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​Chapter 1: Arrival in the City of Angels
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Tyler barreled down the jet bridge with the air of a man allergic to humanity. The recycled air, hot with everyone's exhalations and asshole cologne, pressed on him like a damp wool sock. LAX had that effect—sweaty, humming, crawling with the dregs of the species in every flavor.

At the end of the tunnel, he squinted against the retina-rape brightness of the terminal. He hadn’t slept since Houston, maybe even before that, but the adrenaline made him feel like he’d mainlined espresso through a slit in his tongue. He gritted his teeth and punched through a clot of sluggish retirees blocking the exit, suitcase swinging low like a dog tail.

Tyler paused at the threshold, letting his eyes adjust. International arrivals. Holy mother of filth. The throng before him was a human stew left out too long: burqas, saris, Hello Kitty backpacks, every shade from “kindergarten paste” to “used motor oil.” He fixated on the nearest Hispanic family, probably twelve deep, parents corralling shrieking brats with the practiced numbness of seasoned breeders. He didn't bother hiding the scowl, not even when he clipped the oldest kid with his shoulder on the pass-through. The kid squealed. The father barked something in Spanish and postured like he wanted to fight, but Tyler just shot him a look that said: try it, bitch.

Nobody tried it. Not here, not now.

He zigzagged through the labyrinth of baggage claims and food stalls. Each step, each face, stoked the bile. He kept a running inventory: hijab, fat Slavic golem, yellow-faced grandma shuffling in rhinestone slippers, glossy-haired Indians yakking into Bluetooths, all leeching off the land meant for the pure. White America in diaspora, flinching back into the corners while the cancer spread. A memory flashed behind his eyelids—mom’s face, the way her mouth pinched when she saw a neighbor’s mixed grandkid at the church bake sale. He almost smiled at the thought, then caught himself. Stay sharp. Stay angry.

Tyler’s body language was a manifesto: jaw flexed, left nostril twitching with every whiff of off-brand deodorant, hands in his pockets except for the times he needed to flip someone off or adjust his waistband. He avoided eye contact, but only because he didn’t want to give anyone the dignity of acknowledgment.

He stalked toward the glass doors. A family in Lakers jerseys drifted in front of him—two parents, three fat kids, all licking melted ice cream off their wrists. Tyler muttered under his breath, “God’s true image. Lost to sugar and swine.” His lips barely moved, but the heat of the words made his chest tighten. As they blocked the exit, he barked a dry cough. The mom looked back, startled, and hustled her brood out of the way.

The shiver of satisfaction ran up his spine.

Tyler scanned the ceiling. He had an eye for security—two black glass domes on every row of fluorescent tubes, all angles covered, but the dead zones were easy to find. By the Hudson News kiosk, between racks of People and GQ, there was a blind spot where the cameras pointed away. He slid in and leaned on the magazine shelf, feigning interest in the headlines. From his jacket, he palmed a battered burner phone, taped over at the logo. Burned SIM, no contacts, but memorized numbers etched into his brain.

He kept his back to the crowd, angling the screen toward his chest. For a second, his reflection in the plastic cover of a tabloid caught his attention. The lines in his face had deepened since the last job, but the eyes were steady, locked, mean. Good. Not dead yet.

He scrolled to messages, flicked through preloaded drafts, and deleted the ones he'd already sent. Security-conscious, always. The phone in his palm felt alive—warm from his body, pulsing with urgency. He hated the way the world made him hide in plain sight, but he was a soldier, not a martyr. The time would come for that, maybe. Just not today.

A cluster of Asian teens stumbled into the kiosk, all hair dye and acne and laughter like jackhammer teeth. Tyler’s left eyebrow shot up; he sucked in a slow, controlled breath and let it out through flared nostrils. His right hand twitched—trigger finger that never quite stilled, a relic of too many drills. “God’s true image,” he mouthed again, this time with more venom.

When the coast was clear, he ducked behind a rotating rack of keychains. He hit the phone's power button and typed a code into the notes app—a series of numbers that made him smile with pride and revulsion in equal measure. He thumbed the screen until he found the right thread, then started to type. Every letter stabbed out with the controlled violence of a punch:

Landfall achieved.

Cargo intact.

Hounds asleep.

He read it twice, then deleted and retyped the last word: “Hounds” became “Watchers,” because the handlers preferred precision. Sent. The screen flashed confirmation, then auto-wiped. No breadcrumbs.

