay?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Deanna nods politely, then scrams. I use the break as an opportunity to pop a chocolate into my mouth.

“Sorry,” Søren says. “Comes with the job.”

“It seems like you enjoy your work.”

Søren’s face gets pensive, and he glances at the little picture of himself posing beneath the giant drama masks. “I did enjoy it, until recently. If you’ll excuse the pun, there’s been some drama in the theatre department. You know how professors can be.” He brushes his hands together as if ridding himself of the department’s troubles. “But you don’t want to hear about me. You want to hear about Juan and Leah.”

“Sure. Lovebirds or lustbirds?”

“Ha! You know, I could never tell. He’s quite the entertainer, that Juan. I’ve heard he takes after his father in that regard. Leah, I think, may have had a rocky history, so she was looking for someone with whom she could evade the dreary woes of her day-to-day life. Someone she could have some fun with for a little while.”

“A little while? I don’t know. They’ve been together almost a decade now.”

“Hence their open relationship. It’s an agreement they made so they don’t get bored with each other.”

“I see. Have you had any contact with Juan, Leah, or Harry recently?”

“No, not since the class.”

“And do you remember a student named Janine Thomas?”

“Unfortunately no.”

“She would have been older than most students. In her forties.”

Søren shakes his head. “Sorry.”

“What about Joan Pile or Jennifer Leesbury?”

“Joan Pile, no. Jennifer Leesbury maybe…” He purses his lips as he thinks.

“Genevieve Cassano?” I offer, arching an eyebrow.

Søren grins. “Yes, Juan’s mother. What a bright soul. I taught her when we were both much younger.”

And you were going to tell me this… when? “That’s pretty significant information, Dr. Heidel.”

“I apologize. It slipped my mind.”

“Do you know the family at all?”

“The Cassanos? Everyone knows the Cassanos. But my teaching Ms. Cassano and then her son many years later is pure coincidence. Genevieve was an excellent student, but I lost touch with her after she graduated. I didn’t meet Juan until he took my class.”

“And you’re absolutely certain that Genevieve Cassano was not in that same class with Juan?”

A worse liar might stutter or break eye contact, but Søren remains composed and speaks the truth plainly. “Now that you mention her name, yes, I recall that she signed up for the class three weeks late. She sat in the back and participated minimally. I think she’d heard Juan was in the class and decided to update her acting skills.”

“Update her acting skills in… an Alternative Theory class.”

“Yes.”

So were you lying out of your ass when you told me “Janine Thomas” wasn’t in the class, Dr. Heidel? Could you have been having some kind of affair with Ms. Cassano? Why else would you hide your relationship with her?

Søren Heidel has just become a suspect.

“We keep coming back to your class, Alternative Theory,” I say. “Can you tell me what exactly you teach in Alternative Theory?”

“I teach alternative theory in Alternative Theory.” A teasing simper spreads across Søren’s face, but playfully, with no hint of condescension. Does he know I’m on to him?

“By the time students get to Alternative Theory,” he elaborates, “the basics have been covered many times over. Stanislavsky, Strasberg, Meisner, their deluge of pupils, et cetera. The students frequently explore avant-garde theatre on their own, and each has developed her own performance style by the final year in our program. So in Alternative Theory, I take the opportunity to shine new light on the actor’s experience, from a perspective shared by no other class.”

“What perspective is that?”

Søren’s mischievous smile grows a little wider. “Mine, of course.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I’ve written several books on new performance avenues and contexts. It’s my passion. My life’s work.”

“Can you explain a little? In layman’s terms?”

Søren breaks eye contact and leans back in his seat. “I’d rather not.”

Huh. A university professor who doesn’t want to talk about himself and his ideas? I feel like I’ve just found Bigfoot. “Can you tell me why not?”

“My methods can be a bit… controversial, with some parties.”

I quirk an eyebrow. “Hence the drama in your theatre department?”

“Indeed.”

Controversial with Emilio Cassano as well, perhaps? “Dr. Heidel, I’m not one to judge. Whatever you teach your students, that’s between you and them and the university. I’m just here investigating a case, and I’d appreciate any relevant information you can provide.”

“Very well then. I don’t know that it’s relevant to your investigation, but if you must know, I use cutting-edge modern technology to teach my students performance.”

“Technology such as…?”

“Nanochips. Like the ones you and I both wear in our brainstems. The neural interfaces companies design now are incredible. They can interact with our brains down to the level of individual neurons. I posit that when certain neurons are altered or suppressed, an actor is freer to not just perform their character, but to actually become their character at the neural level. You could call it an extreme form of method acting. The technology is still in its infancy, of course, but I’ve successfully changed memories, altered personality traits, modified speech patterns—”

“Forgive me for saying so, but that sounds dangerous.”

“That’s what my colleagues say. The process is actually quite safe, though. The performer is fully aware of herself and her identity at all times. Say I drank orange juice for breakfast, but my character drank coffee. If I wanted to more truthfully experience my character’s reality, I’d simply send some commands through my glasses, and my nanochip would interact with my memory of the orange juice, then pair that memory with a similar, fictional memory of coffee. But the key is, even with the alteration, I would still remember the orange juice. The fact that I now also remember coffee holds no bearing on my grasp of reality or my personal identity. Think of it as the next generation of video games. You wouldn’t get lost in a video game, would you?”

No, but Juan might. “Forgive me again, but this seems like extremely advanced technology for a theatre professor to be using. How did you get it?”

“And you must forgive me, Guy, because I can’t reveal that. After all, what I’m doing is not strictly legal.”

“Do your students know that?”

“Of course. Each of them signs a waiver if they want to take the Alternative Theory course. They know exactly what they’re getting into.”

“They know you’ll be rewiring their brains?”

“Not rewiring; tricking. You said you weren’t here to pass judgment.”

“I’m not. I’m just wondering: Why do this? Did the theatre world really need this technological boost?”

For the first time, Søren reaches out and plucks one of my chocolates. He moves the treat right up to his eyes, rotating it between three of his fingers, scrutinizing it. “It’s beautiful to inhabit another world, to get lost in another mind. It expands one’s own perspective of our fragile Earth. For most of human history, you see, the individual was squelched for the sake of the community. Sometimes this was necessary for survival. More often it was because some group wanted undisputed power. But such ideas have now been relegated to antiquity—where they belong. Ever since the Enlightenment, individualism has become a noble cause for many social groups, fighting oppressive regimes and tyrannical theology and such.

“Today, however, we’ve grown drunk on individualism. We’re like a college freshman whose parents were too strict in centuries past, so now we binge drink every weekend and experiment with every drug we can find. We have so much individuality that we’ve forgotten the group—the whole of humanity of which each of us is privileged to be a part. Our obsession with the supremacy of the self has made our lives so competitive, difficult, and unbalanced that for our own identities to blur means that we can forget ourselves and rejoin the group. It means freedom.”

“Freedom from what?”

“From ourselves. From monotony. From pain. From our past mistakes. From reality itself. You become free to explore any goals and dreams you want your character to have. My methods are often found to be quite remedial. Reality becomes whatever one makes it.”

“And this alternative theory is what you taught Juan?”

“And Leah and Harrison, yes. In our opinions, the most honest performances are not those with the most semblance of honesty, but those which are genuinely, purely honest. Performances so pure and authentic, they surpass the definition of a performance.” He slides the chocolate between his lips, chews, then frowns as if it’s bitter. His teeth grind slowly away at it, savoring a sweet that seems to be too saccharine for him. “At least, I used to believe these things, once upon a time,” he adds.

“Why not anymore?”

“Oh, reality’s been getting to me lately.” He gestures to the walls around us, and probably to the disapproving faculty members beyond them. “I’m afraid my experiments may have to be shut down soon. I may have to find other, better ways for individuals to rejoin the group.”

I clear my throat. “Dr. Heidel, could you at least tell me if the chips that your software runs on are chips manufactured by the Cassano Corporation?”

Søren hesitates. I notice a faint rhythm as he taps his foot against the carpet. After eight or nine seconds, he looks up, meeting my gaze. “Will that be all, Mr. Rosen?”

I study the professor’s calm eyes, wondering what secrets are hiding behind them. I speak my next words carefully. “Not quite. I have to ask: This alternative method of acting that you teach… could it ever motivate a person to legally change their name?”

“It could. I doubt any of my students would take it that far, though. Like I said, the students are fully aware of reality at all times, and I do no harm to their memories and identities. The technology wouldn’t even let me harm them if I wanted to. The brain is robust. It would take years of technological abuse and willing participation from the abused to make the brain as malleable as my critics seem to think it is.”

“Have you ever legally changed your name?”

Søren laughs, and it sounds slightly forced. “I assure you, Guy, you’re speaking with the real Søren Heidel.”

“Good to know. One more question for you.”

“Go ahead.”

“Did you ever meet Juan’s father, Emilio Cassano?”

For a split second, Søren’s eyes again flicker down to the picture on his desk, and I know instantly that his next words will be a lie. “No, I never had the pleasure,” he says.

“Okay, well thank you for your time.”

“Gladly.”

I stand, and so does Søren. He reaches out to shake my hand. I humor him.

“Please, take my business card in case you need anything else,” Søren says.

“Thank you.” I offer him my card as well, then put the lid on my chocolates.

“And please do give my regards to the Cassanos. What a devastating loss. I can only imagine what they must be going through.”

I nod, then head for the door. What a treasure trove of information this has been. Becky and Paul will enjoy—

Oops. I forgot one thing. I turn back to Søren, who’s gathering some papers on his desk.

“Sorry, do you mind if I ask you one last question?”

Søren doesn’t look up from his papers. “Go ahead.”

“Do you remember ever having a student named Alan Kornick?”

“No, I don’t.”

Søren just sounds annoyed with me now, so I say, “Huh. Well thanks anyway.” Then I head out, leaving the peaceful giant alone in his cluttered office full of knowledge and secrets.
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I call Becky right away and tell her everything I learned, but she doesn’t seem as suspicious of Søren as I am. “If he’s the culprit, why would he reveal so much information?” is Becky’s position, which I guess is a good point. Still, I just might have to follow up with Søren a week or two from now, once I’ve thought of more questions for him.

I try calling Paul again, but he’s out doing who knows what. He gets like this on cases sometimes, intent and incommunicado. Shuts down his chip and his glasses and none of us can reach him. One time I busted him at home getting hammered on the clock when he was supposed to be working a case. It was only the once, though, and he’s been more or less fine since then. Still, I’ll check in with him tomorrow, just in case.

My brain is so saturated with this investigation that I need a night off, indoors, away from the stress. So after finishing up at the office, I take a leisurely drive through the City of Angels. I get to Becky’s place shortly before sunset.

For some reason she’s not home yet, so I browse the fridge for some eats. Not much is in here: just some beer and some old frozen dinners. Becky has a habit of dining out for almost every meal, and I’m afraid I’ve picked up on it since we’ve started dating. I’d give anything for some lettuce, tomatoes, fresh hamburger meat, and a grill right about now. I almost go out and buy something to cook. But these frozen dinners are conveniently right here in front of me, so oh well. Looks like microwaveable Salisbury steak, greenish beans, and a soy brownie are on the menu tonight.

As I start the microwave, I remember the engagement ring in my pocket. Damn it. Another day gone by, and I still haven’t found the time to ask her. I barely even thought about it today.

Eh, it’s probably best to wait to ask her until the case is solved anyway. I hide the ring at the bottom of my dresser drawer, which reminds me that it might be best to hide my revolver, too. At least until I figure out how it got away from me long enough for someone to fire a round. I stash it under the mattress.

When I make my way back out to the living room, it’s that time of night when the sunlight slants in orange through the windows. “Magic hour,” the movie guys call it. The light reflects off all of Becky’s stuff: her 3D printer, her keyboard with the broken pedal, that whirring fan that she never shuts off, her old physical TV and the newer paper model that covers an entire wall with the nightly news—currently on mute. She has a whole bunch of boxes cluttering up the place too, sort of like in my office, only in Becky’s case they’re full of stuff from her childhood that her dad dumped on her when she started working for me. She says she’d rather not open the past, so she just leaves it there, taking up space in her living room, which is so crowded with junk that we rarely spend time there. It’s melancholy in a way: this beautiful light streaming into a room that’s full of things but devoid of people.

I examine her dad’s old bookcase. It’s a huge thing that covers almost the same amount of wall as her TV. Fits hundreds of books. Unfortunately for the bookshelf, neither Becky nor I read much, and even if we did, we’d use our glasses. I can’t blame her dad for unloading the antique hardcovers on us, although he should have just given them to charity.

One evening a while back, after living with the boxes for who knows how long, I suggested we sort the books and fill the shelves. Becky didn’t want to help, but I got all the way to Lewis Carroll and Carlo Collodi before my back started hurting, so then I sat and started from the bottom, working my way through Wilde, Wells, Verne, Swift, Stoker, Stevenson, Shelley, and Shakespeare. I never did get around to shelving authors D through R, so there are still over a dozen boxes of the paper books to unpack. They do lend the room a quaint old-world vibe that I kind of like. It makes the room feel simpler, cozier, like we have something important here.

When the timer in my glasses beeps, I remove the no-longer-frozen dinner from the microwave, plop down into a recliner, and switch channels to something more interesting and uplifting than the news. Something to take my mind off my planet-sized to-do list. It takes all my effort just to stop worrying about the case, but soon I find a comedy show that helps distract me. I’ve always been a sucker for good comedy.

Shortly into the broadcast, the door to the garage clicks open. Becky and I exchange greetings, then she looks through the fridge, only to find nothing appetizing. She orders pizza. The drone arrives five minutes later with a steaming hot pepperoni pie, I take it inside to Becky, and we zone out together to the newest episode of Crazy Days. I feel like I’m wasting time, like I always do when I watch TV for more than half an hour, but Becky’ll sit here forever if I let her. Watching her watching TV is usually much more interesting to me than whatever lame show is on.

Later on, I find myself cozying up next to her in bed, wondering how I got so lucky finding a girl like her.

Still, there’s something niggling at the edge of my consciousness. A feeling of unease. Not about the case; the case is fine. I’ve been feeling a little off tonight and I can’t figure out why. My day job keeps me occupied, but how many of my recent nights have been exactly like this one? Am I in a rut? Am I bored? Nah. Maybe a little lost, though. Not as much as Juan, but in spite of the gobs of activity in my life, sometimes I feel myself slipping away through the small cracks of self-reflection that always seem to appear in the great dam of hustle.

“You ever feel overworked?” I ask.

Becky’s looking at something in her glasses, so she takes a few seconds to answer. “Uh, yeah, sometimes. It’s good though, right? Someday we’ll have everything we want because of all the hard work we did.”

“Yeah, but… I look at someone like Søren or Paul—these older people who don’t really have anyone or anything but their job. And I don’t know. I guess I worry I’m on the path to becoming just like them someday.”

No response from Becky. I turn my head sideways on the pillow and see her giggling at something in her glasses. “Becky?”

“You don’t think Paul’s happy?” she says distractedly.

“No, not really.”

Becky removes her glasses and sets them on the nightstand, then wraps her arms around me and snuggles up close. “Mmm, are you happy?”

I smile. “With you I am.”

She closes her eyes, and I do the same. Then she speaks in a soft, romantic whisper. “That was a really good episode tonight, huh?”

“Yeah, it was hilarious. I liked the part with the dog.”

“Ha, yeah.”

Our pillow talk ends, and our smiles soon subside. We drift off to sleep.
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My dreamless sleep evaporates to the chorus of the Eagles’ “Hotel California”—my glasses’ ringtone. I never silence them while I’m working a big case, and I occasionally live to regret that decision when I’m woken up at kill-me o’clock in the morning. I’ve had an anxiety disorder for years, though, and I’m a light sleeper, so I’m mostly lucid after the chorus’s first line.

The first purple hues of sunrise lurk outside the bedroom window. I slide my glasses on and speak in a voice hoarse from sleep. “Hello?”

Juan’s friend Harry pops into my vision, in what looks like his bedroom, holding his glasses at arm’s length so I can see his face. “Hey, is this Guy?”

“Yeah. What can I do for you?”

“Hey, this is Harry. I was with Juan the other night.”

“I’m aware. What can I do for you?”

“Oh. Um, well, I think Juan’s in some deep shit, okay? And I didn’t know who else to call. Juan doesn’t trust his family or the police, and you seemed like the most neutral person, so I thought I’d call you.” He’s glancing to both sides and never at me, and he’s babbling faster than his bandwidth. Something’s scaring the hell out of him.

“Okay, Harry. What exactly’s going on?”

“Juan called me like five minutes ago and he sounded crazy. Said he’d been up all night and found out who’s behind everything, but he wouldn’t tell me until he proved it. He said he tailed one of the guys who killed his dad to this nightclub and he wants me to come and—and shit, man. I don’t like this at all.”

I bookmark the current time on my glasses’ auto-record in case I need Harry’s info for later. “Did Juan tell you where he was going?”

“Yeah, it’s this nightclub in Beverly Hills.”

“I’m in Culver City now. Where’s the club?”

“Uh, you know that old brick building that they try to make look new by lighting it bright red at night? It’s near Two Rodeo, just off Santa Monica.”

I rush out of bed and begin frantically donning yesterday’s clothes. A half-asleep Becky groans in protest. Unfortunately, I’m not familiar with the nightclub Harry’s talking about. “Did Juan say anything else that could be useful?”

“Not really. It’s just a big brick building with a pink sign.”

“Okay Harry, I want you to call the police. Tell them everything you know, okay?”

“Juan says some of the city’s cops are crooked. He told me not to call them.”

“I don’t care! Call them right away. Can you do that for me?”

“Sure. Okay, yeah.”

I hang up on him. As I grab my holster and revolver from their spot beneath the mattress, I notice Becky sitting up in bed, looking worried and waiting for an explanation. “Stay here,” I say. “Call me and I’ll explain on the way.”

I bolt out the door.
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I’m rocketing up La Cienega Boulevard at more than twice the speed limit. Driving manually under heavy stress is a pain, but if I let AutoDrive steer me during LA’s morning rush hour, I might not even arrive in time for Christmas. “Call Juan Cassano,” I say, because I don’t have the time or focus to think my way down my address list. My glasses dial.

“Juan, you bastard, pick up.” After a few rings, it cuts to voicemail, so I dial another number, just in case Harry chickened out.

“Nine-one-one. What is the address of the emergency?” a voice says.

“Hi, my name is Guy Rosen. I’m a private investigator in the Cassano murder case. Juan Cassano’s friend Harrison Giamateo just called and told me—”

“I see you’re turning onto Wilshire Boulevard. Is that the location you need us to respond to?”

“No, it’s at a nightclub I’m going to. Juan Cassano claims he’s going to confront a man he believes is one of his father’s murderers. Hold on, I’m checking Google for the location.”

“Is Juan inside that silver car in front of you?”

“No, hold on. You may need to trace his chip.”

I swerve through traffic with one hand while checking Google Live View with the other. The club’s garish pink sign is eye-catching even from space, and holy hell, Juan’s Porsche is haphazardly parked in some bushes out front. I pin the hotel, then forward the location to the 911 operator. “Can you send units and I’ll meet them there?”

I get no response. An old woman in an older gas guzzler honks as I whiz past her. “Hello? Nine-one-one?” I check the call stats and find that the call has ended, terminated from the other side. Bad goddamned time for a computer glitch. I call them back…

… and no one picks up. No one picks up at the 911 call center? A few of the people involved in this case have warned me about corrupt law enforcement. Maybe I’ll be better off if I turn the car around and go back home.

Speaking of home, why hasn’t Becky called? I try calling her back, but she doesn’t pick up either. What the fuck is going on?
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I speed in under the nightclub’s front portico and screech to a stop, then jump out and sprint to the double doors. They’re locked. Not surprising—no one will be here this early in the morning. But Juan’s car is here, and he must have gotten inside somehow. The cops had better be on their way.

It’d be nice to have my drone right now to help search, but I left it at the office yesterday. So I start pacing the building’s perimeter by myself, and set my glasses to record in high-def in case I see anything here that could later be used as evidence. Moldy stains blanket the brick walls, and rust covers the thin steel frames of the tall windows. So close to Two Rodeo, a forest of ads blankets the place: both the building itself and the air around it. New personalized ads for deodorant, guns, that stupid TV-looking Omni gizmo, and a dozen other commodities spring up every second, and my ad-blocking app can’t quite keep up. The structure looks like it might be a converted warehouse; it’s out of place next to the faux-European buildings it’s tucked behind, an unwelcome smudge on the sheen of Beverly Hills. But during the daytime you can’t even see it from the road. Makes it a good spot for a surreptitious meeting at this hour.

I try peeking through the windows, but the heart of the place is dark, and the sun’s not at the right angle to illuminate the inside. Then I run around back, and whoa. There’s a drone here. Just a little one, hovering about fifty feet from the building, that I almost didn’t see due to a car commercial blocking my view. I stop and try to backtrack, but it’s already seen me.

“Hey!” a voice—a male voice—says from the drone’s speaker. “You can’t be here right now.”

I walk closer to it but keep my distance. This thing doesn’t look like an assassin drone, but it still might be rigged with a Taser, and whoever’s piloting it might have other assets in the area. “Have you seen a tall man come through here?” I ask. “Dark hair, good-looking, Latino, probably well dressed?”

“You can’t be here right now,” the drone pilot repeats. “You need to leave.”

Now I’m close enough to see that the drone is definitely packing a Taser. I raise my hands defensively and step toward the other side of the building—the side I haven’t seen yet—scanning the building’s rear as I go. This wall is windowless, and a precarious staircase climbs to a door on the second floor. The loading dock door is halfway open—I could run for it, but the drone would shoot me first.

“Look, I don’t know what you’re involved in,” I say, “and I don’t care. But there’s a man around here somewhere with hostile intent, and I have reason to believe people are in danger.” As if I actually know what the hell’s going on.

“I said leave,” is all the drone says. So I back around the corner to the other side of the nightclub. As soon as I’m out of view, I palm my firearm.

Another two cars are parked in the alley on this side of the building, and beyond them a smattering of broken glass lies next to one of the nightclub’s windows. Striding right through several ads, I check the cars on my way past; both are empty.

A loud buzzing sound creeps up on me as I near the window. At first I think it’s another drone, but it’s just an ancient air conditioning unit, no doubt hacking stale air into the nightclub. The window is completely shattered, its steel frames twisted. The noise from the air conditioner would have masked the sound of breaking glass, I think. The drone in the back wouldn’t have heard it.

Someone entered here, and I’m guessing it’s Juan.

I take off my trench coat, double it up, and lay it over the broken glass on the sill. The alley looks clear in both directions, but it’s hard to tell through the thicket of ads. The drone appears to have stayed at its post, and I doubt its pilot is monitoring the area with Live View like I am—if he had been, Juan wouldn’t have gotten in. I’m about to climb through the window when I realize: one of those cars looks familiar. The busted fender, the splotchy faded paint on the hood, the tarp covering the missing rear window.

It’s Paul’s car.

I prop a foot on the windowsill and climb inside.

I clamber onto a table, my shoes crunching on more broken glass. Smells like cheap booze and old cigarettes in here. There are no ads inside, at least… but then I try checking my Live View window and see that, all of a sudden, my internet is out. Is someone in here jamming Wi-Fi connections?

I hop off the table—nearly stepping on an electronic candelabrum that Juan must’ve knocked aside when he came through—and circle around to the back of the dance floor, where there are no windows to light me for any watching eyes. I appear to be alone in here, but the balcony on the second floor is shrouded in darkness, as is the bar behind me and the sound equipment littering the stage. Security cameras lurk in every corner of the ceiling, so at least authorities will be able to see what happened here.

There’s a door marked “Employees Only” next to the bar. My revolver in hand, my eyes wary of every shape in the darkness, I open it.

It leads to a kitchen even darker than the bar. But there’s a light on in a hallway at the kitchen’s rear. I tiptoe over to it, and I can hear someone yelling. Pleading. A woman’s voice.

The hallway leads me past several storage areas to a manager’s office. The voice is coming from behind the office door. I try to open it telepathically, then gingerly try the handle. It’s locked. I try dialing 911 from my glasses again, but no dice.

What the fuck am I gonna do if there’s someone armed and violent on the other side of that door? My job requires me to be in tense situations, but I’ve never been in one where my actual life was in danger. My body’s shaking with nerves.

I’ve gotta do what I’ve gotta do. I back up to the wall across from the office door. It’s only a few feet. I can only run about one step. But after a few quick breaths, that’s exactly what I do. I charge forward and kick the door at the knob.

The old door bursts in immediately. I raise my revolver and point it at…

Juan.

The playboy has a gun of his own. He’s aiming it at Paul, who’s cornered behind the desk on the far side of the room. They’re completely still, just standing there facing each other. But within a second of me bursting into the room, surprise flashes across Paul’s face. Within two seconds, he glances powerlessly at me, as if pleading for help.

Within three seconds, two bullets have ripped through Paul’s chest.

Juan jumps at the shots, like he wasn’t expecting to pull the trigger. His gun is smoking. Paul collapses in a puddle of his own blood. Both men look terrified at what’s just happened. I hear someone whimpering, and I turn to find Genevieve Cassano crouched in a corner of the room. Her hands cover her ears and her eyes are clenched shut.

Juan turns his gun on me.

I try to fire my revolver, but I can’t. I’m frozen stiff except for my trembling.

Juan looks across our two gun barrels, right into my eyes. He looks just as scared as I feel.

After a few seconds, Juan backs up to a door marked “EXIT ONLY—ALARM WILL SOUND.” With his gun still trained on me, he opens the door.

The alarm blares, piercing the silence even more harshly than the gunshots did. The sudden cacophony seems to spur Juan into panic mode. He bolts out the door.

I still can’t move. I turn to Paul, now oozing blood. His chest isn’t moving. Oh fuck, is he dead? No, any second now he’ll stand back up, bitch about the mess, and knock back a drink. This is Paul, my friend and coworker for all these years. He’s still here. He’s gotta be.

But then I hear sirens coming this way, and it starts to sink in that Paul is gone. Murdered. And for what purpose? I feel as helpless as Ms. Cassano, whose fearful eyes now peep out from above her arms. She slowly unfurls herself from a fetal position, her gaze glued to Paul’s body.

Okay, calm down, Guy. Think.

When electrical activity in Paul’s brain stopped, his nanochip recorded his death and, assuming it had internet access, reported the death to the authorities. Or maybe Harry contacted them. Or maybe they just guessed the location based on my 911 call. Regardless, I need to case the scene before they come screeching in, but I don’t want my glasses to record what I see because the police will definitely subpoena this recording. So I keep my head level and my glasses pointing straight ahead. Moving only my eyes, I peek beneath and around them.

As it turns out, there is something of note here. Lying on the ground near the door Juan left through are two halves of a pair of glasses, snapped at the bridge. Juan’s glasses. I’m sure Genevieve can’t see them from where she’s sitting. Careful not to turn my glasses toward what could be an important clue, I walk over to them, pick them up, and bury them in my pocket.
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I’m not safe. For the first time in all my years in this job, I could actually die doing it. Whatever drove Juan to murder Paul could drive him to off me or Becky just as easily. My mind’s racing through all the safety precautions I should take. Security cameras for the office and for Becky’s house. Our drone set on surveillance mode, with instructions to call the fuzz at the first sign of trouble. Maybe a gun for Becky.

Even now, with police scouring the area for Juan, as well as for the drone I saw on my way in, I keep scanning every corner, every rooftop, every concrete wall. He could come back. He could come back, and he could kill me. Juan’s glasses and chip apparently aren’t transmitting anymore—which is bad for the cops, but there’s a silver lining in it for me. If the cops detected a signal from Juan’s wrecked glasses, I’d have to hand them over—I’d just claim I’d forgotten they were in my pocket. I still might hand them over, but later. Just in case some of the cops are, indeed, bought, I want to get a good look at the glasses first.

The cops put out a BOLO on Juan and ask for my own glasses’ recording of the murder, which I provide. I replay the murder at least ten times for myself, looking for evidence, but I can’t find any. Eventually the horror on Paul’s face just before Juan shoots him gets to me, and I exit from the video so I don’t get too emotional. I’ll save emotions for later.

Interestingly enough, my recording appears to be the only recording of the murder. The nightclub’s owner comes out and tries to pull up the security camera footage for the police, but the cameras had all been deactivated and he doesn’t know why or how. The police label him and his employees as possible accomplices and take him down to the station for questioning. As I wander the crime scene, I overhear one officer explaining that even Paul’s glasses were hacked—after the murder—and all their content was erased. Same with Genevieve’s. I know that Paul’s glasses are an old Cassano model, and I’ll bet my whole pay for this job that Genevieve’s glasses are a Cassano model, too. Juan must have a co-conspirator at the company covering his tracks for him. Or at least someone has a co-conspirator at the company. Harry might have the computer savvy to be the hacker accomplice, but then there’d be no reason for him to have warned me about Juan’s actions today. Still, I’m sure the police will question him, too.

What all of this boils down to is that I may have more than just Juan to watch out for. I could have the might of a whole corporation coming to kill me. I try to tell myself it’s just my own paranoia talking, but fuck if I don’t sense impending doom.

About half an hour after the shooting, I wander over to where some officers are talking with Genevieve, her face raw and red. Eager to hear her side of the story, I sit down on a curb and bury my head in my hands. The grief hasn’t actually hit me yet—I haven’t let it—but feigning it lets me sit close enough to eavesdrop without drawing suspicion.

“Is there anything else you can remember?” an officer says to her. “Anything at all? Even a detail that you think is unimportant might be able to help us.”

“No, I’m sorry, that’s all,” Genevieve replies. “He just called me and told me he needed a witness, and he asked me to meet him here. He wouldn’t tell me why. Then we came here and found that man—Paul—in the manager’s office, and Juan attacked him. He accused him of having a hand in Emilio’s murder. Then the private eye over there came in. And that’s the whole story.”

“Okay, well if you remember anything else, please don’t hesitate to call us.”

“Thank you, officers. Please be sure my son isn’t hurt. Bring him back to me safely.”

“We’ll do our best, ma’am.”

As they’re talking, a lavish sedan pulls up right next to me. Its back door opens telepathically, and out steps a bodyguard and then Claud Cassano, dressed in a suit and tie. I stand and prepare to brief him on the morning’s events, but he walks right past me, to Genevieve.

They embrace.

“Gen, lo siento,” says Claud. “I’m so, so sorry. Are you okay?”

Ms. Cassano nods.

“Do you need me to get you anything?”

She shakes her head. They break off the hug.

“I won’t let anything like this happen again, Gen. We’ll find him, don’t worry.”

“Solamente quiero que no le hagan daño a mi hijo,” Genevieve says, nearly at a sob. I almost ask my glasses to start translating, but Claud continues in English.

“I’ll make sure they won’t hurt anyone,” Claud replies. “We just need to find Juan now before he hurts someone else, okay?”

Genevieve nods.

Claud addresses the officer. “I’m sorry I interrupted. Do you need to ask more questions?”

“No, but if you could give us a few minutes to explain what Ms. Cassano should expect from us in the coming days, that’d be great.”

“Fair enough.” Claud turns back to Genevieve. “Call me if you need anything, okay?”

She nods again, and Claud beelines toward me.

“I told you!” Claud whispers sharply, just soft enough that the cops don’t hear him berating me. “I told you Juan did it!”

I start to explain myself, but Claud walks right up to me and grabs a fistful of my collar. “My sister-in-law had to watch her son murder a man!”

I don’t know what to say to that. I just let my gaze drop, so that Claud might realize that I had to watch Juan murder a man, too. And not just any man.

It seems to work. Claud sighs and lets go of my shirt. “I’m sorry about Paul,” he says. “He was a good guy.” Those words hang between us for a few moments. Behind Claud, forensic specialists arrive and start unloading their equipment.

“Are you still able to work?” Claud asks.

“Yeah,” I say, biting my tongue so I don’t ask if I can borrow some of his bodyguards.

“Good. Stay here and gather as much evidence as you can.”

“Evidence connecting Juan to Emilio’s murder?”

“Yes. We still have nothing on that front. And then Guy, I want you to find Juan. Don’t bring him to the police. Bring him to me. Bring him to me alive. I want to deal with him personally. Are you clear on that?”

I nod, although there’s no chance in hell I’m giving Juan to Claud instead of the police. There’s not even a chance in hell I’ll find him in the first place. I have no idea where to start.

“Your reward will be lucrative if you succeed,” Claud reminds me, then he turns and climbs into his car, followed by his bodyguard.

Before the door can close behind him, I mention the scariest thought of all, softly enough that the police can’t hear. “What if Juan is right? What if Paul did have something to do with Emilio’s murder?”

From the shadows inside his sedan, Claud looks up at me, and for a moment, he looks like a wild dog whose food has been suddenly snatched away from him. Then the door closes.

As the sedan meanders through the small army of cops on its way back to the main road, I bring up my contacts list in my glasses. I dial Becky, and the call goes through this time, and when she picks up, I tell her that our partner has been murdered. She breaks down in sobs. I want to mourn with her, but all I can think about is how I need to purchase new glasses soon. Glasses that weren’t manufactured by the Cassano Corporation.


7

Alan’s house’s security drone told him that the police were in the neighborhood, just two houses down from his. He couldn’t be sure how long they’d been there, and he didn’t dare ask his neighbors lest he provoke their suspicion. But he needed to keep an eye on the police. So he donned his swimsuit and copious sunscreen, poured a glass of lemonade, and marched a fold-out chair down his long driveway to the curb in front of the guard’s station, where a real live security guard used to be stationed, back before Alan ran out of money. Alan could sit out here and play the part of young rich guy, casually and inconspicuously sunbathing, as well as any actor.

Two kids were practicing their skateboarding across the street, reminding Alan of Ken Grayson, who’d once lived in the same house as the skateboarders. Ken had been fun as a kid. Too bad he grew up to be so arrogant.

Some drones flew overhead as Alan waited, but they looked like standard delivery models. Spy drones would have hidden themselves better, and cop drones probably would have, too. They wouldn’t show up so blatantly if they suspected me. It’s probably something unrelated. He could see the vacant police car from this position, but a high wooden fence blocked the house it was parked in front of. Maybe I should walk by. All the houses in the neighborhood were smaller than Mom’s house. It’d be a quick walk there and back.

