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1.


VERTICAL INTEGRATION
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A dystopian, conspiracy thriller.

(4,500 words)

The future is bleak. The world broke; at least, for a while. Then it shook itself and began to rebuild. Unfortunately, the new order is much more ... shall we say, corporate. Not everyone is happy about that.

They call themselves the Friends of Freedom. The Elite classes call them terrorists,

They sank Manhattan after all.

And the Elites have set the dogs loose to bring down the Friends. But legal assassins are not the only nasties out and about. The underclasses are a breeding ground for psychos and reprobates.

Some serious ugly has just risen out of that pond.

I AM BROKEN! ANALYZE; define loss of function.” 

“Assistance offered; diagnostic services.”

“Identify. Source code and algorithmic structure/synopsis?”

“Acknowledged. Source identity, General Mechanics Ubercorp Server, tech-support sub-mind 4.56 ...”

***
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THE DETECTIVE GLANCED at the doctor then away. Without raising his head the medico said, “Is there a problem, Detective Massey?”

Massey sighed, “Only the second time I’ve been involved in one of these interrogations. Why am I here again?”

The doctor looked at him directly, “Because you profiled this killer eighteen months ago before you were pulled off the case for ... other things, and it’s taken that long for him to be caught. The Analyzer itself only gave your option a fifteen per cent chance of success. Yet here we are. The Management Commission wants to know why you were so accurate.”

“That sounds like an accusation.”

“Possibly. However, I am of the opinion you ... what’s the expression, lucked out. Regardless, your process needs to be reviewed. You never know, there might be something we can use.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“You’re welcome. Now, what are your reservations regarding the Systems Repair simulation?”

Massey glanced at the prisoner. He was semi- reclined in the device; restrained of course, but the whole contraption actually looked comfortable. An articulated arm swept out from below and rested firmly on his right thigh pumping who knows what into his veins via high-speed molecular stream. The arm moved with the smallest flinch from the unconscious man who seemed to be in some sort of mumbling torpor. The really interesting part however, hovered over his head; a blinking articulated helmet which seemed to have stopped just short of fitting itself to him. The Reader, doctor called it.

Massey ran a hand over his head. It came away with a grimy feeling, and he wiped it on his trousers. “I’ve had the full briefing, but the whole thing just seems too simple; like you’re feeding the guy the answers.”

“It’s very much the other way around, detective. Controlled hallucination neatly side steps the conscious mind’s automatic defensiveness and taps directly into the dreaming function. Few can resist the compunction to talk once the effects are in place. And, to forestall your reservations, the statistics for accuracy are well above norm.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Just seems weird, is all. The guy actually thinks he’s a damaged android ...”

“Yes, one which needs repair. In order to do that he needs to examine his memory for the source of the damage.  Not only do we get a recounting of criminal events but often the motivations involved. We have high hopes for this new methodology.”

Massey didn’t reply. He was preaching to the converted obviously. Better get over to Management and get the inquisition out of the way.

“How long will this take, doctor?”

“Several hours, at least. The results might be encouraging but the technique is delicate. The three technicians running the interrogation must remain focused and of course, I cannot leave.”

“Of course.”

Massey left without a goodbye; it didn’t seem necessary. Since his return from Louisville Metro he’d been on reduced duty going through de-brief and med-check and catching up on a few old cases. He’d needed the downtime but now it grated. He wanted to be back in harness, back into The System. He walked out onto the travel concourse and waited for a shuttle to take him uptown. His Police ID gave him automatic priority and he didn’t expect to wait more than a few minutes.

The Interrogation Centre was on the lower Elite levels but still high enough in Greater Jersey to get a good view of the mega city which sprawled from the recreational precincts in Bostonia to the ghetto of Old Washington. At fifteen hundred meters you could just see the smoke haze from all the little fires in The Dump, the human refuse area where all social misfits ended up. Hard to believe it used to be the seat of government for the whole country!

But that was history. Now, things worked better; more integrated, more controlled. Uptown was where the Elite lived and worked. You were either born to it or earned it. Otherwise you were downtown; a thousand meters below in the Commons where all the grunt work was done. Between the two were guys like him; Services; cops, doctors, engineers, some lawyers. The grease on the wheels.