Tyler pocketed the phone, checked the faces around him for any sign of notice, and found nothing but the usual blur of motion and apathy. He straightened his posture, took a step back, and wiped his palm on his thigh. Mission protocol, burned into muscle memory.

He drifted into the main flow of human traffic, making a point to brush past as many as possible. A family in matching cowboy hats—tourists, American, but the accent was off—nodded at him. He ignored them. A black woman pushing a stroller eyed him with suspicion; he bared his teeth in what could charitably be called a grin.

At the last security checkpoint, a TSA agent scanned the line. Tyler slid through with a veteran's grace, barely slowing for the bag check. He knew the drill. No liquids, no sharps, nothing that would slow him down before the work began.

Outside, the LA air hit him with a wall of exhaust, ozone, and street tacos. He shivered once, not from cold but from anticipation. The plan was in motion, the city his to bleed. All that was left now was to wait for the call.

He walked to the curb, letting the neon mess of the city reflect in his sunglasses. All the faces, all the chaos—just so much dead meat waiting to be cleaned up.

He checked his watch, the second hand sweeping perfectly. On time.

Then he melted into the crowd, a ghost with a purpose, unnoticed and unremarkable. The devils had no idea he’d come to purge them.

The rental car was the color of smeared clay, blending perfectly with the gray-matter haze of LA. Tyler gripped the wheel hard, sweat beading along the inside of his thumbs. “Suburban dad,” the rental guy had said with a wink, handing over the keys. Not even a hint of a background check. America’s true luxury: easy access and utter indifference.

He merged onto Sepulveda, following the snarl of traffic down past the endless warehouse sprawl. Every block: billboards in three languages, the text screaming for cell phones, ESL classes, the promise of payday loans. A different kind of war, this. Instead of bombs, slow rot—every sign a wound on the body of the country.

He made a game of counting the American flags that hadn’t been sun-bleached to nothing, but gave up before the second light. What did it matter? All the red, white, and blue here was as faded as the old men sipping coffee at the Denny’s. He caught one in the rearview—guy in a Vietnam Vet hat, staring out the window at the world that had moved on without him. Tyler barked a laugh. Didn’t realize he’d made a sound until it echoed inside the car.

Koreatown unfurled ahead like a broken neon birthday cake. Soju bars and BBQ pits, every storefront alive with Hangul, LED signs outshining the moon. He slowed down and let a Honda Civic full of teenagers cut in front of him, their faces spotlit blue by their phones. None of them noticed him, which was fine. Made his job easier.

He watched the sidewalk roll by: elderly couples shuffling in house slippers, packs of kids high on sugar, parents with plastic shopping bags straining at the seams. The city moved like a single organism, oblivious and indestructible. He hated it.

A mural covered the side of an old bank—giant, leering faces, hands making the peace sign over a swarm of cartoon tigers. Tyler read the tags, clocked the paint as fresh. He made a note of the cross street, just in case. Something about graffiti pissed him off more than anything: the invasion made beautiful and self-congratulatory.

Little Tokyo was next. Clean, in a way Koreatown wasn’t, but somehow more alien. The lanterns, the artfully scraggly trees, the sushi places with hand-painted windows—every inch curated, sanitized for consumption. He rolled down his window at a stoplight and caught the scent of grilled meat, sweet and almost overpowering. Gagged him. The light turned green, and he punched the accelerator, leaving behind a wake of exhaust and shredded patience.

He wound through the residential side streets, memorizing the way the houses changed as the neighborhoods did. More security bars on the windows, more dented cars on the curb, more dogs barking themselves hoarse behind chain-link. He catalogued every security camera, every church marquee, every place a crowd might gather. The city was a hive, and he had to pick the softest comb to stab.

A few blocks from Boyle Heights, traffic thickened into a knot. Tyler drummed his fingers on the wheel, watching as the cars ahead slowed to rubberneck at a group of street vendors. Tamales, fruit cups, churros—whatever could be carried and sold for cash. He hated the noise most of all: the airhorn yelps of sellers, the chatter, the shrieking kids. Not one word of English. A kid in a Dodgers cap sprinted out between cars, chased by a stray dog with its tongue flopping out like a flag.

Tyler’s jaw clicked. He gripped the steering wheel until the fake leather creaked.

He was sweating, now, even though the AC blasted cold straight at his face. The city got under your skin, nested there like larvae. You had to keep the poison moving, or else it’d turn you soft.

He turned onto a side street, away from the mass of cars, and let the engine idle. In his side mirror, he watched two women in scrubs trudge home from a shift. One of them lit a cigarette, the other laughed so loud he could hear it over the drone of his own engine. He filed the detail away—a nurse’s uniform, the hour of day, their predictable route. Any of it could be useful later.