Alan couldn’t summon the nerve, though, so he contented himself with watching the kids across the street, who’d now put on their glasses to play some sort of virtual game. Each was shooting at the other with a gun that only they could see. They took cover behind bushes and fence posts, and one of them got into trouble when he tripped over his dad, who was lying supine underneath his pristine crimson hot rod.

As Alan watched, the side door of the house next to the kids’ house opened, and another boy stepped out. A full face of acne complemented his ruffled hair and dirty pajamas. He squinted in the harsh midday light, viewing the world as if seeing it for the first time—and being fairly disappointed with it.

The boy with acne plodded through the grass to the other kids, who paused their virtual firefight to greet him.

“Hey,” the older of the two kids said.

“Hey,” Acne said. “You guys playing Combat Sphere?”

“Yeah, we’re about to go back to skateboarding though. I taught Patrick how to ollie, and now he wants to try some one-eighties.”

“Cool. I did this, like, wicked combo in Skate Hero the other day with a quad heelflip, then I landed a darkslide for like thirty seconds, and ended with two three-sixty hard flips and almost fell into this flame pit.”

“Sick.”

“Yeah, it was pretty awesome.”

For a few moments, no one talked. Insects hummed below and drones hummed far above. Something clanked loudly as the father tinkered with his car.

“You want us to teach you some moves?” Patrick asked Acne.

“Naw, I can’t,” Acne said. “Elite Platoon II just came out and I just got to the part where the vampire general betrays you and you fight him in the hangar with only your rocket launcher.”

“Sick.”

“Yeah.”

“So why’d you come out here?”

Another long moment, then: “I don’t know. Whatever. You guys have fun. See you.” Acne trudged back to his house, and the other two picked up their skateboards. Had they continued with their gun game, Alan might have asked to join them—it looked like fun. But he wouldn’t be any good on a skateboard, and the kids would think he was stupid: an adult asking to play with twelve-year-olds.

He sat outside for fifteen more minutes before he realized that the sun was starting to set and that his date with Christina would soon be at hand. So he steeled himself, then made the short journey down to the police vehicle.

As he approached, he saw something he’d been unable to see from his vantage by the guard’s station: a big white van parked in the house’s driveway. Coroners clad in suspenders and tall blue boots were wheeling a gurney from the front door to the van. On top of the gurney rested Alan’s neighbor: a big fat guy, very wealthy, who owned a collection of real estate in the area. He wore a skintight netsuit replete with haptic compressors and various input jacks. It was the kind of thing used to hook oneself up to a high-end digital immersion rig, for people who liked to live most of their lives not just on the internet, but in it.

Alan couldn’t remember the man’s name. His curiosity overcame his caution, and he approached a police officer standing near the van. “What happened to him?” Alan asked.

The officer lowered his sunglasses and regarded Alan with a patronizing stare. “He died.”

Alan stepped back at that. He died? Now that Alan looked closer, the man’s skin did appear quite pale, and his body’s only movement was the slight jiggle of his belly whenever the gurney hit a bump. “Huh, yeah,” Alan said. “Looks like he was unhealthy.”

“No, he was fine.”

Alan threw the officer an inquisitive gaze.

“Suicide,” the officer explained.

Ah. That settles it then. A neighbor killing himself disturbed Alan a little, but it meant the police weren’t there for him, and that was all that ultimately mattered. He jogged back home to prepare for his date.


[image: sep]




On the way to the restaurant, Alan realized he’d forgotten to charge his car, so he stopped at a charging station that was, unfortunately, in a bad part of town. Used plastic cups and cigarette butts littered the ground. The door to the station’s dilapidated bathroom hung wide open, and Alan could smell it even from this distance—a blend of piss and alcohol. He connected via his glasses to pay for the juice, then hooked the charger up to his car and waited.

Above the nearby rooftops, the Cassano Building loomed like a predator over nighttime Los Angeles, its windows lit from bottom to top even in the midst of an energy shortage. I know what you did, the imposing structure seemed to say to Alan. I’m powerful, and I see you, and I’m coming for you.

The Cassanos knew. The Cassanos had to know.

Alan once again considered fleeing the city. But that would leave Mom behind. And Christina. Alan’s whole miserable world was in LA. Who would he be if he left? Even more of a nobody.

He mused that if the authorities caught him, if his disgrace was made public, then at the very least, people would know his name. In some sick way, his existence would finally matter to the world.

His thoughts were broken by some passing thugs, their teeth either rotten or golden and their necks adorned with zirconium-studded glasses hanging from silver chains. One of them hiked his sagging gym shorts up when he spotted Alan. “Yo, high baller!” he said. “Nice threads, man. You must be living large, living the good life.”

Alan had dressed formally for the date with Christina—he wore another of his father’s suits. He tried to ignore the hoodlums, hoping they’d leave after failing to get a rise out of him.

But the thug seemed to notice how uncomfortable he’d made Alan. He straightened his posture, then spoke genuinely, in a less tough voice. “No, for real, yo. Congrats. I mean it. I’ma be just like you someday. You welcome in South Central any time you want.”

Alan looked up at the kid, who actually smiled at him. Alan dared to say, softly, “Thanks.”

The thug nodded, then gestured for his posse to follow him into the convenience store. Alan exhaled relief, but he sulked at the idea that only losers like these thought he was cool. That would change tonight, though. By the end of the night, he’d have made love to the girl of his dreams. Since childhood, he’d fantasized about being with a girl like Christina, and now he’d gotten her to agree to go on a date! His body quivered with anticipation. The world would finally give him what it owed him after all he’d been through. And maybe he’d stop craving a fix so much, now that he’d have the real thing rather than a cheap substitute.

Alan’s car drove him into the crowded parking lot in front of Escondite Picante, a homey little restaurant he’d never visited but that had been recommended to him after a thorough internet search for the perfect date spot. Christina stood waiting for him beneath the building’s portico. Tonight she wore pink: a revealing dress cut high at the legs and low at the chest, with a purse to match. When Alan left his car and approached her, she beamed at him, exposing impeccable white teeth between lips glossy with cherry-red lipstick. A few small pimples dotted her cheek, but she’d done a great job caking makeup on top of them. She looked like a model straight out of an ad.

“Hi,” Alan said, perhaps a little too nervously.

“Hey,” Christina responded. “This seems like a cool place.”

“Yeah, yeah, definitely. Uh, you look great.”

“Thank you.”

“Want to go inside?”

“Sure.”

The restaurant was overcrowded and understaffed. The temperature was a little too hot—the bamboo ceiling fans weren’t enough to cool down so much body heat. Gaudy murals decorated a few of the walls. After waiting five minutes to get a seat, and not knowing what to say to Christina during that whole time, Alan decided he’d made a mistake choosing this place.

When they were finally seated at a table, it was right in the middle of everyone: rowdy children scampering around the floor, assholes yakking on their glasses. Not a romantic environment at all.

He was getting desperate for an icebreaker, since neither he nor Christina had said a word for the last couple minutes. How can I show her that I’m a guy she’ll want to be with? An alpha male? How can I be spontaneous? What can I say that will blow her mind and win her over?

“Do you watch TV?” Alan asked.

“Ha, no. No, I never watch TV.”

Shit! Oh no, shit, I’ve failed. I’ve failed! “Oh, I’m sorry. What’s something good to talk about then?”

She smiled and scrunched her eyes at him, and looked like she was on the verge of a laugh. Laughing at him? Or did she think he was making a joke? “Chill out,” she said, “I was just kidding. I watch M.D. Showdown, Weddings Undercover, Gay University, Holla from the South, the list goes on.”

The shows Christina had listed were all reality shows, and Alan didn’t watch any reality shows. He stuck mostly to gritty dramas, since reality and comedy shows seemed so fake to him. Shit. “So where are you from?” he said, hoping Christina wouldn’t mind the change of topic.

She frowned like she did mind, but she rolled with it anyway. “Uh, well, my family has a house in Brooklyn and a summer home in Florida, so I kind of grew up in both places. What about you?”

“Me? Oh, I didn’t grow up in Brooklyn or Florida.”

“No, I mean where are you from?”

“Oh. Sorry. Uh, here. I’m from here.” Argh, I’m totally blowing this! There she is, the ultimate prize, the solution to everything, and I’m saying all the wrong things. I’m driving her away. Still, he had to press on. Maybe she’d be more interested if he described himself. Yeah, she just needed to get to know him. “My interests are scuba diving and solving jigsaw puzzles, and I even read. I love a good mystery.”

“Obviously. So how did you—”

Too late, Alan remembered what he’d wanted to tack on to the end of his previous sentence. He interrupted Christina with: “What are your interests?”

She hesitated, eyed him up and down, then said, “Well, I follow the tech sector a lot, its advertising, the latest releases. I’m researching some of that stuff in grad school now.” She bit her lip and ran her finger around the rim of her empty wine glass. “Aaaand I guess men, too. You could call men another one of my hobbies.” She smirked and stared straight into his eyes, and although he couldn’t hold her gaze, his heart started beating faster. This was a good sign. He just had to stop being so awkward. He was so nervous! I need a fix. I need a fix.

Christina continued: “My real passion, I guess, is bargain shopping. I know, such a stereotype, right? Well I just happen to be the best damn bargain shopper on the planet. Like this dress. I got this dress for eighty-five dollars at Nordstrom Rack, and it’s at least a two-hundred-dollar dress. My closet’s like twice as full as all my friends’, and I paid a lot less for my stuff than they did, believe me.”

I need a fix. Then I wouldn’t need to be nervous. Alan nodded along, mimicking some of her smaller gestures to indicate how much he liked her. He’d read on the internet that girls picked up on those kinds of things. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Yeah, it’s just the best.”

“Yeah. Really cool. I like to shop sometimes.”

“You do?”

“For like, techy stuff. Contacts and apps and stuff.”

“Ooh, so what’d you think of the Omni the other night? Isn’t that crazy?”

“Yeah, definitely,” Alan said. “Do you watch Time Blade?”

Christina raised an eyebrow at the non sequitur. “No, but I’ve heard of it.”

Time Blade was one of Alan’s favorite shows, about a samurai from the future who traveled to the present to warn humanity of an impending apocalypse. I can’t tell her that, though. It sounds stupid if you haven’t seen it.

“I’ve heard they’re gonna start shooting scenes on Time Blade with three cameras at a time, and only people with Omni will be able to see the other two viewpoints. I’m pretty excited about that.”

“Sounds cool.”

“Do you watch Pinocchio?”

“Can’t say that I do.”

Now that he was flunking the conversation again, Alan’s mind fixated on his fixes, and he tried to pull it away from such dangerous thoughts. Don’t talk about that, Alan. Just don’t talk about it. Christina got her fixes directly from Bill, too, but Alan had sworn to himself that he wouldn’t bring them up tonight. He’d been trying hard to quit, and Christina would never go for someone as desperate for a hit as Alan had been for the last several years. Gossiping about TV was close enough, if he could just find a show they both watched. Maybe he could find some common ground with Christina with another popular period piece. “How about Whitlow Castle?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’ve seen a few episodes of that,” Christina said, allowing Alan a reprieve from his fear of losing her.

He seized his chance to impress her, setting his elbows on the table and leaning in. “So here’s my theory. The Duke and Lady Belfry have a troubled marriage, right? They won’t admit it to each other, but it’s obvious. Back in season two, we saw the flashback of the arranged marriage, and how they never really loved each other. But they’re sort of allies now. And Lady Belfry has some kind of special relationship with Bishop Grenthall. Now we’re led to believe they’re having an affair, but do you remember in the wedding episode, how we saw the bishop messing with some sort of official paper in secret for Lord Wendley?

“I think what he was really doing was brokering some kind of marriage contract, but not between the Duke and Lady Belfry. It was between Lady Belfry and one of the Atherton sons. So the duke never really got married to her, and the bishop’s been trying to conceal a decade-long secret alliance between the Wendleys and the Athertons, and pretty soon, Lady Belfry’s going to run away and marry one of the Atherton sons, and then they’ll have claim to the castle by bloodline. But see, I think the king is aware of all this, and he’s planning to…”

Alan talked for five more minutes before he noticed that Christina’s eyes, although intent, weren’t quite looking at him. Was she looking at something in her contact lenses?

Oh no. She hates me. She hates me.

Wasn’t pop culture how people usually connected with each other? And Whitlow Castle was a particularly trendy show.

“Well anyways,” Alan said, “I shouldn’t have gone on so long about that.”

Christina said nothing. Her eyes darted repeatedly from her left to her right, like she was reading something. At a nearby table, a mother had just taken away her kid’s glasses and the brat was freaking out, screaming and banging his fists on the table.

Alan swallowed. He hadn’t realized how dry his throat had gotten. Where was the waiter? “What are you doing?” he asked Christina.

She finally fixed her gaze on him. “I’m sorry, were you gonna let me back into the conversation?”

“Sorry.”

“I like you more when you’re listening than when you’re talking.”

“Okay.” Oh fuck, oh fuck…

“A real man listens, you know?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I had enough time to buy a purse and a cardigan while you were talking about that show.”

“You were shopping?” Alan had meant his question to convey simple surprise, but it took on an accusatory tone when it left his mouth.

Christina’s brow knitted and she dropped her hands to her lap. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“I mean…”

“Buying things is the backbone of the economy, okay? It’s practically a moral imperative. My last boyfriend didn’t like that I shopped so much, and do you know where he is now?”

“Uh, no. Where?”

“Not in your seat, where you’re lucky to be. But you just keep talking about yourself. And actually, you know what? This just isn’t working. It’s weird meeting you in real life. You’re nothing like yourself.”

Alan’s world began to implode as Christina gathered her purse and rose from her seat. “No! Hey, I can be cool. Just give me some time.”

“I should never have agreed to this. I thought being rich would make you fun, but apparently not. Why did you even ask me here anyway?”

Alan stood too, and then other customers were watching them, judging them. If Alan lost Christina now, his shame would be on full public display. “I asked you out because you’re amazing. You’re smart, and funny, and—”

“You don’t know me. You have this sick complex, don’t you? Like with kinky sex. You just want to feel something, but you need more and more extreme versions of the same old thing to keep getting off. Well I refuse to be part of that.”

Alan could feel an afternoon’s worth of acid sloshing around in his stomach, threatening to come up. He followed Christina through the maze of tables to the front door, trying to ignore all the faces jeering at the loser who’d alienated his date. She trotted out into the parking lot and didn’t even look back.

“Christina, please!” Alan called after her. “I love you!”

She just kept walking. Alan wanted to run to her, grab her, kiss her, force her to—No, Alan wasn’t like that. He wasn’t one of those guys. She wanted to go, so fine, Alan would let her go.

But what a failure I am. What a goddamned motherfucking piece of shit loser I am. I had her! I had her here, on a fun, normal date, and I blew it. I was thinking too much about getting a hit. Why’d I have to keep thinking about that stupid fucking bullshit? She saw right through me and called me out on how much of a goddamned idiot I am. Fuck!

Alan dropped to his knees. Thin rivulets ran freely down his cheeks, but he didn’t heave or sob. He realized he was hyperventilating, though. Everyone out here was probably looking at him, glad that they weren’t the one on a date with a needy jerk like Alan.

What am I gonna do now? I lost her. She knows what a loser I am. I didn’t hide it well enough. What am I gonna do? Alan loved her more than he loved anyone else, except maybe Mom. He’d dreamed singularly of Christina and his future with her for years. All that hoping, all that planning, wasted. Because I’m a fucking asshole. I’m just an idiot asshole who deserves to die.

He was barely aware of some snide woman touching his shoulder. “Hey, sir, we have some freshly baked apple pie inside if you’d like to try a piece on the house. It might help cheer you up.”

Alan pushed the judgmental bitch out of the way and stamped to his car. He flung open the door with his mind, stumbled inside, then yelled at it to take him home.

“You seem upset, Alan,” his car said in a soothing female voice that he’d programmed to sound like Christina. He pummeled the dash with his fist and screamed so loud that he barely heard his car’s question: “Would you like me to play some soothing music for you?”

“No, Christina! I don’t want you to play music! I want you to love me!”

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand your request. Could you please repeat?”

“I want you to love me! That’s all I want! THAT’S. ALL. I. WANT! Why is that so hard?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand your request. Could you please—”

“Take me home! Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck!” Alan huffed rapidly in and out through his gritted teeth.

Would Alan ever have a girlfriend now? If Christina didn’t want him, would any girl? He still loved Christina—that was for sure. He would always love her, no matter what. No matter if she’d been meaner tonight than she’d ever been before. Why had she acted that way? She’d always been so nice…

It’s because of me. Everything bad that happens is all my fault, because I can’t stop thinking about the sims. Why can’t I ever get anything right? Why can’t I just have someone for my own? I’m such an idiot. Such an idiot. Alan started sobbing, drowned in a sea of his own shortcomings.

When he got home, he wiped his face clean, gave Mom her fake medicine, then jumped online in his father’s old study and booted up GameWorld on his immersion headset. In such a vulnerable mental state, he was more likely than usual to relapse into his addiction, but he was determined not to let that happen. I need to distract myself. I need to distract myself with something that won’t hurt me. I don’t need a fix. I don’t need a fix. I don’t need a fix. He ran around with his avatar for a few minutes, trying to meet a girl, but they all ignored him, as usual. He didn’t like the fakeness of the avatar or its world anyway—all those sad losers like himself hiding behind their virtual disguises. Alan craved something real, especially tonight. And Bill was just a phone call away…

No!

He tried chatting up Lexi Kitten, a computer program he’d dated for a few months, and though her AI was top-notch, it remained as unconvincing as it had been on the day he’d broken up with her. Then he tried watching porn like he usually did: one video open in each lens at partial opacity, another big one on the wall. His favorite videos were the voyeur vids shot by bee-sized drones, sneaking into anonymous people’s houses to record their intimate moments in secret. But porn wasn’t real enough for him either, and he needed more than mere physical satisfaction tonight. What a loser I am, having to experience sex vicariously while most people experience it for real. He speed-dialed the phone sex line in his glasses, but after a few minutes he could tell he was speaking to a bot, even faker than Lexi Kitten. Demand for the sex line was high enough that they couldn’t always connect their customers with a real person, and Alan needed a real person. Machines can’t offer love.

Total despair rampaged after him, biting at his heels then reaching for his throat. He tried to run from it. He didn’t want to think about killing himself again. He couldn’t let himself fall into another night of pain and horror, and neither could he contact Bill.

There was only one thing left to do.

Alan foraged in his electronics drawer for the right wires, then he hooked up an extra router that would amplify the Wi-Fi signal to the chip in his head. He opened the dangerous pirate website for the third time this week, ignored the virus warnings, and scrolled down its bountiful menus. The webpage’s plain white light felt alluring and welcoming as it fell against his eyeballs, like tangible beauty caressing him. The library from which it emanated seemed endless, and half of the links were dead, but Alan finally found a few emotions that he wanted to try.

“Seeing my wife 4 the first time in a year after deployment in iran” was the first emotion he sampled. It instantly calmed him as he felt the anticipation, then the rush of joy, then the climax of embracing her, whoever she was.

Next Alan tried “Scoring the Touchdown that Won the Superbowl,” a famous capture that hackers had stolen from some football player’s cloud storage. The recorded emotion flared through Alan’s neurons like a refreshing wind. He gasped, then grinned. For a few moments, he was a winner, and thousands of fans in a stadium somewhere cheered his victory. He couldn’t hear or see the fans, but he could feel their affection for him.

He tried “Playing w/ week-old puppies,” then “learning that my cancer is gone,” then “MY FIRST TIME HAVING SEX,” then a few others that weren’t spelled so properly. But as the emotions wore on, they also wore thin. Their reality became less convincing. Alan sampled the soldier seeing his wife again, but it felt flimsy and translucent this time. His brain was building barriers against the artificial feelings. He’d have to wait hours before they’d be able to affect him again.

For thirty seconds, Alan recorded his own miserable emotional state. He uploaded it to the site and called it, cryptically for anyone but him, “Aftermath of a Date with Christina.” Alan wanted more fiercely than ever to share something of himself with the world, to let it know that he was here, that he was hurting.

He knew no one would download his file, though. People only cared about happy emotions.
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It’s possible to sneak onto the ultra-exclusive golf course at the Los Angeles Country Club. I just have to carry myself right and wear the right clothes: trousers and a long-sleeve collared shirt, preferably in solid pastels. Today I wear a sky blue shirt and off-white slacks, and as I trot past the good old boys practicing their swings on the driving range, I take more than a little pride in having bought my clothes at Walmart. I look like I fit in, and I act like I fit in, so I fit in. Pretty standard PI stuff.

Rain clouds gather above the green as I tread down paths past golf carts and sand pits and old rich retirees. Each of them has reached the last quarter of life, and they’ve decided to spend all twenty-five years of it playing golf. How many holes-in-one can they make before they bite it? I don’t much care, but I know the man I’m here to see does.

He’s alone, perched atop a hill near the center of the course. His posture’s straight to the point of being rigid, and he moves with a deliberately slow, regal manner. When he swings his driver, however, his body becomes a lithe machine, sending a golf ball sailing across the dark skies. But as soon as the swing is through, his stance snaps back into the posture of a child’s action figure. He raises a stiff hand to his brow and searches for the ball’s landing spot, though there’s no sun out, and no need to shield his eyes.

Thunder rumbles over the mountains in the distance as I approach. “Mr. Haslett?” I ask.

Francis Haslett—Becky’s dad—turns to me, and every crease on his considerably wrinkled face is like its own little frown looking down on me, on the man-who-isn’t-good-enough.

“Did you drive here?” is the first thing he says to me. He looks me up and down.

“Yes, of course,” I say.

“No, I mean, did you drive here? I’m just curious. I’ve been reading that a lot of kids aren’t even learning how to drive now. They just let public cars drive them around like a bunch of bums. You’re not a bum, are you, Guy?”

“Look, I couldn’t care less what you think about me, so let’s skip the usual condescension, okay? Becky didn’t want to meet with you herself, so it’s up to me. She said you’d be here at this time of day.”

Francis crouches down to retrieve his tee. He wipes the dirt off it with the hem of his purple shirt, which he then tucks back into his trousers. “I hear you’re officially a couple now. How is she?”

“She’s okay, but, uh, we’ve run into some problems.”

“Problems? Oh, I never would have guessed.” He stands and paces down toward his golf cart. I follow him.

“One of our current cases has become moderately dangerous. I have every reason to believe the danger is only temporary, but until it subsides, I’ve asked Becky not to stay in her house. The problem is, uh, I myself am currently in between houses, and in our business we don’t make many friends. Becky was against me asking you this, but for her own safety, uh, I’m asking if she could stay with you, at least for the night.”

Francis sighs and stops walking. A light drizzle starts to fall. “I told her not to get involved with this shit,” he mumbles, staring straight ahead instead of turning to me. “You know, Guy, I just got back from a vacation in Montenegro. Have you ever been to Montenegro?”

“No I have not.”

“Of course you haven’t. Neither has Becky. I’m living the good life, Guy. Why isn’t my daughter?”

I have no answer for him. He can sense I don’t. He starts walking again.

“I think she was bored,” Francis continues. “I think she was bored with life and needed an edgy job, with a man who lived on the edge. And what could possibly be more exciting, after all, than a life as a PI?”

“Not Montenegro, apparently.”

The slight doesn’t even dent his pompous veneer. Fucker.

“You’ll see,” he says. “Sooner or later she’ll come to her senses. You know I offered her a job with the corporation and she almost took it?”

Becky wouldn’t leave me, of course. He’s just saying this to agitate me. We reach the golf cart and Francis fiddles with his clubs.

“No, I didn’t know that,” I say.

“She could be making six figures with the Cassanos now instead of making—what is it, one figure?—with you.”

“Wait, you work for the Cassano Corporation?” I had no idea. Becky’s never said anything about it.

“Indeed I do,” Francis says. “I’m a project manager.”

“Did you ever hear about anything called the, uh, the Lethe Project?”

Francis’s posture grows even stiffer than usual. Not much, and not for more than a second, but I notice it. “No, I don’t know anything about that,” he says.

“Do you know any of the Cassanos personally?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Did you ever hear of a man named Søren Heidel?”

For only the second time since I arrived, Francis makes eye contact with me.

“No, I’ve never heard of a man by that name. And yes, my daughter can stay in her own bedroom at my house tonight. You can’t.”

He keeps staring at me, waiting to make sure I digest his words. Then he paces to the driver’s seat.

“I’ll let Becky know,” I say. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Haslett.”

He says nothing, and he doesn’t look back. He just drives off to the next hole underneath a stormy sky.
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It’s raining. It’s raining, and Paul’s dead. Water’s leaking from a sagging ceiling tile into a trash can on the floor by my desk. And Paul’s dead.

All he ever wanted was to get away from all this: to reach retirement age, hang up his hat, and drink his remaining days away—he was never one for golf. I was gonna help him, bring him back to the world, show him there were people here who cared about him and didn’t want to lose him to the depression that kept haunting him. But at least whatever problems he was trying to drown away in liquor will never catch up with him now. Now Paul has achieved the ultimate escape. The Big Sleep. Nothing to fear anymore, and nothing to enjoy. Nothing at all, in fact.

I wonder if Paul likes it there.

Regardless, I’m not gonna let those assholes get me. Whoever’s behind this, they just upped the ante, turned it into a blood sport. If I don’t solve this case on time, it’ll be my chest with two holes in it, my cold body in a bag down at the morgue. I’m trying my best not to think about Paul and how he felt about the way he died, in those last seconds between inevitability and repose. But I have to force myself to think about him if I want to strike first, if I want to fling the curtain aside to dispatch the man behind it.

What did you discover that got you killed, Paul?

The lights are off; when I’m alone in my office like this, I like it that way. The dark helps me think, and today’s rain soothes me, easing my worry over Paul’s murder so I can focus on the facts of the case:

Billionaire Emilio Cassano was murdered somewhere, then whoever killed him held on to his body for a week before dumping it in the lobby of the Cassano Building. No one witnessed this, not even cameras.

Paul Abramov was investigating a lead that he told Becky and me nothing about, and of which no record remains—except maybe in his glasses or his implant, both of which were erased by a hacker. Paul was doing something at a nightclub in Beverly Hills early this morning when Juan Cassano broke in and shot him.

Juan Cassano is on the loose, and no one can find him because his chip’s been deactivated. He’s an aggressive man, but he’s too hot-headed to plan such an elaborate crime as his father’s murder. Someone is stringing him along.

I tried getting his glasses to work. One half still has power, but the information on it’s all corrupted. There’s a tech guy in Pasadena who I trust—I’ll pay him a visit later and see what he can do.

I take a painkiller and rub my temples, watching the trash can fill past its halfway point with trickling water. If Becky were here she’d try to fix the leak for me, but I warned her not to come to the office today in case Juan shows up. She’s probably disappointed that I’m working on the case instead of mourning Paul, but this is just how I cope.

What did you get yourself into, Paul? And why didn’t you tell us about it?

A muffled voice rises up above the rain’s pattering. It’s that goddamned junkie again. He’s out in my front parking lot, accosting another figure who’s walking toward my office doors.

I rise and think open one of the double doors, getting a little wet since there’s no overhang to protect me from the downpour. “Hey!” I call across the parking lot, but the roar of the rain drowns out my voice.

I try to make out the figure shuffling toward me, clutching his raincoat close and trying not to meet the junkie’s intent gaze. His bald head gives him away. It’s Søren Heidel, the professor I met yesterday.

“Don’t do drugs, man,” the junkie is blathering to him. “They’ll fuck up the dopamine in your brain. They can take you away from it all for a moment, an hour, a day. But don’t make the same mistake I did. Drugs can detach you, man, but they can’t cure you. When you come down again, your problems are always worse. You don’t want to live with the same misery as me, so just trust me that—”

“Hey!” I call again. This time both men look toward the sound of my voice. “Hey, get away from him! I told you to stay away from my office!”

“Don’t do drugs, man!” the junkie yells at me. He jumps up and down a couple times, waves his arms like he’s directing air traffic, then bolts across the parking lot and then the street, disappearing into the rain.

“Sorry about that,” I tell Søren.

“No bother at all,” Søren says. He takes off his raincoat and hangs it on a wall hook as the door swings shut behind him.

“What can I do for you, Dr. Heidel?”

“Well, I heard what happened. I wanted to offer my condolences.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m so sorry that you have to go through this. I’m sure you’ve had no shortage of sympathy, but still, I’m sincerely asking, Guy. Can I be of any assistance?”

I shrug. “If you’ve got any information you withheld and you’re willing to tell it to me now, that’s the biggest help you can be.”

“I meant personally, not professionally. If you need someone to talk with.”

“If I need someone to talk with I’ll download a sympathy bot.”

Søren steps farther into my office and eyes the desks. “I once had a colleague who dabbled in such bots—creating them, not indulging in them. Though perhaps those are two sides of the same coin. I find artificial emotions the antithesis of good theatre, though. All this technology at our fingertips… what else could we have used it for? What else should we have used it for?”

“I don’t know. Ask your friend.” I pace back to my desk, sit, and pretend to do something on my glasses. Søren doesn’t get the hint that I’m not in the mood to talk, though. He ambles forward, stepping over some boxes and winding through the rough cubicles formed by the junk in my cramped office.

“I can’t ask him,” Søren says. “Unfortunately, he died. So I know how difficult the death of a colleague can be.”

It’s not Paul’s death that bothers me though. Everybody dies eventually—and so what? The thing that’s gonna keep me up at night is that Paul was the closest thing I had to a best friend, and yet I barely even knew him. I never cracked through the joker persona he always put on, and now I never will.

“Death is the harshest of teachers,” Søren says, like he can read my thoughts.

“Yeah, I know,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“Most people don’t.”

Søren steps up close to me, puts a hand on my shoulder. I’m sure he means it to be reassuring, but it only strikes me as creepy. Who is this guy anyway, coming to my office unannounced for a heart-to-heart chat only a day after meeting me for the first time? What does he want? I eye the folds of the robe he’s wearing, wondering if a weapon is hidden in there.

“Guy, I can offer you a solution for your pain,” Søren says. His hands start rubbing my shoulders. “It doesn’t seem like much, but my Alternative Theory class has been known to temper the grieving process. It will open your eyes to a whole new side of life.”

And there it is. Søren says it like I’m a gullible child and he’s offering me candy from the shadows of a ramshackle old van. I might even consider taking that candy under different circumstances, but he’s acting too weird today.

I swivel my chair around, breaking his hold on my shoulders, and smile politely up at the old professor.

“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m not in the business of running from the truth. I’m in the business of finding it.”

Søren smiles a bit, and it’s an awed smile, like I just turned water into wine. “I see,” he says. “Fight or flight, and you choose to fight.”

“I do.”

“What drew you to that conclusion?”

I sigh, then stand and start making my way through my office’s maze of clutter. Maybe if I walk to the door, Søren will sense that I want to show him out. “In this line of work,” I say, “you see so many people living lies. Buying big houses with money they don’t have or telling their wives the office kept them late and that no, it’s not another woman’s perfume you smell on my suit, it’s a cologne sample. I don’t want to be like that. I’d rather live a sad truth than a happy lie, you know?”

I glance at Søren, and his eyes are all scrunched, like he’s deep in thought. And when I follow his eye line, it looks almost like his gaze is lingering on my safe, tucked into the wall at the room’s far corner. Makes me wonder again what he really came here for. Makes me want to get him the hell out of my office.

“That’s very interesting,” he says. “I don’t know if I’d have the stomach for PI work. The truth, as you know, doesn’t always make the world a better place.”

“But it does make people into better people.”

“How do you figure?”

“Well, I live with hard truths, and they’ve never done me any harm. They only do harm to people who’d rather pretend they aren’t there. And come on, I’m nobody special. I’m just another guy. At any moment I can choose to be one of the liars. So I know that at any moment one of them can choose to be like me.”

“A good guy.”

I nod, and stop by the front doors. “Sure. Look, Dr. Heidel, I mean no offense, but today is not a good day for me. I don’t have time to talk about this stuff.” I should have just said that when he walked in the door.

Søren’s smile curves downward, and he paces toward me. I tense up, ready to defend myself if necessary. “Of course, of course,” he says. “My apologies. You’re a very busy man.” The door squeaks as he opens it. The rain is pounding twice as hard as before. “Please let me know if I can help in any way.” He runs out into the rain, covering his head with his hands. His car’s speeding away down the road before I realize he forgot to take his raincoat with him.
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I rack my brain all afternoon, but I have no fucking idea. I can’t make any sense of this case. It’s got so many clues, but none of them fit together. There’s just not enough information. I need a break.

The sun’s setting by the time my car pulls up in front of Paul’s house: a beat-up little bungalow in Westchester. A cop drone hovers out front, watching over the place. Still, I scan the area for places Juan could be hiding, and I unsnap the safety strap on my holster before exiting my vehicle.

The box in my trunk is heavy as all hell, but I manage to carry it up the driveway okay. Leah’s there, sitting on a lawn chair inside the half-open garage. She’s got the place hotboxed real good. I practically need a lighthouse to see through the smoke, and I wouldn’t mind a clothespin for my nose. I’m gonna get baked myself if I stay here too long.

Some pop song that wants to be romantic is playing from her glasses, and an assortment of pills, sugar cubes, and blotters is spread on a cloth at her feet. A fashion magazine rests on her lap. She’s doing everything she can to get out of her own head, that’s for sure.

When I duck under the garage door and get close to her, I can see makeup crusted in rivulets on her cheeks, and I can’t tell if it’s from dried tears or dried sweat. She looks like the drugs are literally melting her. Or something’s melting her, anyway.

Leah sobs a little when I approach, and looks away.

“Hey,” I say. “I managed to fit all your dad’s stuff into one box. The rest I had to keep for client confidentiality or archive’s sake.” When she doesn’t respond, I add, “How you doing?”

She just sits there, staring into a corner of the garage, the joint between her fingers burning downward. I wonder if she even knows where she is right now. I set the box down at my feet, then lean closer and examine her eyes.

“It’s hard to believe Paul was here just twelve hours ago,” I continue. “I know you don’t know me, but you really do have my sympathy, and I want to help you. I want to help you for as long as it takes you to recover from this.”