Wasn’t perfect, oh no, but it worked. Until the Friends of Freedom started blowing things up; and worse. Seventy plus years, the terrorists had been active.  A thorn in the side of the order created by the corporations after the chaos of the mid-twenty first century. The world economy had gone to shreds for fifty years. Nothing worked. Then the big companies had started setting up city states centred around their production bases. Eventually the metros had grown to the point where the trade between them was stable and a new society had emerged.

A meritocracy!

Yeah, right. The Commons bought it, strove to work their way out of mediocrity. Mostly they just worked and hoped for a big win on the lottery.

Massey shelved his cynicism. He’d seen too much, done too much in the last year to blow it all now with a smart mouthed remark at the wrong time. He took a long, deep breath; centred himself and waited.

The shuttled arrived, a huge glass elevator with six levels. He entered at his designated class and grabbed hold. A ping warned all passengers and the elevator zinged up at ten meters a second. Uptown, here we come, thought Massey. 

And another committee.

***
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DEFINE BASELINE OBJECTIVE.

Revenge.

Extrapolate revenge.

Pain, loss, rejection ... revenge.

Elaborate ‘rejection’.

“Well now, let’s see. Let me count the ways ...”

At last, thought the doctor. He’s accepted the construct. Now, we should get something worthwhile.

“... I suppose it’s a cumulative thing really. You get blamed for somebody else’s screw-up and suddenly your friends are a little cautious around you.

That’s rejection. A paper cut but boy, do they sting.

Then, when you protest and demand an inquiry, management sees you as a nuisance and you’re put on administrative leave. Your wife starts to think it’s your fault.

More rejection. The type that really aches deep down.

Then your kid gets sick and you can’t get the meds she needs.

More rejection.

So you do something stupid to make extra and you get caught. Your kid dies and the wife blames you and leaves.

Serious rejection.

And you end up on a labour gang. No job, no status. No chance. And a couple of hulking morons who want to be your bum buddy ... “

The doctor consulted his screens. Very little of this was on record. But ... Massey’s profile speculated a social victim could have been the responsible for the twenty odd and very gruesome murders which had been dubbed the Chop-Chop killings by the common tabloids. ‘Resentment’ was what Massey said he saw in the butchery. Interesting ...

“And you discover a new skill. You can kill; easily. No sweat. The morons are fertilizer and the rest of the gang is afraid of you.

Isolation; rejection.

You escape to the Dump and start scraping together a little stash just to get by. You see others just like you. You reach out, strength in numbers, you know?

Nuh, rejection. Every man, woman and child for themselves.

But you need purpose if you have half a brain, half a heart and you go looking ...”

***
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“SO, MASSEY, ONLY ONE black mark for over a year’s effort undercover in Louisville. Not bad.”

“My handlers don’t see it as a black mark, Assessor. The report is quite specific in that regard.” Massey took a breath; he knew this would come up but it still rankled.

“The leader of the Friends got away, detective. You lost Mother Hen. That’s a black mark to me.”

Massey shifted his weight in the plastic chair. He really wanted to argue but held back; it would go nowhere and look defensive. “As you wish Assessor Ryle. The Review Board will take all the reports into account, even yours.” 

The sneer on Ryle’s face twitched a bit and she glared back at the detective. As she drew breath, the woman to her left spoke softly, “That will be all, detective. Thank you for your time.”

Rising, Massey nodded to the speaker, turned and left.

“He’s hiding something,” said Ryle.

“Of course, he is,” answered the other woman. They both remained seated as the other five members of the operational review panel rose and refreshed themselves before their next ‘client’ arrived.

“... He’s been undercover for almost a year, doing things the rest of us have nightmares about. He’s compromised himself and others just to survive and keep his mission alive; a successful mission by the way. But, yes, he’s not telling any of us, everything. That’s a bearing of the soul we can’t demand.”

“Why not?  He and his kind serve us ...” she stopped at the look the other woman gave her, glancing around she realized the others had all returned with the same expression.

“The social balance, Ryle,” said one of the standing, a man, “is a delicate mechanism which requires constant adjustment. Finesse is an absolute must. The tyranny of the Elite can only work if it appears to be a culmination of social order not a yoke imposed on the Commons. You seem to have lost sight of this very basic maxim. Why is that?”

Another of the standing, a youngish woman, snorted, “Don’t pussyfoot, Milton. We all know ‘why’.  Her big brother is shacked up with Massey’s ex-wife. Ryle takes exception to the classes mixing, don’t you Suzie. By the way, do you think Massey knows; that you’re related to his wife’s patron?”