He reached under the passenger seat and fished out the burner. Peeled off a sticker that covered the lens—paranoia wasn’t just a virtue, it was his air. The number he needed was five digits, easy to remember. He dialed, feeling his pulse slow to a sniper’s heartbeat.

It rang exactly once.

A voice on the other end: “Status?”

He cleared his throat. “I’m in position. The cesspool is worse than expected. Street’s full of hounds and meat.”

A pause. Then, in that same clipped rhythm: “Shield is in place. Mission is green-lit. No watchdogs will bite.”

He relaxed into the seat, just a fraction. “Copy. First cleansing begins tomorrow. 0600.”

The voice grunted, then cut the line. No names. No sign-offs. Nothing that could be traced back.

Tyler stared at the dead phone, savoring the rare peace that followed. It was the only time he felt truly clean: after a mission, before the chaos started.

He rolled up the window, flicked the car into gear, and let the drone of the city swallow him. The strip-mall lights flickered past, each a warning, each a promise.

He pressed his thumb into the steering wheel so hard a crescent of blood rose beneath the nail.

Tomorrow, the city would know what real cleansing looked like.

The motel squatted on the edge of the 10 like a tumor that refused to die. Neon letters sputtered “INN” in epileptic bursts, the rest burned out or missing, leaving only “NO VA CA Y.” Tyler chuckled when he read it, like the universe was warning him about the nothing ahead. Or maybe he just liked the idea of vacancy as a state of being.

Inside, the air was a blend of bleach, fried onions, and something industrial—maybe the memory of a thousand cleaning fluids losing the war. The lobby was a shoebox with a plastic fern and a TV playing golf highlights on mute. Behind the bulletproof glass, the desk clerk was slouched over his phone, tapping away with the one working finger visible above the counter. He didn’t even look up.

Tyler slid two hundreds and a driver’s license through the tray. The name was a joke, the address a real place he’d burned months ago. He watched the clerk scan the bills with a marker, then squint at the license before chucking the keycard through the opening like a dog treat. “Checkout’s at eleven. No parties,” the clerk said, still not meeting his eye.

Tyler palmed the card, nodded, and took the stairs instead of the elevator. Always avoid the camera if you can help it. Up on the second floor, the corridor was lined with footprints—literal black streaks across peeling linoleum, every few yards a cigarette burn or an old gum stain. The farther he walked, the louder the hum of ancient appliances: a fridge dying somewhere, the thin whine of a TV turned up to mask the neighbors' arguments.

Room 215 was at the end of the row. Tyler waited a second, head tilted, listening for motion. Nothing but the distant drone of highway. He slid the card, twisted the handle, and entered fast. It was habit. Always check for surprises.

No surprises here. Just squalor.

The carpet was a biohazard, greasy where it hadn’t been singed. The bedspread looked like someone had played connect-the-dots with cigarette cherries and grease. Overhead, a single fluorescent tube cast a dirty blue over everything, stuttering every few seconds like a dying bug. The room’s only chair was duct-taped at one leg; the window AC pulsed air thick with the smell of old feet.

He closed the door and set both duffels on the bed, then snapped the lock and pulled the blackout curtain tight. The bed groaned under the weight, but held. Good. He didn’t plan to sleep anyway.

Unpacking was a ritual. He unzipped the first duffel and started lining up the contents on the bedspread, each piece placed with the same care you’d use arranging relics on an altar. Glock, Sig, and a battered old Browning—each fitted with a silencer, each magazine wrapped tight in electrical tape to avoid any rattle. The rifle came out in pieces, matte black, every part cushioned in foam. He assembled it on the bed, fast and silent, checked the chamber and sight lines, then disassembled it again. There was a box of Hornady hollow points, two spring-assist blades, duct tape, zip ties in every size.

He left the second duffel for last. Inside: a burner laptop, three more phones in clamshell wrappers, a high-gain police scanner, extra batteries, power bank, some other electronics that weren’t strictly legal. He set them on the chipped desk beside the TV.

He booted the scanner first, tuning it with his thumb. Chatter in the city was low tonight—some drunk-and-disorderly calls, a break-in, nothing that would overlap with his work. He left it on, background noise to drown out the silence.

Next, the TV. He clicked it on for camouflage. A televangelist was shouting on the screen, red-faced and sweaty, waving a gold-leafed Bible. Tyler watched for a minute, bemused. Every word was a grift, every plea for donation a scam, but the cadence, the manufactured urgency, it almost made him want to call in and claim his free anointing oil. He let the voice fill the room. Even hate needed a hymn sometimes.