She whimpers something unintelligible, then swats at me and misses. “I don’t care about my douchebag dad, you asshole,” she says, her voice wavering. “My boyfriend—the man I love—he’s a killer now! Juan is a murderer!” She takes a puff from her joint, then drops it on the ground and crushes it with her bare heel. “I didn’t love him enough, is what happened. He didn’t love me enough. If I could have just been better, Guy. If I could have just been a better, prettier girlfriend, maybe I could have saved him.”

She stands and shoves the magazine in my face. It’s turned to a two-page centerfold full of the almost-nude bodies of several photoshopped fashion models. “Do you see her?” Leah says, pointing to a tall, white anorexic in the middle. “I bet if I looked like that, Juan would have loved me more. Then he wouldn’t do bad things.”

“You’re gorgeous,” I say. “Juan’s got problems, but you’re not one of them.”

She wipes a tear onto her sleeve. “I’m gorgeous? You really think so?”

I nod.

“Could you love me?”

“Sure. I could.”

She lowers the magazine, leaving only a couple feet of empty space between us. “Could you love me… inside the house? Right now?” She bites her lip for show. When she sees me hesitating, she adds, “I can pay you, if you want.”

Leah’s bloodshot eyes plead with me. Now she seems lucid—or at least, lucid enough that I wouldn’t be legally taking advantage of her if I accepted her offer. But in her current emotional state, anyone who sleeps with her is taking advantage of her. I feel terrible for her, and terrible that she feels she has to cope in this way. I want to help her like I wanted to help her dad, but what can I do? Just me being here is causing problems. There are plenty of healthier ways to deal with grief besides what Leah is doing… Maybe I can at least point her in the right direction.

“Do you have any friends?” I ask. “Any lady friends?”

She sniffles, nods.

“You should call them,” I say. “Spend some time with them. Talk it out.”

Her eyes fall, and she looks like a child who’s just been denied her favorite toy. “Fine,” she says. “Have it your way.” She slinks back down into her chair and turns up the volume on her pop song—some guy singing to some girl about how much he loves her.

I want to say more, but I have nothing to say, so I duck underneath the garage door and head back toward my car. But when I’m halfway down the driveway, I hear Leah’s voice again from the garage. “My body lives in this world,” she says out of the blue, “but my mind lives in many others. I have seen all there is to see. I have done all there is to do. I am the goddess of all that is finite and temporary.” She lights up another joint, inhales, and lets the smoke drift lazily out of her mouth. She’s staring right at me.

I ignore her and walk back to my car. At least she has her dad’s stuff now, which is why I came here. I’d planned to ask her about Emilio’s personal life, since I still know so little about him outside of his public behavior. I figured everyone in the family is too biased, and Leah would give a nice objective account of the man. What did he value? What were his goals? How did he spend his free time? But Leah’s too much of a mess. I couldn’t get anything meaningful out of her now if I tried. Maybe tomorrow.

Right as I’m about to have my car drive to my tech guy in Pasadena, “Bohemian Rhapsody” starts playing from the pocket of my trench coat. What the hell?

I take off my glasses, dig out one half of Juan’s broken ones, and put the lens up to my eye. The lo-fi music stops immediately, and a text message fades into being before my eye.

 

10pm at the Cassano Building. Don’t be late.

 

Juan’s retinal scanner suddenly decides to work and locks me right out of his glasses. But I saw the message. Looks like I have a busy night ahead of me.
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An ominous alien mothership is hovering over downtown LA tonight—a fancy marketing campaign for some new TV show. No adjustments I make to my glasses’ settings will remove the damned thing, so eventually I just take them off so I can see the dark sky clearly.

I have my car parked in a dark space between two streetlights across from the massive loading dock in the rear of the Cassano Building. Five semitrailers without their tractor units are propped up outside two-story-high garage doors. A legion of security cameras dots every crevice of the area, looking down from windows three stories above or up from shrubs in the landscaping.

No one’s out on the streets of downtown LA at night. They’re too afraid of crime. And tonight, they should be. The Cassano Building looms like a living animal, a giant parasite of steel and concrete, feeding off of the city as it sleeps. The whole night is its shadow. Whatever the answers to the questions of this case, this is where I’ll find them, sooner or later.

The first person arrives at 9:32. His limousine pulls up to the loading dock, and he exits alone. He wears a finely tailored suit that probably cost more than I make in a year. He’d be indistinguishable from any other fat cat, save for the mask he wears over his face.

It’s a skeleton mask, with empty nostrils and deep black holes where the eyes should be. I try to find something—anything—distinctive about him, but he wears no jewelry, his build and height are average, and his hair is short and brown. As his limo drives off, I look for its license plate. It has none.

Alone now, the suited skeleton man examines his surroundings, like he’s worried he’s being watched. I crouch down in my seat. He doesn’t seem to see me. He walks to the loading dock and climbs a short flight of concrete stairs. Before he reaches the top, the door opens for him. It swings open toward me, so I can’t see anything inside. And then the skeleton man disappears, swallowed by the Cassano Building’s mysteries.

The second person arrives at 9:38. He, too, is dropped off by a limousine. He’s wearing a cloth bag over his head, two jagged holes cut for his eyes. Other than that, he looks identical to the first man.

Once he’s inside, I instruct my car to drive for a few blocks without turning its headlights on. Then, ignoring the alien mothership above me, I search on my glasses for a party store, like the ones kids go to to buy Halloween costumes. I pin the nearest store on the car’s GPS and tell it to take me there.

When I leave the store, a cha-ching rings in my ears to signal my account being charged, and the manager gives me a funny look. Yeah, yeah, look at me, a grown man coming in alone to buy a plastic clown mask right before closing time. Well, I’m in good company tonight, buddy. Or bad company.

I’m lucky I wear a button-up shirt and tie to work every day. My clothes are nowhere near as nice as those of the other masked men, but my trench coat covers the patch on the back of my pants, and it’s hard to notice clothing quality in the dark. They won’t be able to tell I’m not one of them. Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself.

I fasten the clown mask on my face, then have my car park on the opposite side of a building adjacent to the Cassano Building. Now all I have to do is get out of my car and walk inside. That’s all. I tell myself to think of all the information I’ll get in there. And not to worry about getting unceremoniously executed by anonymous corporate goons. This is necessary. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid.

I try not to panic as I get out and walk around the structure, into the view of the Cassano Building. It won’t do for Cassano’s cameras to see me drive up in my piece-of-crap car, so hopefully it’s not out of the ordinary for a masked guy to just walk up out of nowhere.

The time is 9:58. This meeting could be real trouble. Whoever these people are, they’re expecting Juan, and he has darker hair, smoother skin, and more muscles than me, plus he’s a little bit shorter. Not to mention that the nanochip in my head will instantly identify me as Guy Rosen if they scan it. But these people wear masks; they value anonymity. There’s a possibility they won’t scan my implant, and they won’t try to identify me based on my physical appearance.

I’m betting my life on that possibility.

My shoes patter against the concrete steps. Just before I reach the top, the door swings open in front of me. The woman behind it wears a porcelain doll mask, a skirt suit, and black heels. “Welcome,” she says.

I walk inside as casually as I can manage. It’s dark in here, but not totally. After thirty seconds, my eyes start to adjust. I’m standing in a small vestibule with a dozen or so other people, all dressed formally, all wearing masks. Skeletons and monkeys and dogs and pigs and birds, and even another clown. Only three of the masked people are women, and two of these are acting as hostesses, one working the door, the other carrying a tray full of small glasses of what looks like wine. The third woman is larger, with graying hair.

It’s not so dark in here after all. It’s just that the walls are all black and much of the illumination comes from black lights. There’s an elevator at one end of the room, which opens soon enough. Out steps a tall man wearing a creepy metallic Anubis mask. “Thank you for coming,” the man says. “It’s ten o’clock. Please, follow.”

He backs into the spacious elevator and the group shuffles in after him. A man in a bird mask is stopped by one of the hostesses. She asks him to please hand over his glasses. He apologizes and removes them from his pocket, and I’m very thankful that I left mine in my car—there was no way to wear them with the mask. Juan’s are still in my trench coat’s pocket, but apparently they’re too broken to be detected.

I’m behind the group, so I wind up at the front of the elevator when the doors close, right next to Anubis. I’m so close I can see his sharply trimmed beard in the shadows beneath the rim of his mask.

The elevator’s buttons are labeled with letters of the alphabet: A descending through M. The A button is currently lit. The F button lights up without anyone touching it, the doors close, and we’re on our way down. I feel like I’ve just stepped into my own coffin.

No one speaks. No one asks me my identity, so they probably haven’t scanned my chip. And I have to wonder: Why aren’t any of these people afraid of the authorities noticing their nanochips all clustered in the same location like this? They’re obviously here for something illegal. Big Brother will figure it out eventually.

But maybe a local internet-jamming device keeps their chips from connecting with anything. Or maybe the Cassano Corporation has an understanding with the local authorities. Either way, I avoid making any telepathic connections via my chip. I have a feeling that if I so much as unlock my car from here, my body will wind up in pieces a few miles out in the Pacific.

The doors open on floor F. The walls here are painted black and the lighting is mostly black lights, just like upstairs. But large windows punctuate the hallway, and they glow with normal white light.

I let Anubis take the lead. “Valued prospective clients,” he says, “please remember that video or audio recording of any kind is strictly prohibited. Speaking is strictly prohibited. If you remove your mask, you will be escorted out. The tour will last ten minutes. After the ten minutes, we will return upstairs, and at that time you may ask any questions you have. Please, follow.”

He leads the group down the hallway, which runs straight for a while before curving out of sight. I let myself fall back to the rear of the group to decrease my visibility. There’s a drone back here equipped with a Taser, following us, making sure we don’t wander off. Could be the same drone I saw outside the nightclub this morning.

When we stop by the first large window, I peer through it, past the silhouetted heads in front of me, to see a man lying on his stomach on what looks like a doctor’s examination table. The room he’s in is well lit and adorned with cabinets, a sink, and all the normal items you might find in your physician’s office. The man’s head is propped up—just a few inches—by some sort of machine attached to the end of the bed. It’s shaped roughly like a half-sphere, but its workings have no covering, so I can see all of its intricate wires, circuit boards, and moving metal parts. It looks like several computers got sick and vomited their insides up on top of this guy’s head.

“The surgery is done remotely, with robot aid,” Anubis says.

I’m not sure what he means at first, but when I peer through the foliage of machinery, I see that the apparatus does have a scalpel, clamps, and several metal prods probing the back of the man’s head, which is split open and bloody. Holy hell, I can see his skull.

Now that I notice this, the scene does look like a surgery. Several cords are attached to the patient’s back and extremities, likely to keep him under and monitor his vitals. Beneath his face, a small plastic mask covers his mouth. I can’t see his eyes, but I’m guessing they’re shut and he’s knocked out.

“It may look complicated, but it’s minimally invasive,” Anubis continues. “It consists of a light modification to the nanochip implant, which gives us control over the patient’s memories. The surgery is available upon request, for any memory you’d like to forget. It’s as simple as point-and-click.”

He starts walking toward the next window. We follow him.

“All the implants we’ve sold for the past six years come pre-equipped for this treatment, so in some cases, surgery is not even needed. The technology to do this is already in your head, and we are able to unlock it if you choose to use our services. We’ve used our memory suppression technique to treat depression, anxiety, even posttraumatic stress disorder. But of course, those aren’t its only applications.”

“Give me a sim,” a man near the front of the group abruptly blurts out. A guy in a skeleton mask. I tense, and we all stop in our tracks.

The skeleton man runs forward and clutches Anubis’s shirt. “I need one, okay, dude? I need a sim now. I caught you giving your stupid tour, and I’m gonna tell everybody about this unless you give me a sim right now. I’ll tell everyone what’s down here!”

Our heads turn in all directions, and our eyes gaze out from masks to peer into dark corners. Just when I think the group’s about to run for it, two security guards appear out of the gloom and grab hold of the ranting skeleton man. They pry him off of Anubis, who’s stayed calm through the ordeal.

“How about the money I owe you, huh?” the skeleton man calls as they drag him into the darkness. “Almost a million! You’ll never see any of it if you don’t give me another sim! I’ll tell everyone, and you won’t see a dime!”

“Does this happen often?” the gray-haired woman asks Anubis as he straightens his tie.

Speaking may be prohibited, but Anubis doesn’t seem to mind her question in the wake of the skeleton man’s outburst. “Not at all,” he says. “And we can guarantee your security. No one will ever know you’ve utilized our services.”

“Is this ethical?” another man asks. “Pardon me for saying, but if your sims can drive a man to such desperation, I don’t know that they’re something I want to partake of.”

“We’re in the business of solving people’s problems,” Anubis says. “Ethics are of great concern to us. We’ve turned down several clients due to the questionable ethics of their requests.”

“Yes, but what we just saw was—”

“What you just saw was a man who drove himself to desperation. Our services had nothing to do with it.”

I can’t see the skeleton man anymore, and his voice is faint now, but he’s still raging somewhere off in the murk.

“In fact,” Anubis continues, “clients regularly give us five-star ratings upon completion of our work, especially the simulations. They bring joy, freedom, and entertainment to the lives of all our clients. They make them into better people.”

“You sure about that?” I dare to ask. Some of the masked faces turn to me, and I have to swallow considerable fear to continue speaking. “From the looks of the guy you just dragged off, it doesn’t seem much like joy and freedom.”

The cold eyes behind the Anubis mask look directly at me. I shiver a little, and I’m glad several of the other “prospective clients” are standing between us.

“No speaking, please,” Anubis says. “Follow me.”

The skeleton man’s voice finally disappears as we fall in behind Anubis again. I stay near the back of the group, trying to piece together what I just saw. What the fuck is a simulation?

It’s getting harder and harder not to let this trip underground freak me out. The creepy rich people in front of me don’t scare me half as much as that skeleton man did. He seemed so distraught, so obsessive, less like a wealthy client and more like that homeless addict always hanging out by my office.

Behind the next window is a waiting room with only two occupants. The first is a woman, sitting on one of several chairs, reading something on her tablet while she waits—presumably for the man undergoing surgery in the next room. She doesn’t seem to notice us, so the window we’re looking through is probably a one-way mirror. A big sheet of video paper on one of the room’s walls shows the ten o’clock news. A child’s roller coaster toy goes untouched on a small table.

The waiting room’s second occupant is a janitor, currently kneeling down and wiping the table. Our tour guide gestures to him.

“The janitor’s name is Landon Maddox. Mr. Maddox has had a history of violence since his teenage years, and he was convicted of a quadruple homicide only two years ago. A judge sentenced him to life in prison. But we offered our services, and the court agreed to an experimental trial. We erased Mr. Maddox’s entire memory, from infancy until the time of the erasing. After the operation, his social skills needed work, as did his command of the English language, but in the time since the surgery he’s become a stable, productive citizen, who doesn’t remember his crimes, his past, or anything. Our procedure has rendered a murderer docile. Imagine what else it could do. Imagine a future with no prisons, where our worst criminals are remade into harmless maintenance workers. We have solved the nature versus nurture debate, and the answer, mostly, is nurture. Please, follow.”

So the Lethe Project is still alive and well, years after it was supposedly canceled. Parts of people’s memories are actively being erased. The project is secret, but not so secret that Juan can’t tell his friend Harry about it, or that a well-connected judge can’t trust a convict to it. But then why all the concealment, with the masks and the dark hallways?

My answer comes soon enough: “Of course, not all applications of the technology are legal,” Anubis says. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

The group of prospective clients chuckles pleasantly, like someone offered them a novel kind of mini quiche at a cocktail party. We arrive at a third window, featuring a doctor talking to a woman in a medical gown, seated on an examination table. She smiles and nods so cheerfully that I wonder if this whole tour is a pretense—if these are just actors we’re seeing behind the glass. A bloody bandage is taped to the back of her head.

“This technology has limitless black market applications, as you can imagine,” Anubis continues. “Just as the combination of brain surgery and nanochip implants allow us to erase memories, it also allows us to pry into those memories, and even into ordinary thoughts. We’re just starting to explore the many different ways we can alter the human mind. The brain, it turns out, is far more malleable than we once thought. In fact, past clients have tried to hire us to render their opponents effectively catatonic—business rivals, unruly relatives, et cetera. Although we declined those contracts, we were capable of completing them. It’s even possible to use the technology to assassinate someone by sending just the right signal into their brain, although naturally we would never do such a thing. And of course, the technology is also used for the simulations, which I’m sure is why most of you are here. But we mustn’t talk about such things anonymously. You all know who to contact if you wish to schedule an appointment. Please, this way. I still have a bit more to show you.”

The masked group continues on, but I linger at the third window, watching the woman and her doctor. He’s grinning and seems confident. She seems content. The room they’re in looks comforting in its normalcy. But I can’t rip my eyes away from that bloody bandage on the back of her head, where her nanochip lurks beneath her scalp.

I gingerly raise my hand to the back of my own head, where the hair is matted with the coagulated blood that my implant has been leaking for the past few days.

What was I doing a week ago? I had several ongoing cases. They were all sidelined in favor of working on the Cassano case, but I can’t seem to remember ever making that decision. The Cassano case just sort of sprang up, and the other cases faded into the background. But where was I on those cases? Was I making progress? Was I close to solving them during the weeks leading up to the Cassano case? What and who were those cases even about?

I don’t remember. Those cases are my job, and I don’t remember them except for the fact that they exist.

What I do remember, though, very vividly now, is how strange it is that no one witnessed the murder of one of the world’s most prominent businessmen—a man who lived most of his life in the public eye. It’s one of the most distinctive features of the Cassano case: no witnesses.

But what if someone did witness Emilio Cassano’s murder? And what if the Cassano Corporation erased that someone’s memory of the event?

And what if that someone is me?


9

For days, Alan pored over his glasses’ recording of his date with Christina, picking apart the meanings of her every gesture, glance, frown. He didn’t leave the house and saw no one but Mom until Halloween evening, when he finally realized how rancid he smelled and decided to take a shower. Under the jets of hot water, he watched his abysmal date one last time, then, finally, deleted the footage. Or tried to. Deleting the footage, in some strange way, felt like deleting Christina from his life, and he didn’t want to do that. He settled for burying the video file in a random folder deep in his glasses’ hard drive.

I need a fix.

He knew he needed to stop thinking about her, but at least her rejection of him had offered a reprieve from his guilt over killing someone. Yet an hour or two later, after driving aimlessly—and manually—through the streets of LA, his paranoia came creeping back. Was that security guard on the corner pointing at Alan’s car, or at something behind it? Were those security cameras high on the buildings scanning the crowds for Alan’s face?

He was cruising down Hollywood Boulevard in the late afternoon. Traffic slowed in front of the Chinese Theatre, and Alan donned some sunglasses and hunched farther down in his seat. At least there were crowds of tourists here, so if Alan had to run for it, he could abandon his car and blend right in, then maybe escape down into the metro.

As he sat in traffic next to the theatre, the upbeat rock music zinging down the boulevard kindled his memories. Happy memories of times long gone. As a child Alan had often walked down this street with his parents and brother, giddy at the place’s energy, at its suggestion that anyone, even little Alan, would one day be welcome into Tinseltown’s glamorous inner circles. No entry fee was required. Fame and fortune seemed the natural route that a life should take.

The place looked much the same now as it did then, save for the high number of zombies and werewolves out tonight, on Halloween. Balloon-carrying, sugar-fueled children jumped with enthusiasm at the sight of their favorite superhero and stopped to take picture after picture. Sightseers matched their hands to celebrities’ handprints in the theatre’s forecourt. Others buried their noses in star maps, searching for names on the Walk of Fame.

The people here all looked so happy—maybe even as happy as Alan had been here as a kid, gathering autographs from the characters who milled about in front of the theatre. Even in adulthood, Alan admired those actors. They dressed up as characters who were better than their real selves—perhaps even making their real selves better in the process. But now it was these tourists who got to enjoy the living fiction, to live the joy of Alan’s memories, and he envied them. It was like they’d stolen the best moments of his past and were parading their bliss in front of him during his darkest hours.

Down by the wax museum, a small group of people was gathered around an assortment of flowers, candles, and mementos that decorated the star of some recently deceased celebrity. Alan hadn’t heard of any notable deaths lately. He brought up a search engine and learned that Jesse Danhoff had died… whoever that was. Alan had never heard of him.

Lonely after several days spent at home and his long, purposeless drive around the city, Alan found himself thinking more and more about how badly he needed a hit to distract himself from his miserable life. The false success of a fix was preferable to even the risk of real failure; as long as it felt real, Alan didn’t care that it wasn’t.

To resist giving in to the urge, he decided to call Kevin, whom he considered to be his only real friend.

“Hey, what’s going on, little buddy?” Kevin said after a few rings.

“I dunno,” Alan said. “Nothing. Wanna catch a movie or something?”

“Sure. But none of that indie shit this time. None of that ‘woe is me, the world is full of darkness’ indie shit. I deal with enough at work; I don’t need a movie showering me with all the world’s problems. If we’re gonna see a movie, we’re gonna see a real movie. A fun movie.”

“Okay. Like what?”

“How about Cataclysm II?”

“The robot one? Wasn’t the first Cataclysm like, really bad?”

“Naw, they’re just supposed to be fun. You’re not supposed to think about them.”

“Okay, whatever. That one sounds good.”

“The Paradise 20?”

“Okay.”

Alan drove south of Santa Monica Boulevard to reach the Paradise, a newly built twenty-plex that Kevin preferred to the smaller cinemas and movie palaces that blanketed Hollywood. Parking proved difficult, not only because crowds had come out for the opening night of some big movie, but also because Alan hadn’t parked a car manually in years. After five minutes of near misses with several parked cars, he gave up and told AutoDrive to park for him. A gruff male voice acknowledged his request; he’d changed the car’s computer so it wouldn’t sound like Christina anymore.

Spotlights shone from atop the theater’s marquee, marking the dark heavens with the hopeful light of advertisement: the City of Angels’s own patron cherubs flitting about, ushering their wards away from life’s dangers and into the safety of a night of fiction. As Alan walked toward the huge, sleek structure, an angel did indeed walk past him, holding hands with her devil boyfriend, a group of pirates pacing behind them. A witch, a fairy, and a toddler-sized space alien also walked nearby. But perhaps the strangest figure at the movie theater this Halloween was Kevin—all three hundred pounds of him—doubled over by a palm tree, clutching his head and groaning in pain. Alan ran to him when he saw him.

“Whoa, Kevin. You okay? I’m gonna call a med drone…”

“Don’t! No, I’m fine. It’s just this damn—Augh!—this damn malware. My new contacts aren’t compatible with my chip’s antivirus software for some reason, so I can’t even blink without seeing the nude celeb pics I downloaded yesterday. Fuck. That’s what I get for being an early adopter, huh?”

Ah, good old Kevin. Just his friend’s querulous presence already soothed Alan’s worries that he was being followed, that Mom would find out what he’d done, that no one would ever care about him. That I won’t be able to go on without another fix. Alan had admired Kevin ever since the guy had heard that the little fourth-grader down the street was getting picked on at school and had taken the young Alan under his wing. From then on, Alan had been the kid who hung out with high schoolers, which wouldn’t have seemed as cool to the other fourth-graders had they known that all Kevin and Alan ever did together was play video games and talk about which girls they’d like to do. High-school-age Kevin would explode into a fitful rage if Alan ever beat him at a game, or if Alan ever expressed interest in the same girl as him, but ultimately, Alan had just been glad for the company. As a child and as an adult, people didn’t see Alan as too big of a loser when he had Kevin around.

“Sorry, man,” Alan said.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. I’m just pissed that there’s no way for me to upgrade my chip without surgery.”

“Just wait until they iron out the problems with the contacts. Go back to glasses in the meantime.”

“What, these dusty old things?” Kevin reached out and wiggled the glasses on the bridge of Alan’s nose. “Why are you still wearing these? Can you not afford contacts or something?”

He had a point: in wealthier social circles like Mom’s and Kevin’s, glasses were starting to be seen as an obsolete tool of the lower class—like gasoline cars, or paper. Had wearing glasses to his date with Christina turned her off in some way? I should have borrowed a friend’s contacts for the night. I should have showed her my awesome car. I should have gotten her back to my father’s house. That would have impressed her.

“What’s that you’re mumbling about?” Kevin said. “You get dumped or something?”

Alan hadn’t realized he’d been speaking his thoughts aloud. Not a good habit for a fugitive to have.

“I didn’t get dumped. Just had a bad date,” Alan said.

“Well be a man. Call her up and make it right.”

“I can’t. I’m too nervous. I messaged her though.”

“And? Any response?”

“No.”

Kevin stood up relatively straight and massaged his temples, kneading early wrinkles beneath hair that was already starting to gray. As he started toward the theater, Alan had to power walk just to keep up with him. A ninja and some kind of bear creature strolled past.

“I think I need to be more adult to get girls to like me,” Alan said. “I need to have a job, but a fun and important job, and some hobbies, and maybe be in school or something. I maybe need to have dreams again, like I did when I was a kid.”

Kevin spat onto the asphalt. “Why build popularity when you can buy it, man? I have lots of friends, and you have more money than I do. You could have it all if you’d stop being such a pussy about it.”

“I guess.” Alan wasn’t quite sure what Kevin was talking about. The larger man spent most of his time reclining on his sofa, only interacting with people through the avatar drones he piloted around and about. Even then, it wasn’t the real, physical world his drones navigated, but the worlds of Zelda, Grand Theft Auto, Minecraft, or one of the other games Kevin liked to overlay on top of banal Los Angeles. Even now, here in person, Kevin nonchalantly stabbed an invisible sword into a fire hydrant and collected whatever reward had popped out of the foe he’d just slain.

As he sheathed the blade that Alan couldn’t see, he continued. “It’s a full-time job, getting people to like you, but there’s YouTube channels that’ll teach you how to do it. And you don’t even work, you lucky bastard. You could have it all.”

“I don’t really have as much money as I used to…” Just admitting that much embarrassed Alan. He wouldn’t dare reveal the whole truth, not even to Kevin. “I think I just need a cool hobby. Something I care about, you know?”

“That’s fine, but you’ve gotta put your effort into things that make you money, and a hobby isn’t gonna do that. You should invest instead. All you need is a stable source of income that requires no work, then it’s bikinis and margaritas until you shrivel up and die. I’m about two years away from that, with the portfolio I have. You could be, too. You could have a big house of your own, and you could take all the vacations you want, to anywhere you want, with any woman you want.”

Alan didn’t want to think about stuff like that. Those kinds of thoughts were what had gotten him into so much trouble in the first place.

Kevin talked a big talk, but in truth he was a spoiled rich kid, just like Alan. He was nothing, just like Alan. But he seemed so cool, so charismatic, so confident! And because he acted that way, most people believed he was that way.

Why hadn’t Alan’s upbringing given him a confidence like that? Why hadn’t Alan done anything with his life, like Kevin had? He’d once had enough money to do something great. Even now, he still had the time. Am I more comfortable just being a loser? Is that why I tolerate a life that’s so boring and sad compared to Kevin’s? Is that why I tolerate so much judgment from him, and Mom, and everyone else?

“Or would you rather be that guy?” Kevin said. He pointed to a man with dreadlocks across the street from the movie theater. A small display of canvases was set up around the man, who was painting an abstract artwork even as Alan and Kevin looked on. The man smiled as he worked. A few spectators watched him paint. A woman sat nearby on a foldout chair, exchanging payment with a customer buying one of the paintings. She whistled what sounded like a chipper tune, but Alan couldn’t hear it well; the noise from the movie theater was drowning it out. “I’m sure they all think they’re so deep,” Kevin said, marring the pleasant tableau.

Alan and Kevin logged in to buy their tickets for Cataclysm II and order a medium popcorn, then went indoors.

The floors inside were bare concrete, the walls drywall, and the lights far too dark. A pile of forgotten steel beams rested in a far corner. But of course, no one here was looking at drab reality. They were all looking at Middle-earth or Tatooine or Hogwarts through their glasses. Alan didn’t often view the world as a fictional environment like most people did, because he found them too fake and trite. But just so he could see in here, he switched his glasses to the movie theater’s own digital overlay, which featured arcade games, several standees, and a popcorn machine. The steel beams became a burbling lava pit with a “DANGER—KEEP OUT” sign in front of it.

Alan could see right away that the lines for the concession stand were much longer than usual, but Kevin seemed more focused on the virtual pamphlets hovering in midair next to the front doors. His gaze swept over the various advertisements.

“We’d better get in line if we want our popcorn before the show starts,” Alan said.

“Hold on. I wanna see what deals they have.” Kevin touched a pamphlet to open it, then closed it and tried another. Alan peeked over his shoulder to see what he was reading.

“ADVERTISE ON THE SILVER SCREEN,” read the first pamphlet.

Then: “EARN FREE MOVIES WITH OUR LOYALTY APP.”

“Look at this one,” Kevin said of another. “I could enter to win a trip to swim with the dolphins.” He pantomimed grabbing it. The 3D pamphlet followed his hand down to his pocket, where it vanished with an awooga sound—stored in his glasses for his perusal later.

Alan noted the vast numbers of kids walking around the lobby, some grouped with supervisory parents, while other, older kids traveled in packs of their own. A group of middle-schoolers chatted loudly nearby, the girls overly made-up with glossy pink lipstick and glitter on their faces, the guys wearing silver chains and baseball caps. As Alan watched, two of the guys dropped to the floor for a pushup competition, glancing up every few reps to make sure the young ladies were watching. It made Alan think of Christina, and how she’d never love him no matter what he did to try and impress her, so he turned away.

When Alan found Kevin again, he was waiting in the rear of one of the long concession lines. “Hurry up, slowpoke,” he said when Alan approached.

“Sorry. I’m just wondering why there are so many people here on a Thursday night.”

“It’s Cataclysm, man. I’m telling you. Machines fighting humans, destroying the city one block at a time. It’s epic. Robots are epic. I eat this shit up.”

Alan could have sworn he was about to say, And so should you.

“Yeah, I’ll probably like it,” he agreed.

“If we ever get inside. This line’s crazy long. Excuse me!” Kevin raised a hand to wave at a passing manager. The woman, who’d been speaking with another customer, diverted herself to assist Kevin.

“Hi, can I help you?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Kevin said. “This line is ridiculous.”

“I’m really sorry, sir. The concession stand has been having some hardware problems. The fulfillment machines are down right now, so we’re having to make everything by hand. We’re working through the problems as fast as we can.”

Kevin crossed his arms. “Well, my movie starts in ten minutes, and this line looks a lot longer than that. You think you can let me through to the front so I can get my popcorn real fast?”

“Uh…” The manager did a cursory survey of the concession lines and the measly two employees—both accustomed to machines doing the work—frantically preparing food for dozens of other customers. “Uh, I’m sorry, but the concession stand is first come, first served. Everyone else needs to get to their movies, too. You’ll just have to wait a few more minutes. It shouldn’t be long.”

“Okay. Then I’d like to speak to the general manager,” Kevin said.

“Uh, I am the general manager,” the woman said. Alan swallowed when he saw that her nametag read “Chrissy.” Why does everything have to remind me of her?

“Look, lady,” Kevin said. “If you don’t let me to the front of the line, I’m gonna go online and complain to your corporate office, then they’re gonna send me some free passes and make you write me an apology letter. I know how this works. So you can either lose your company’s money and reputation, or you can let me to the front of the line and avoid all the hassle.”

The manager clenched her jaw and crossed her arms. She held Kevin’s intense gaze for a moment, but then she looked aside and shook her head. “Follow me,” she said.

“Thanks for doing the right thing,” Kevin responded as he tailed her toward the concession counter. Alan followed them both. The line’s other patrons eyed them with scornful curiosity as they passed.

“Ella!” the general manager called to a thin teenager behind the concession stand. “Ella, can you please help these gentlemen next?”

Ella blinked, frozen for a moment. She glanced at her long line of waiting customers. “Okay,” she said hesitantly, as if this encounter might be some sort of crucial test she could pass or fail. She turned to Kevin. “Hi. What’s the name on your order?”

Kevin nodded at the manager and smirked as if giving her permission to leave. She turned and walked away. “Name’s Kevin Ludo.” He checked that the manager was out of earshot, then told Ella, “I actually want to add to my order. First, let me ask, do you guys serve absinthe yet?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Ella said.

“Ah, shame, shame. Your competition serves absinthe, you know. You’d better get on that if you want to keep my business.”

“I’ll be sure to pass it along.” Ella’s posture was growing stiffer by the second. She looked positively terrified of Alan’s big and imposing friend.

Kevin paused for several seconds, like he could sense the young lady’s nerves too. Alan felt bad for the poor girl, but he dared not speak up, lest he get on Kevin’s bad side. The last thing I need now is to lose my only friend.

“I’d like the biggest tub of popcorn you’ve got,” Kevin said after he’d milked the moment long enough. “Extra, extra butter. Load that thing up. And a small diet soda. Gotta watch my figure.” He smacked the top of his belly and chuckled.

Ella laughed politely. “Would you like to make that a medium drink for three dollars more?” she asked.

“Fuck no. What did I just say?”

Ella tensed and dropped her gaze. Her eyes flew across the virtual keypad—visible only in her glasses—and Kevin’s order appeared on a small virtual screen for him and Alan to see. Ella absconded behind the defective fulfillment machines to prepare Kevin’s order.

Popcorn popped, advertisements blared all around, and the customers directly behind Alan muttered their contempt at Kevin’s cutting. Kevin had been so mean that Alan worried he himself might be in for the same treatment from his friend. He tried to think of something to say that would divert Kevin’s attention to something happier… but Kevin beat him to it.

“Man, I really can’t wait for this movie,” he said, grinning. “We’re about to battle the robots, blow some shit up, get the hot chick. Yeah, man. I’m pumped.”

He bobbed his head forward and back and bit his lip in a show of excitement, like he was shredding through a guitar solo on stage. When he turned to Alan, Alan smiled and threw him a thumbs-up. But even as he did it, Alan worried that the gesture looked sheepish and halfhearted. He didn’t care for the Cataclysm movies—they were too fake, not realistic enough—and Alan knew that Kevin knew it. Alan was being a bad friend, and a buzzkill. Why do I always have to ruin everything?

Kevin stared back at the concession stand, his face suddenly blank. They waited together while Ella placed the popcorn, then the drink, on the countertop. “Okay, that’s fifty-one dollars and fifty cents,” she said. “Should I charge your account?”