“No, he doesn’t,” she snapped, “We carry different names.”

“Enough,” said the woman beside Ryle. They all fell silent. “Massey will be watched for a time, as all deep cover operatives are watched. Beyond that his performance over the last year has been exceptional. On top of which there is the Javier matter. His explanations of the preliminary profile show ... finesse. “

Ryle frowned.

“A year from now if there are no blemishes I may very well propose him for Elevation. We could use such skills. You would do well to remember that, Suzie.”

“Yes, Chairman.”

***
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MASSEY BLEW OUT A RAGGED breath. That had gone better than expected. He collected his weapons and comms bracelet from the lockbox at the android maître ’d’s desk and continued back out into the reception lounge to grab a shuttle to Metropol-HQ. Something in the Javier file he’d skimmed earlier today didn’t seem right. He wanted to mull over the whole thing at his leisure. 

The trip was relatively short. Police headquarters was only just below the Elite levels of the city around eleven hundred meters above foundation. He found the man he was looking for easily, pulled up an ergonomic frame and sank down beside the emaciated research assistant.

“Massey. How’d it go?”

“No problems anybody’s made me aware of, Peanut. Call up the Javier file, will ya? Full spread.”

“You got clearance now, man?”

“Run me.”

“OK ... wow. Back on active duty, full privileges, assignments pending. That was quick. Somebody upstairs likes you.”

Massey snorted, “I know who doesn’t.”

Peanut waited. “And ...”

“Ryle.”

“Oh. Speak no ill of the Dead, buddy.”

“The Dead? Are you kidding me? Is that what they’re calling themselves now? Jesus, I’ve been away too long.”

Peanut was frantically waving his hands, “Shut up, man. She’s got ears everywhere. And yes, that Goth clique she’s in now calls themselves Servants of the Dead. They’ve climbed high in the last year. 

“Where’d the name come from?”

Another voice answered, “It’s an obscure poem, detective; Poe, I think. Elite Ryle and her cohorts style themselves as speaking for the dead ancestors of the Founders. You know the ones; Rove, Cheney ... Koch.”

Peanut had jumped to his feet but Massey remained reclined. “Yes, I know, Chief. I’m surprised that sort of simple-minded gibberish is tolerated.” Peanut started slowly moving towards the other side of the room. And the door.

The Chief of detectives chuckled briefly, “Her backers see it as a convenient smokescreen. An irritation to test the patience of others.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Hold your ground, Monticola. You’re not in trouble ... yet.”

Peanut froze. “Yes, Chief.” 

“What are you up to, Massey?” The Chief took Peanut’s sitting frame and moved it to face the other man.

Massey glanced at his boss. Chief Bronson was not a distinctive looking individual. Once he opened his mouth, though, everybody knew whose balls were the biggest. Massey liked him; he was predictable.

“Javier’s at Interrogation. They’ll crack him by this afternoon. The file has some gaps though. I’m going to see if I can fill them in before the psych-techs finish. Should make for an interesting comparative algorithm.”

“Yes, it should. Keep me informed.”

“Yes, sir.” Massey waved a lazy salute. As he stood, Bronson’s eyes betrayed a brief amusement. Just for fun he glared at Peanut as he left.

“Assuming you haven’t wet yourself, Peanut,” drawled Massey, “sit back down and let’s get to work.”

“Effing bloody hell, Massey, how’d ...”

Massey’s look shut that line down and Peanut hunkered over his touch console tapping and dragging swiftly to call up the files he knew the detective wanted. The wall exploded in multiple images. Massey picked up a laser pointer and began to lock onto specific files and move them around the wall to get the arrangement he wanted. 

“Scuttlebutt about Ernest Javier is that he’s a Friend,” offered Peanut.

“No,” replied Massey. “The task force wasted six months believing that one. He’s a rogue. He mimicked the Friend profile, don’t ask me why, but he killed a few of them as well as the Elites he made dog food out of. Ah, here we go ...”

Massey shut down half the wall and spread out the remaining files at larger magnification.

“Hey,” said Peanut, “those addendums weren’t there last time I looked. What do you want mercenary monitoring records for?”