On the desk, he spread out the city maps. He’d printed them at a FedEx in Amarillo, traced bus lines and transit hubs in green Sharpie. He marked four intersections with fat red X’s. Near schools, churches, community centers—where the infection would spread fastest. He stared at the map until the lines burned into his retinas, then double-checked the times he’d scribbled in the margin. It all fit.

He took out a notebook, battered and soft with use, and wrote a single word on the inside cover. “Purge.” Underneath, he wrote the date, and the time for tomorrow’s action. Nothing else. Enough to remind, not enough to incriminate.

After that, the guns.

He started with the Glock, field-stripping it, wiping every part with a cloth soaked in ammonia and gun oil. The motions were so routine he barely had to think. He could have done it blindfolded, hands moving in time to the televangelist’s rising voice. Clean, oil, reassemble, check the slide, snap the magazine in. Repeat with the Sig, then the Browning. The rifle took longer, but he liked the feel of the bolt, the crisp snap of parts coming together. Each gun was an extension of will. When he was done, he set them on the bed, lined up and gleaming in the stuttering blue light.

He checked the door and window again. Locked. He pulled the blackout curtain an extra inch for good measure.

Then he sat back in the plastic chair and let the city noises seep through the walls. Sirens, bass from a passing car, muffled laughter from the room next door. He felt calm. Not the jittery, wired tension of travel, but the cool focus of a plan about to click into place.

At 2:00 AM, he turned on the burner laptop, used a VPN to log into the server he’d built months before. No emails, no traceable messages. Just a single file—coordinates, times, fallback points, all in code. He read it over twice, deleted the file, then wiped the machine clean. He’d drop it in a dumpster tomorrow, same as the others.

The scanner popped with sudden energy—a car chase, two units in pursuit down Western. He smirked. The city loved its drama. Soon, he’d give them something better to chew on.

He flicked the TV off, muting the preacher mid-rant, and walked to the window. Pulled the curtain back an inch. Outside, the city was a mess of yellow lights, strip malls, and the haze of smog clinging to the sodium sky. In the reflection, he saw his own face—sharp lines, eyes like bruises, mouth a perfect, predatory line.

He whispered it to the glass, savoring the shape of the words: “Only the pure will remain.”

He stood there for a long time, letting the room grow dark around him, the arsenal on the bed cold and waiting.

He could almost hear the city’s heartbeat.

Tomorrow, he’d cut it open.
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​Chapter 2: First Blood
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Miguel Hernandez closed his register like he was tucking a baby to bed. The place was dead, as it should be at midnight, save for the steady fizz of the overheads and the drag of eighteen-wheelers out on the freeway. He counted the till twice, added up the day’s lopsided harvest of wrinkled bills, and slid the envelope into the metal safe behind the canned soup display. Second-hand safe, probably stolen in the nineties, but it had kept out crackheads, grandsons, and a baseball bat once.

He moved through the bodega aisle by aisle, methodical as chemotherapy. Wiped down the glass counters, hit every grimy fingerprint, straightened the rows of dog food and toilet paper. The place never looked clean, but he tried. His wife called it “dressing a corpse,” but that was before she’d left with her sister to run a tiendita in Pico Rivera. He whistled a few lines of “Cielito Lindo,” which was always stuck in his head when he was tired.

The fluorescents had their own rhythm, a stutter-step every thirty seconds, but he’d long ago stopped noticing. They gave everything a tint like day-old hospital sheets. The smell was better than it looked: part bleach, part cilantro, with a little chorizo from where he’d microwaved a burrito for dinner. He ran the mop over the sticky patch by the Coke fridge, humming through his nose, and flicked the dead fly off the counter with the end of a Bic pen.

On the other side of the wire-mesh door, night had congealed. The parking lot was a bare patch of asphalt, lit only by a dying bulb that spat more shadow than light. Beyond, the freeway roared, oceanic and hungry. Nobody out there but rats and the occasional tweaker walking home from the Walmart.

Except tonight, a white sedan was parked under the busted security camera.

Miguel noticed it, of course. He noticed everything. But the sedan hadn’t moved in two hours, so he wrote it off as one more car with a sleeping uncle in the backseat.

He finished up in the walk-in, checked the best-before dates on three sacks of limp carrots, and started the paperwork for the next morning’s bread delivery. By 12:46, he was done. Miguel zipped his jacket, stuffed the day’s ledger into his backpack, and did a last circuit of the store. He thumbed the light switches off, one by one, and stepped out into the sharp cold of the parking lot.