“Oh, wait, I have a coupon,” Kevin said as he navigated his menus. “Two of them, actually.” He selected the coupon, and it spun into the air between him and Ella. She confirmed it, then Kevin opened the second.

When Ella tried to confirm that one, a red light activated on her glasses. She squinted into them, her eyes moving back and forth. “It’s giving me an error message,” she said. “I’m really sorry. I don’t think it’ll let you use two coupons together.”

“WHAT?” Kevin yelled.

Every conversation around them died a quick death at his outburst.

Ella flinched and stepped back. “I’m so sorry. I think it’s in the fine print on your coupon.” She pointed at some small text beneath the coupon code. “Yeah, right there. ‘Not valid with any other offer.’”

Kevin plopped his elbows down on the counter and leaned his bulk toward her. The coupon cordially moved out of the way. “And why isn’t it valid with any other offer?”

“I, uh, I don’t know,” Ella said softly. “That’s… just… the rules?”

“So you’re telling me that these coupons, both of which have been generously offered by your company, are mutually exclusive to each other?”

“Yeah. It, uh, says it in the fine pr—”

“Have you been trained?”

“I—Yes. Uh, yes.”

“How long have you worked here?”

“Six years?”

“So if you’re both trained and experienced, does that mean you’re doing this on purpose? Huh? You saw that I was upset and you wanted to fuck up my night even more?”

Ella’s lip quivered. Her eyes were watering up, and her overly professional veneer reeked of unspoken desperation. “I’ll try to, uh, ring the coupon in. Maybe I can override it. Let me try.”

She leaned back, the coupon snapped back into place between them, and her irises bounced around, navigating her glasses’ menus. But then she abruptly stopped and cringed.

“I’m extremely sorry, sir, but before I could ring it in, it looks like our whole server system just crashed. I’m sure the managers will get it rebooted in just a minute or two, though.”

Kevin stared. “You mean I’m gonna have to wait?”

“Yes, sir, I’m sorry. It’ll only be for a min—” As she reached up to point to something on the coupon, her hand bumped against his popcorn tub. It tipped over and spilled half its contents over the front of Kevin’s shirt.

His mouth dropped open. Ella might as well have socked him in the face for the vehemence in his eyes. Alan backed away a step. He almost said something to comfort the girl, but he was too nervous.

“God fucking damn it you incompetent bitch!” Kevin said. “Get your manager over here. Right now.”

Ella immediately raised her walkie-talkie to her lips. “Hey Chrissy, the, uh, the gentleman from earlier wants to speak with you again.”

“Hey!” Chrissy called from across the lobby. She was pacing intently alongside some kind of tech repairman. “What do you need, Ella?” But before Ella could answer, Chrissy saw the popcorn mess and winced. She paused, and as the tech guy walked off without her, her gaze swiveled between him and Kevin a few times, as if deciding which issue was more urgent. Then she paced over to Kevin.

“Look at this,” Kevin said. “Look! At this.”

“Oh dear. I apologize, sir. We’ll comp you the popcorn and the drink. Ella, what did you do?”

“I’m sorry, Chrissy, I just—”

“I’ve been coming to this theater for a long time,” Kevin interrupted, “and your standards have dropped for who you hire. I keep having to deal with these teenagers who just don’t care. They don’t respect their elders. I’m—I’m just a wreck right now, because of this…” He read the concessionist’s nametag. “… this Ella. I mean look at my shirt. Are you gonna pay my dry cleaning bill?”

“Like I said, sir, I apologize,” Chrissy said. “And we’ll give you your food for free.”

“I don’t even want my food anymore! You should give me free passes. You owe me five or six passes, and an apology. And I want this girl fired. I don’t ever want to have to see her when I come in here again.”

Chrissy just stared. So did the other customers. Alan had come here to blend in, to escape, and now everyone was looking in his direction. Even if they didn’t suspect his crime, they’d all think he was a jerk by association. Even more people who hate me. Alan partially hid himself behind a movie standee and waited for Kevin’s tantrum to subside.

“I can only give you one pass for each ticket you purchased, but I’ll go send those to you soon,” Chrissy said.

“I’m a dissatisfied customer, and you’re only gonna give me one pass?”

“Sir, all these people are waiting for me to run upstairs to fix a computer issue. I’m gonna have to go do that real quick, but if you’d still like to discuss this when I get back down, I’ll be happy to hear your concerns.”

Chrissy spun and paced away. Kevin huffed in disgust. “Come on, Alan. We don’t need these bitches.” He closed out of the coupon and gestured for Alan to follow him. Timidly, Alan did so, trying to avoid all the gaping stares.

They made their way into the auditorium: a large room full of three hundred leather recliner seats, each with a single immersion headset on which the movie would play. Each of the four walls, and the ceiling, was filled up with a screen, just like an Omni—for advertising, not for the movie. Alan still sulked at being unable to afford to install such a setup in his bedroom at home. 4-D. Realer than real.

As they sat down, one of the screens displayed the trivia question: “Who follows a white rabbit down a hole into Wonderland?” The multiple choice answers were listed as: “A. Snow White, B. Alice, C. Rapunzel.”

“Alice!” called a group of enthusiastic moviegoers nearby, as if through their unparalleled genius, they’d deduced the meaning of life and needed desperately to share it with the world.

Kevin didn’t seem to notice their excitement. “Idiot theater staff,” he muttered. “How dare they treat me like that? I’m fuming mad right now, man.”

“I can tell.”

“I mean it’s my right to enjoy a night out with my best bud, right? Half the things they just did to me have gotta be unconstitutional or something.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sure as hell looking forward to this movie, though. There’d better not be anything wrong with my headset. Cataclysm, man. Are you excited?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m gonna make that manager give me free passes after the movie. I’ll say the movie sucked or something, and maybe get more than two. She’d better give me at least two. Hopefully I can squeeze three out of her, though.”

“Hey, Kevin?”

“Man, this movie’s gonna rock.”

“Hey, Kevin. What do you want?”

Kevin turned to Alan, frowned, and narrowed his gaze, like he was hoping to read a sinister intent into Alan’s harmless question. “What do you mean what do I want?”

“Nothing. Just asking. What do you want? In general. In life.”

Kevin squinted even more… before apparently giving up. He exhaled sharply and turned to watch a few of the screens, which were now advertising some sort of candy. He didn’t answer the question.

Kevin was Alan’s friend, because unlike most people, Kevin usually treated Alan like he mattered. But after Kevin’s display in the lobby, Alan wondered if it might be better not to stay friends, in light of the way people looked down on Alan when he hung out with Kevin. On the one hand, it wasn’t as if Alan could just “go out and make other friends,” like Mom always wanted him to do. But on the other hand, did he really want to be the type of person who lounged around like Kevin, doing nothing meaningful with his life? Did he really want to wallow with his dark secret until it consumed his very sanity? Alan imagined a less fearful, more proactive version of himself—a better self that might realistically be within his reach, if he could only think the right things and make the right choices.

But changing himself would be hard work. And what would people think of him: a deadbeat trying to climb back up the social ladder? Alan thought about it through the rest of the advertisements, but by the time the notice to don the movie headsets popped up on the screens, he still hadn’t decided who he wanted to be.
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A nameless terror stalks me. I’m in a department store next to the technology section, but the lights are off, and I’m the only person here except for… something else. I want to dart into the clothing section next to me to hide, but my eyes are glued to the wall of video paper screens. They’re all blank—dark, turned off—but I can’t rip my gaze away from them, even though I know I’m in unspeakable danger. A hungry voice speaks from the darkness, and although I can’t make out the words, I understand them through the chaotic logic of nightmares.

Someone has been tinkering with your memory.

The voice gets closer, right behind me now. The hair on the back of my neck stands as cold breath caresses it.

A week of your life has been stolen.

I want to turn around, to stare the thing in its face and fight for my own freedom, but I can’t bring myself to look. The screen ahead of me just seems so important, like if I stare into it long enough the thing behind me will go away. I keep staring even as slender hands with razor-sharp fingernails wrap themselves around my neck.

Something’s not right.

No, not in the nightmare. Sure, I’m terrified of the thing that’s about to kill me, but now I know I’m dreaming. In real life, though, in the room with me right now, something is very wrong.

I know it even from the fog of deep sleep—the kind you fall into at six a.m. after staying awake worrying all night. It’s that mind-warping sleep that you wake from and don’t know where or who you are, only that something urgent needs to be done or you may never wake up.

I force my eyes open and try to remember.

“Buenos días,” says the man sitting in the chair in front of me. My waking brain struggles to recognize him. My arm pushes my bed sheets off of me.

I’m in Becky’s room. And it’s morning. And she’s not here; she’s at her dad’s. And my name is Guy Rosen, and I’m investigating a case revolving around Emilio Cassano and his son Juan.

Juan! That’s his name. That’s the name of the guy sitting in front of me. And what’s that thing in his hands? Is that a gun?

Oh shit.

The danger I’m in hits me like a pound of caffeine, and I’m fully awake in an instant. I sit up in bed.

“Juan, what are you doing here?”

Juan, wearing the same disheveled suit he wore when he killed Paul yesterday, casually waves his gun at me. “Don’t freak out,” he says. “I have to do it this way or you’ll turn me in, okay?”

I glance at my revolver, in its holster on the nightstand. If I stretched out my arm I could almost reach it…

“Guy, talk to me.”

“Okay, okay.”

“Get up.”

I slide my feet over the edge of the bed and onto the ice-cold tile floor, and the fear of my nightmare returns with the chill. I don’t have time for this. I need to run. The puppeteers at the corporation have driven Juan mad, and now they’re driving me mad, too. I have to leave the city. I have to claw my way back through the annals of my memory and learn what I’ve lost. Or maybe Juan knows. “Juan, you got a text on your glasses last night. Someone wanted you to be at the Cassano Building at ten o’clock. Can you tell me what that was all about?”

“Yeah, thanks for keeping my glasses from the cops,” Juan says, and he briefly pulls both halves out of his pocket for me to see. Great. He’s gone digging through my stuff. Hopefully he hasn’t seen the case files I copied to my glasses. “I don’t know anything about any meeting at the building, but I do know something I’m certain you’ll find interesting. Come here.”

Juan stands and backs toward the bedroom door. My slacks are draped over the chair he was sitting on. I stand and reach for them.

“Ah!” Juan warns. I freeze. “No clothes for you, mijo. You’ve got a knife in there, and besides, you’re not gonna try being a hero in your undies, are you? Come on.”

I reluctantly follow Juan across the house in nothing but my boxer shorts, leaving my revolver on the nightstand and my pocketknife in my slacks. He leads me, at gunpoint, into the bright kitchen. I fixate on every detail of the moment, disturbingly aware that someone might try to erase today from my memory later. What the fuck have I stumbled into? I never asked for fear like this. If I could safely smack Juan and scream at him that we have bigger fish to fry, I would.

It’s a nice, sunny day. Maybe a neighbor or two is out—someone I can signal. But the back yards surrounding Becky’s appear empty, or at least the portions of them viewable through her patio’s sliding glass door.

“You remember how I said Claud just popped out of nowhere a few months ago, right?” Juan says. “How I barely remember having an uncle before that?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.” Our journey ends next to Becky’s house phone—it’s an old one with actual buttons on it that we never use. Becky’s dad gave it to her just to get rid of it, I think. Juan picks it up, presses the sync button, and holds one half of his glasses next to it. They beep, signaling that the two devices are synced. Then he hands me the phone.

“Call the police.”

I arch my eyebrows at him. “What?”

“Dial the non-emergency police number,” Juan says. “Introduce yourself to the operator, but don’t say anything about me, okay?”

I squint at him, trying to figure him out. He’s either playing a game with me, or he really thinks he’s on to something.

Whatever. I’ll play along. I dial the non-emergency number from memory.

“You’ve reached the Los Angeles Police Department’s non-emergency number. How may I direct your call?” It’s a bot talking—not a human.

“Uh, hi,” I say. “This is Guy Rosen. I’m a PI working on the Cassano murder.”

“Hello, Mr. Rosen.”

Eavesdropping with his broken glasses held to his ear, Juan speaks up: “Ask for any officer assigned to my father’s case.”

I sigh, then speak into the phone. “Uh, can you please connect me with an officer working on the case? It can be anyone.”

“Hold on just a moment, please.”

As horrible smooth jazz plays over the phone, I gaze unhappily at Juan. He grins and makes an A-okay sign with his fingers. A moment later, the music stops and a voice greets me.

“Lopez,” the voice says.

“Hi, Officer Lopez. This is Guy Rosen. I’m the PI on the Cassano case. Are you working on that case too?”

“I am. What can I do for you?”

Juan whispers: “Ask him to do a quick background check on my uncle.”

“Sorry to bother you with this,” I say to Lopez, “but would you mind doing a quick background check for me? I need to know something pretty fast here, and it might help you guys out, too.”

“No problem, but we can only give you info that’s publicly available. Who’s the guy?”

“Claud Cassano.”

“Claud Cassano? Okay…”

“Thanks.”

A few moments pass. Birds chirp. There’s still no one outside. I’m trying not to stare at Juan’s gun.

“Doesn’t exist,” Lopez says.

“I’m sorry?” I say.

“Your guy. Claud Cassano. Doesn’t exist. At least not in LA County.”

“What are you talking about? Claud Cassano. Emilio Cassano’s brother.”

“Uh, I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Mr. Rosen. Emilio Cassano was an only child. He never had a brother.”

Okay, someone has to be playing a game with me, bigger than anything I’d considered before my masked tour last night. But I dialed the right number. I even saw Officer Lopez at the crime scene, so I know he’s a real cop. I lean on the counter and speak as clearly as I can, adding a sharp edge to my voice.

“I spoke to this man,” I tell Lopez. “Claud Cassano. In the lobby of the Cassano Building, on the morning they discovered Emilio’s body, I spoke to this man. Lieutenant Jones spoke with him, too. There’s no question that he exists.”

“Not according to our computers. Don’t know what to tell you, Mr. Rosen. I can get Lieutenant Jones on the line if you want.”

“Yes, please.”

“All right, hold on.”

“Hang up,” Juan says.

I slide my palm over the receiver and whisper to him. “Like hell I’m gonna hang up!”

Juan raises his gun to eye level. Fuck! I hang up and slam the phone on the countertop.

“Aren’t you curious to see what the lieutenant has to say, Juan?”

“Yes, but not enough to let you drop hints that you’re under duress.”

“Okay, so what exactly was that? What did Lopez just tell me?”

Juan glances heavenward. “Oh, truth’s a bitch, ain’t it, papá? Officer Lopez just told us that my uncle Claud isn’t really my uncle Claud.”

“Then who is he?”

“That’s the question of the hour, isn’t it?”

Oh, this is bad. This is so, so bad. The room is warm, but my bones are still cold, and the voice from my nightmare is still hissing to me.

Someone has been tinkering with your memory.

I think back over my few interactions with Claud Cassano. He seemed completely legit. Becky’s background check on him turned up normal, and both Lieutenant Jones and Genevieve Cassano treated him like he was the real deal. Who the hell else would he be besides himself? But can I even trust my own mind to remember him accurately?

“You must have childhood memories of him, or something,” I say to Juan.

“You know, I do have memories of him, but they’re all sort of weird and vague. Like I remember him, his identity, but I don’t have a single specific memory of him ever being in my life.”

I shake my head at the sheer outlandishness of it all. Maybe it’s not just me. Maybe Juan is a victim caught up in this mess, too. “Juan…”

“Pretty messed up, right?”

“Could this have something to do with your father’s research? The Lethe Project?”

“Maybe, except that the project was canceled. I think the best solution is for you and me to go downtown, march right up to Uncle Claud’s office and give him a little—”

Juan briefly turns his head in the direction of downtown, away from me, and that’s all I need. I grab the gun from his hands, aim it at him, and back quickly away.

“Hands on your head,” I say.

Juan stares at me in disbelief, and remains an alarmed statue, his outstretched hand frozen like the gun’s still in it. “Oh no you didn’t.”

“Oh yes I did. Hands on your head!”

Juan’s hands fly up to his head in less than a second.

I motion back toward the bedroom. “Move!”

Juan starts walking. “Guy, I’m on your side. You shouldn’t be doing this.”

“You killed Paul! Did you think you could just tell me some scary story about Claud and suddenly I’d be your best friend?”

“Well… yeah.”

“Why’d you kill Paul, Juan?”

“I didn’t want to! I found out Claud isn’t a real person, and I knew him and Paul had been spending time together lately. So I figured they did it together. They both killed my dad. So I worked the hunch, like a PI would, right? Leah gave me directions to Paul’s house, and I followed him from there to that nightclub, and this drone let him inside. It had to be something criminal, right? At least that’s what I figured. So I waited for my mom to get there and I was gonna wait for Harry, too, but I was so mad at Paul, Guy. I was so pissed off that I just had to confront the bastard. And then he pulled a gun on me! He tried to handcuff me, blabbering some bullshit about how I’d killed my father. Then I pulled the same trick you just did with me, and I got his gun. I tried to get some info out of him, but then you showed up, and I panicked, and… and… I’m sorry.”

“Your mom told a slightly different story,” I say.

“What’d my mom say?”

We’re in the bedroom now, so I grab my revolver from the nightstand. Now I have two guns pointed at Juan.

“Those handcuffs on my belt over there,” I say. “Put ’em on.”

“Are you serious?”

I say nothing more, so Juan shakes his head, reaches over to my slacks, and slaps the cuffs over his wrists. I have him tug on each cuff so I can be sure they’re nice and tight.

“I’m not the enemy, Guy. Paul was in cahoots with Claud, whoever he is. And it’s them who are playing this game with us.”

“Not with us. With you. Whoever is doing this, you’re the target. All I did was see something I shouldn’t have, but you’re the one they’re trying to frame for murder.”

“So why don’t you let me go?”

“Because you murdered my partner. And whether you killed Emilio or not, I’m not able to deal with you right now. I’ll leave that to the police.”

Juan doesn’t seem too happy about that, but he broke into the wrong guy’s house this morning. Let’s see… I won’t be able to get dressed with a gun in each hand, so I’ll have to render one of the guns useless in case Juan tries to get it back. I back up to the opposite side of the bedroom, place my trusty revolver on Becky’s dresser where I can grab it in an instant if Juan makes a run for it, and then I remove the magazine from Juan’s handgun. I check the chamber. There is a bullet in there, and I’m about to get rid of it… but it looks funny. I examine it for a few moments.

Then I close the slide, point the gun at Juan, and shoot him.

Juan yelps, jumps. He checks himself to locate the wound, but before he can find it, I jam the mag back into the gun, unlock the slide, and shoot at Juan three more times.

“Ah, fuck! Stop it!” he yells. His hands run across his shirt, tie, and jacket, searching for wounds, but he soon relaxes. Not a scratch is on him. “Are you crazy?” he yells at me.

“Why is your gun full of blanks, Juan?”

From the baffled expression Juan gives me, he’s just as clueless as I am.
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“Where are we going?” Juan asks me from the passenger seat as my car drives us east up I-10.

“To my office. You’re gonna give me a statement before I let the cops have you.”

“I just gave you a statement.”

“Not a recorded one. Not with Becky there as a witness. Not with the LAPD practically right next door, which is always a comfort for law-abiding citizens like myself.”

My glasses are on now and I’m recording this whole escapade. My revolver trained on Juan, I try calling Becky, but she doesn’t pick up, so I dial 911 telepathically.

“Nine-one-one. What is the address of the emergency?” the operator says.

“This is Guy Rosen, PI. I have Juan Cassano in custody, and I’ll stop by LAPD’s Vermont Avenue location with him soon.”

No response. I check the call, and it’s been dropped. Shit. The bad guy at Cassano headquarters is on to me. But how?

It’s my glasses. Or maybe my implant. But before I worry about that, I check my past recordings. I didn’t think to do so after my creepy tour of the Cassano Building’s guts last night, but it seems prudent. And sure enough, I can’t find any video recordings in my glasses from earlier than a week ago. Whoever erased my memory also scrubbed my glasses, and probably the devices in my office, too.

Juan’s eyes are focused on the blur of the city passing us outside the window, leaving the back of his head facing me. His hair is long up top, but short at the nape of his neck, so now that I’m looking for it, I can see the scar clearly. It’s an older scar, mostly healed, but it’s much larger than a typical implant scar. Juan’s gone under the knife of the Lethe Project, too, but long before I did.

“What’s that scar on the back of your head?” I ask him.

He glances at me, then turns his gaze back to the window. “My implant, estúpido. It’s been giving me the worst headaches. I keep having to visit the company’s doctors.”

“I wouldn’t trust them if I were you.”

Juan laughs—a deep, hearty laugh that’s really out of place. “You know who you remind me of?” he asks.

I take a guess. “Philip Marlowe?”

“No. My father.”

“Your father?”

“Yeah. You’re obsessed with doing the right thing, and you’re tough about it. No bullshit. You cut the crap and get right to the bottom of things. My dad was like that, helping me turn every one of my screwups into a chance to grow. Principled and firm. I think that’s the reason I like you so much.”

“I’m touched,” I say with copious sarcasm.

“Just saying. We could be friends, if you wanted.”

And I think that we could, under different circumstances. Even now, after Juan’s killed Paul and sent my whole case into a shitstorm, I can’t help but feel that Juan isn’t guilty of his father’s murder. It can’t be Juan who’s messing with my memory. Someone much more dangerous is behind this.
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I check Juan’s handcuffs again to make sure they’re secure. “Okay, get out.”

He opens the car door and steps out onto my office’s front parking lot. I exit on the other side. The asphalt, cracked through with weeds, radiates the smothering heat of LA. My lungs labor to inhale the scorching air, and this is in early wintertime. Grateful that I’m not having to do this in the inferno of an LA summer, I approach the front doors, which I unlock and open telepathically.

I wave my gun and Juan enters in front of me. The lights inside turn on when they sense my implant, illuminating dust, mountains of boxes, video paper, coffee stains on the carpet, faux-wooden panels fighting against their own age to stay attached to the drywall.

I fish an evidence bag out of my desk’s bottom drawer and drop Juan’s gun into it, followed by the magazine half-full of blanks. Now for the camera to record Juan’s statement. Where is that thing? I rummage around in my desk for it, but a noise soon distracts me. I stop moving so I can hear it better. A muffled voice, coming from just outside the back door. Someone else is here.

Juan hears it, too. He’s backed up behind Becky’s desk in case he needs to duck out of sight. Good man. I place my pointer finger over my mouth to prompt him to keep him quiet.

Juan nods. “You stay right here,” I whisper.

Revolver in hand, I tiptoe around some boxes to the back door, glancing back every few seconds to make sure Juan stays put. Closing in on the door, I can make out the words of the voice on the other side. It speaks casually, not expecting any eavesdroppers.

“It’s not just a clue. It’s more than a clue! It’s putting all our lives in danger. And when he could just walk into a store and buy more bullets… We’re really not happy with how you’re doing this. In fact, I think you should call the whole thing off. And I’m done running errands for you in places where I could be seen. I don’t care how much you want the info. You’ve gotta have other ways of—”

With a thought, I yank open the door, and the voice stops. I squinch my eyes in the bright sunlight, struggling to adjust so I can see the petrified figure in front of me.

Standing outside the office’s back door, chatting on his glasses like he’s out for just another cigarette break… is Paul.

Alive and well.

I hold my gun steady, and he gapes at me like it’s me—not him—who’s come back from the dead. There are a million things I want to ask him, but I can’t bring myself to speak. Then Paul starts talking to his glasses again. “Uh… yes,” he says. “Guy is here. He’s pointing his gun at me. I don’t appreciate being put in this position.”

“Drop ’em,” I say. “Drop your glasses. Don’t hang up! Just set the glasses on the ground and back away.”

Paul does exactly as I asked. He keeps his hands well away from his pockets. As far as I can see, he’s not carrying. I lean down, grab his glasses, pocket my own, and put his on my face. There’s nothing in the lenses that would indicate a call.

“Who is this?” I ask. “Hello? Hello?”

I check the active apps, and no ongoing call is listed.

“I told you not to hang up!”

“He must have hung up from his end,” Paul says.

The rusty hinges on the back door squeal as Juan bursts outside. “What the hell is this fucker doing here?” he says.

“Juan, get back inside!” I yell.

“Nuh-uh. No way. I fucking killed this guy. What’s he doing here, huh? What are you doing here, Paul?” Still in handcuffs, he stalks toward Paul.

I grab Juan by his shirt collar and brandish my revolver in his face. “Juan! You’re going to cooperate with me! Okay? Okay?”

“Guy!” Juan nods frantically toward Paul. I turn back to my former coworker.

Paul is running for it. His loose flesh is jiggling, and he’s booking as fast as his thick legs will carry him.

After a few clicks of my gun’s cylinder, a loud crack sizzles through the morning air and a spurt of blood sprays from Paul’s neck. Almost at the main road, Paul collapses onto the asphalt.

Silence, save for the din of distant traffic. Stillness, save for my racing heart. I stare down the length of my arms at the smoking barrel of my revolver, and I try to come to grips with the shot I just let myself make. I was so panicked, and my best hope for answers was escaping from me, and it happened so fast… I must have acted on instinct. But I’ve never shot anyone in my life. What made me react that way? No. Oh, please, no. Paul was dead, and then he was alive, and now I’ve shot him again.

Juan’s mouth hangs open. Paul remains motionless.

I stride toward him. “Paul?”

A car drives past on the road adjacent to this dingy back alley. It doesn’t stop or speed up; the driver doesn’t seem to notice the bloody body lying on the asphalt behind my office. A lawnmower starts up behind the vine-covered wall separating the alley from a residential area. Some birds perched on a wire gaze down on me indifferently as I crouch in the nasty splatter of blood next to Paul. He’s not breathing. He has no pulse. He’s dead.

He’s dead, and I killed him.

Why did my gun click so many times before the shot went off? Last I checked, it had five bullets in it. I pop open the cylinder, and it’s empty. Only two of the chambers have gunpowder residue in them, meaning the other four bullets weren’t fired; they were removed.

But I didn’t remove them.

My head is spinning. Omnipotent hackers, memory erasure, phantom uncles, dead friends coming back to life, missing bullets, blanks in guns. Every answer I find leads me to ten more questions. How deep does this rabbit hole go?

I have no idea, but I bet Paul did. I link my nanochip with his glasses, which I’m still wearing, and access the auto-record function. Access denied. I try to bring up Paul’s geohistory. Access denied.

Sirens in the distance. Paul’s outdated nanochip must’ve performed its final task and communicated his sudden, violent death to the police. I look back and forth between Paul’s body and Juan lingering beside the door in handcuffs. Blazing fear threatens to paralyze me. Okay, think. Think. What’s my next move?

“All right, get inside,” I call to Juan. “Get inside!” I shut down Paul’s glasses and don my own again as I run back and follow Juan into the office. The police won’t be able to detect Paul’s if they’re turned off. At least I hope not.

“What was he doing alive?” Juan asks as I hurry to my safe.

“To be or not to be,” I speak into it. It opens. I place Paul’s glasses inside, then shut and lock the safe. The sirens are getting louder.

“The hell is going on, man?” Juan continues.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Okay, I’ll go out to meet the cops. You’d better keep your ass right here, okay? If you run for it they will shoot you on sight.”

“After what I just saw outside, I’m more worried about you shooting me on sight.”

I can’t shoot anyone on sight—not without bullets in my gun. I know I have extra bullets somewhere in the office, but since I never used my gun until today, I have no idea where they are. Probably buried at the bottom of one of these junk piles.

The sirens are outside now. “Stay put,” I warn Juan again. The sirens turn off just before I step out through the back door.

Three police cruisers have arrived on the scene. Paul’s body is lying right there in the open for all to see.

Lieutenant Jones steps out of the lead vehicle, his sidearm drawn but not raised. “What happened here?” he calls over to me.

“The body there is Paul Abramov, the man Juan Cassano supposedly murdered yesterday.”

“What’s it doing here? It should be in the morgue.”

“I don’t know. He seemed pretty alive a few minutes ago. He attacked me, so I had to defend myself.”

Jones aims his gun at me. “You shot this man?”

I halt my approach toward the officers. Five more of them have exited their vehicles. One of them kneels down to check Paul’s body while the others form a wide circle around me. I don’t like where this is going.

“I shot him in self defense,” I lie, hopefully well enough to convince Jones. “It’s a long story. Juan Cassano broke into my house this morning and woke me up at gunpoint. He had me call Officer Lopez and ask for a quick background check on Claud Cassano.”

“On who?” Jones asks.

Silence again. Oh, Christ. Not Jones too. Either the man who claims to be Claud is a grade-A con artist, or Juan and I are caught in a conspiracy that reaches up to the highest ranks of the LAPD. At this point, I’m not sure which scenario is less plausible.

I start backing toward the door. My empty revolver’s in its holster at my side, but if I reach for it I’m a dead man. Whoever’s running this scheme seems to only want me locked away—not dead—but that’s not as reassuring as it should be. I’m sure I could easily change that if I’m not careful.

“Claud Cassano,” I say. “Emilio Cassano’s brother, Juan Cassano’s uncle, and the current acting CEO of the Cassano Corporation. The man who both you and I spoke with at the crime scene.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Rosen, but I need you to please place your hands on your head and come with us.”

“What? I’m not under arrest, am I?”

“I’m afraid so, Mr. Rosen.”

“Why?”

“After Lopez told me you called, I checked your credentials with the Bureau of Security and Investigative Services. I think you can guess the rest from there.”

“Uh, actually no. Can you enlighten me?”

“Your ID card is fake, Mr. Rosen. You don’t have a license to practice private investigation in the state of California. So we need you to come with us.”

The officers are flanking me now. I’m surrounded, pinned against the outer wall of my office. As I edge sideways, I almost trip over the cardboard boxes that the hobo was sitting on the other day.

“I’ve been a Licensed Private Investigator for more than a decade,” I say. “Any background check will show you that in an instant.”

“Not the ones we ran. Mr. Rosen, please. Don’t do anything foolish.”

“Okay, I’m gonna reach into my pocket and take out my ID. My gun is on my left, and I’m reaching down here to my right, okay?” The officers scrutinize me intently. I reach a hand into my right pocket and slowly grab my wallet… and my pocketknife. I can’t believe I’m about to do this, but when you fuck with the very fabric that makes a person who he is, it makes him a little crazy. Here goes nothing.

I hold up my wallet at face level, only to drop it and extend the knife. I press the blade to my throat.

“Back off!” I yell.

The cops cease their advance. “Mr. Rosen!” Jones says.

“I swear I will slit my throat before you even get a shot in. Whatever game’s being played here, you’re about to get another corpse instead of a patsy if you don’t back off. Is that what you want?”

“We don’t want to hurt you. There’s no need for this.”

“I SAID BACK! OFF!” A trickle of blood runs down my throat from beneath the blade’s edge.

Finally, Jones motions for the cops to pull back. They all back away a little, and I edge closer to my office’s back door.

“Good. Now get behind your cars.”

Jones again motions for the officers to obey. I’m pretty close to the door now, and the cops are in back of their cars, but they’re too far away for me to hear details when Jones starts whispering something to them. Telling them to call for backup, no doubt.

But now one of them is opening the trunk of one of the cars. And shit, he’s got some kind of weapon in his hands. They’re not buying my ruse. It’s just a few more feet to the door.

I sprint toward it.

An electric zing sizzles through the air as a Taser cartridge bursts out from behind the police car. It impacts me on the side of my neck.

My arms fold in across my chest and my legs and stomach seize into cramps. It feels like I’m being repeatedly stabbed in the back.

I go down hard, just outside the door. I hear the officers’ boots on the asphalt as they run toward me. But before they can reach me, a handcuffed pair of hands reaches out from the darkness of my office and pulls me inside.

Juan slams the door behind me. He bolt-locks it. “Guy! What’s happening? Are you okay?”

Holy hell this hurts. Feels like a weightlifter’s fist is holding my windpipe shut, like I need a truckload of air but can only breathe in through a drinking straw. My vision blurs as I wobble to my feet. I keep coughing, trying to talk.

“What are you saying?” Juan asks. “Come on, come on. What do you need?”

I limp to my desk, grab the evidence bag containing Juan’s handgun and its magazine of blank rounds, and throw it to him. Then I point to the back door.

Juan nods. “Got it.” He opens the little window next to the door and takes cover behind the wall. He fires a couple blanks at the cops, and I can hear their startled shrieks all the way from my safe in the corner.

I open my mouth to say the passcode, but my voice box is wrecked, and only garbled coughing comes out. It’ll be minutes before I can speak again. Maybe an hour or more. Fuck! I need Paul’s glasses. They’re the only evidence I’ll have to defend myself if I’m caught, and the only clue I’ll have to work with if I escape this. There’s no way I can break into my safe in the minute before the cops storm this place. But maybe…

As Juan keeps shooting, I access the auto-record on my glasses and rewind a few minutes. Video footage glimmers backward before my eyes: I fall upward, the police run closer to me, then back away toward their cars, then I back into the office with Juan… There! I stop rewinding when I reach the footage of me at the safe just a few minutes ago. I telepathically crank the volume to max, lean close to my safe, wait for a break in the gunfire, and hit play.

“To be or not to be,” my recorded voice says from my glasses.

The safe clicks open. I grasp for Paul’s glasses.

“Guy!” Juan says. “I’m out of bullets. I think they’re circling the building.”

I open one of the front doors, drop my own glasses onto the concrete outside, and stomp on them. My heel swivels back and forth, making sure they’re nice and crushed. Then for good measure, I stomp on them again. The cops might be able to reconstruct some data from them, but it’ll take them days.

“Guy, run!” Juan shouts. “I’ll keep them busy! It’s all on you now, amigo. Find out who killed my dad!”

I nod once, then bolt to my car.

A thud of splintering wood splits the air behind me—the cops must have kicked down the back door. I hear Jones barking commands and the heavy footsteps of cops stampeding into the tiny office. Then the front door closes and all is quiet again, for a moment.

I open my car’s door and dive inside. I breathe in deep, deeper still, then manage to croak out a single, desperate word.

“Drive!”
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“My name is Guy Rosen!” I grunt to the receptionist at BSIS. I’m calling her from Paul’s glasses, weaving through traffic as fast as I can, my own two hands controlling the wheel. Sirens are following me—distant now, but they’ll close in soon. “I renewed my license with you two months ago. I’ve been an investigator for—”

“Again, sir, I’m sorry. But no one by that name appears in our records. Are you sure you’re not licensed in another state?”