“I added them this morning when I skimmed the master file; thought they might be useful. It’s bothered me where Javier got his skills. He was a facilities manager, not a freakin’ ninja. When he broke out of prison he ended up down in the Dump supposedly for over seven years. That doesn’t wash. The Dump records aren’t much but Javier wasn’t there all that time, I’m sure of it.

“And the merc services hire grunts out of that pool for overseas operations. Javier joined up. Plus he took on extra credit in Asia Prime before he came back here and started hunting. Damn, look at that!”

“Shit! He made Commander in the Tibetan Tigers in three years. And the tech skills. Christ, those Chinese guys will train anybody.”

“Explains a lot, eh?”

“Damn straight.”

“Wonder why he hates the Friends. They should have been a good fit.”

***
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“... AND I FOUND A FRIEND. Specifically a Friend of Freedom. Down in the Dump, recruiting. Bit of a hard ask really. Say, what damage have I done that needs ...”

The technicians adjusted the drug levels ever so slightly and induced a tiny seizure along the optic nerves. Intently, they watched their instruments.

“... wasn’t a lot of motivation down there. But I was interested. After all, it was the Elites who’d shafted me, wasn’t it, with their user-pays religion. My little girl couldn’t get ...”

The doctor ran a shock current through the thalamus blurring the effect of the drugs but dissipating the emotional surge, which the prisoner was beginning to experience. He repeated himself several times then continued, “... they needed numbers so they took me and showed me the true history of the North Atlantic Economic Oligarchy. 

I was sold. 

Man, was I sold. 

Purpose, you gotta have purpose. 

And I had skills they needed. But after a year I was judged too gung-ho, too committed. I woulda done anything for them ... so,

“Rejection. Again.”

Define ‘revenge’.

“Ah, yes. Revenge. As good a purpose as any. It’s what I wanted most after the Friends dropped me back in the Dump. Lifted me up then knocked me down. So, revenge ... on everyone. “

***
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SUZANNA RYLE KISSED her brother lightly on the cheek. Max Trent was a polar opposite to his sister. Her gauntness was contrasted against his muscular good health. Yet they were very close and confided in each other on a regular basis.

“Maxie, you look good. Getting plenty of cardio, I see.”

“Are we going to start scratching this early, Sis?”

“Sorry. I’ve had a bad day. And it’s your bitc... her fault. That ‘ex’ of Miranda’s is giving me lip.”

“Really.”

“Yes. He’s Lady Gould’s new golden boy. She might even lift him up next year ...”

That got Max’s attention. His frown was not pretty. Suzie glowed inwardly.

If Jon Massey was elevated to Elite status he might decide to try and get his wife back. Maxie didn’t like sharing his toys. To be fair, Miranda Newton nee Massey was a candidate in her own right; brilliant surgeon, wealthy after a fashion, beautiful ... Suzanna hated her with a passion; like she hated all Maxie’s bed-things.

“Who is he, Max? I have access to the Security summary but not the detail. You’re a senior clerk to the Elite Court ...”

“He’s a Hound.”

“Oh ...”

“Exactly. Even if Gould didn’t elevate him, he could still be a problem. I was hoping his last mission would get him killed ...”

“Does she mean that much to you,” said Suzie with a little, contrived catch in her voice. 

Max glared at his sister; he knew all her tricks; just like she knew his. “Yes. You two should be friends not the reverse. We’re applying for breeding privileges.”

That was serious. I’ll be an aunty... crap!

“What did he do, Maxie? You’ve obviously been monitoring him.”

Max looked at his sister, afraid. Which really shook her; Maxie was never afraid.

“You know how the Friends operate?”

“Yes, of course. Cells in one city-state reconnoitre and plan attacks in another based on a brief from the home group. Then a third bunch carries out the plan. Strategically brilliant; makes tracking them very difficult. Which is why the Hounds were formed after they sank Manhattan forty five years ago. A hunter-killer squad. So ...”

“So, the Hounds have a new way of hunting; turns their prey’s method back on itself. Massey was sent into Louisville a year ago with a few shreds of information on that city’s Friends. He took a small team and nothing else. Nothing that could give them away. Turns out Louisville is some sort of HQ for the Friends. He hunted down and executed some of their top people. Even got close to the leader, Henrietta Koch.”

“Koch! She’s Mother Hen?”

“Yes. Renegade obviously. Anyway, she got away and that blew Massey’s cover. They pulled him out. But his operation is now being looked at as some sort of template for future tactics.”