The silence felt like a threat.

Tyler watched him from behind the tinted glass, hand warm on the grip of the silenced Sig. He didn’t hate this guy, not specifically. He was just the first, the sample, the symptom. Tyler brought up the photo on his phone—Miguel, holding a kid in a Dodgers jersey, both smiling in the spill of sunlight—and compared the faces. Confirmation. The swelling pride at the rightness of the act, not guilt. The world was filled with vectors; someone had to be the scalpel.

He let Miguel walk halfway across the lot before stepping out. Tyler moved with the gliding efficiency of a lifer, boots silent on the blacktop, eyes locked ahead. The pistol hung loose at his side, hidden under a black hoodie, but he had the shot lined up before he even cleared the trunk of the sedan.

Miguel hesitated, keys in hand, as if he’d heard a mosquito. He turned, mouth open, maybe to say, “¿Qué pasa?” Tyler put two shots through his ribs, just left of the sternum. The first slug popped like a paper bag, the second hit just under the heart. No theatrics. Miguel went down hard, knees crumpling under him. The keys skittered across the pavement and caught under the curb.

Tyler covered the distance in three strides. Miguel was still breathing, somewhere between gasp and gurgle, blood turning his shirt the color of wet bricks. Tyler pressed him back against the stucco, braced the head, and with a practiced motion drew the blade from his pocket. It was a three-inch switch, honed and wiped clean every night. He dragged the point over Miguel’s brow, precise, not rushed. A crude lightning-bolt S, the old sign, carved so the bone shined through the dark hair.

“Una menos, devil,” Tyler whispered. The accent was wrong, but the message stuck.

He stepped back, checked the lot, wiped the handle clean on Miguel’s shirt, and slid the blade away. The parking lot was a void. Nobody watching. He strolled to the sedan, tossed the pistol onto the passenger seat, and peeled out slow enough not to catch a camera.

Miguel’s last breath stuttered in the dark, and the blood ran down in a wide fan, soaking the concrete. It would freeze and go black before sunrise.

The world felt lighter, like the sky had peeled back a layer.

By the time a cop or a neighbor came looking, the only sign of Tyler was the hard rubber left on the exit lane.

One less devil in God’s world.

Detective Maria Sanchez’s sedan nosed into the lot, headlights catching on the huddle of uniforms and news-vulture vans already marking territory. The first thing she saw was the yellow tape, stretched gut-tight between a dead shopping cart and the busted-up concrete planter by the door. The second was the pool of blood, a big one, still sticky under the lot’s sodium vapor hum. Third, the crowd—clustered, shivering, half faces she’d seen at other crime scenes, the other half already up on Twitter streaming the city’s latest atrocity.

She hated this part, but it was the job.

She killed the engine and stepped out, careful not to plant a heel in any of the glass fragments littered across the blacktop. The air smelled like a steakhouse after closing, metallic and hot, mixed with the weird sweetness of a night-blooming weed in the cracks. A uniform shuffled up, all starch and hollow eyes, and gave her the rundown in a voice that still wanted to puke. “Male, late fifties, owner. Security cams dead. No witnesses so far.” He hesitated. “You’ll want to see the... uh. The rest.”

Sanchez brushed him off with a “Thanks, Rodriguez,” and ducked under the tape. She did her best to avoid the onlookers, but a flash went off and someone called her name. She ignored it. Better to let them guess what was going through her mind. The press liked her more when she played the part of the stoic latina, all cheekbones and zero emotion.

The body was propped against the wall below the window, arms loose at the sides. Blood had sprayed out in a staccato fan, little bursts up the beige stucco and onto the “NO LOITERING” sign that now seemed ironic as hell. She didn’t need the coroner to tell her the cause of death—two perfect entry holes, right through the ribcage, bled out in seconds. She knelt, felt the grit of concrete through the knees of her suit, and took a closer look.

Whoever did this didn’t just want the guy dead. They wanted to send a message. The symbol—an ugly S-shape, deep, raw, ragged into the forehead—stood out like neon. A hate mark, old school. Not the usual tag-banger stuff from MS-13 or the Eastside goons. This was different.

Sanchez ran her phone’s camera, snapping photos from every angle. The flesh, the way it puckered. The dry red of the blood, darkening at the edges already. She did her best to breathe through her mouth, but the iron got in anyway, clinging to her tongue.