I hang up and dial Becky. This time she picks up. “Who is this?”

“It’s me!”

“Guy, I’ve been worried about you. Why haven’t you called?”

“Becky, don’t say anything. I’m running from the law and they’re listening to this call. I don’t want to make you complicit.” At least, not until I know how I want to use you. “I don’t want to make you a target.”

“What’s wrong with your voice?”

“I said don’t say anything! Look, I’ve discovered something. Something very dark and very big. I don’t know what it means yet, but I don’t want to drag you into it. I need you to stay safe. Stay alert.” With my hand that’s not on the wheel, I access Paul’s call log, and to my surprise, it isn’t password-protected. I check the number at the top of the call log. No name is attached to it, so I run a Google search.

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Becky says.

“No. Definitely not. Police will be by to question you later.” I leave unsaid that she needs to deny, deny, deny, and claim she knows nothing about my investigation of the Cassano murder. Becky’s smart enough to figure that out on her own.

“Do you have any leads?” she asks.

“Only one. A call made on Paul’s glasses.”

“Who was the call to?”

The search result opens up, and I cringe at the name: Heidel, Søren. Motherfucker!

“Guy,” my car says suddenly. “It appears that the police would like to speak with you. I apologize, but I’m going to have to pull over.”

“No!” I say. “No, no, no!” The wheel turns right against my yanking. I try to wrest it back to the left, unsuccessfully. The car soon comes to a complete stop. “Gotta run, Becky!”

I hang up and look outside. Security cameras on streetlights and the tops of buildings swivel to look at me. Two or three police satellites are probably trained on me right now. For all I know the internet’s caught on to it and thousands of people are following me live on Google Maps, hoping I get caught.

Where am I? Looks like the intersection just behind me is Wilshire and Western. Which is actually perfect—there’s a metro station next to the shopping plaza right across the street. There’ll still be cameras down there, but at least I’ll be out of view of the satellites.

But I can’t open my car door. The five-O have told my rusty bucket not to let me out. After all these years and all these miles, the thousands I’ve spent in upkeep when I could afford it and the numerous malfunctions I’ve endured when I couldn’t, this is how my car decides to end our relationship. Et tu, Brute?

I activate my car’s cigarette lighter and wait a few seconds. People, or maybe computers, are honking as they pass me—there’s really no place to park beside Wilshire’s three eastbound lanes except the sidewalk, so my car has parked itself half on the sidewalk and half in a lane. Its emergency blinkers are flashing.

All right, my corroded old friend. You want an emergency?

I pop out the cigarette lighter and hold it next to the sensor above my sun visor. Within a second, my car blares an alarm, alerting me to the “fire” that it thinks is eating its insides. The door pops open, I throw the lighter aside, and I almost get out. But then I notice the clown mask from last night lying in the passenger’s seat. I grab it and stuff it in my pants pocket. It could come in handy if I need to hide my face from cameras in a pinch.

I leap out into traffic. Several cars swerve to avoid me with robot precision, missing me by inches. The sirens sound a lot closer from outside my car. They’re a block away at most. I scramble toward the metro entrance.

“Hey Mister! You need help?” some guy calls when he sees me running from my rebellious car across the street.

“No thanks, I’m fine,” I say, frantically scrolling through menus in Paul’s glasses, trying to find the online component of the ATM next to the coffee shop in front of me. I can see flashing red and blue lights behind me by the time I reach the machine. I navigate its controls online with my implant—surprisingly unharmed by the Taser—and the ATM starts vomiting twenties at me, two or three of them per second. I wait until I have about five hundred dollars, and then I’m out of time. I run for it. The ATM keeps spitting my money out behind me for some lucky soul to find later. Doesn’t matter to me—the police are about to freeze my bank account.

Just as the cop cars screech up beside the shopping plaza, I charge past some tourists down the escalator into the metro station. As I run, I snap Paul’s glasses into two pieces, then four, then eight. The glasses could have been useful later, if I could have found the time to try and hack them, but I can’t afford the cops tracking them. I throw the pieces in a trash can. At least I have Søren’s name.

When I hear a distinctive buzzing sound behind me, I spring to the right just barely in time to miss another Taser cartridge sizzling through the air. I actually feel it against my left arm as it passes.

I turn. Two cop drones are coming down the stairs behind me. I bolt into a side hallway thinking I can outrun them in this underground maze, but the hallway just leads to a maintenance closet and a dead end. Maybe I could hide in the closet, but that’s exactly what the drones are designed to do: keep me pinned somewhere until the cops can find me.

With no other option, I turn back to the main hallway. The buzzing gets louder. Is there anything here I can use? Just a mop and a bucket.

Well, desperate times…

I unhook the mop head from its handle and grab the wringer off the top of the mop bucket.

The drones swoop to a stop at the hallway’s end. I charge toward them. Cop drones are programmed to remain at a safe distance from the suspect, so they’ll scram as soon as I get close. But as soon as I see them start to move, I hurl the mop wringer in the direction of their retreat. They brake, then try to fall back the other way. The second drone fires off its Taser at me. I dodge left. As it crackles past, I launch the mop handle in the new direction they’re heading, and again they stop and try to flee the other way.

Too late; I’m on them. I leap up, grab a drone in each hand, and smash them together. Sparks fly.

But before I can feel like too much of a badass, I hear what sounds like a dozen pairs of footsteps at the top of the stairs. So I drop the dead drones and book it deeper into the subway station.

Lines thirty people long wait for me by the turnstiles. What’s going on? Some big event nearby? Oh well. The crowd is fine by me, since it gives me more people to blend in with. But the security cameras speckled around the walls will still be able to identify me through facial recognition. I have to find somewhere private to don my clown mask.

“Forty bucks to let me skip you,” I say to the woman at the front of the line. She shrugs and accepts my money. The other people waiting complain, but I’m already through the turnstile and sprinting toward the final escalator that’ll take me down to the metro platform.

A police officer is riding up that very escalator.

I duck into a sporting goods store—it and a little Cuban restaurant are the only stores in this station. Union Station has a whole shopping mall inside it, which would be nice to hide inside right now. But I’ll take what I can get.

It’s crowded inside the store, too. In my trench coat, blood oozing from the back of my skull, I stick out like a severed thumb.

“Hey, Guy,” Paul says to me from a wall screen I’m passing. “Guy, I have a deal for you I really think you’ll like. With our rewards app, you can get twenty-five percent off any in-store purchase! Sign up with just a thought!” The computer-generated Paul’s face is oddly pixelated. Parts of it are animated quite well, but some of his muscles don’t move at all, and his frozen hair is clearly stolen from a still photo.

As I maneuver farther into the store, Becky materializes to sell me some running shoes. Normally I’d shrug it off as the annoying marketing fad that it is, but then I remember how the advertisements work. The store’s algorithms are accessing my implant to identify my closest friends, crawling their online profiles for images they can mimic, then using those to generate these personalized advertisements. Because of the chip in my head, the advertisements know who I am, and they know where I am.

And so do the cops.

Which is why I have to surgically remove my implant. Now.

“Hey, Guy,” fake-Becky says from a screen next to me, in a voice that’s almost hers. “I think you might be wanted by the police. You should stay here. You can get in a lot of trouble by running from the police.”

Jeez, thanks for the reminder, Becks. I touch the blood on the back of my scalp, where the Cassano surgeons cut into me. No one’s looking at me, but I’ve got about a minute, if that, before the cops come storming in here.

I can’t do anything out here in public. The cameras are watching my every move. But there are restrooms at the back of the store, and security cameras are still illegal in restrooms, so maybe if…

I activate a customer service kiosk and get a girl in Nigeria who’s chatting on a physical burner phone at her ear. From her phone call, and from the tabloid website open on a small tablet she’s trying to hide beneath the camera, I gather she’s not allowed on her glasses at work.

“I know!” she says into her phone, oblivious to my presence. “I signed the Charisma Glam petition, too. I don’t care if she was driving drunk. She should not be put in jail because, you know, she just electrifies our lives. I mean who else would we read about if they caged such an incred person? Who would tell us, like, how to live? You know?”

“Yeah, poor Charisma,” I say, tapping a finger on the mic, vaguely wondering what kind of world we live in when Nigerians sound like they come from the Valley. “Can you tell me where to find boxing headgear?”

She purses her lips at me, nonverbally chiding me for interrupting her important conversation. “Aisle six, right behind you.”

“Thanks.” I run down the aisle, find the headgear quickly, snatch it and some nasal strips off the shelf, and dart to the men’s restroom.

Six other guys are in here: three loitering by the door, two at the urinals, one in a stall. No one casts me even a sideways glance as I march into a stall. It takes me five seconds to rip open the headgear. Then I unclip my holster and pocket my empty revolver.

A stray thought darts across my mind: the thought that new memories might surface when I pry out my chip. Remembering my missing days might even make removing the damn thing worth it. But it’s a small consolation compared to the agony I know I’m about to endure.

I sit down on the toilet. My pocketknife is sharp between my fingers. Okay… Breathe in. Breathe out. Whew. No time to warm up.

I slice open the unhealed wound in my head and dig my fingers into it like a dad gutting a Thanksgiving turkey. And fuck! Goddammit! I force my fingers into soft flesh, bracing against paroxysms that threaten to knock me to the ground. Holy mother of God! I’ve never felt pain like this in my life. Spots form across my vision. Every muscle in my neck is cramping, willing the intrusion away. I feel blood pouring past my slippery fingers and down my neck in a stream. Where is that fucking thing?

I’ve got it. It’s a little piece of metal about the size of a popcorn kernel. I rip it out of my head with a wet pop, and I almost pass out from the pain. It feels like someone took wire cutters to my spinal cord and squeezed. I can barely think. My vision’s fogging up. My upper back’s all warm and wet. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“You okay in there?” someone asks from outside my stall.

I drop my knife, focus as best I can, shrug out of my trench coat, and use it to sop up the blood. “No!” I say. “No, I think there’s a bomb in here. I’m not joking. I think someone put a bomb in here. Run! Run, get out of here!”

The bathroom erupts into yelling and frantic footfalls. The headgear stings like a car-sized wasp as I slide it over my head and fasten the Velcro straps in back. I brace my hands in front of my chest, then pull with all my strength and rip off my button-up shirt, leaving only a tank top underneath. By the time the last guy is fleeing the restroom into the main store, I’m right there with him, yelling and screaming. But unlike him, I’m sticking a nasal strip on my face, and I’ve left my implant safely behind on the stall floor.

“He’s got a bomb!” I yell to the police officers streaming into the store, their weapons drawn. “He’s in the bathroom! He’s crazy!”

The officer nearest to me mumbles something into his shoulder-mounted radio.

I run right past him, squinting my left eye the whole while. Any security camera watching the scene saw a clean, trench coat-wearing Guy Rosen enter the bathroom with his very unique and scannable facial features. Then it saw some bloody weirdo with a disfigured head exit. The headgear, plus the nasal strip, plus the blood, plus my squinting eye all alter my face enough in the eyes of the security cameras to render me a brand new person.

I hope.

An alarm blats on my way out of the store, warning me that the store’s checkout system was unable to charge my account for the items I’m taking. I’ve made myself unidentifiable to it, and to every other piece of chip-reading tech in the world. Fortunately the police are too busy with the imaginary bomb in the bathroom to worry about a petty shoplifter stealing some boxing headgear.

I book it down the escalator to the metro platform like there’s no tomorrow. If the trains don’t come soon, there might not be. A cop drone is already hovering above the crowd, searching for me.

But I’m in luck. The purple line subway is already here and commuters are boarding. Police will be swarming the sporting goods store by now, and they’ll figure out what I did soon. Hopefully not too soon. I zip past the train’s doors just as they’re closing, then lean against a wall since every seat is taken. After a few seconds, the train lurches beneath my feet, the metro platform slides past the window, and a voice crackles over the speakers: “Welcome aboard the purple line. This train’s final destination is Union Station.” Another voice repeats the words in Spanish. I keep my eyes on the escalator until the train enters the tunnels, but no cops come down it.

As I catch my breath, the guy holding the pole next to me keeps looking me up and down, his eyebrows arched at my boxing headgear and the blood leaking down the back of my shirt. Fortunately, though, he’s the only one looking. “Rough fight?” he asks.

I laugh, and pat him on the back. “You have no idea.”
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I ride past the Normandie station, but I can’t risk staying on the metro any longer—the cops will find me here if I stay. So I get off at the Wilshire/Vermont station and run up to the surface. There’s one cop speaking with a pedestrian on the stairs, but he has a cup of coffee in his hand and he’s walking at a normal pace. He hasn’t gotten word yet that there’s a lunatic PI wearing boxing headgear on the loose.

I run over to 6th Street, crouching down and punching the air in front of me every few moments so I look like I’m an athlete in training. A shrimpy athlete wearing slacks, but hey, it’s better than nothing. When I reach the corner, I wait in the shadows for a couple minutes, keeping an eye out for drones and trying to remember my missing days. But no new memories emerge. I ripped the Cassano chip out of my goddamned head, and nothing came back to me. Shit. Whatever happened in the days surrounding Emilio’s murder might be lost to me forever.

On 6th Street I take a risk and hold out my thumb like a hitchhiker. It’s LA, so of course an Uber stops next to me within ten seconds. I wave it by, and then the next, until I find what I’m looking for: a shitty petro-powered Chrysler that’s even older than my car, driven by a bona fide human being. That means its GPS will be out of date, or nonexistent, so the city’s surveillance won’t be able to track it as easily.

“Hey buddy, I don’t want none of that blood on my seats, you hear?”

“Yeah, I gotcha. I’ll lean forward so it doesn’t touch. I don’t need to go far.”

He eyes me warily. “Where to?”

Where to? That’s a good question. I have a head start—nothing more. I’d love to just take this car out of Los Angeles, into the desert where there’s no CCTV. But the city’s cameras will trace me here, then the cops will trace the car I’m in with archived satellite footage, and then they’ll show up and arrest me long before it leaves the city. I need to get to a crowded area and blend in for a while, without ever showing my face to a security camera. If I can make it to nightfall without being arrested, the satellites should have a harder time following my movements in the dark.

“Take me to the USC campus,” I say, pulling out the plastic clown mask that’s been stuffed in my pocket this whole time. “The circus is in town, and I have an appointment with the ringmaster.”
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You’d be surprised how little attention people pay to a guy wearing a clown mask and a bloody tank top walking across a college campus. And whenever someone does start staring, I just wave and give them a thumbs-up, and they laugh, shake their head, and continue on their way. One group of frat guys even asks to take a picture with me next to the student union. And you know what… why not? I stand right in the middle of them and throw another thumbs-up to the guy taking the picture. Then they crack up and thank me and leave. Ah, college.

I’m just twenty feet past them when something in the crowd catches my eye. A face. Someone familiar. Someone I know. My surroundings are hard to see in the mask—I have no peripheral vision at all—but I scan the faces around me. A professor wheeling a suitcase across the concrete square. A vendor hawking hot dogs from a food stand. A multitude of nondescript students in their early twenties. Nobody I recognize. When I see a clown’s reflection in one of the student union’s windows I realize how fishy I look out here in the open, and I have to resume my journey. It’s too bad, and it’s freaking me out—I really thought I saw somebody. Now is the last time I want to run into an old acquaintance.

Oh well. It’s not like they’ll call the police or anything. There’s no way they could see through my mask.

My head still feels like a zombie tried to eat my brains, but the passage of time has stemmed the bleeding. I stop in a restroom to wash some of the blood off my neck and the back of my head, taking care not to probe at the wound itself. There’s nothing I can do about the blood on my shirt. Then I pace across the campus to Søren’s office.

I’m not gonna kill him. I want to, but vigilante justice never leads to good places. Or maybe I’m hesitant to impart vengeance because I’m a criminal myself now. I’ll happily face the courts later for my accidental murder, and I’ll unhappily remember the way Paul clutched at his throat as he fell to the asphalt for the rest of my life. But now is not the time. If the police are corrupt, then for all I know, so are the courts. My trial wouldn’t be fair. Emilio Cassano’s murder would never get solved. I’m his only hope, and I’m Juan’s only hope. So I’ve gotta solve this thing before the cops get me. And the next breadcrumb on my trail has led me here, to the office of Søren Heidel, where I’m gonna milk him for information. Or pulverize him for information, if necessary. Or even turn him in to federal authorities, if I can collect enough evidence to prove he’s involved with the conspiracy.

He’s here. But he’s leaving just as I’m walking down the hallway toward him. I duck into an alcove and peek back out at the tall bald monk. The lock on his office door clicks behind him, then he walks away from me. I follow him, keeping my distance, although if he turns around, he’ll notice me right away, what with my clown mask and all.

The sky’s getting dark outside. It’s too early in the afternoon for dusk. Must mean rain’s coming again. The trees around the parking lot rustle in the soft wind as Søren plods toward his car—a clunker, an old retired public model he must’ve bought at auction. There aren’t many people here. The parking lot’s mostly free of cars, too, since most students these days use public cars. I crouch behind a hedge and waddle forward, glimpsing Søren between the leaves.

He stops at his car and opens the driver’s side door. The only person around is a girl a hundred feet away; she’s turned away from Søren and looks absorbed in her glasses.

I wield my empty revolver, keep it close to my side, and pace toward the wayward professor. “Unlock your back door,” I say, deepening my voice so he won’t recognize it.

Søren gasps and clutches some papers close to his chest.

“Do it now,” I say, nodding to my gun. “Do it now and get in the car. Keep your hands on the steering wheel.”

Søren drops his papers to the asphalt and stares into his glasses for a moment. A click sounds inside his car. He gets in the driver’s seat. I look around to make sure no one has noticed us, then I get in the back seat and pull the door shut.

“Take off your glasses.”

He sets them in his lap. Before I can ask him a question—before I can even press my useless gun to his head—he speaks. “Guy?”

“How’d you guess?”

A few moments of silence pass as dark clouds roil outside the car. Feels uncomfortable, so I pull back my gun’s hammer close to Søren’s ear. He tenses at the sound. “How much do you know?” he asks.

“I know that Paul was on the phone with you earlier today. Why?”

“B-But I thought Paul had been murdered,” Søren stammers.

“Drop it. Your number’s on Paul’s call log. Why?”

Søren exhales. He hangs his head from his shoulders, and his hands slide down a few inches on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry, Guy. I’ve lied to you about some things.”

“No shit. You corrupted my business partner, for one.”

“You don’t know everything about Paul.”

“He was my friend! I cared about Paul.”

“I hired Paul!”

Søren’s words fall like the whole sky’s coming down at once. He gulps and sighs deeply. Looks like he’s trying hard to calm down after his uncharacteristic outburst.

“You what?” I ask.

“Behind your back, Paul has been investigating the Cassano Corporation for several years. And I’m the one who hired him to do so.”

“Years?” All that time when I thought he was drunk at home, sitting on his ass and lost in his glasses…

“Yes. His knowledge of the family made him the perfect person to look into my former employer.”

“You used to work for the Cassano Corporation?”

“For fifteen years. Before they fired me. I broke at least twenty nondisclosure agreements by telling Paul what I know.”

“Why would Paul keep this from me?”

Søren hesitates. His fingers tap a nervous beat on the steering wheel. “Paul wanted to protect you. He discovered some dangerous things. You see, I was involved with a very secretive project.”

“The Lethe Project.”

Keeping his hands on the wheel, Søren turns around as far as he can, his eyes surprised. “Yes. You know about it?”

“I know it offers clandestine mind erasure services to the ultra-wealthy. Memory wipes.”

Søren stares at me, looking shocked that I know so much, so I add, “Juan told me.”

This seems to satisfy him. He turns forward again. “The procedure took years to develop. It mostly relied on the technology already inside people’s heads, so it was safe. It was even reversible. And you can see why it fascinated me. Imagine the implications for my philosophies, if a person could forget so easily. I even tried it myself, erasing my entire childhood from my memory and then returning it to myself. It lends one a whole new perspective on life.”

“Why were you fired?”

Søren shakes his head. He reaches a hand up to the rearview mirror and adjusts it so he can look me in the eyes. “I don’t know,” he says. “One day Emilio Cassano himself came into my office and told me my services were no longer needed. I was upset, as anyone would be, but I got over it. Out of pure curiosity I hired Paul to uncover why I was fired, and that’s when he found out they were selling it. With no outside oversight, they were selling the technology that I helped to develop. They were selling it to anyone who could pay: the ultra-rich, disreputable businesses, black market buyers, corrupt officials.”

That fits with the tour I took of the Cassano Building’s underbelly. And it’s useful to learn that Emilio was directly involved in running the shadow company. But it still doesn’t explain Claud’s apparent nonexistence, or the blanks in Juan’s gun, or…

“Professor Heidel, I watched Juan shoot Paul. I saw the blood.”

Søren shakes his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. I can only assume someone was threatening Paul and he had to fake his own death. Or maybe it was all a show for Juan for some reason. I just don’t know. Paul said he found something new, and he was about to tell me the whole thing this morning when you interrupted our call. I haven’t heard from him since. Is he okay?”

Well shit. If Søren is telling the truth, I screwed up big time. Paul wasn’t involved in a conspiracy; he was just doing his job. Why the hell didn’t you tell me, Paul?

Guilt pries at me, but I refuse to let it in. Breaking down now is not an option. Emilio might ultimately turn out to be a bad guy, but someone murdered him, and I’m the detective on the case, so I have to press on. Søren’s gotta know something else.

“I wish Paul would have told me,” I say. “I turned him in to the police.”

“That’s terrible news.”

“Yeah, well, now I’m in some real trouble. The cops don’t think I’m licensed, and they think Juan killed his father.”

“I wish I had answers for you.”

“You could start by explaining what Paul was talking to you about on his glasses this morning. It wasn’t about corporate malfeasance or mind erasing. He was saying something about a clue, about someone buying bullets, and about you putting people’s lives in danger. What was he talking about?”

“The clue? I have no idea, I’m sorry to say. We’d only been talking about thirty seconds before you interrupted us, and he didn’t—”

“Dr. Heidel,” the professor’s car says suddenly. “I’m detecting that your body is undergoing a severe stress response. Don’t worry. I’ve called campus medical services. They should be here soon. In the meantime, please try to relax.”

Goddammit. Can’t I catch a single break?

Søren glances to the revolver that I’m still holding next to his head. “Can you please put the gun down, Guy? I’m on your side in all this. I’m trying to help you.”

I oblige but still keep the gun pointed at his back from behind his seat. There’s still one part of his story that doesn’t make sense. “I fail to see how neuroscience and theatre connect,” I say. “An acting enthusiast as a top-level employee in the Cassano Corporation? That’s pretty far-fetched. And why would you move from such a prestigious position to teaching theatre?”

Søren runs his hands over his bare scalp. “During the lifetime of each human being, we all have the ability to live more than one life. Those of us who choose to do so would usually rather forget their previous life. I needed a change. I’m sure you can understand.”

Not really, but I don’t tell him that. I try to think of a way to catch him in a lie, or to glean more info from him, but my brain is fried. Still, there’s gotta be something here for me. Some clue. “What else do you know?” I ask.

“I’ve told you everything of importance, Guy. Paul kept documents pertaining to his investigation on his glasses’ hard drive. You might try looking there.”

I might… if Paul’s glasses weren’t lying in pieces in a trash can in the Wilshire/Western metro station. “No. I know you’re hiding something from me. What is it?”

Søren tenses and clutches the steering wheel again. “I… Uh, I don’t know. I don’t think there’s anything…”

I watch his eyes move back and forth in the rearview mirror, like he’s trying to think of something to get me off his back. He’s breathing quickly. He knows something and campus doctors will be here soon and I’m gonna be left in the dark again if I don’t get him to talk now.

“What do you know?” I yell at him.

He cringes down in his seat. “I don’t know anything,” he says fearfully.

“What do you know?”

“I’m sorry! I wish I could help you. I really do!”

Søren’s gotta be the guy I’ve been after. He can’t be a dead end too. He can’t be! I don’t know where the hell else to look. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

I reach forward and yank on the shoulder of the plain beige tunic he’s wearing. “I need your shirt.”

“I’m sorry?”

“My shirt’s all bloody. I need yours.”

“Oh. Yes, of course.”

The not-so-peaceful giant contorts his limbs in order to remove his tunic in the cramped space. Then he passes it back to me.

“I want you to answer me honestly,” I say, doing my best to keep the gun trained on Søren as I change shirts. “The memory-wiping procedure. Has it ever been done to you? Aside from your own experiments on yourself?”

Søren thinks about it for a moment before responding. “If it had,” he says, “I probably wouldn’t remember, would I?”

“Do you know if it’s ever been done to me?”

“Now how would I know that?”

Okay. He really doesn’t know anything. And neither do I. Despair gnaws at me now, along with the guilt. What if I never get to the bottom of this? This will all have been for nothing. My friend will have died for nothing.

I toss my bloody tank top into the front seat, make sure my mask is fastened tightly, then open the car door. “Thanks for the info, Dr. Heidel. If you stay out of my business, you and I won’t have to meet again.”

I get out, slam the door, and walk away.
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How to sneak into Becky’s house? Surveillance drones are doubtlessly swarming around it, looking for any clue to my whereabouts. Most clothing companies sell anti-drone jackets with a special design that confuses drones into thinking you’re not there. But as soon as the drones got confused, their owner—the LAPD—would know something was up.

I stopped by a street vendor earlier and bought a sheet of fabric that I can drape around myself to hide my body heat. The drones don’t just use thermal imaging, though; they use image intensification, too, which will still let them see me in the dark. Hmm…

My salvation comes just a few blocks away from Becky’s. The storm finally hits, and a full-fledged waterfall pours down from the heavens. Police drones can deal with water, but—

Hot damn! The lightning just hit less than a mile from here. Lit the place up like daytime. I throw the infrared-blocking sheet around me, slink behind hedges and past patio furniture, grills, jungle gyms, and swimming pools, and wind up in a back yard two houses over from Becky’s. Any of these houses might have a security camera or two watching me, but they won’t be attached to the public grid, and the city’s algorithms won’t be able to use them to recognize me.

I don’t have to wait long. When the next lightning blast strikes, I bolt from cover to Becky’s back door. If the police drones are anything like the drone I own, they’ll be blinded by the sudden flare of light. Only for a few seconds, though. I’m taking a calculated risk.

I remove my clown mask and rap on the sliding glass doors at the back of Becky’s small house. A moment later, the blinds part to reveal her surprised face. “Guy!” she says, her voice muffled by the glass. Then she opens the door, yanks me inside, and embraces me tightly. “Guy, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“You too. Are they watching your house?”

“Yes, they are! Why are you here? The drones have to have seen you.”

Lightning strikes again, and I point upward.

“Ah,” Becky says, getting it.

“You’re the only one I can trust, so coming here seemed like the right move. Figured you’d be here instead of your dad’s since Juan’s been caught.”

“That, and I thought you could use a safe house.”

“Well, I could use one, but I can’t stay long. They’ll find me here.” I pace past her to the bedroom, checking the house’s windows to make sure the blinds are all closed. I toss my revolver on the bed. Feels great to get rid of Søren’s tunic and my sweaty slacks and change into fresh clothes.

“Jesus, Guy, what happened to your head?”

“Long story.” I activate an old touchscreen on the wall and send instructions to Becky’s 3D printer. Feels weird to use my hands to control a device, but without my implant, that’s the way it’ll be for a while. “Becky, the week that Emilio Cassano was murdered, do you remember anything I did that whole week?”

She appears at the bedroom doorway. “Can’t say that I do. It was just an ordinary week, wasn’t it?”

“Come here.”

“Why?”

“I want to check the back of your head for something.”

She walks up to me and pulls her silky hair aside. And whoa. Becky, too, has a scar right above her implant, larger than a typical implant surgical scar would be. But this one looks like Juan’s, all healed over with faded red collagen. What could that mean? Maybe Becky’s dad forced her to undergo memory erasure long ago?

I turn back to my clothes like I found nothing of interest. “I can’t remember anything I did that whole week. And it’s really worrying me.”

“Probably just ’cause the Cassano case is so big,” Becky says, rubbing the back of her head with a question on her face. “We’ll get back to our other cases once we get your name cleared…”

I finish buckling my belt and walk into the living room, where the printer is just finishing its job. Becky gasps when she sees what I printed. “Guy, no!”

I quickly lock the gun’s pieces together, load the magazine with bullets, and jam it into the grip. “I need to defend myself,” I say. “If you have any better ideas, I’m all ears.” The white plastic gun looks ugly as hell, but it’ll do the job. I make sure the safety’s on, then pocket it.

“Guy, you don’t need that.”

“Why not?”

“I, uh, well…” She nods toward a tablet on the kitchen countertop. I step over to it and see that it displays, of all things, a pair of digital concert tickets for a Fog Collision concert in Houston. What the hell? I love that band, but…

“Are you serious with this?” I ask.

Becky steps closer and runs her hands across my chest. “I bought them a few days ago. I meant to surprise you with them, but this is more important.”

“What’s more important?”

“Getting out of town. Convincing you that you don’t have to do this anymore. And that whatever’s going on in this city, it’s too big for us. We can just walk away. Live off the grid until this all blows over. We could make a road trip out of it. Sightsee across South America. I’d like that. You and me.”

“Bonnie and Clyde, running from the law,” I say, and smooch her on the forehead, although I have no intention of giving in to her feminine wiles. I’m not sure what’s gotten into her head. Her proposition is absurd. Who in their right mind would go see a concert while running from the law?

“That’s it,” Becky says, massaging my shoulders. “We can go to a hotel for the night, order takeout, watch TV, fuck, relax.”

Soft lamplight glints off a strand of hair swaying in front of Becky’s eyes. On another evening, I could get lost in those eyes.

“Juan let himself get captured so I could escape and continue the investigation,” I say. “It’s my responsibility to press on.”

She rests a hand on my cheek. “You don’t have to go digging for answers, Guy. Why is this so important to you?”

“Why isn’t it important to you?”

She draws her hand back, flustered. “It is. But… I don’t know. I just don’t want to deal with this right now. Things were going so well.”

“Come on, sit down and help me think,” I say, still trying to figure out what’s wrong with her. “We can solve this thing.”

“I don’t want to think.” Her voice sounds strained, almost forced. Her eyes dart around behind her glasses, and soon a TV screen activates in the living room and a radio plays calming mood music in the bedroom. “There’s just so much to worry about. I keep thinking anxious thoughts. Sad thoughts. Thoughts I can’t control. I just want to get out of LA and forget all this.” She hugs me again. She’s acting weird. Maybe she just needs comfort, but I can’t give it to her now.

“I’m worried too,” I say. “So let’s sit down and think and solve the problem.”

Becky backs away from me, toward her bedroom. She looks at me like I just told her I want to break up. For all I know, maybe she’s about to break up with me. “The job’s not much fun anymore, is it?” she says. “Not when lives are at stake.”

“No, but—”

“I’m sorry. I’m gonna go take a shower.”

Becky disappears into her room, not quite closing the door behind her. Water soon swishes through the house’s pipes. And I’m in the doghouse again.

Well, I guess she has a right to be mad, what with all I’ve put her through lately. This case sure turned out to be more than either of us signed up for.

I peek through the blinds at the house’s front yard. Some chimes clink in the slight breeze, but other than that, there’s no movement out there.

My legs are killing me after running all afternoon, so I plop down on a recliner by the half-filled bookcase, willing myself to relax for a moment, unsuccessfully. I’d like nothing more than to get the hell out of Dodge with Becky and forget about all this, but I’m a problem solver at heart, and I believe in justice. Call me idealistic, or a workaholic, but this job matters more to me than anything else in the world. Helping good people live good lives by making sure their world stays safe. It’s one of the core reasons why I took up PI work. I’ll never forgive myself if I leave this problem unsolved, and Juan will never forgive me either. Nor will the ghost of Emilio.

I just have no idea what to do next. Should I try and find Paul’s research on the Cassano Corporation? Maybe he had enough—or almost enough—to launch a legal case against them. Or should I contact somebody higher than local law enforcement and spill what little I know? Or maybe, for Becky’s sake, I should just run, hide, and leave her here where she’ll be safe from everyone who’s chasing me. I haven’t vented everything I know to her yet. She still has plausible deniability for a lot of what I’ve discovered.

I glance down at the box of Francis’s books at my feet. One of the next books I have to shelve is The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Reminds me of my safe’s passcode, and of all the work I’ve been doing at the office—all the blood, sweat, and tears I’ve put into solving this case. I lean down, pick up Shakespeare’s most famous play, and examine the half-leather binding. I spin the book around in my hands, and I ponder Becky.

I’m crazy about the girl. Always have been. I can’t just vanish into the night, never to see her again. Damn. What to do, what to do? Keep fighting, or find a way out?

“To be or not to be,” I mutter bitterly.

Huh…

That simple remark gets the gears turning beneath my thick skull. I’m not a book guy at all, but I think I read this one once. Hamlet. Or maybe I saw a production of it at some point, a long time ago.

I flip open to the first page. Act 1, Scene 1. Elsinore. A platform before the castle. Bernardo and Francisco start gabbing in antiquated language I barely understand. But I’m not interested in them. I flip through until I find a passage featuring King Claudius. From what I can recall, he’s Hamlet’s murderous uncle, who killed Hamlet’s father so that he could usurp the crown.

Kind of like what Juan claims his uncle Claud Cassano did.

And then there’s Hamlet’s emotionally troubled love interest. Ophelia… Leah?

And what about her meddling father, who Hamlet kills halfway through the play? Polonius… Paul?

What’s going on here? Juan Cassano’s life—everything he does—roughly follows the storyline of Shakespeare’s play. Right down to him seeing his father’s ghost.

You’ve gotta be shitting me. I’m completely fucking dumbfounded. After the events of the past few days, the fact that Juan’s life has been imitating a work of fiction is just the cherry on top of the clusterfuck my own life has become, but it’s gotta be important. I’ve collected enough pieces of this paranoia-inducing puzzle that they have to start forming a picture soon. Maybe they already would have if some malicious architect at the Cassano Corporation hadn’t erased parts of my memory. But I’m starting to see it now. It’s blurry, but the whole picture is there, in the dark passages deep in my mind. I feel like if I just sharpen my vision a little more—if I just find the right pair of glasses—I could see the company’s machinations for what they are.