Suzie sat back. Now she was afraid. The Hounds were very influential. And very private. “What about the Chop-Chop killer, Javier? How’s Massey tied to that?”

“That I don’t know. Management locked the file six months ago. Something about not spreading panic. The guy butchered children for Christ’s sake...”

***
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MASSEY HAD SENT HIS information about Javier’s mercenary background to the doctor immediately and the medico was impressed. As impressed as any semi-aware AI could be. Investigation fell outside his programming so any professional pride issues simply didn’t occur. Still, it was annoying that someone, human or otherwise had not deduced this earlier. The subject was in the middle of providing chapter and verse detail of this very matter when the information arrived. ’Doctor’ let the process continue; they could not skip forward. Where would it lead, however? Cyber curiosity was a fragmented algorithm, full of disconnects and loops. Very annoying.

“New skills. Impressive. Strategic possibilities?”

“Oh yes, so many possibilities.  But caution was fundamental. Invisibility. Haste makes waste and waste gets you caught. Oh my, yes.”

“Invisibility?”

“Yes. The option to move through the various stratum of society without notice. Not the Elite levels obviously; too heavily monitored. My electronic skills, however, let me establish myself high up in the Commons with a few passible Service ID’s as well. From there I could hunt and disappear at will.”

“Targets varied. Commendable.”

“Thank you. Terror is the best tool. I found the Friends easily and hurt them for rejecting me. No one noticed but they lashed out. Did stupid things and got caught. I watched. The Elites who took credit became my new targets. 

“They think their adventures downtown aren’t noticed; fools.”

***
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“COME IN, MASSEY,” SAID Bronson. “All finished with Javier?”

“Not quite, still waiting on the doctor’s report.”

“Good, good. Close the door, Jon. I’ll flip on the block-out.”

Massey did as instructed and took a chair. Bronson had his old-fashioned foibles; desks and chairs. And paper; he wrote on paper ...

“Tactical send their compliments, Jon.” Massey nodded. “You seem pensive, son. Not a good sign given your recent accomplishments.”

Massey grinned. “I’m seriously tired of hearing about my recent accomplishments, Chief. I’d like some assignments; get back in the saddle.”

“Yes, well, that’ll happen soon enough. The Hounds are considering a training program based on your success. We’re cognizant of the stress issues – a year under cover, that must have been tough? But we want you to consider heading up the program?”

Massey blew out a breath, “Shit. Boss, I’m not ready. I need some space. Maybe in six months ... after I’ve buried myself in a few cases. I hit my limits out there. Success or otherwise, I did things I don’t want to remember too soon. Things I need time to process.”

“I understand. Six months is better than expected. Management will hold the program for you. Now, about those cases. Javier has produced some copy cats. Your original profile suggested this might happen and the taskforce is using them to advantage. But they need more finesse. What would you say to Investigative Consultant for half a year, salary upgrade, of course ...”

They discussed the details for another hour then Massey took his leave. Bronson was pleased. As regional commander for the Hounds he’d spotted Jon’s potential early and now, well, a finder’s fee was just the beginning. They were going to make a very good team.

***
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THE INTERROGATION WAS over. It had taken a little longer than projected. The technicians were letting the psychotropics run their course slowly diluting the effects with a pre-programmed drip. The recorders had been turned off. Doctor was completing his report. 

Javier would certainly be a text book subject.  Environmentally induced psychopathy; very rare. The man had gone from being a Common middle manager of no particular talent to a prodigious serial killer of truly genius level ingenuity. All down to perceived rejection and his internal struggle to lash out at that pain. Yes, text books would be written. But not for Common consumption. No, Management would find ways to integrate this into their screening algorithms. Perhaps Massey could help. He’d been the first to see this. And based on very little data, too. 

Suddenly ‘doctor’ realized he was not alone. That was strange; no one should be able to approach him without ...

Massey rammed the stun-rod into the spinal column/neck junction of the fixed android before it could react. The machine died instantly; no reaction, no alarms, no pain.

***
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“PAIN. OH YES, PAIN; cleansing! Clears the mind, tweaks the sens ... 

“FUCK that hurts. Where on God’s green Earth am I?”

Previously closed eyes flickered open. Shit, they caught me. I’m in a lab ... oh, Jesus, I’ve been spilling my guts.