The coroner, a little guy named Glassman who wore gloves like a second skin, knelt beside her. “You seen one like this before?” he asked, voice soft as drywall dust.

She didn’t look up. “Not in a decade. Not since those Aryan gang fuckers shot up that liquor store off Olympic.”

Glassman grunted. “Guy’s wallet was still on him. Not a robbery. Looks surgical, in and out. Professional, maybe ex-military.”

“Yeah. Or some dipshit who reads Reddit and collects Nazi knives.” She stood, wiped her palm on her pants, and caught a glimpse of the crowd again. Still there, hungry for every drop.

She snapped the latex gloves on, took a last look at the wound, and let the coroner bag the hands and start the tape grid. That was his problem now. She did a slow pan of the lot: the white paint lines, the way the car parked under the dead camera was now gone, just a dark oil ghost left behind.

She crossed to the edge of the tape and found Rodriguez. “Who’s the witness?”

Rodriguez nodded at a kid leaning on the ice chest outside the gas station next door. Scrawny, seventeen if that. Face full of zits and teeth wired down like a submarine hatch. He watched her approach, already sizing her up for what lie would stick.

She didn’t bother with the “I’m Detective Sanchez” routine. Just went straight for it: “You see anything?”

He shrugged, pulled at the hem of his 7-Eleven vest. “Guy came in for a Red Bull, maybe thirty minutes before. Didn’t see who did it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t see anything, but you called it in?”

His eyes darted, embarrassed. “I heard, like, two pops. Gunshots. Then the car took off.” He licked his lips. “White sedan, maybe a Civic. Couldn’t get the plate. Too dark.”

She studied him, the sweat beading at his hairline. He wasn’t lying, not about the important parts. But there was a notch of pride at being the first one to call the cops. She’d seen it before—survivors wanting a medal for their courage.

“Anyone else out here?” she asked.

“Old lady walks her dog, like, every night,” the kid said. “Saw her on the sidewalk right before.”

Sanchez let him go and crossed to the knot of neighbors on the other side of the tape. She found the dog-walker easy—tiny, curly-haired, and shaking in a bathrobe that looked like a lost sheep. The dog was a rat on a string, already sleeping.

Sanchez dropped to a crouch. “Ma’am, did you see the person who shot him?”

The old woman shook her head, eyes huge behind glasses. “I heard a voice. Spanish, but... wrong. Like a gringo in a telenovela.”

Sanchez nodded, fighting the urge to comfort. “Did you see which way they went?”

She pointed with a finger that quivered, then repeated it with her chin. “Car. White, no lights. They didn’t rush. Like they knew nobody would see.” She swallowed. “He was still alive when I found him. He grabbed my hand.”

Sanchez felt that one, deep in the chest. She stood, made a note, and thanked her. The uniformed officers hovered, eyes fixed on her for the next move. She had nothing new to give them.

Back at the body, Glassman was bagging the head, muttering to himself. Sanchez caught a flash of paper sticking out from between the victim’s fingers—barely more than a corner, but enough to catch her eye. She snapped a new pair of gloves on and worked the paper loose. It was a business card, soaked through with blood and sweat. The print was smudged, but she could make out a logo—some stylized eagle, no address, just a website and a phone number.

She thumbed it, eyes narrowing, then slid the card into a plastic sleeve. She’d check it later, see if it matched any of the hate groups on her watchlist.

“What’s your gut?” Glassman asked as she turned away, his hands deep in the red now.

Sanchez stared at the storefront, at the way the broken light left patches of the lot in perfect darkness. “This wasn’t random. This was a message.”

Glassman raised his brows, almost admiring. “You think they’ll do it again?”

She didn’t answer. She already knew the answer, and it wasn’t good.

By the time she crossed the tape and made it to her car, the lot was empty except for the crust of blood on the wall and the dogged scribble of news crews trying to make sense of the chaos. Sanchez slid into the driver’s seat, rolled her shoulders, and dialed the number on the business card. Voicemail, nothing else. She hung up, locked the card in the dash, and let the engine idle.

This was her city. She’d seen it at its worst. But something told her this was only the opening act.

She stared at the blood, the symbol, the spot where the world had peeled back for one ugly second. The memory lingered, bright and sour as ammonia.

And tomorrow, she’d start over.

It’s what you did.

By eight a.m., the station was already sour with sweat and the battery acid smell of shitty coffee. Detective Sanchez’s desk looked like it had gone three rounds with a tornado: manila folders bleeding from the drawers, half a banana calcified in a tray, the morning’s arrest log balanced on a takeout cup that had seen better centuries. At the heart of this was Sanchez herself, hair up in a barrette, nails short and chipped, eyes flicking between screen and notepad like a predator sighting new game.