Gripping the book, I rise and pace into Becky’s room. This changes everything. It can’t be a coincidence that a goddamned play turns out to be so central to the case. There’s no way Søren isn’t involved in this more deeply than he lets on. Damn it, I should have clobbered the fucker. At least this info might get Becky absorbed in solving the case again.

But just as I’m about to rap on her bathroom door, she says something.

“I’m afraid for my life.”

Huh? Is she talking on her glasses? Then why is the shower still on? Becky’s voice grows fainter, so I press my ear to the edge of the door.

“That’s in the rules, right?” She’s whispering loudly. “If I’m afraid for my life I can leave. So let me leave.” Steam from the shower drifts underneath the door. “This one’s different from what we normally do, isn’t it? No, don’t lie to me—I can tell this one’s different. This isn’t what I agreed to. You should never have brought up the Lethe Project. Paul, or whatever his name is, is dead now because of you. He’s dead in real life. I tried to save him. I tried to take the bullets out but I didn’t get them all. And now Juan is in police custody, and Guy is in my house with a gun, and he’s starting to figure it out. I offered him tickets to a concert in Texas and he wouldn’t take them. And—” A pause, then: “Hell yeah I’m trying to get out of LA. My implant won’t let me leave Guy, but I hoped we could at least get away from you!” A few broken sobs escape from beyond the door. “Fuck you. I’m not safe here and you haven’t left me any other way out of this. What am I gonna do if he does figure it out, huh? Spend the night at that guy Francis’s house again?”

A moment of relative quiet passes, and with it any solace I had in this place. I am truly alone now. There is not a single person in this city I can trust.

“You’d better not screw me,” Becky says from behind the door. “Don’t ever, ever do this to me again. Especially not with these men, okay? Okay. Bye.”

The dull rush of shower water abruptly subsides. I scramble out of the bedroom as quietly as I can, then sit on the recliner in the living room. I barely make it. The recliner’s still rocking from my impact with it when Becky enters the room, wearing only a towel.

I can’t look directly at her. We’re too close, and I won’t be able to hide that I know she’s in on it, whatever it is. She’d read my eyes the instant she saw them.

I feign fatigue, like I’m starting to doze off in my chair. I do fall asleep here all the time, so she might buy it. Her soft footsteps pad across the tile floor to the kitchen, then back to her bedroom, where I hear her donning some clothes.

“How long you gonna stay here, Guy?” she calls across the house.

“Oh, not much longer. The cops aren’t dumb.”

She stops by her bedroom door. In my peripheral vision, I see that she’s dressed now, in shorts and a T-shirt. Good. Just a casual night at Becky’s house. Nothing out of the ordinary here.

“What’s with the play?” Becky asks.

I glance down. Hamlet is still clutched in my hand. Fuck.

“Uh, just shelving your dad’s books,” I say. “I thought it’d help me think, but it’s just putting me to sleep.”

My blood pulses with adrenaline and anger. It feels really awkward that I’m not looking her in the eyes, so I dare a quick glimpse. She’s staring at me. Trying to read me. The woman I loved…

“Huh,” she says, then walks to the pantry. She browses the food items there, or pretends to.

“You okay now?” I ask, to gauge whether or not she knows that I know.

For a few seconds she doesn’t say anything. She’s just standing there freaking me out. The radio’s still playing softly from her bedroom, and a true crime show plays on mute on the wall screen.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Becky finally says. “But I think I’m gonna go out and pick up some dinner. You want anything special?”

She knows. “No thanks.”

Becky grabs her purse and marches to the door. She throws me a perfunctory smile, and I smile back. But as soon as the door shuts, I drop the book and grab my newly printed gun. I’m gonna threaten her. Hell, I’m gonna drag her back inside, tie her up, and interrogate her. I’ll torture her if necessary; I don’t care. This has gone too far, and I’m a few steps past infuriated.

Outside, the rain has stopped and a thin fog has settled over Becky’s neighborhood. Maybe it’s thick enough that the drones won’t be able to identify me. Probably not.

She starts running when she hears her front door open, enraging me all the more. I’m fed up with being thrown around like a chew toy. I want answers, and I want ’em bad, and I want ’em now.

Becky flat-out sprints the last few feet to her car. Faint orange streetlights illuminate her as she jerks the door open with her mind. Who the fuck does this woman think she is? Sabotaging our case. Pretending to love me so she can deceive me. It hurts. It hurts on the deepest level imaginable, and she’s gonna fucking pay. She’s gonna—

A gunshot rattles through the fog and echoes off the houses. Becky’s silhouette collapses onto the concrete of her driveway.

Who shot her? Did I shoot her? My gun is warm, and there’s smoke rising from it, and my arm is stretched straight toward her, muscles as tight as if I carried a fifty-pound weight in that hand. My finger is clenched against the trigger. I guess I did shoot her. And I guess she deserved it, for stabbing me in the back.

I amble over the grass to the pavement and arrive at Becky’s shaking form. She’s on her stomach, trying to crawl away from me, but she’s groaning and grimacing at the intense pain she must be feeling. Her blood’s draining onto her driveway as she crawls.

I stand in her way, and she stops moving forward.

“Why?” I ask.

She starts sobbing.

“You were the love of my life,” I continue. “Why’d you do it?”

“Call an ambulance!”

She’s full-on bawling now. Tears flow freely down her cheeks and drip into cracks in the pavement below.

“Relax,” I say. “I shot you in a safe spot. You won’t bleed out.”

“How do you know? You don’t know shit about this stuff.”

I’m not used to seeing her so venomous. Did she feel only spite for me all this time? These years that we’ve been coworkers, and these past few wonderful weeks when we’ve been a real couple? Or has she forgotten it? Has whatever she felt for me been erased from her mind?

“How could you get involved with this?” I ask.

“How could you?” Becky responds, practically spitting the words.

My teeth grate against each other. I crouch down beside her. “I’ll avenge you,” I say. “Whoever coaxed you into this. Whoever made you betray me. They’ll pay.”

“I don’t need avenging. I need help! I need an ambulance.”

I grasp her hand. The puddle of blood beneath her grows larger and larger. “I was gonna ask you to marry me,” I say, my voice trembling.

Becky angles her face up toward mine. Her jaw opens in what looks like disbelief, and she shakes her head. “I’m not your reward,” she says. “I’m a person. I’m a whole, real person. I’m studying marketing.”

Marketing? No she’s not. Not in all the years I’ve known her has Becky gone to school. Is she going crazy? No, Cassano’s surgeons must have done something to her memory. Or have they done something to my memory of her?

She’s not crying as fiercely now. Her head lolls to one side and she relaxes it on the ground. Is she dying? No, she can’t be dying. I didn’t mean for this to happen.

“I loved you, Becky.”

She speaks slowly, feebly. “You didn’t… even… know me.” She whimpers again and closes her eyes.

Her eyes stay closed. Her labored breathing abates. Her blood slopes down the driveway to the gutter.

I stand and back away from her body, trying hard not to freak out. Twenty minutes ago this girl was the person I trusted most in this world, and now she’s a traitor, and she’s dead, and she’s dead because I shot her.

I should be wailing with grief right now, but strangely, I don’t feel much. Panic, if anything. Chilling uncertainty about what any of this means, or where I should go from here.

The fog presses in around me. Police drones are out there in it, watching. I don’t have much time.

I check Becky’s glasses, but she erased her call log. Lights are turning on in nearby houses, and onlookers are peeping through their blinds. I need to get out of here. When I try to start Becky’s car, it denies me permission to drive it. Which feels crazy, because the Becky I knew would have programmed me into her car’s driver list. In fact I’m sure I have driven this car before.

I run to Becky’s body, lift it up, and set it in the back seat of her car. It works. The car senses her presence, feels what remains of the warmth of her body, and starts.
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Reflected lights flow up the windshield like molasses. The car is set to wander mode, just as lost as I am, roaming through the night’s darkness with me and my dead girlfriend. Bright lights glare off countless billboards dotting the Sunset Strip like Christmas lights, advertising shows, venues, products, anything to get me out of the here and now. One of the billboards follows me for ten whole blocks trying to sell me a new implant, then I drive out of its operating range and its drones pull it up and away toward another victim.

As I wait at the light to turn onto Hollywood Boulevard, a homeless guy raps on my window asking for money. I tell him to piss off. He sees Becky in the back seat, but what do I care? The cops’ll find me anyway. They might send the order for Becky’s car to stop at any moment. I’m driving on borrowed time and I don’t know what to do with it. There’s not much point in running anymore. Not without Becky by my side.

Most of the shops along Hollywood Boulevard have closed for the night, steel bars securing their windows, graffiti decorating their rust-stained shutters. The souvenir stands are locked shut, too, protecting their precious merchandise for another day of consumption, and then another, and then another.

This late, there’s only one character left in front of the Chinese Theatre: a guy dressed as Santa Claus. A bottle of liquor tucked in his back pocket, he hugs an overeager little girl while her parents take a picture. Ubers and buses wait like vultures in front of the theatre for the day’s final tourists, most of whom have already departed, leaving behind shriveled hamburger wrappings and cigarette butts, plastic bottles in place of their plastic bodies.

Security guards with guns at their hips patrol the Hollywood and Highland Center inside and out. They haven’t yet spotted the lone audacious vandal out front, who’s trying to remove one of the stars on the Walk of Fame with a chisel. It’s a star with no name. I can’t see why he’d want it. But he keeps hacking away, his face covered with hose so the cameras can’t recognize him, but a personal insignia marked in red tape on his back so they can.

I keep replaying Becky’s final moments in her glasses. The video quality is poor—mostly images of the ground or her blood—but the audio is clear. “You didn’t… even… know me,” she says again and again, almost like she’s talking to me from the back seat.

Near Silver Lake I almost toss the glasses out the window for the police to find later, but something makes me hold on to them. They’re my last link to Becky.

My aimless journey takes me and whatever police drones are following me to a seedy section of town where broken beer bottles dot the sidewalks and the graffiti looks more like gang markings than art. I tell the car to turn its headlights off and point it toward a lonely street beneath a bridge spanning the Los Angeles River. The river actually has water in it tonight, which is unusual, but lucky for me.

The car stops underneath the bridge, next to a huge concrete support pillar. I get out and open the back door. Becky’s just lying there, like she’s asleep. But her blood’s all over the seat and her skin is hideously pale.

I turn away from the car and start pacing in circles, my footsteps drowned out by the noise of river water rushing through the aqueduct. I can’t do it. The river might carry Becky’s body out to sea. I could clean up the car. I could run back to her house and clean up the blood in her driveway, if the cops haven’t gotten there yet. Maybe the drones didn’t see me after all. But no, no, oh, what am I doing? This is Becky I’m thinking about throwing away like a goldfish flushed down a toilet. What’s wrong with me?

I stop walking when I realize I’m not alone down here. Across the street rests an old abandoned shopping strip full of crumbling parking blocks and windows long since shattered. One of the walls has fallen to pieces beneath a partially collapsed roof, and piles of old, used electronics equipment have fallen out onto the sidewalk to decay in the elements. Thirty years ago this place might have been a money-maker in a prime spot north of downtown, but now the whole thing is just waste—foundations, trees, and all—that’d be too expensive to demolish. Plastic and paper debris tumbles in the wind across the empty parking lot, urban detritus as undesirable as the people living in it.

There are ten or twelve of them, sitting on old tires or huddled under the overhang above the plaza’s sidewalk. Nearly invisible in the darkness, they’re dressed in tattered, dirty clothing. Most sit, two wander erratically, and though they’re all living in the same place, they’re all separated from each other by at least twenty feet. None of them speak to each other, and none seem to notice that I’m here. Or maybe they do notice and they just don’t care.

They’re addicts, of course. One of them repeatedly rubs the polka dots of infected track marks on his arms. Another woman is passed out, sleeping on a literal bed of used needles. No demographic distinction seems to connect the group. I see all races, all ages, all sexes. As I watch, one elderly addict tries to tighten a thick rubber band around his arm but is too weak to do so. So he simply proceeds to inject himself without the rubber band, then eases back into artificial euphoria. Plastered on the wall behind him is a mishmash of smudged twenty-year-old flyers and posters for various sales that the shopping plaza ran, once upon a time.

One of the vagrants is staring at me. I look closer, and holy hell, he has a power symbol tattooed on each arm. It’s the same junkie who’s always hanging out near my office. He’s sitting on the asphalt, leaning against a wall, and his head’s cocked sideways at a weird angle. I watch him for five minutes. He doesn’t move the whole time. Not even a blink.

He’s dead. But unlike Becky, his eyes remain wide open, and they’re staring right at me. Looks like he’s trying to stay alive just a little longer, to prolong his high as long as he can. Or maybe he wants me to look into those eyes and see him as he truly is, an empty shell where a soul once lived. I yelled at him over and over again to get off my property, and now he’ll never see me or my office again, and not only do I feel guilty for his death, like I’m somehow culpable, but a mist of dread falls around me. It’s damned eerie, him being here now. It’s almost like he’s been expecting me.

“Welcome to my property,” the junkie’s dead face seems to say, taunting me. “Welcome to my property.”


12

Alan was sitting on a short wall around some of the student union’s hedges, looking at pictures of friends online, when he heard someone yelp. He glanced over the rim of his glasses to see an old man lying prone on the ground, a streak of blood smattering the concrete beneath his nose. The man had been waiting in line for one of the vendor stands that seemed more numerous than students on campus these days—and the line held its position after the man fell. The couple in line behind him just stared. A red light on the girl’s glasses indicated she was recording the incident.

The man groaned and struggled to push himself up, but his gaunt arms were too weak to lift his own weight. He collapsed again, then tried to wipe at the blood dribbling from his nose.

In his own glasses, Alan slid over to local status updates and found a few of them describing what had just happened, complete with plenty of lols and wtfs and #supersads and #ifeelbadforhims.

Twenty seconds after the man fell, he was still lying there on the ground. Finally, the vendor selling hot dogs noticed the predicament and rushed out of her stand to help him. She gingerly turned him onto his back.

“Hey, we’re hungry!” complained one of the patrons in line.

Alan stood and paced away. The blood on the ground was making him sick, perhaps because it reminded him of Mom’s blood, all curdled and infected, draining her life away. He’d been out last night watching a football game with Kevin and some of his acquaintances when the hospice workers had called, saying they were at his house, that the time was close at hand…

He refused to think about it. He refused to even consider going home to see her. He needed a fix more than ever and he’d given up on trying to resist his hunger. He didn’t care how many headaches a sim would give him or how much he’d regret his decision afterward. This withdrawal was vicious and agonizing. He needed a fix.

Bill was here on campus today, the guest speaker in some lucky professor’s class. Alan had been deathly afraid of approaching Bill, but the more he needed his hit, the surer he grew that Bill would help him. Bill always helped him. He was a good, good man, full of sympathy, unlike the other Cassanos. But would he help Alan out now that Alan had no money? Of course he would. Of course he’d give Alan a freebie, especially with Alan showing some interest by attending one of his speeches. Wouldn’t he?

As Alan walked to the lecture hall, he maximized the window containing the pictures of his friends. They weren’t so much friends, he supposed, as they were a collection of contacts he’d known at various points in the past. The great-aunt he’d only ever met once, as a child. The coworker he’d sorted files with when Mom made him get a job that one time. The study buddy from a college class he’d never seen again.

He remembered them all as uninteresting, mediocre people, but their pictures revealed them all to be far more interesting than Alan. The aunt was sipping a margarita on a balcony in Santorini, a brilliant sunset lighting up the archipelago in the background of her perfect vacation. The coworker was grinning in a cap and gown, standing beside several supportive family members. He’d just graduated, and had accepted a two-year contract with Comcast. The study buddy had just gotten engaged to… wow. Was she a supermodel? She had fine blond hair, a radiant smile, and all the right proportions. Yet another thing that Alan wanted but couldn’t have.

From the other side of the half-transparent window in his glasses, something stirred him out of his envious daydreams. He removed his glasses to see more clearly. Had someone in the crowd been watching him? He’d seen a familiar figure mere seconds ago—he knew it. Had the authorities learned his secret? Had they found him? Alan’s gaze darted from person to person, but classes had just gotten out and the crowd here was too thick. Who’d been watching him? He slipped his glasses back on and checked the geotags of all his acquaintances, but none in this area were involved with the Cassano Corporation… at least, as far as Alan knew.

He kept his head down and hurried into the lecture hall: an open, tiered room with vast windows looking down into the library. He peered through them as he walked, searching for any sign of police. All he saw were long shelves of ancient, leather-bound tomes, torches lighting the passages between them, and a few pointy-hatted wizards strolling importantly. The school must have been using a fantasy world theme to lure students to study there. With glasses off, the library was just a big, empty, white room with a few dozen students meandering around.

Bill Cassano was already here, wearing a black turtleneck shirt, chatting with the professor before the Q&A session. Alan sat in the center of the very front row next to students ten years his junior. Sitting in such a conspicuous location posed some risk, but Alan needed Bill to notice he was here. And indeed, Bill glanced his way… but pretended not to notice him. It was fine, though. Bill would talk with him after the lecture, if Alan could manage to wait that much longer, with life’s pain weighing heavier and heavier on him with each passing second.

When every chair in the room was occupied, still more students filed in. They sat on the floor at the front and stood along the wall at the back. Before long, the professor stood, quieted the throng, then blathered about Bill’s distinguished résumé, going back almost fifty years. Finally, the house lights came down and Bill himself took command of the spellbound audience’s attention. Just before he started speaking, he glanced at Alan again.

“Good afternoon,” Bill said to the room in his gentle yet magnetic voice. “Thank you all for coming. I’m a little worried. Your professor told me you’re a tough crowd, so he wanted to start the class with a joke. Well, here I am…”

Bill shuffled sideways a few paces, faux worry on his face, making a show of awkwardly adjusting his lapel mic. It took the enormous class a few seconds to understand his quip, but when they did, a tide of laughter swelled across the room. Bill smiled when they got it, in that charismatic way of his. Why can’t I be like that? He makes getting people to admire him look so easy.

“No, no, I’m happy to be here. I’m still an academic at heart, and education is important to me. Education complements my work. It’d be irresponsible for me to do what I do without you doing what you do. Studying. Learning. Coming to watch me babble about myself.” That prompted another laugh from the young audience. He was pandering to them, of course, because they, up here in their ivory tower, cared about him. Not like in the real world. In both the slums of South Central and in Alan’s ritzy community in the mountains, nobody cared about guys like Bill, their advice, their warnings. They only cared about what Bill could give them, because that’s all Bill was really good for. Alan was no exception.

“I have some interesting breakthroughs to share with you today,” Bill continued. “I can’t tell you everything, though. What we do is on the cutting edge, and the law hasn’t quite caught up to us. We’re researching some ideas that, if we were to implement them, may or may not be strictly legal—yet. Once we get them cleared through the feds, though, you’re not gonna believe the kinds of things we’re capable of. That human beings are capable of.

“And that leads me to the qualification that my illustrious husband made me promise to share with you today. He’s actually the one who wanted me to do this speech, so you can thank him when class runs an hour late today so I can gush about my pet turtles.” Another laugh from the crowd. “You see, education is even more important to my husband than it is to me, and it’s important that I take some time away from my fast-paced world to come here to talk with you. Imagine, if you would, what our society would be like if this, here, suddenly stopped. If all education suddenly stopped. What if my generation decided to not teach your generation about anything? Anything. Such a world would terrify me, but not only because human progress would be slowed. Such a world would terrify me because we’d forget. We’d forget how we overcame racism, sexism, and homophobia. We’d forget Europe’s genocide of Native Americans, the Holodomor, and the Holocaust. We’d forget slavery. We’d forget the indescribable pictures of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. We’d raze the ground of our minds so that weeds could grow again. It’s a common theme, if you study history: powerful groups committing atrocities, then trying to erase them, to pretend like they never happened. Historical amnesia, some call it. It would seem that we don’t want to remember the bad things, yet the bad things may be the most important things to remember—so that we don’t let them happen again.”

Alan was bored already, and jonesing pretty badly. Sitting through this speech was the most tedious ordeal he’d been through all week. He found his thoughts drifting to Christina, then to Mom, and he couldn’t have that. So he focused on the fix, on his inevitable meeting with Bill after this class, on Bill’s sympathy toward him, on Bill giving him what he needed, what he craved…

Unless Bill knows what I did.

Alan tried not to think about that. He glanced at the other students, rapt in their focus on Bill, then past them, through the window, at the fantasy-world library that contained the vast majority of all human knowledge in a single virtual room. The place reminded Alan just how far beneath these smart people he was, how people like Bill would always look down on him. Even if Alan learned a thing or two, he’d still be a dumb loser next to this crowd. So why learn anything at all?

In conscious rebellion against the scholars, Alan furtively switched his glasses over to the Candy Treasure window, and his glasses went opaque, replacing his view of the library with images of colorful digital candies, sparkling bonuses and rewards, and most importantly, Alan’s score. He’d reached the four hundred and eighteenth level earlier today. Maybe he could reach the four hundred and thirtieth by the end of class.

He faced forward so that Bill would still think he was paying attention to his lecture. Then he lined up the first three candies and BAM, a hundred and twenty points. After three more minutes, he’d scored five hundred thousand points. Let’s see any one of these hoity-toity elitists do that. Alan kept earning combo after combo, lighting up his lenses with shimmering congratulations. And he was even playing without power-ups! He felt, for a brief moment, like a winner.

“Excuse me?” said Bill.

The candies were falling faster now. Alan’s eyeballs raced to keep up. Advertisements popped up in the margins, asking if he wanted to buy some power-ups. He relented and tried buying a few, even while rushing to keep up with the ongoing game. But a message came back that his bank account had been declined, so he continued without assistance.

“Hey!” Bill shouted. His voice echoed in the spacious hall.

Alan paused the game, and when its audio vanished, he realized he’d forgotten to set the volume so only he could hear it. The game’s beeps and bloops had been playing for the whole auditorium.

He removed his glasses. Bill was standing right in front of him, looking down on him, not a single lens of glass separating their gazes. Alan lowered his head, looking away from the inevitable judgement.

“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t play games while I’m talking,” Bill said harshly, like Alan was just another student. “We’re here to learn, after all.”

Oh no. Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. They see me. They’re all looking at me. Alan didn’t risk looking back at the horde of students behind him. He kept his face low so the room’s cameras wouldn’t pick him up. “I’m sorry,” he said as meekly as he could manage. “I was bored.”

“You were bored?” Bill said, far too loudly. He backed toward the screen at the front of the room, as if to address the whole mob. When Alan checked, though, he saw that Bill’s eyes remained locked on him.

“I’m sorry to be blunt,” Bill said to Alan, “but do you realize your own potential? Do you realize how many problems there are in this world that you could help solve? How many suffering people you could aid if you weren’t so focused on overcoming your own boredom? In fact, if overcoming boredom is more important to you than my lecture, then great! That’s absolutely okay. But don’t play your game. Go help someone, man! Boredom is selfish. We all need to stop living for our own happiness and start living for the happiness of everyone.”

“Like you do?” Alan said, rage simmering beneath his voice. How dare Bill single him out in front of so many people? Doesn’t he realize he’s publicly mocking one of his most lucrative clients?

Bill stepped triumphantly forward. His voice sounded kind and reassuring, but Alan could hear the smug superiority lurking in its depths. “Yes, if you must make that comparison,” Bill said. “Like me.”

All Alan heard was: You’re a loser, and I’m not giving you your fix today. He rose and paced up the lecture hall’s thin aisle, avoiding eye contact with anyone. He slammed the door behind him on his way out.


[image: sep]




Panic set in. Desperation. Alan had to forget. He set his glasses on permanent record, so he could replay the video later and see everything that he wouldn’t remember happening while he was drunk. Then he bought a few tall shots of tequila, downed them, and headed out to the nightclub’s dance floor. If Bill wouldn’t give him the premium version of what he wanted, he could get the cheap version here instead.

Mist from dry ice fell from the club’s balcony. Strobes bounced like untamed lightning across the walls. Surreptitious connections met in dark corners and back rooms. Security cameras observed all from their perches above.

“You seem uptight,” yelled a girl who was grinding on him. Other bodies jostled him back and forth on the dance floor.

“I’m sorry, I just… I just…” He couldn’t think of a way to end his sentence.

“Hey, chill out, man. Let go! Escape. Here.” She held out a couple of ecstasy pills. He swallowed them, making a mental note to drink some water soon so he wouldn’t dehydrate.

“Dude, you’re wearing old man glasses,” the girl said. “Those are like two years old. You need to upgrade.”

“Yeah.” Alan tried to lose himself in the lights, the motion of the crowd, the pulsating EDM.

“Carrie, you own a pair of Pierre LaGuardins?” the girl suddenly squealed. Alan took a moment to realize she was talking to someone in her glasses, even as her ass was rhythmically pressing into his crotch. “Carrie! They’re totally coming out with a new pair next week. We should go buy some together!”

Alan blinked.
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He sat at a table with four strangers. Was this the same nightclub? Alan peeked around a corner of the circular booth to see the same balcony with the dry ice mist from earlier, so it must be the same club. He shook his head to clear some of his dizziness. A Collins glass filled with some type of brownish liquid sat on the table in front of him, so he drank it.

“You ever notice how many cameras they have in here?” one of the people was saying—a pleasant-faced man in a fitted suit, his arm confidently draped around the girl next to him. He spoke to no one in particular. “Look up there. There’s a camera in that corner, and in that one, and in that one. There’s four behind the liquor shelf, one outside each restroom, and I’m pretty sure I even saw one in an air vent. Fucking whack, right?”

Those who could hear the guy nodded, half-interested. They were all probably buzzed, too.

“Check this out,” he continued. He reached forward and lifted the electronic candelabrum that served as the table’s centerpiece, and sure enough, a small camera resided inside its translucent base, peering out at the five of them. The group chuckled at the revelation. Even as they watched the camera, it swiveled in place like a panicked rabbit trying to burrow back down into a collapsed warren. Alan glanced out at the dozens of other candelabra gracing the club’s other tables.

“Do they worry you?” one of the girls asked. “All those cameras? They freak me out.”

“See that’s what we all say,” said the confident guy, leaning forward to make his point. “But I think deep down, people like being watched. We like the sense that we’re important, that we mean enough to other people that they bother to watch us at all.”

“But it’s an invasion of privacy.”

The confident guy leaned back, shrugged. “What can I say? People are scared. We think there’s a hole in the world—a deep, black hole—and we need to watch with our cameras or it’ll sneak up behind us and suck us down. Only what our cameras don’t tell us is that there is no hole. The real problem is our fear of the damn thing. You know? I mean, what are we running from? There’s nothing chasing us. All we have to do is look behind us with our own two eyes to know there’s nothing dark and sinister back there. But we’re all too afraid to look. We’d rather ignore the terror that isn’t there by pretending it isn’t there. So we just keep running from nothing, sneaking glimpses at its imagined reflection through cameras and glasses, afraid for our very souls. We keep running, running, running… into what?”
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The music sped up, intensified. Red lights lit the room now, so the whole place felt a little dangerous, in an exciting way. Most of the club’s patrons had left their tables to dance. A sheen of liquid coated the floor beneath them, and Alan couldn’t tell if it was sweat or booze or something else.

He had risen to join the throng when an advertisement popped up in his glasses: a picture of a rock concert on a massive stage with hundreds of stage lights crisscrossing the performers. But the concert’s audience was composed of only a single person, silhouetted against the stage. The tagline read: “The most important event of all. You.”

Alan minimized the window. Maybe he’d come back to it later, but for now he was too drunk to tell exactly what it was advertising.

He pushed through the crowd toward the deejay, who was jumping up and down, his hand in the air. Much of the crowd was mimicking him. A circle of dancers had formed near the front, but Alan couldn’t see what they were all looking at. Some of them were so caught up in the place’s energy that they were taking off their clothes—shirts, shoes, even bras.

This was fun. Alan hadn’t enjoyed himself so much since before that bad thing had happened, whatever it was… he couldn’t quite remember. He moved with the crowd, feeling like he wasn’t just one of them, but one with them. He was a real person again, truly a member of humanity. The lights and the music and the substances he’d ingested had raised him up to the same level as everyone else. Alan wasn’t Alan anymore, at least for now. For now, he was the crowd, and no one who hated him could touch him here.

They might try. Christina might slap him in the face and call him a loser. Juan Cassano or that stuck-up Ken Grayson might judge him for doing nothing with his life. Even his loving mother might criticize him for having no friends. They’d call him selfish, just like Bill did. They’d turn their noses up and label him a hedonist, and demand to know if Alan actually believed the world was here exclusively for his own pleasure.

“Well why else would the world be here?” Alan shouted out loud, grinning, wishing Ken Grayson were present to hear him.

None of those people’s condescension could affect him now. Here, Alan was anonymous and safe and having a damn good time. He could forget about all that other nonsense… although he did feel a little sick to his stomach now.

Alan neared the barrier of people near the front of the nightclub. Laser beams from above swept across them as they gyrated and cheered. The lights strobed almost imperceptibly fast up here, like millions of little paparazzi flashes. He touched some of the other dancers on their shoulders, their arms, their faces, and they didn’t seem to mind. Some of them touched him back. He didn’t so much break through the wall of partiers as he osmosed through the wall. And on the other side, in the circular clearing beneath the frenetic deejay, he found a completely absurd sight.

Alan laughed along with the crowd at the naked guy and girl in the center of the circle. Skin slick with sweat, the girl focused on riding the guy, and hooted out calls of triumph every few seconds. The guy’s eyes were glazed, looking up into the stage lights, like he didn’t know quite what he was doing, or realize that numerous pairs of glasses were recording their conjugation.

“Entertain me,” Alan said, the music overpowering his voice.

Smiling, he dropped to his knees. What were those two people thinking? The sight of them having sex right here in public—in the middle of a crowded nightclub—was just so funny. The crowd thought it was funny too. As Alan cackled along with them, he could almost imagine that these people were his friends. Each and every one of them, a near, dear friend, who liked Alan and cared about him.

“Entertain me!” Alan yelled, and he could hear his own voice this time.

Then he threw up. He hadn’t bothered to lean forward, so the vomit spilled down his chin and his shirt. A few dancers stepped away from him, but most didn’t seem to notice. A small part of Alan wanted to clean up the mess… but he just couldn’t rip his gaze away from the two people fucking.

“Entertain me!” Alan said again. He raised his arms above his head in a victory pose, mimicking both the deejay and the woman having sex. “Entertain me, entertain me, entertain me!”

Alan vomited again, projectile this time. The splatter nearly reached the fornicating couple. What a wild night. Alan hoped his glasses were catching all this. This went beyond mere fun. Alan floated on a sea of pure, unmitigated joy.

He screamed one more time, his voice energized with all the hysteria of an escapee from hell itself.

“ENTERTAIN ME!”
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It was time. Or so the hospice workers had said in the message they’d left.

Alan stumbled past the nightclub’s gaudy pink street sign and out to his car. He told it to drive him home. On the way, he haphazardly threw the puke clothes into the passenger seat, then changed into some spare clothes that he kept in one of his car’s cabinets.

The grand house was empty and silent when he arrived. He’d grown accustomed to the construction crew’s constant hammering and sawing, so the quiet struck him as eerie. He trudged up the staircase like an inmate marching to his execution.

He stopped at the double doors to her bedroom and breathed deeply. Even out here, the air tasted stale. He almost hoped he was too late, so he wouldn’t have to face her again.

But when he opened the doors, he saw the small team of hospice workers gathered around her bed. They’d come a few days ago, and hadn’t asked about Mom’s medicine. They knew the family was out of money. But even if they did detect Alan’s misdeed, he was beyond caring.

The hospice workers stepped aside, and there she was, colored like ash, her hair whiter than ever before. The IV lines had been removed from her body. Her eyes blinked like heavy garage doors, but she remained otherwise still, a statue of death.

Several monitors in the room beeped softly. It smelled like vomit in here. Had Alan neglected to clean himself up properly after leaving the club? Or had Mom regurgitated in her dying minutes?

Disturbingly, Mom’s two cats lay on the bed next to her, completely unmoving. Dead, from the looks of it.

“Mom, what happened to Roscoe and Violet?” Alan asked as he knelt beside her.

The hospice aides faded into the darkness by the walls. All light in the room seemed to emanate from Mom’s bed as she turned her head, with what looked like great effort, toward Alan. “I didn’t want Roscoe and Violet to be without me,” she said, her voice as thin as spider’s silk. “They would be so sad without me. And I didn’t want to burden you with them. They wouldn’t be any fun after I’m gone. Now they’re at peace.”

The cats had each been only two years old, but in a way, putting them down was good for Alan. It gave him something to focus on besides Mom’s impending departure. I wish she’d put me down instead. He couldn’t imagine a life without her.

“You’re gonna succeed,” Mom said out of nowhere. “You’re gonna live up to my legacy and be the best son a mother ever had. I just know it. You’re gonna make everybody love you just as much as I do.” She tried to lean toward him—maybe to kiss him on the forehead—but her head never got more than an inch from her pillow.

“I know, Mom,” Alan said, and the weepiness of his own voice surprised him.

Mom leaned back on the pillow. If she was still breathing, it was imperceptible. Alan could see no movement of her chest whatsoever. “I wish… I had… chocolates,” she said.

Alan smiled and sobbed a bit. “Chocolates?”

“Remember how I used to buy you boys boxes of chocolates when you were little? You loved them. I got them for myself at first, but you always asked me to share, and I always did, because I’m a good mother.” She paused, and a gurgling noise escaped her throat. It might have been an attempt at a cough. “Anyway… I’d love to have some chocolates… before I go.”

“Do any of you have chocolate on you?” Alan asked the hospice people. Some of their dark forms shook their heads; others remained silent, watchful. I can’t let her leave me like this. I can’t still be a loser when she dies.

Alan took her hand between his, and found it cold. “Remember that actress I’ve been dating?” he asked. “Christina?”

Mom closed her eyes as if forming an image of Christina in her mind. Her lips lengthened into a vague smile. “Yes, I remember.”

“Well, I think I’m gonna ask her to marry me.”