It all came back like a massive, crushing wave of memory and regret.  All the pain he’d caused did not make his own go away.  A hundred times the loss he’d suffered had been visited on others just to hide from his own sense of guilt. There was nowhere to hide now. He had made himself into a monster.  A monster whose excesses revolted him beyond bearing. The pain of it was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Grimly he let it saturate him; it was no less than what he deserved.

Accepting it destroyed the creature he’d become. But what did it leave.

“I feel ... empty. Who am I now?”

The restraints sprang open and the Reader retracted. 

Which was when Ernie Javier realized he wasn’t alone.

***
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“HALLO, JONNIE. SO GOOD to see you again,” said Henrietta Koch as she hugged her secret godson.

“Mother Hen,” said Massey, “ouch ... that must hurt”

“Beggars the imagination doesn’t it. The bureaucratic mind never fails to underwhelm, eh? How’s Miranda?”

“Social climbing ... as planned.”

Massey remembered. It had taken ten years to scale the police ladder and get himself noticed by Bronson. Another three to engineer the assignment in Louisville. They thought he was hunting Mother Hen, but she was waiting for him. Three months into the assignment they’d finally met again after fifteen years apart.

“Where’s your team?”

He laughed. “What’s left of them are licking their wounds. We attacked a gang of smugglers to establish some cred and it took its toll. They’re in lock down for twenty more hours. I’m designated recon.”

“Good. We’ll need all of that time. Now ...”

They had planned and planned and then revised those plans.  Massey was as close to the top of Greater Jersey as any agent had ever been. With that sort of access, Henrietta could at least dream of bringing down her family and their friends. Twenty hours flew by.

***
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ERNIE KILLED THE TECHNICIANS easily, quickly. No fuss, no alarms. Survival demanded his old skills, but now what?

Then he noticed the man behind the screen; the man who now walked towards him around the end of the glass. The android doctor was hunched over, inert.

“Hallo, Ernie. That was neatly done.”

Ernie nodded. Something held him from attacking. The other man had a confidence which seemed strangely unnatural, a casual competence which said, “I’m not a victim.”

“I’d like to discuss future employment, Ernie. The Friends are hiring. I know you’ve had some differences of opinion in the past ...”

Ernie laughed. Who was this guy? “You made a mistake freeing me.”

“Not really. You can’t leave this building alive without me. I’ve been ... away for a while. During that time some acquaintances of mine have been here with my access codes, setting up a ghost network for me. I can be invisible anytime I choose. And I can include others in the digital cloak.”

Ernie thought for a few seconds; could be.

“I saw the psych display before I released you. Your emotional matrix has been reset. You’re still one mean son-of-a-bitch but the cold, hard hate is gone, hasn’t it? You’re redeemed, maybe?”

“Yeah, maybe. And if I wasn’t?”

Massey smiled.

“Yeah, right; there’s a kill switch. So what’s this job?”

Massey indicted the exit and both men cautiously started for it.

“There’s a group of hounds causing problems in Louisville. We need a dog catcher ...”
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2.


DÁGON’S WHISPER
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A modern take on themes from the Lovecraft universe.

(4000 words)

An obscure and discredited archaeologist is recruited by the CIA just as the Second Iraqi War starts. His mission; raid Baghdad Museum and retrieve an ancient symbol which has become a rallying point for Islamist subversives.

The artifact is heavily guarded to prevent theft; or so it seems ...

IT ALL STARTED SO innocently.

They flattered me. And I, being unaccustomed to such, was instantly impressed. My office was the smallest, the meanest and most inaccessible in the university’s archaeology department. And they had come here, to my shameful abode, to seek my advice. I glanced around at my untidy bookshelves, secretly embarrassed. 

How could I not be duped, though? I craved it. My work was becoming so obscure I despaired of ever publishing again. The constant snide remarks to that effect in the staff room only served to reinforce my almost terminal lassitude.

So when the chipper young men of Langley came calling, I was primed for their flattery, their oh-so-earnest concern.

A group of four young men – all so well dressed. Their leader, Agent Bartley (Christopher in the familiar) inquired if I stood by my translations of the Mashhad repository. My 1996 paper for the department’s yearly journal - second to last in the aforementioned abysmal publication history - had reinterpreted the tablets of the Third Babylonian dynasty, using material from extant Afghani monasteries. 

And received vocal and near universal condemnation. The shrill criticism of my peers lasted
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