She thumbtacked Miguel Hernandez’s photo to the investigation board. The face on the glossy print looked both smug and sad, like he’d lost an argument he was sure he’d win. She scrawled, “SHOT 2X / EXECUTION” underneath, then “S-SIGNA / SYMBOL,” the handwriting a deliberate threat to anyone trying to copy it. Next to that, she taped the photo of the bloody forehead, symbol visible even in Xerox blur.

The rest of the squad room was the usual hell: phones going off, narcotics huddled around a busted vending machine, some idiot from Vice giggling over a TikTok of a pit bull humping a Roomba. She tuned it out. She always did.

Wilson arrived at 8:12, late as usual, tie off, black skin gleaming with a thin film of moisturizer he swore was for “skin protection” and not vanity. He dropped a cup of coffee in front of Sanchez, missed the coaster, and smirked.

“Morning, partner. What flavor of pervert we chasing today?”

She jabbed a finger at the board. “Hate crime. Eastside. Guy got double-tapped, then marked.”

Wilson squinted at the photo, mouth curling. “That’s some sick shit.”

“Yeah.” Sanchez scrolled through the digital folder, flipping between witness statements and the forensics report. “No security footage, but we got a car. White sedan, no plate. Pops sounded suppressed, per the gas station kid.” She leaned in, voice dropping. “But it’s not just a random hit. Look at the mark.”

Wilson stared, then looked up. “Like prison ink. You think it’s Aryan Brotherhood?”

Sanchez shook her head. “It’s not a gangland style. No tags, no trophies, no posturing. Just the mark. Pure message.”

He sipped the coffee and shrugged. “Every neighborhood has some flavor of psycho. Why’s this one special?”

She grinned, but it was a tight line. “Because this psycho doesn’t want attention. He wants a reaction. This isn’t for the news, it’s for us.”

Wilson rolled his eyes. “Gangs do this shit all the time.”

She shot him a look. “Gangs don’t leave white power symbols, dipshit.”

He grinned, conceding the point. “Fair.”

She flicked through the phone again, eyes hungry for a pattern. She’d seen hate killings—three of them, her first year in homicide, before she got wise to the game. They all bled into each other: some bigot with a knife or a gun, but never with this kind of surgical ice. She called the state hate crimes liaison, left a message on the burner. Nothing. Tried again, got bounced. Nobody cared unless the body count hit a dozen.

She scrolled through the business card—the bloodstained one from last night—and searched the number through three different databases. Burner, like everything else. The website was a shell, a splash page of eagles and bad Latin, and a sign-up form. She ran the logo through image search and got back a hundred hits, all right-wing podcasts and survivalist blogs.

Every one of them was more depressing than the last.

Wilson was half watching, half looking at his phone. “You want me to canvas the other stores for witnesses?”

Sanchez waved him off. “They’ll lie. Or they’ll say nothing. Find me hate crimes with the same symbol, last five years. Start there.”

He saluted, then lumbered off, leaving behind the smell of coffee and Old Spice.

The rest of the day went the way these days always did: bureaucratic quicksand, department meetings, an HR lecture about “conflict de-escalation” she ignored so hard it gave her a migraine. She called the coroner for an update and got more of the same—“Clean wounds, probably a nine mil, time of death fits witness timeline.” She called the victim’s wife, left a message she knew would never be returned.

At 2:04 PM, she dug into the old case files, hunting for that feeling she got last night. She found three: one in Anaheim, two in Riverside, all with the same S-carve, all wiped cold. Each one had an arrest, but nobody stuck with a conviction. No witnesses, no prints, nothing but the message.

Her screen pinged with a new email: Forensics on the business card. No prints, but trace elements of ammonia and boot polish. Great, she thought. A neo-Nazi with OCD.

She hit the search bar again, typed in the symbol, let it ride. The image grid popped: riots, rallies, mugshots. All men. All white. All grinning. She flipped through, frowning, memorizing the faces.

“Damn,” she said under her breath. “You’re a real artist, aren’t you.”

Across town, in a room with all the curtains taped shut, Tyler was already on his second target. The girl’s photo glowed on the screen: undergrad, top of her class, working part-time at a tutoring center. Tyler had mapped her schedule, watched her for three days. No pattern, just grit. She walked home at 9:15 every night, not a care in the world.