Mom’s mouth parted in a sad approximation of surprise. A tear fell from her eye. “Oh, Alan. I’m so happy for you. You deserve everything you get.”

Mom’s heart rate monitor was beeping much slower now, the last sands of her life’s hourglass falling into oblivion. “Are you in pain?” Alan asked. “Can I get you anything?”

Mom didn’t respond. If not for a couple slow blinks, Alan would have thought she’d passed.

“Mom, I love you. I love you so much. You mean so much to me. Thank you for being such a good mom.”

She just lay there, blinking, staring upward, saying nothing. Alan continued to hold her hand as the beeps grew further and further apart. I’m sorry for letting you down, he wanted to say, but he was too afraid it’d become the last sentence she’d ever hear him say.

“Hehhhhhhh…” Mom gurgled.

Alan leaned in and placed his ear right next to her mouth. “What’s that, Mom? Do you need to say something?”

He heard a sucking noise, and whatever had been blocking her throat seemed to clear. She whispered to him. “Be sure…”

Her eyes drifted vacantly to one side, then she closed them. “Be sure…” she said again, her whisper fading to the barest sigh. Alan leaned even closer. “Be sure… that the house gets remodeled right. I want… the kitchen… to look… good.”

She said nothing more. An agonal rhythm replaced the monitor’s slow beeping, followed soon by silence, and a flat line on the heart rate monitor.

Alan stayed still for a moment, feeling her presence as near to him as it had ever been. Her hand was here, her face just centimeters from his; surely her soul must be somewhere in there, too.

He heard the hospice workers moving in, so he pried his face slowly—very slowly—away. Eyes closed, body utterly still, Mom looked just as peaceful as her cats. The nurses started murmuring about time of death and that Mom was in a better place now and even something involving a morgue. But no! Mom was still here with them. She’d just spoken to him just seconds ago.

“Get out!” Alan yelled at the hospice people. Their stirring ceased behind him. But he heard no one exit the room.

“Get! Out!” he yelled again. This time he heard footfalls on Mom’s rich carpet, then the doors closing.

He still held her hand in his own. The light upon her shone just as bright as before. But now the two of them were alone, and Alan could say what he’d needed to say for months. Now Mom could listen, yet never know. She could be here for him, yet never judge.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Alan started. Sorry for being a loser. “Sorry for being a murderer.”

He let the word hang in the air. He waited for Mom to rise up and strike him, but she continued to lay in still repose.

“I love you, Mom. You’ve always cared about me. You wanted a good house for me, so you spent father’s fortune making our estate the best it’s ever been. You fought through so much grief after your husband and your son died in that terrible accident, and you raised the son who survived with love, and with a giving heart. You were so generous. You took out a mortgage to buy me my clothes, and my cars and boats and helicopter, and all my other stuff. And it was great, Mom. It was great, and I’m so thankful. But…”

Alan tried to keep his breathing steady. This part would be hard to say.

“But I still didn’t have many friends, and even though I had you, I was so lonely. And I’m sorry for being lonely. But this world that you and me made together… It isn’t real. Not enough, at least. It’s a world built just for the two of us, but real worlds have people in them, Mom. Lots of people. So nobody gets lonely.

“So what I’m saying is, when I asked you to take out that second mortgage, it wasn’t so I could go to USC. I never even enrolled, and I’m so, so sorry for that. But I needed that money because I found something else. Something that made me feel like I mattered. Something that made me feel safe, like there was nothing to worry about in the whole world.”

His voice cracked. He realized he was crying. Even now, he wanted to abandon Mom, run to his car, and go plead to Bill for a hit. It disgusted him that he could think such a thing. He disgusted himself in so many ways, but at least he could confess this one thing and imagine that Mom would forgive him. He tried to keep his voice low so the hospice workers wouldn’t hear.

“And then you got sick, and the doctors told me they might be able to cure you, and I told myself I’d stop doing the simulations. I’d stop hemorrhaging our money on them, because you needed that money for your medicine. But I… I just… I couldn’t stop, Mommy. I couldn’t stop! I knew we were in debt, and I knew you were gonna die if I spent too much money, but I was just so sad all the time, and I needed to escape. I needed to feel like I had real friends, like my life meant something to the world. And I could just pay a little bit of money and I could feel all of that! I knew it was illegal, and I knew a little bit of money would add up soon to a whole lot of money, but I spent it anyway because I’m selfish and I’m such a big, ugly loser, Mom. I wasted all your money on a bunch of bullshit, and if I hadn’t done it, you would’ve had medicine, and you’d still be alive right now.

“I’m a murderer, Mom! I’ve killed someone! I’ve killed you!”
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Alan had to get away from the mansion and its deathly stranglehold on his happiness. In a world without Mom, how could he ever be happy again? He’d hoped to be dating Christina by now, but that plan had exploded in his face. How else could he evade this grief that was smothering him? How could he forget that Mom was dead?

I need a fix, Alan thought. I need a fix bad.

He had his car drive him back to campus. The clock read four in the morning, but maybe he could wait around until classes started, and maybe Bill would come to campus again today. What was the name of Bill’s professor friend again? Maybe Alan could find Bill in that professor’s office. Bill certainly wouldn’t respond to Alan’s calls or texts. Not after yesterday. And Alan was still too nervous to show his face at the Cassano Building. The thought that the Cassanos might know that Alan had killed Mom had haunted Alan for months; it plagued him even now. The corporation was powerful—perhaps powerful enough to hack into Alan’s financial records, to see that he’d squandered a fortune that should have gone toward helping Mom. The company already knew that Alan had spent all the time he should have been spending with Mom in the simulations instead, and that was bad enough. Alan couldn’t wrest his mind away from thoughts of her. He searched his glasses’ archive and replayed events from years ago—Mom cleaning the house when he had a friend coming over, Mom shopping for clothes with him, Mom supervising another of the estate’s endless renovations, Mom going out with her friends for a night… all the wonderful memories he had of his dear, dear mom. Without her in the world, would anyone ever be there to love him?

Noooo, this isn’t happening. This isn’t happening.

Alan had never felt more worthless. How could he continue living? He needed Bill.

The ride to campus lasted only half an hour, so darkness still blanketed the sky when Alan bumbled out of his car, heaving with sobs. An ad for grief counseling popped up in front of him. He closed out of it.

A street vendor, face smudged with soot, body covered with torn clothes, wheeled his cart over to Alan. “Hey you!” the vendor said. “Rich man! Happy rich man with nice car! You like to try real food? I got real food, hundred percent real. You try?”

Alan scanned the vicinity. Streetlights, still trees, and statues were the campus’s only other occupants at this hour of the morning. What was this hawker doing here so early? Were people really so desperate for money these days?

“Do you have water?” Alan asked him.

“Water! ’Course I got water. Hundred percent real water. You try?”

Through a glass window on top of the vendor’s cart, Alan spotted a small box of chocolates. He stared at them for a moment.

“You like water? You try water, happy rich man?”

“Yes. I’d like some chocolates too.”

“Ooh, chocolates. Good choice. You try water and chocolates. That’s, uh, forty dollars.” The vendor grabbed the items and handed them to Alan, who started to wire him the money…

… but then realized that he had no money.

“I, um, I’m sorry,” Alan said. “I don’t have enough for the water.”

The merchant huffed when Alan gave back the bottle. Alan tried to hand back the chocolates, too, but before he could do so, he found himself ripping the box open. He threw aside the cardboard lid and rapidly stuffed several lush and appetizing candies into his mouth.

“Hey! What you doing? You pay first! You pay before you eat!”

Alan closed his eyes and felt the sugary confections melting into gooey soup. He swallowed, sending a lump of sweetness plunging into his gullet. Then he ran from the vendor back to his car, cramming more and more down his throat.
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At dawn, Alan stood alone in the electronics section of a superstore, his eyes glued to a wall full of video paper screens. They flipped from one channel to the next, never staying on the same station for more than ten seconds or so. Someone in the back was probably tinkering with their settings.

This early, many of the programs showed the morning news. Most of the stories were about the war—about how hundreds of American troops and thousands of Iranian civilians were dying every day. A nature program focused on how the world was running out of tin; another worried over the imminent extinction of lemurs. A few news channels concentrated on stories closer to home: record heat waves were plunging the Midwest into severe drought, some renegade governor had set up an illegal surveillance network in Texas, and nationwide, AIs were replacing jobs at alarming rates, submerging tens of millions in poverty.

Somehow, all these news stations had missed the one story that mattered. They’d missed that Mom was dead, that Alan was alone and suffering, and that he needed to get away from all this heartache and misery.

Too numb to sleep, Alan wandered the store for another two hours. Customers entered and started buying things, all ignorant of Alan’s pain. What kind of person would I be if I wasn’t constantly comparing my shortcomings to other people’s successes? he wondered. Would I be just as happy as these oblivious masses—shopping, shopping, shopping with not a care in the world? Or is their happiness just another curated illusion, like mine is? Like everyone’s is?

I need a fix. I need a fix. He knew it was bad for him, but he couldn’t help himself from obsessing over it. There has to be something else that can stop me from thinking about Mom, about my failures…

Alan went to the golf course and tried golfing, but with the ball on the tee and the course wide open, he couldn’t bring himself to swing. He just stood and stared ahead at the dull green field and the overcast sky, thinking about Mom, and how everyone he’d ever known in his whole life hated him.

He traveled to the fashion district to browse the latest formalwear, displayed in all its grandeur on mannequin after mannequin. But he couldn’t afford those clothes anymore, so he moved on to a small movie house and snuck into a film. It didn’t adequately distract him, though. After ten minutes he gave up and went home.

As his car pulled past the empty guardhouse, he saw that the kids across the street were out skateboarding again. Just like everyone else, they paid him no attention. The car rolled down the driveway—long enough to land a plane on—to the house, foreboding and tomblike even in daylight.

Alan didn’t want to go inside. He slunk around the mansion’s exterior to the new deck. Its construction looked nearly complete, but the pool still didn’t have water in it, and the tables were missing chairs. So he sat alone on the edge of a patio table for a while, amid the tranquil beauty of his expansive back yard. This place was indeed his now that Mom was gone, but that didn’t matter. He blocked his view of the pastoral tableau with Christina’s online profiles. She’d taken videos of herself on a date with some guy who was much better looking than Alan. Probably funnier and wealthier, too.

Going inside, Alan searched his refrigerator for food and found only pre-packaged frozen dinners. Alan loved ready-made dinners, but right now, he needed something real. Something hot and homey and aromatic like Mom used to make, back when she was well.

The bottom line was that Alan needed to forget. He needed to shut off his brain and dream of something happy. That was all. It wasn’t too much to ask.

He rushed up to his bedroom and, without even removing his shoes, hid himself under the bedsheets and sank his head into his pillow. He clenched his eyes shut. He craved sleep. He feared that if he couldn’t drift away into slumber, then buried in grief as he was, he’d do something truly insane in an effort to escape this torment.

Alan did not fall asleep.
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Tiny fish glide ignorantly and contentedly through an artificial pond next to a gazebo in Francis’s lavish back yard. He keeps his grass perfectly trimmed. The plethora of sprinklers showering it with water makes for quite the show, especially in this drought. Dawn’s first sunlight catches the droplets from a sideways angle, casting the whole back yard like an ornately landscaped foundry, sparks hissing in all directions in a watery fireworks show.

Becky’s body rests in my arms. I carry her up a stone-paved pathway through a garden to the extravagant house at the center of the estate. She gave me the address for this place before spending the night here a couple nights ago. I doubt she’d have given it to me if she knew I’d come here to do what I’m about to do.

One of the back doors is unlocked. I wander through the lonely mansion until I find its single occupant sipping coffee and reading something in his glasses at his kitchen table. When I turn a corner with Becky’s body, Francis springs out of his chair.

“Whoa! Whoa, what are you doing? What is—Oh my God.”

“Glasses on the floor, please,” I say, waving my plastic gun from beneath Becky’s corpse. I’m not in a good position if Francis makes any sudden movements, so I opt to set Becky on the kitchen floor. Then I casually aim my gun at him. “What do you know?” I ask.

Francis rises from setting down his glasses. He remains frozen.

“What do you know?”

“Get that body out of here.”

“WHAT DO YOU KNOW?” Spittle flies from my mouth as I rage at him.

“What do I know about what?”

“Your daughter was involved with some pretty bad people! Tell me about them.”

Francis just stares at me, dumbstruck. I fire a shot into the wall next to him. He flinches.

“Oh! It’s the Cassanos!” he says. “The Cassano Corporation. They’re behind everything.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. But you’ll have to tell me something I don’t already know. Let’s try this question for starters: Why is Juan Cassano’s life based on Hamlet?”

“What?”

“The people in Juan’s life are all named after characters in Hamlet. A bunch of events in his life run parallel to the plot of Hamlet. Do you know anything about that?”

Francis’s gaze drops to his feet, like he’s uncomfortable telling me. “Uh, well, Hamlet is one of the default simulations. Perhaps it’s Juan’s favorite one, or perhaps he has some kind of special connection to the play. So he’s probably gone into the sim of it to help himself recover from Emilio’s death. Look, I’m really not involved with this. Please don’t hurt me.”

I cock my gun and take a step toward him. “A ‘simulation.’ What is that?”

“Well, it’s a simulation, of life. Like a game for the affluent.”

“What do you mean?”

Francis turns his palms up as if he can’t believe I don’t get it, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “A sim. We at the company all play them, occasionally. Though there are plenty of other clients too. You know. Just wealthy individuals like myself.”

“So you work for the Cassanos, and you’re also one of their clients?”

“Yes. One of many.”

“A client for what?”

“Uh, for the simulations.”

“You have one minute to elaborate on that or I blow your brains out.”

He cowers a bit and raises his hands in the air. “Okay, okay! Uh, you get a special kind of surgery to give your implant complete access to your brain, overriding the regulated safeguards. Then you pay a guy some money, like two hundred grand, and you get your memory partially erased. Not completely. I mean you know you’re in a simulation, but you can easily forget, uh, your life. You know, your problems and everything. You just focus on having fun in the sim. Then when the story’s over, they bring your memories back, but now you have this great new memory of playing the sim, free from the burdens of your day-to-day life.”

“Yes, but what is a simulation?”

“I don’t know, uh… an adventure story? But an immersive one that responds to your actions. It can be an original story, or based on whatever film or literature you choose. Then once you’re in the sim, you’re a whole new person, except maybe not in Juan’s case. Maybe Juan is playing as himself. But even if he is, his implant has probably changed the neural connections in his brain to make him more heroic. That’s the point. He’s the hero, and he’s interacting with these, uh, actors I guess. They’re not really actors—they’re just people who are working off their debts to the company. And they play characters in Juan’s life. Or in his new fictional life, inside the sim. Now can you please get her body out of here?”

I recall the guy in the Anubis mask mentioning “simulations” on my tour of the Cassano Building’s underbelly, and the crazed man in the skeleton mask begging him for more. Apparently what I’d stumbled onto was a tour of rich folks interested in purchasing their own simulations. “Are you an ‘actor’?” I ask Francis.

“Guy, I am very uncomfortable having a dead body in my kitch—”

“Are you an actor?”

“No! Heavens no. Do I look like I can’t pay in full?” He gestures to the spacious dwelling around us. “Acting is only for clients in debt. Most of them get so invested in the sims, play so many of them for such a long time, that they go into debt to the company to be able to afford their continued play. Honestly it’s part of the business model. The company offers a chance to feel the most essential human emotions—love, passion, excitement, purpose, curiosity, confidence, happiness—any positive feeling that we naturally crave—and to inundate yourself in those emotions. Some people inevitably use the technology to excess.”

“Like doughnuts,” I whisper to myself.

“Huh?”

“Nothing. You use these simulations yourself?”

“They offer excellent stress relief, so yes, I take advantage of the simulations every couple of months.”

“But you’re not in debt?”

“That’s what I said.”

Oh damn, I bet that’s how Paul got wrapped up in all this. Claud—or whoever, if Claud is just an “actor,” too—tempted him with the escape of the simulations, and he kept playing them long after he could afford it. Then when Juan needed an extra special simulation to get over Emilio’s death, Paul was tapped to be an “actor,” which pulled me into the whole mess, too.

“And the people who are in debt,” I say, “they ‘act’ as supporting characters in other people’s simulations?”

Francis nods. “It’s part of the contract they sign. When the company needs them to play a character, their implants take full control of their minds and morph them into whoever the company wants them to be. For as long as the sim lasts, they’re forced to do whatever the company needs them to do.”

“That doesn’t sound safe. Why would anyone agree to do that?”

“Well, the actors are allowed to break character and act against the chip programming their brains, but only if they feel like their safety is at risk. Otherwise they’re just along for the ride.”

I shake my head at how obscenely criminal this scheme is. Pretty soon I’ll get out of town, find some reliable cops, and blow this whole thing open.

Francis glances down at Becky’s body. I follow his gaze. “How was she involved?” I ask.

“I honestly have no idea. She played a few sims years ago, but I thought she left that all behind when she left me behind.”

Francis has tears on his cheeks. He can’t take his eyes off of his dead daughter. If she really was his daughter. “How many actors are there?” I ask.

“Uh, if Juan is in an average simulation, there’ll be about twenty or thirty characters centered around him. And they’re everywhere, too. They could be a barista or a senator, maybe played by an actual barista or an actual senator, or maybe not. They could be anybody, and that’s what makes it realistic. And very, uh, exciting.”

“Could there be actors on the actual police force?”

“Probably. They need people supervising law enforcement so the police don’t interfere with the simulations.”

“Do people ever die in the simulations?”

“Guy, it’s all fake, okay? It isn’t real, and the whole point is to make people happy, to tie a big red bow around the story and give it a happy ending. It’s harmless.”

“How do you know?”

Francis shrugs. “That’s what the company tells me.”

“How many people are playing the simulations at any given time?”

“In Los Angeles? Maybe three or four thousand?”

Holy cow. Three or four thousand main characters, with an infrastructure of supporting “actors” working to appease the needs of each protagonist’s story, all in the shadows of Los Angeles alone. How many more are in other cities across the country? Across the globe? I’m in so far over my head that my feet are sticking out in China.

“Look, Guy, I’ve told you so much already, and I’ll already be in enough trouble with the company for telling you what I have. I’m not even in the department that runs the sims. Can you please just let me be?”

“I’ll let you be after you answer one more question. And you’d better know the answer to it. Who’s the man who runs the simulations? The head honcho of that department?” I could take a stab at a guess, what with all this talk of actors, but I want to hear Francis say the words. And he does.

“Søren Heidel. He’s the man you want.”

“He’s a theatre professor. How in all damnation does Søren Heidel moonlight as the manager of the Cassano Corporation’s most secret project?”

Francis furrows his eyebrows. “I don’t know anything about him being a professor. But Dr. Heidel’s been number two for years. Ever since Mr. Cassano died, he’s been acting CEO of the corporation.”

Son of a bitch. Søren killed Emilio so he could take over the company and use it to fund his crazy side business. Maybe they had a fight—maybe Emilio was gonna defund or even close Søren’s department, and Søren murdered him for it. Then he set Juan up in a simulation based around Emilio’s real-life death so Juan wouldn’t go digging, at least not in the right place. And Søren’s been keeping close track of both of us this whole time, even playing a version of himself inside Juan’s simulation.

And holy hell, Juan might have been my client. Maybe he hired me to look into Søren. Maybe I witnessed Søren kill Emilio, and so Søren erased my memory.

Goddammit, learning the truth feels so good after being lost in the dark all week. But now I’m pissed beyond pissed, and there’s a bullet in my gun with Søren’s name on it.

Much to Francis’s relief, I finally pocket my weapon. “Okay, listen carefully,” I say. “This is very important. At the end of Hamlet, most of the main characters meet in a big hall in the castle, usually dramatized as a throne room. And in that room Claudius, Gertrude, Laertes, and Hamlet himself all die. I think Søren might try to kill Juan. I can’t let that happen.”

“Well it wouldn’t happen. It’s fake. It’s all fake. Even the deaths are fake.”

“Emilio’s wasn’t,” I say. “And neither was Becky’s. So I need to find Juan… in a throne room. What’s the modern-day equivalent of a throne room?”
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I’m sitting in the back of an Uber outside the Cassano Building downtown when Becky’s glasses ring. “Answer,” I say, since my telepathy is gone.

“Hello?”

“Guy, I did it!” Juan’s voice proclaims through the glasses’ speakers. “I’ve got the bastard cornered. Claud’s going down!”

“Juan! Where are you? How’d you get out of police custody? And how’d you get this number?”

No response. I check the call and see that it’s been cut off—maybe by Juan, but more likely by Søren, to keep me from getting to Juan. Nice try, asshole. I know everything now. And I’m coming for you.

The instant I step out of my cab into the midday sunlight, a dozen security cameras probably read my face and notify the police of my whereabouts. Within a minute, a crooked cop or two will probably notify Søren that I’m on my way. Part of me thinks I’m too fatigued to confront Søren right now. Part of me thinks this plan is reckless—Søren has a whole security team at his disposal, and I’m just one guy with a 3D-printed gun. But if Juan is playing out the final scene of his simulation at this very moment, Søren is locked into that scene. He won’t be able to improvise away from it, or move it to a new location. So I’m gonna walk right into the middle of it and straighten things out.

Although I can’t help but wonder why, if Søren wanted to kill Juan, he didn’t just kill him at the outset. Why make him go through the motions of a simulation? It’s distracting Juan from the real case, obviously. But if the simulation is ending now, and Søren plans to keep Juan alive, then what comes next? Another simulation? Then another after that? Can he just keep Juan in an endless loop of entertainment so that he never questions the true circumstances of Emilio’s murder? For someone ruthless enough to murder Emilio with a gunshot to the head, Søren seems to be jumping through an awful lot of hoops to keep Juan alive.

My shoes click against the marble floor as I pace through the front doors of the Cassano Building. My hand grips the plastic gun in my pocket. My eyelids struggle against the weight of twenty-six hours without sleep. Cassano employees and contractors roam everywhere in the enormous lobby, hurrying to and from important meetings, all identical in their suits and ties—even the women. The security guards idle at their booth. They haven’t flagged me yet. I jog to the stairs.

If they recognize my face in the elevators, I’ll be trapped there, so the metal coffins are best avoided. Francis kindly agreed to transfer his digital access code onto Becky’s glasses for me, so I can climb the stairs to the building’s upper floors unhindered and enter the executive conference room at the very top. I’m sure me waving a gun in his face and screaming at him had nothing to do with it.

I’m huffing and puffing like an out-of-shape bellows by the time I reach the fifty-second floor, where I have to switch to a different staircase. The concrete floors are covered in carpet here. This second staircase takes me all the way to the top.

A pool-table-sized oil painting of Emilio Cassano greets me immediately outside the stairwell on the top floor. Or maybe it’s just a video screen meant to look like an oil painting. The curving hallways are lined with small chandeliers, which seem extraneous since the walls along the edge of the building are all made of glass, letting in ample illumination. They allow a dizzying view of smoggy LA far below.

All is quiet. Not a single human being is in sight.

I slink down the hallway to the executive conference room. Its exterior curves away from me in both directions, suggesting a big elliptical interior. Like the outer windows across from it, it has walls made of glass, but blinds hanging on its other side cover the glass, preventing me from peering inside. Wooden double doors loom at the room’s entrance, ornate filigree carved on their frame, the word “Cassano” emblazoned in the center of each of them.

I draw my weapon and barge through the doors.

Inside, two dozen leather office chairs surround an ebony table so long that it stretches nearly the length of the room. Soft light beams down from the ceiling but has no discernible source. A screen at the front of the room displays a moving image of the city, as if we couldn’t just open the blinds and look outside at it. All in all, it’s a posh, sumptuous room that looks like it was built to impress. But I’m only dazzled for a moment before I notice Juan and Claud off to one side. Juan’s got a gun trained on Claud.

Seated near them, her torso slumped over the table, is Genevieve Cassano, one hand still clutching an almost-full bottle of red wine. She remains completely still. Looks dead. And Harry’s here, too, gaping at the carnage. He has his hands up above his head even though Juan’s not aiming his gun at him.

Before I can say a word, Juan fires. Blood spurts out of Claud’s chest. He falls back onto the carpet.

“Juan, what did you do?” I say, my voice quiet in the wake of the gunshot that killed Claud.

Juan turns to me. His hair’s all tousled and he’s wearing the same suit he’s worn all week. His manic smile is almost as wild as his fiery eyes.

“Uncle Claud paid my bail, wanted to talk over some wine. Some poisoned wine. My dear mamá drank it first, though. She saved me. She sacrificed herself for me so that I could kill Uncle Claud. The bastard’s murdered both my parents now. But I got him, Guy. I’ve paid him back for my family.”

“Juan, you idiot!” I walk right up to him, grab his gun, and fire it several times into the window-wall. The glass remains undamaged. Blanks again. “They’re not really dead! You haven’t avenged your family! There’s a man named Søren who’s been playing you this whole time. He killed Emilio!”

Juan cowers a bit at my outrage and backs up behind a chair. I try to calm myself down. “Think, Juan. Do you have any memory of paying Søren to create simulations for you?” His face is frozen in a mask of bewilderment, but I elaborate anyway. “Well you’re in one of those simulations now, against your will. We need to get you out of here.”

Juan remains confused. “What do you mean they’re not really dead?” He paces to Claud’s blood-drenched body and crouches next to it. He watches it intently for a few moments. I’ve always wondered how in movies, actors are so good at holding their breath and making it look like they’re dead. Movie magic, I guess. But without the tricks of camerawork and editing, it’s obviously harder to do—just like everything’s harder to do in real life. Claud’s chest moves up and down.

“You’re right!” Juan says. “He’s still breathing!” He grabs the not-so-dead man by the collar, lifts him up, and punches him. Claud yelps and shields his head with his arms.

“Claud, you bastard! Que es esto? Te disparé!”

Juan pummels Claud, slamming his fist into his uncle’s face over and over again. I glance at Harry, whose hands are lowering. He still looks surprised, but this is unscripted surprise. He’s staring wide-eyed at me like I’m an audience member who just stood up on stage in the middle of a play.

Genevieve stirs, too. She gasps when she sees the beating that Juan’s dealing Claud. When she notices me hovering nearby, she stands and runs from the room, knocking the wine bottle over in the process. Its dark liquid gurgles over the edge of the table to splash on the carpet.

Harry runs after Genevieve. No doubt the programs controlling their actions sensed that they feared for their lives, then released them from the characters they were playing so they could run to safety. Makes me wonder if Genevieve is really Juan’s mom.

“Stop!” Claud yells between blows as I watch the other actors slink out the double doors behind me. I hear a crack as Juan hits him again. “Juan, I’m—I’m not Claud. My name is Jorge, okay? I have a wife. Please stop hitting me!”

The beating subsides, and I hear Jorge scuttle away from Juan. I turn to make sure Juan lets the poor guy go, but then I see—

Shit. Wearing the same silly beige robe he wore when I first met him, Søren’s standing behind Juan with a syringe full of gray liquid stuck in Juan’s neck, his thumb on the plunger. Juan’s eyes plead for my help. I step toward them.

“If you want Juan to live, don’t move,” Søren says.

It takes every ounce of willpower I have to stop advancing and keep still. Here he is, right in front of me. The killer. The man I’ve been hunting. I want to slit his throat for everything he’s done to Juan, to Becky and Paul. If I can just get Juan away from him…

“Jorge, I believe you have something for Juan,” Søren says.

The man who was once Claud reaches into his coat and tepidly approaches Juan. He presents him with a small wooden box. Once Juan takes it, Jorge scampers past me and out of the room. Now I’m alone with Søren, and only Juan is between us. I’m so close…

Juan eyes his box curiously. “I want you to open it as soon as I leave you,” Søren tells him, then he glances up at me. “And Guy, I’m sorry, but you’ll only be around for another minute or two. This is the end for you.”

Not if I can help it. My plastic gun is much lighter than my revolver was, but it’s feeling awfully heavy in my pocket right about now.

Søren’s staring at me with a weird expression. His eyes are strained and he almost looks… sad. “I’ll miss our conversations,” he says to me. “I’m sorry, Guy. And I’m sorry, Juan.”

Søren empties the syringe into Juan’s neck.

“No!” I yell, and bolt toward him. Wailing in pain, Juan clutches his neck and crumples to the floor. The syringe falls from Søren’s hand as he races around the table and out the doors.

I have no idea what Søren injected Juan with, but I can’t imagine Juan has long to live. If I trusted emergency services I’d call him an ambulance, but at the moment it appears I’m the only hope he has. I’ve come to like and care about Juan this week. He’s like my wayward little brother. I can’t just leave him here to die.

But there, on the other side of the room, is Søren, making his escape. If I don’t follow him now, I’ll probably never see him again. And even if I escape from this building, I won’t have long to live, either; I’ll take a bullet from an anonymous hit man when I least expect it and be dumped in a shallow grave in the middle of the woods somewhere. I need to end this now.

Juan, or Søren?

Juan grabs my sleeve. Veins bulge beneath the skin on his forehead. He hisses through clenched teeth. “Kill him,” Juan says, his eyes boring into mine. “Gut the bastard.”

And just like that, my decision is made.
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Søren is fast for a man in his seventies. He sprints down one hallway after another, past meeting rooms, lounges, and offices. I’m running at my top speed and I can barely keep him in sight. Soon he flees into a stairwell.

Damn it. If he gets too far down he’ll disappear. This is his building, after all, so I’m sure he planned a perfect hiding spot. Or maybe a perfect trap in case I gave chase.

But when I stop in the stairwell to listen for his footsteps, I hear them above me rather than below. That doesn’t make sense. We’re already at the top of the building. The only thing higher up is the roof.

I charge up the stairs. The carpeting on the steps ends and gives way to blank concrete. A flare of intense white light stuns me as Søren opens the door to the rooftop.

I hear a noise below and glance down to see Juan charging into the stairwell from the executive floor. Hot damn! Maybe he’s still got some juice in him after all. This victory will be even sweeter if we can corner Søren together.

Before the door to the roof has fully closed behind Søren, I storm through it into the noon sun.

The cloudless sky nearly blinds me after the relative murk of the stairwell. I block the sun with my free hand and aim my gun at Søren with the other. The peaceful giant slows, stops, then turns to face me. He looks way too confident for a man cornered on a rooftop with a gun pointed at him.

I stop twenty feet away from him and scan the roof for signs of an impending ambush. It’s a wide, flat place, with a few satellite dishes near the edge and a skylight off to one side drinking up the sun’s glaring light. The ground we’re walking on is made of solar panels, and the heat rippling off of them would be searing if not for the fierce wind whipping at our clothes and hair. Alarmingly, there’s no wall at the edge of the roof. If I wanted to, I could walk right up and step right off. Maybe the reason Søren fled up here is because he plans for me to take a long fall.

The only good place I can see for an ambusher to hide is a labyrinth of industrial-scale air conditioning units, but any person trying to fit into its many crevices would have to be extremely small. There’s also a Victorian-style greenhouse up here—the only personal touch on the otherwise bland downtown rooftop. Søren could have someone hidden inside waiting for the perfect moment to strike, but he stopped forty feet from the greenhouse when he could have led me straight to it, so I think that’s unlikely. Besides, the greenhouse looks brand new, with white metal frames and glass so clear I can see right through, and it doesn’t look like anyone is in there. It’s topped by a rusty old weathervane in the shape of a rabbit. Strange, though: the greenhouse isn’t very well kept for something so fashionable and new-looking, and the plants inside are mostly brown, withering and dying.

Søren appears to be weaponless. He raises his hands upward, but in a triumphant gesture rather than a “don’t shoot” pose. He revels in the oppressive sunlight like some crazed cult leader welcoming his converts home.

The immensity of Los Angeles looms beneath us, seeming to bend inward at the horizon. It’s a city-sized mouth, the mountains its teeth, the Cassano Building its tongue, and I a morsel of its food.

“Guy!” Juan yells from behind me, above the rushing wind. Keeping my gun locked on Søren, I dare a glance back at Juan. Though a trickle of blood leaks down his neck, he looks as hearty as ever. His eyes nervously focus on the small wooden box that Søren gave him. The box is opened now.

“What’s in the box, Juan?” I say, turning back to Søren, who hasn’t moved.

“Another syringe,” Juan says from behind me. “And a note from this guy here. This… Søren. He wants me to inject you with this syringe in a minute.”

“And why would you do that?” I ask.

“I wouldn’t,” Juan says.

“Then throw it away,” I say, shaking my head at Søren, trying to read his enigmatic face. I actually laugh. “This is a little much, Søren, don’t you think? This whole… simulation, I guess is what you call it. Just because Juan might have gotten in the way of your path to power, you felt the need to do all this?”

“Don’t shoot me yet, Guy,” Søren says. “Just wait, and soon you’ll understand.”

“No. No, I think you need to understand. You need to understand that I trusted Becky and Paul. They were more than coworkers to me. I considered them friends. I considered Becky much more than a friend. And they both betrayed me because they’d bought into your sadistic entertainment scheme and they had no choice but to work for you.”

“That’s the point.”

“What’s the point?”

Søren says nothing.

“You killed Emilio Cassano,” I say, coaxing him to argue with me. I want to get a confession out of him before I pull the trigger. “See, unfortunately for you, I’ve learned that you have people inside the LAPD, and even connections with a judge. So since I can’t trust the law to administer justice, the only justice you’ll be getting is a bullet from this gun. No blanks in this one.”

To demonstrate, I tilt my weapon toward the greenhouse and fire. A small plume of glass particles bursts from one of its windows.

Søren swallows and lowers his arms. Whatever his plan was in luring me up here, it doesn’t seem to be working.

I nod toward the roof’s edge behind Søren. “It could look like a suicide,” I say to him. “No one would have to know.”

Søren remains steadfast and still, so I raise my other hand to steady my gun. I take a step forward.

“Fine, then,” I say. “Have it your way. Any last words?”

The wind buffets us. I brace myself for the kill. Søren’s breathing is fast and anxious. He clenches his eyes closed. I tighten my finger over the trigger.

A jab of pain blossoms in my neck. “Augh! What the—” By the time I raise my hand to the stinging wound, Juan has removed the empty syringe and discarded it on the solar panels beneath us. I remove my fingers from my neck, and the blood on them is mixed with a thick gray fluid.

Before I can react, my head bounces sideways, my cheekbone exploding in pain as Juan’s fist impacts it. “You fucker!” Juan screams at me. He tries to grab hold of my shirt, but I swing my gun around and fix it on him. He backs away a few feet. But his eyes stew with something that looks like hate.

In my peripheral vision, I see Søren stepping toward me. I turn my gun on him, then back to Juan, then back to Søren. “What is this? What are you doing, Juan? Are you with Søren now?”

“You,” Juan says vehemently, and that’s all he says.

“What did Juan just inject me with?” I ask Søren.

“Nothing that will harm you,” Søren says. “Let’s call it truth serum.”

“You didn’t trust me?” Juan yells at Søren, like they know each other. “You didn’t trust me to keep my cool, so you lied to me? You put me through a fucking sim?”

Juan is crying now. Tears flow freely down his red cheeks, yet he still looks enraged as all hell. What the shit is going on?

“You would have killed him,” Søren says to Juan.

“Juan, hey!” I say. “Snap out of it! I need your help now.”

“You,” Juan says again, staring death at me. Then his expression contorts into one of utter turmoil. He grabs his head and starts pacing in circles. “Oh, fuck, man. Oh, fuck. This is Guy, man. He’s been trying to help me. He’s good.”

Søren turns from Juan to me. Whatever game Søren’s playing with Juan, it’s bringing him no joy. His face now is hard, devoid of the serenity it once had. It’s the face of a soldier performing an unpleasant duty. “The nanobots should start to take effect any moment, Guy. They’ll repair your brain. You’ll start to recall names, faces.”

I have the gun in my hands; I have all the power in this situation. So why am I backing away as Søren advances toward me? Why do I feel like I just lost a game I never wanted to play?

I grip the throbbing injection site on my neck. My lungs feel heavy, like they’re filling with fluid. I cough up some phlegm and try to focus through the crushing headache that’s suddenly seized me. Struggling to remain standing, I grip my firearm, my only anchor in this suddenly stormy sea.

And then I remember.

I remember all of it.
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Alan found his father’s old revolver in the top drawer of the man’s dresser, buried under dusty old clothes that hadn’t been touched in more than a decade. Mom had never gotten rid of them, or of the gun.

Alan wouldn’t use it, of course. He just wanted to scare them into giving him what he needed. They might shoo away a dumb, desperate loser, but they wouldn’t dare dismiss a dumb, desperate loser with a gun.

He hadn’t slept since Mom’s death last night, but even in the car, where he could have caught some sleep, he sat bolt upright instead, wired on the adrenaline of anticipation. He was about to free himself from his troubles. For a little while at least.

The Cassano Building was crowded at midday, and the security staff was overworked to the point of being sparse, so Alan had no trouble sneaking into the secret rooms that led to the other Cassano Building: the shadowy structure of black walls and black lights that extended beneath the skyscraper for several stories. Avoiding the security drones was easy, too, since he knew exactly where they did and didn’t patrol. Pain and sorrow—and, most of all, guilt—stalked Alan as he took the elevator down. He’d avoided this place lately because of what those who worked here might guess about him and his negligent murder. Even now a part of him screamed to run away, to flee into the safety of his solitary mansion. But the hungry part of him was stronger, and it compelled him to slink past the researchers pacing the halls and the security cameras at every corner. Alan was a regular here, so he’d get in no trouble if anyone spotted him—unless they found the revolver tucked into the back of his jeans, that is, or they learned what he’d done to Mom. But still he tried to avoid attention, because he needed to surprise Bill. No doubt Bill had a passive trace running on Alan’s chip, but hopefully he hadn’t thought to set up a proximity alert. If he had, he’d surely leave before Alan could find him.

But when Alan reached Bill’s office—a room both darker and more cluttered than its counterpart on the top floor—he found not only Bill, but Bill’s husband, Emilio, too. And Juan to boot. The three men seemed to startle at Alan’s entrance, freezing in place around Bill’s overflowing but well-organized desk.

“Alan, we’re in the middle of a discussion,” Bill said. “Please wait outside.”

The untidiness around the room’s edges was lost in gloom; an antique lamp on Bill’s desk offered the only illumination. As Alan walked into the light, he waved sheepishly so as not to seem threatening.

“Hey, guys,” Alan said. “I’m, uh, just here for another sim.”

Emilio cleared his throat, but Bill spoke first. “I uploaded tomorrow’s scenarios into your chip. You’re going to play an IT worker helping the protagonist with a computer problem.”

“I know,” Alan said, approaching the desk. “I got ’em. But I can’t play a side character for other people right now. I need to be the main character.”

“Oh, not you too,” said Emilio, hanging his head and leaning against the far wall.

“Ha!” Juan said, plopping down into a moon chair in the shadows by the wall. “See, Dad? People need the sims. Don’t be a dick. Just let us have ’em.”

Emilio adjusted the bridge of his glasses and approached Alan. “You’ve been away from us for a while. I hoped you’d gotten better. And Juan—” The billionaire turned to his son. “Another? So soon? This is not healthy.”

“Our son’s been going through tough times,” Bill cut in. “With his failed aerospace investments and such. And for all we know, Alan is in a bad place, too. Please, let’s just give them one more simulation.”

“And then one more after that, and one more after that, and one more after that. Right?”

“Hey, listen, you fuck,” Juan said from his chair behind Bill. He practically spat the words at his father. “You’re nothing without Bill’s genius. Just another fat old cat who thinks he can boss around his adult son. Nobody cares what you think, Dad, okay? If you want me and my friends to like you the way we like Bill, you’ll do what Bill tells you to do.”

“Juan, please, there’s no need for drama,” Bill said, his calming voice placating Juan, or trying to.

“Nope,” Alan said, a little too loudly. He quieted himself so as not to sound desperate. “Nope, no need for drama, as long as we can have our sims. No big deal, right?”

“Emilio, just let the boys have one more. It makes them happy, and it’s not hurting anyone.”

“It’s hurting me, seeing my son like this. And though Juan won’t admit it, I think he’s hurting, too.”

“Well,” Bill countered, “the cure for what’s hurting Juan is more. That’s why we started this whole thing.”

Emilio huffed, more in dismay than in anger. “That’s why? I did not start this venture with you so that escapism junkies could get high! Bill, have you forgotten our purpose? Look…”

Emilio shuffled through some papers on Bill’s desk—Lethe used physical paper for its records so they couldn’t be hacked—and pulled out a psych profile. “Julio Hernandez,” he said. “A sad old man bedridden due to debilitating arthritis. He lived in LA his whole life and sacrificed all his time and money helping the poor. Some of his family told me that he wanted to live a little before he died, so I gave him an adventure to rival The Odyssey, all within the confines of his hospital room. He was so grateful, he left me—me, of all people—what little money he had in his will. Or…” Emilio shuffled through the folders to find another.

“That’s all well and good, dear, but I—”

“Frank Crosby!” Emilio said, waving a folder in Bill’s face. “A drunk who beat his wife and children. His concerned father approached me, so I put Frank in a story where he played the role of his wife, and he emerged able to see the world from her perspective. He hasn’t laid a hand on another human being since.

“And here’s Denise Gelarky. Her tour in Iran was cut short by horrible nightmares and crippling depression. I erased the war from her mind and ran her through some cheerful, family-oriented stories. It cured her so fully that she was able to return to combat the next month. She e-mailed me today to thank me. And the list goes on, Bill. These are the people the simulations were created for. We—”

“Exactly!” Bill interrupted. “Engaging with the world is a vital part of personal growth for all of us, and the simulations help people to do that. You’re exactly right.”

Emilio set the folder down, took Bill’s hands, and began to caress them. “Bill, we possess the power to do great and beautiful things. We are the apex of all of human history to date. Not just you and I, but the whole human race. We command more wealth and resources than any previous generation of people, and what are we using it for? To find better ways to run away?”

Bill overturned his hands and clutched Emilio’s. “It’s not running away. It’s helping them. It’s curing them.”

“My dear, we do have the ability to cure hate or fear or depression or loneliness. We can bring people together and heal them. The fantasies we create in our simulations can pluck people out of their small realities and expose them to new worlds and new ideas, can give them richer morals and deeper empathy that they can then apply to their real lives after the stories end.

“But Bill, we also possess the responsibility to make sure the stories do end. Fantasy enlivens reality, but we must not let it replace reality. And I’m afraid it has done so for Juan. He has no friends, he hasn’t had a girlfriend since high school… He spends eighty percent of his time in the sims.”

Scowling, Bill fiercely shook his head.

“So do I,” Alan countered to Emilio. “So do most of your clients. Who cares? It’s just harmless fun.”

“Why don’t you want us to have fun, Dad?” Juan agreed.

“I’d rather you find healthier ways to have fun. Spending so much of your time and money on our simulations restricts you. It chains you.”

“How could it?” Bill said in Alan and Juan’s defense, backing away from his husband, his arms akimbo and his voice raised. “Alan freely consents to play, I freely consent to sell him an entertaining experience, and the people playing the other characters freely become indebted to us. I admit that Juan and Alan could use the sims in healthier ways, but if all parties involved freely consent to something, is it still immoral?”

“If I freely consent to be your slave—if I sell myself to you—does it make slavery any less wrong?” Emilio said, his voice a smooth yet powerful river. “My dear, even if you’re right that no individuals are being harmed by our simulations, the loss to society is great. I know revenue is up now that we’ve taken Lethe global, but I’ll say again what I’ve been saying all month: I think we need to scale the whole business down. And Juan is the perfect place to start.”

“Emilio! I gave a whole speech about this yesterday to a classroom full of hundreds of kids. I don’t disagree with you. But you yourself concede how much the simulations have helped people. What’s wrong with making people happy and making a little money on the side?”

Emilio took a moment to recover, like Bill’s question was a frustrating rationalization rather than the sensible defense Alan knew it to be. The Cassano patriarch rubbed his eyes and inhaled sharply through his teeth. When he returned to the argument, he came back strong, stalking toward Bill as he spoke. “What’s wrong is that you’re selling simulations unethically. The clients ask for more and you give them more! They tell their friends, and their friends want more! ‘It’s not hurting anyone,’ you say. And then suddenly we’re selling sims in Russia and China and India, and we’re not a startup anymore. We’re not a little subsidiary. We’re an empire.” He jabbed a finger at Bill’s chest as he said the word. “An empire that, yes, helps a few people here and there. And that’s a good thing. But what’s not a good thing is an empire that largely subsists off of addicts who can’t take part in normal life anymore. Addicts who can’t stop, who want more and more and more until they overdose. You and I are profiting off of that addiction, and that’s wrong.”

“You’re exaggerating. I honestly don’t see any problem with—”

“I know you just want to be a good father, Bill, but you must see that our son is using you. Put your foot down and tell him no for a change. Tell them all no.”

“Emilio!” Bill said again, slamming a fist on the desk in a display of anger uncommon for him. “You’re hurting me with your accusations.”

Emilio cast his eyes downward. He spoke softly. “Am I?” He ran a hand over the papers scattered across his desk, as if wishing to mold them into something they were not. “I mean to aid and enlighten but I only end up causing pain. I suppose that makes two of us.”

Bill’s voice shuddered. His fists were clenched. “We’re not doing wrong, you and I. Juan is fine. Alan is fine. Everything is fine. I agree that there is a harmful side to what we do, but it is exceedingly minor and not worth worrying about. So please. Go back upstairs, run your business, and let me run mine down here. And we can lay all this unpleasantness to rest.”

Emilio glared at his husband for a long moment, then glanced down at the file folders littering Bill’s ample desk—thousands of new clients begging for their own slice of the fun. “Juan, Alan. Leave us,” he said.

In response, Juan leaped out of his seat, paced to his father, grabbed a fistful of his shirt collar, and drew their faces close. For a tense moment, Alan thought he’d strike Emilio. But Juan just grunted and shook his head, then smacked a few folders off the desk. Papers fluttered to the floor. He’s like me, Alan realized as Juan burst out the door and vanished into the darkness of the underground hallway. I thought Juan was so much better than me this whole time, but really, we’re the same.

Emilio and Bill stood beside the desk, gazing at each other. As Alan watched them, Emilio again took Bill’s hands in his own, but Bill pulled away.

“Alan,” Emilio repeated, his eyes still on Bill. “Please leave.”

Juan’s tantrum might have primed these two to reject Alan’s plea, but Alan refused to fall back into despair. He needed a simulation, even more than Juan.

Emilio stepped toward Bill and placed a compassionate hand on his shoulder. Bill sighed. He looked like he was about to hug Emilio, maybe apologize. This time, Bill was the one who spoke firmly to Alan, which sounded strange in his gentle voice, like a rodent trying to talk down a prowling cat. “Alan, if you want to be the hero again, you’ll need to pay us what you owe. I think it’s going on eight million now.”

“I don’t—I don’t have any money now,” Alan stammered. “I’m trying to sell my house, but—I just need an advance, please. Just one sim. Just one of them for a week. You can even have my mansion as collateral if you want.”

“I’m sorry, Alan,” Bill said, gazing at Emilio. “I have to draw the line somewhere.”

Alan felt tears spilling down his cheeks. His words gushed out in a waterfall. “But I’m your best customer and I have been for years. Come on. Come on! I want to be a detective again. Put me back in that private eye sim where Christina plays my assistant. That’s so freeing, you guys. You have no idea. Please, I need to be that guy again. He’s so confident, so happy. Please let me be the detective guy for a week. Please, please, please, I can pay you with my mansion. I want to fight crime and solve problems as a detective.”

“You want to pay us to give you problems to solve?” Emilio said, turning from his husband. “Dear boy, you already have enough problems of your own to solve. A simulation will only make them worse, I’m afraid.”

“No,” Alan sobbed. He dropped to the floor beside the desk and grasped Emilio’s slacks down by the man’s shins. “You don’t understand. I’m numb… so numb. I can only feel sad now. That’s all I can feel! I just want to feel love again, and purpose, and joy, and like I have friends who respect me, and I want to feel triumph, and excitement! I want to feel alive!”

“And I want to help you,” said Emilio, “but no matter what sim we offer you, you find a way to turn it into a sexual fantasy, or a murder spree against those who’ve hurt you, or some other perversion of our intent. You are not healthy, Alan. You have to get control of yourself before I’ll feel comfortable putting you back in a sim.”

Alan sniffled. He didn’t want to get control of himself. He wanted to lose control inside a simulation. When he looked up at the two billionaires above him, he saw that neither could make eye contact with him. How pathetic I must look to them. No matter though, as long as they give me more of what I need. What I need, what I need, what I need.

“Please, Mr. Cassano,” he said. “I have nothing. I have no one, except for you. Please, erase it. Erase it all and replace it all.”

Bill shrugged at his husband. His posture was still stiff, but the look in his eyes was clear. Just let him have it, that look said. Just give him what he wants and get him out the door. Alan let himself smile a bit when he saw that look. But just as soon, Emilio spoke.

“No,” he said staunchly. His final answer. The ceiling might as well have caved in. A chasm might as well have swallowed all three of them deep into the earth.

“Alan’s not a bad guy,” Bill said to Emilio. “This could help him. We could help him here. It’s what we’re supposed to do, like you said. Why not?”

Emilio tapped Bill’s chest again with his pointer finger. “Because you refuse to see the downside of our business when it’s right here in front of us, groveling at our feet! Alan, you are the one who squandered your wealth. You are the one who would rather live a false life. So you are the one who will have to rebuild what you’ve lost. We will not help you.”

Alan’s whimpering became bawling. Snot ran down over his mouth. “Please, Mr. Cassano. Just one simulation. Just one.”

“I have to ask that you please leave,” Emilio said.

Alan reached behind his back and yanked the revolver out of his waistband. He stood and whirled the gun around to aim at Emilio and Bill.

Bill yelped and ducked behind his desk. Emilio’s eyes grew large and buglike, but he stood firm.

“Now I have to ask that you please help me the fuck out!” Alan screamed, stamping on some of the papers that Juan had knocked off the desk. Froth dribbled from his mouth as he fumed. “I want my life erased! Or guess what? I’m gonna erase yours!”

“Alan,” Bill said, his voice shaking. “Alan, okay, I know you’re not in a good place right now, but please calm down. Put the gun away, and then we’ll talk this through. We can help you.”

“Then help me! Make me the detective again! Bring my—” He gasped for air, then exhaled in jagged heaves. When he spoke again, his voice trickled out in barely a whimper. “Bring my mom back to life.”

Emilio and Bill exchanged a confused glance at that. Alan kept his finger on the trigger and the gun level. His face was all scrunched up in an expression of agony, and he couldn’t seem to untangle it, not even when he let out a slow, heavy wail of grief. He couldn’t identify the different liquids dripping down his chin and off his face, but he hoped they meant he was melting, dissolving away into nothingness just like Mom and her cats.

“Am I important?” Alan asked plainly. His gaze sank down to the desk, which was spilling over with folders as his eyes were with tears. Alan searched for his name in the pile. Was he truly just one of many? Was he truly the loser he’d always feared?

“Yes, you’re very important,” Emilio said. “Everyone is important.”

“Yeah, but am I the most important? Am I the protagonist?”

Emilio’s gaze dropped at that. He hesitated, and Alan didn’t like that he hesitated.

A loud bang thudded in Alan’s ears. He went deaf. He heard only a dull ringing sound, but he saw everything: sparks sizzling from Emilio’s ruined glasses, a splash of blood on the wall, Emilio’s body falling limply on top of his clients’ folders. Alan hadn’t pulled the trigger, had he?

Bill howled in anguish. He left his cover behind the desk and ran to his fallen husband. He lifted Emilio’s shoulders and cradled his head in his lap, staining his own clothes with dark red blood.

Alan touched the tip of his revolver’s barrel and found it hot. He hadn’t meant to shoot Emilio—he had just meant to scare him. Hadn’t he? I’m not a murderer. Not again. I’m not. I’m not!

But he was. He dropped the gun.

“No, Emilio, my love, no, no, no,” Bill was saying, his face just as contorted as Alan’s had been moments ago.

Alan knelt down and wrapped his arms around Bill in sympathy. They could be together in their grief, and then, when Bill calmed down, he would give Alan another simulation. Yes, that would make everything better for both of them.

Bill turned away from Emilio and reciprocated Alan’s embrace. Each man’s tears fell into the other’s clothing, but Alan sobbed not for Emilio—he wept for himself, for what he’d done, for letting himself become such a failure. Would he go to jail now? Prison might not be so bad, he thought, if he could serve out his time while playing a sim. Maybe Bill would give him that. Then even prison would be preferable to living his real life as Alan.

A sharp pain bit into the back of his scalp. He tried to pull away, but Bill’s left hand gripped his neck like a vise. Alan yelled out, but Bill shushed him.

“No, no, Alan, you fool. You’re going to stay right here with me.”

Why did Bill sound so angry? Bill was the nice one!

The sting on the back of Alan’s head intensified, and he felt warm fluid drizzle down his back. He tightened all his muscles to make the intrusion go away, but the pain kept growing, like some small animal was gnawing into his skull.

“I know,” Alan gasped. “I know I’m a fool. So please just let me pretend for a while to not be a fool.”

“That’s not how our service works! You don’t pretend to get better! You actually get better! That’s how it works! That’s how Emilio and I designed it!” Heartache intertwined itself with Bill’s words, so they came out in fits and sobs.

“I’m sorry I shot him,” Alan said. “I’m really, really sorry. I didn’t mean to. You can just call the police. Send me to jail. Maybe you can—”

Alan cried out as something inside his head tore free, as though a piece of bone were ripped from his spine itself. With one last yank, Bill let Alan fall to the floor, where Alan’s blood now mixed with Emilio’s. Alan pressed on his wound with his hand to try and stop the blood flow. It hurt so badly that his vision blurred, but he still saw Bill holding a shiny, bloody computer chip between his fingers. Did Bill take the chip out of my head? Did he do it with his fingernails? But the hard drive on that chip has most of my old videos and pictures of Mom!

“Give it… back,” was all he could manage to say, weakly.

Then he passed out.

When he awoke, briefly, Bill was sniveling next to his dead husband again. Alan tried to crawl away, but darkness took him a second time.

The next time he opened his eyes, Bill had changed out of his blood-soaked turtleneck and into a clean beige tunic. He was pacing lividly around the room, each footstep rattling Alan’s skull and sending pain shooting down his spine. “My chip…” Alan croaked.

“You’re getting a new chip,” Bill said as he paced, a fury like Alan had never seen simmering behind his gaze. “One that’ll hide what I’m going to do to you from Big Brother’s prying eyes.”

Alan wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Didn’t Bill already have agreements with the local authorities? Or maybe his plans for Alan weren’t covered in those agreements… No, please don’t hurt me. Save me. You’re supposed to be the one who saves me. Alan tried to speak but couldn’t.

“My husband was trying to take our life’s work away from me, and you took him away from me,” Bill said. “But I’ll prove him wrong. I’ll cure you. I’ll prove him wrong and I’ll keep him here.” Bill’s face shattered into an anguished grimace, then just as quickly bounced back to the focused face of the master schemer Alan was used to.

“But what to do about Juan?” Bill continued. “He’ll kill you when he finds out about this. Juan… Juan, oh, Emilio was right! You were right, my love.” He crouched down outside the puddle of blood to press his hand against Emilio’s cheek, then quickly rose and stepped back. “No! No, the simulations are good. Always. They can help people. They can change anyone. They could even change Alan.” Bill abruptly turned and kicked Alan in the stomach. Alan gagged and folded his body inward.

“I’ll teach Juan a lesson, just like you wanted, Emilio. But I’ll do it my way. And I’ll teach Alan, too. Oh, I’ll teach him.” Behind his glasses, Bill’s eyes raced, frantically navigating virtual menus that Alan couldn’t see.

“But I’ll need you two to be friends, Alan. You and Juan. I’ll need you on the same side, so that he won’t kill you when he finds out what you did. Maybe I’ll have another character tell you Juan is the murderer, to set you on a collision course with him. Yes, yes, Juan can play as Juan, albeit with a more positive opinion of his father, so he can work through his grief in an environment that’s not as harsh as reality. And you can play as the star of the fantasy. I’ll pick your brain dry of any remnant of who you were, and then you can be the protagonist for a while.”

“What are you talking about?” Alan whimpered, clutching the burning hole in his head. “What are you doing?”

“I’m giving you exactly what you want, Alan. One more simulation.”
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Oh no, it’s all coming back. The weight of all my dumb decisions is coming back. I collapse onto the roof’s solar panels just as Juan collapses on the steps of the greenhouse. I’m sobbing, drooling, and it’s all coming back. I remember my disastrous date with Christina, my paranoid delusions about the police knowing I killed someone—and that’s the worst part: I remember Mom! I remember sitting next to her as she died, unable to comfort her or connect with her.

Oh no oh no oh no. This isn’t happening! I’d escaped! I’d gotten away. I was focused on the case, and on helping Juan, and on romancing Becky, and on solving the murder… I had actually forgotten what a selfish, idiotic, boring, dumb loser I am. But now I remember it all, here at the end of the case, at the end of the simulation, at the end of everything. In Søren’s sick way, I did solve the murder.

And that’s the point of everything I’ve been through these last few days. The sim could have been anything, after all. It didn’t even have to relate to the real world. But Søren wanted this moment. He wanted me to realize the truth in one horrible flash of awareness.

The truth that I, Guy Rosen, killed Emilio Cassano.

And I am Guy Rosen. I’m a professional investigator, and I’m about to get revenge on my archnemesis. I’m certainly not that pathetic Alan Kornick. That’s not me. I’m Guy. I’m Guy! My mind feels like it’s burst into a thousand tiny fragments and I’m trying desperately to pick them back up and make sense of them.

“This isn’t possible,” I say, clinging to the hardboiled, confident private eye in me as tightly as I can. “I would have remembered a little all along.”

Søren looms over me, a black silhouette against the blazing sky, his machinations and ideas exposed for the first time to the harsh scrutiny of the sun.

“Due to your specific circumstances, we had to take more of your memory than usual,” Søren says. “We gave you a new implant, but we did so much more than that. It took a whole week. We surgically eviscerated your memory, your personality. We went further than we ever had before. We built a new human mind within your own, Alan. We built it from scratch, with new beliefs, new predilections, new memories of a new past. A temporary mind. A mind created so that you could escape to a good life and come back a better man. You had no idea you were in a sim, did you?” He’s trying to sound powerful, but his wavering voice just makes him sound scared. Is he sad? Is doing this to me making him sad? I can’t read him. I can’t even read reality.

“This isn’t real. I’m not one of them! I’m not like those people!”

“No, Alan. You were much worse.”

I’m trying hard not to hyperventilate. My plastic gun is still in my hand, but it rests limply on the ground. The wind blows much harder now, and the rabbit-shaped weathervane screeches as it spins in the gusts.

“Guy…” Juan says from his place on the greenhouse stoop, a look of complete betrayal on his face. “Alan… you little shit. You were supposed to help me solve the murder. You were supposed to…” He looks completely bewildered, like his own existence has been brought into question. “You’re not a murderer, Guy. I liked you. I know you’re not a murderer.”

“He is,” Søren says. “Listen to the nanobots telling you that he is, Juan. The sooner you can accept and make peace with it, the sooner you can heal.”

“Kevin,” I say, suddenly remembering that Mom and Emilio aren’t the only fatalities resulting from this mess. “Christina!”

Søren nods somberly. “I’m so sorry, Alan. Yes, they were the closest you ever came to real friendships. Now Paul and Becky are both dead. Just like Emilio.” He doesn’t say it like he’s gloating; he says it like it hurts him just as much as it hurts me.

“They were my friends! You killed Kevin and Christina!”

“No, Alan, you did.”

“You let me keep real bullets in my revolver! You meant for them to die!”

“I did not! No, I meant for you to suffer the consequences of your actions, and their deaths were a tragic side effect. They were accidents. I didn’t mean for—” Søren’s expression breaks into one of sorrow. Sunlight glints off his eyes as they begin to water. “Or maybe I did. I don’t know. You killed my husband. No one else should have died. That’s not how my technology is supposed to work.”

“I loved Becky! I mean Christina—I loved Christina, and you let her die!” Every emotion I should have felt when I shot Becky in her driveway comes surging through me now. I’m gonna have to live with this for the rest of my life. With the memories of Christina’s lifeless eyes and her blood spilling into the gutter, and the knowledge that it happened to her because of me. What will everyone think of me when they find out what I’ve done?

I droop closer to the ground, wishing the solar panels would burn me away and erase everything I’ve ever done.

“You didn’t love her,” Søren says. “You didn’t know what real love is. Christina was just your favorite fantasy. It was never her choice to play Becky. She was in debt to us from her own sims, so we made her play Becky. It was you who requested her for the role, every time.”

“No. You’re wrong! I loved her!”

“And I suppose you loved your mother, too?”

At the mention of Mom, I collapse completely and lie nearly supine on the solar panels. “Why did you do this?” I wail. “I don’t deserve this. I’m already so much of a loser and you just went and made it worse. Why did you have to go and do this? Why? WHY?”

“So the wooden boy,” Søren says, his voice quivering, “could feel.”

I leap to my feet and scream until my lungs are empty. I throttle Søren and press my plastic gun against his scalp. I almost shoot him, but do I really want to murder a fifth person? Do I?

I do, but… Fuck! I shake my head and start circling Søren. What am I gonna do? What am I gonna do? Is there any way out of this?

Søren’s gaze follows me, and he enunciates his every word with what sounds like excitement, like he’s happy for me, the sick fuck. “Ah, yes. Here comes Guy Rosen, moral crusader, a fake person created in my underground labs, with a personality and views diametrically opposed to Alan’s. I put Guy’s worldview—Emilio’s worldview—in your head to change you, to give you a bird’s-eye view of yourself and those like you. But the real test begins now, Guy, as the two worldviews collide. Will the emotional programming hold, now that you remember? I let you step outside yourself and become Guy, but can you use what you learned as Guy now that you’re Alan again? Can you please? Can you change and grow with your new perspectives?”

For a fleeting moment, I feel like I am Guy again. I hold my weapon steady on Søren. Seeing my situation from Guy’s perspective, it’s impossible for me to accept that I’m the killer. That it’s my fault that everyone I’ve ever cared about is dead. Alan seems like a whole other person. He’s some kooky nut who cracked and made a criminal mistake. He expected more and more stimulation from his fantasies, and eventually real life seemed dull by comparison, so he got lost in his self-deprecating delusions. He was sick, and he used Emilio’s technology to make himself sicker. And then he let Mom die. He let Mom die! Why oh why did I have to let Mom die?

“Can you confront your fears and grief instead of running from them?” Søren asks. “Can you stop depending on artificial realities to feel self-worth? Tell me. Can you begin to engage with other human beings now? And most importantly, have I cured your addiction to the simulations?”

“You used a sim to try and cure my addiction to the sims?” I ask, the words catching in my throat. Even if this sim wasn’t built for entertainment like the countless other sims I’ve played… even if its whole purpose was to teach me a lesson… this is sick. This is so, so sick. “I only use the sims because I’m sad, Søren. But they make me even sadder when I leave them, so I use them more, so they make me sadder, so I use them more… It’s just a sick feedback loop.”

“Ah, but that’s your fault, isn’t it, Alan?” Søren asks, and he sounds like he’s genuinely asking—he doesn’t know the answer. “The sim lets you see that now, right? That it’s not my fault. It’s not Emilio’s fault, or the simulations’ fault. Right? My and Emilio’s life’s work is good for people. This simulation—this detective fantasy—was even good for you! You’re a new man now, right? After your week of objectivity. Did it work?”

“I don’t want this reality. I don’t want this pain.”

“I know, Alan. I don’t want it either, but I’ve immersed myself in it with you this past week. I did it for Emilio. Alan, pain can be good for you! My simulation has helped you work through the pain! You now have the perspective and fortitude to deal with your heartache, don’t you?”

“I don’t want to deal with it. I just want it to go away.”

“Put us back in,” Juan says to Søren. The billionaire’s son is still sitting hunchbacked on the greenhouse’s stoop, miserably watching my breakdown unfold. “Put both of us back in, and we’ll both be happy. We’ll never know the difference.”

“Juan,” Søren says, pity on his face. “Oh, Juan, you don’t really want to go back just to be happy, do you? You’ve seen what Alan’s been through. You’ve seen my object lesson for you. Surely you’ve learned from it?”

Juan’s gaze falls downward and he looks like he’s lost in thought, questioning his own need to be sent back to the fantasy world. Part of me wants to go back in with him. Part of me wants to shoot Søren. Part of me wants to jump off the roof.

“Maybe,” Søren continues, “if we stopped retreating into our fantasies at every sign of adversity, we could band together and build a reality that’s better than any fantasy. At least, that’s what Emilio would say. And there I agree with him! But unlike your father, Juan, I know that the simulations don’t create addicts. I know they help people. They bring us back to reality, back to the community. If this one worked—if you swear to me now that you’ve grown, and that my simulation worked—then I’ll put you back into the sims again and again, for as long as it takes for you to choose to be good men.” Søren looks up at the blinding sky. “Emilio, my love! We’ll keep your original vision alive! We’ll show you all the wonders that the simulations can achieve with any client. With any client! But tell me first, Alan, Juan: Did it work?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Juan says. “If you can press a button and make us happy again, why deny us that? There’s nothing at stake here besides us being happy.”

“To be,” I say, strengthening my grip on my gun, “or not to be. Those are the stakes.”

Søren nods feverishly. “Good answer!”

But I’m still tumbling through a whirlpool of grief, spiraling down, trying to escape any way I can. Are more simulations the solution that will lift me out of this? That’s what I thought before, but…

“You can’t keep profiting off of these simulations,” I say to Søren. I steel my resolve, trying to remain Guy and shut out Alan. “I’m not gonna let this continue.”

“Well neither am I, if it didn’t work,” Søren says. “Just say the word and I’ll admit Emilio was right. I’ll cancel all current sims and dissolve the entire system. But I hope you’ll tell me that my simulations do work, because this one worked on you. I can never forgive you for what you did to Emilio, Alan, but I can help you heal. And you, Juan.”

The rusty weathervane atop the greenhouse rasps as it changes direction with the wind, from west to northwest. Both hands on my gun, I press it to Søren’s forehead again. “No matter what you say or do,” I tell him, “you deserve to die. For what you tricked me into doing to Kevin and Christina. For your years of manipulating me, and them, and everyone.”

“They wanted to be manipulated! They paid me for it! You act as if Lethe is the cause and escapism the effect, when in fact the reverse is true. People like you wanted a means to escape life, and I provided it. I helped them! What’s so wrong about that?”

“It leads to nothingness! To hopelessness and oblivion! To this!”

“Then shoot me! If what I’m doing is so evil, if my simulations failed to help you, then shoot me. Lethe is a big company but it’s a shadow company, and it nets only a tiny fraction of Cassano’s total revenue. It’s wholly dependent on my leadership to keep it running, so if you shoot me, the whole thing will go up in flames and you’ll never have to submerge yourself in a simulation again. But I hope you don’t shoot me. I hope the simulation worked. Did it?”

I’m shaking. My lips tremble as they try to make words.

Søren lowers himself onto his knees and holds his hands palms-up in a pose of surrender. “Did it work, Guy?”

A flurry of wind blasts across the rooftop. The weathervane starts spinning uncontrollably. “I’m fighting to be different,” I say, and my voice sounds like a mouse’s squeak. Søren might not even be able to hear me over the wind. “I’m fighting, Søren,” I say louder.

I want to shoot him, to erase every bad thing he’ll ever do, but he looks so pitiful, so vulnerable here in front of me, his robe fluttering in the gusts. Is he right? Has he changed me? Has he healed me? Or has he helped me destroy myself?

Has he done all of these things?

“My name isn’t Søren,” he says, his eyes squinting against the gale. “It’s Bill.” Wetness saturates his eyes and his cheeks, and for the first time I notice that he’s been weeping. “It’s just Bill.”

The wind blows more harshly than ever. Juan’s given up holding the hair out of his eyes so he can watch us. Now he’s just hanging his head and staring down at the solar panel roof. Søren glares expectantly up at me, waiting for my decision. All around and below us, Los Angeles ripples outward, its very existence a quake against the earth beneath it. Above me, the weathervane points in every direction and no direction as it creaks around its pivot, spinning and spinning and spinning.

“Did it work?”
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