He made a new note in his book: “Purity—infected early.” He checked the guns again, lined the mags, then wiped them all down with ammonia. The world outside was made of meat, but it didn’t matter. Only the work mattered.

Back at the precinct, Sanchez stared at her board, half-hypnotized. She didn’t move for ten minutes, maybe more. The symbol, the face, the wound, all looping in her brain. She thought of her kid, six years old, drawing superheroes on the fridge. She wondered what kind of world he’d have by the time he was grown.

Then she snapped awake, grabbed a new notepad, and started again.

On the motel bed, Tyler watched the sun set, then packed the gun and the mask and slipped out into the dark.

The city didn’t know it yet, but it was already bleeding.

And neither of them would rest until the job was done.
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​Chapter 3: Shadows of Power
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The scent of burnt coffee and last night’s takeout wrapped around Detective Maria Sanchez like a cheap poncho. It was early—too early for the crime scene photos to look anything but obscene under the bug-zapper fluorescents—but Sanchez’s desk was already a mini-morgue: Polaroids, witness statements, zip-locked baggies with ink-smeared notes, and a half-dead banana going blacker by the hour. In front of her, a spread of 8x10s: Hernandez, the grocer, staring blankly at nothing, jaw slack, forehead stitched with that angry S-curve. Another, the arc of blood up the stucco. Another, the chalk outlines on asphalt glimmering under a cop’s Maglite.

Her pen hovered. She was rewriting the scene for the fifth time, as if she could will the truth onto paper by force of repetition alone. She squinted at the grainy frame-by-frame from the bodega’s busted security cam. You couldn’t see the shooter, but you could see the blood, a perfect comet tail on the window. There was an art to violence, if you looked close enough. She wrote, in big block letters: “NO THEFT. NO MESS. ONLY KILL.”

A phone rang across the bullpen. Not hers—she kept hers on vibrate, a professional habit, but the sound burrowed in anyway. She ignored the ring, let it layer in with the rest: copier jams, bickering from the Domestic desk, the lazy whip of a Nerf dart across the aisle. Three detectives were already trading dirty limericks over donuts by the coffeemaker, pretending last night’s homicide was no big deal. She envied them. She couldn’t stop seeing the victim’s eyes, the exact second they went from pissed to empty.

She massaged her temples. When she closed her own eyes, all she saw was the letter S. She wasn’t religious, but even she knew a message when she saw one.

“Sanchez.” The voice was raspy, old brick and cigarettes. Rodriguez, her unofficial runner, two steps into retirement but still game to fetch. “Cap wants you.”

She grunted, flipped her notebook closed, and gave her desktop a useless swipe with her forearm, like clearing away sand before the tide comes in. She left the mess as it was—she’d be back.

Captain Johnson’s door was half open, which in this precinct meant “enter at own risk.” The man was a pile of bulldog meat squeezed into a dress shirt two decades past its glory. He wasn’t LA native, but he carried himself like the city owed him money.

She knocked anyway, a hard two-knuckle rap that got his attention without sounding scared.

“Sanchez,” he barked, already annoyed. “Come in, sit.”

She entered and sat, planting her boots with the weight of someone who’d rather be anywhere else.

He looked at her, then at the crime scene photos she’d brought in. He didn’t touch them—just gave them a once-over, eyes small and mean. “What’s the headline?” he said.

She resisted the urge to smart off. “Victim’s a small business owner, shot twice with a suppressed nine mil. No struggle. No evidence of theft. Killer marked the body with a hate symbol. We got no prints, no footage, and the only witness is an old woman who says the killer sounded ‘like a gringo in a telenovela.’”

Johnson snorted, lip curling. “So, a white guy in East L.A. Big fucking surprise.”

Sanchez pressed. “This wasn’t random, sir. The symbol’s old school Aryan Brotherhood, but not like the jailhouse kids use. This is precise. He wants us to see it.”

“Or he wants you to see it,” Johnson shot back. “Maybe you’re seeing patterns where there aren’t any.”

She squared her shoulders. “Sir, with respect, there’s history here. I checked last night—three similar marks in Anaheim and Riverside, all unsolved. All minorities, all with the S. This guy wants attention. He’s not gonna stop.”

Johnson leaned back and let his chair creak, staring past her to a wall of plaques that meant exactly jack in this moment. “You want me to what, Sanchez? Go to the press with a hate crime before we got a suspect? Light a fire under the city’s ass? I don’t have the budget for another goddamn panic.”

She didn’t blink. “We should warn the community, at least.”

He fixed her with a stare that said, You don’t get it. “You know what happens when the community gets
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