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Corrupted Ascension Protocol

Migdalia I

It ends where it begins, Migdalia thought. Another year down.

The cherry of Migdalia’s blunt flared warmth on her brown skin with every inhale. It was the only light save for the blue glow of the time display. The empty bottles on her bedside table caught flickers of orange and blue light, sending rainbows across the metal wall, taunting her to look over. She sat at the edge of her bed, needing only to dart her eyes to check the time. 

She didn’t. 

Sol hadn’t risen yet. She didn’t need to switch off her blackout windows to know that. There was still time. She smoked in silence, alone in the dark.

The early morning blunt was her hangover cure, and though it typically worked wonders, today’s pain would likely require a second one later to do the trick.  

The bottles’ light show again beckoned her to look. She turned her head the other way, glimpsing her reflection in the mirror when the cherry lit her face just right. She could see the bags under her eyes from across the room.

Fuck me, she thought. Not a great look.

Migdalia exhaled a cloud of smoke down towards the floor, prompting her cat to get up, give her some sass in meows, and cross the studio apartment floor.

“Fuck you too, Beast.” She flipped him the finger.

Migdalia still sat there an hour later, rubbing her eyes, when her apartment’s OVR said, “Good morning, Miggs. It’s Hour-One. Sol has risen. Time to wake up.”

The lights slowly came on, allowing her eyes to adjust.

“I’ve been up, Ora.”

“Then you’ve got a jump on your day. That’s nice.” 

Migdalia heard the forced smile in the computer’s voice and grimaced. She stared blankly at the wall; the light show was over. Migdalia tossed the end of her blunt onto the ashtray and slapped her thighs, then her face. “Whooo!” 

She stretched every which way and did her pushups, sit-ups, and squats. Then it was over to the mirror for some shadow-boxing. After washing up, she released her afro from under the beanie turban wrapped around it. Her hair was a deep brown, darker than her skin, but shiny like stained wood in the right light, and wildly shooting out in all directions. 

She fussed over it with an afro pick while cleaning up. Her one allowable night of misery and shame was now over for the year. Back to life. To surviving another year. Fuckin’ CC Day, Migdalia thought.

Ora opened the blackout blinds as Migdalia walked up to her one window, to stare out at The Spark and see the sky change colors, as the silver-ringed purple planet humanity had named New Gaia, after Ancient Earth, sparkled in the light of the morning Solrise. Sol, the star they named in homage to The Sun from their old Solar System, sent auroras across the face of Gaia, and through the morning clouds of The Spark. 

Homage, my ass, Migdalia knew. People are just stupid and unoriginal. The ARK Captains, Presidents, and Kings hold a summit with the Knights of the Quantum Vanguard, and that was the best their collective minds could come up with. 

She rolled her eyes. 

Three ARMs sprawled out across her view, each with a city skyline across its five surfaces. Lights crawled up and down each ARM and flickered like stars across all the buildings and streets. The Spark never slept. 

Even in the skies above, Patrol Fighters flew between the ARMs and around The Spark, keeping the last humans safe from whatever dangers lie in the abyss of open space. These days, they mainly blast asteroids flying too close for comfort. Migdalia occasionally spotted the odd Cruise Ship or personal yacht out there, carrying the rich and powerful living in the lap of luxury.

All these folk living their lives, oblivious to the meaning of today. Migdalia shook her head. She looked down at her waist and, with a thumb, pulled down her underwear enough to see the scar on her hip. A gash ran from the top of her thigh, around the hip to her left cheek. It was long healed, but the scarred skin still had a shine like a blade. 

She breathed a deep sigh.

The sky behind the ARMs turned orange and purple, silhouetting them. The higher Sol rose, the less the cities twinkled until everything was clear but gray metal in the light of day. 

Twenty-three years. What’s the opposite of ‘Happy Anniversary’?

“Miggs,” Ora said.

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Migdalia crossed her messy studio apartment to the closet, put on her crimson police uniform, buckled her utility belt, laced up her combat boots, and pinned her police badge above her left breast. 

Officer Migdalia I. Vandersey – Homicide Squad

She stopped at the door. The holo-panel there read “Days since last drink:” A three-dimensional number displayed 364. Migdalia swiped her hand, erasing the number. In its place, a 3D zero appeared.

It ends where it begins.

____________

Her studio apartment in The Burroughs, though modest, was the envy of her colleagues. It was in a building old as The Spark, and cost most of her salary, but it was only a couple of exits from the Precinct. 

What she was most proud of was earning it on her own. 

With clicks and hums reverberating off the buildings, compounded by the traffic, her hover-car raced through the streets and onto the highway, then up the onramp into the Skyway, a series of floating steel rings rising higher and higher. She flew her hunk of junk hover-car through at high speed—its magnetic wheels rotated up to interact with the rings. 

The last ring flung her onto the off-ramp; again, the magna-wheels rotated down, their magnets both pushing and pulling on the steel road below, keeping the vehicle floating two feet above the ground. She switched to auto-drive for the remaining, less exciting portion of the commute.

Migdalia’s car turned towards the precinct, and she found a moment to enjoy the parting clouds and Sol rising in the east between two ARMs of The Spark; their city skylines looked like the teeth of an alligator’s open mouth rising to chomp down on Sol. In the western skies, the shadow of The Spark was stamped on the face of Gaia like an asterisk-shaped blemish, which didn’t quite capture the complexities of the structure.

Upon finding this moonless, ringed planet 300 years ago, the last fourteen ARKs carrying humanity across the galaxy were made to connect at the center. Each of the ARKs became an ARM of The Spark, protruding out from the core. Each distinct, but all equal.

New Gaia had quickly become known as Gaia to everyone, and the new home they constructed out of what was once their only method of space travel was a declaration made by all in unison: ‘We’re not going anywhere. This is home.’

But what if home is a shithole? Migdalia scratched her head.

The moment passed. Reality set in as she resumed control of her car and turned into the parking structure across from the precinct. 

“Vandersey! Did you hear?” Zeki Dima, a wiry little cadet from the Academy, jumped out of nowhere to greet her by her car. He’d glued himself to her ever since working his first in-training crime scene. 

“I just got out of my car, Dima.”

“Yeah, I know.” He was bouncing up and down with every syllable, sending his stringy black hair swinging in every direction. “It’s crazy, though. You’re gonna shit your pants when I tell you!” 

“Dima, calm it down.” She fought the urge to smile at his buck front teeth, making him endearing as a cartoon rabbit. “We’re only half into hour two, for fuck’s sake.”

“A perfectly respectable hour to be excitable. Sol is up. Bird-bots are chirping, the drones are pollinating.”

She rolled her eyes. “So?” Migdalia sipped her coffee, heading for the elevators in the corner.

“They fired Sergeant Gropes-a-lot,” Zeki Dima said, turning to follow.

“That can’t be his real name. Who?”

“The pervert Sergeant in Homicide. ”

Doesn’t narrow it down. Migdalia racked her brain. “You mean Sergeant Cummings?”

“You’re disgusting, Vandersey. Honestly!” Cadet Dima walked beside her through the parking structure, laughing at his own joke.

Idiot. She smiled despite him. “So, they fired him. So what? No surprise if he was grabbing everything he was grabbing.”

“That’s not even why. They found Speedom in his desk.”

“Get the fuck out of here.” Migdalia slapped his shoulder with the back of her hand.

Zeki Dima massaged his now sore shoulder. “I can’t.  They perp-walked him through the precinct and everything. Saw it with my own eyes. Dude’s getting processed as we speak. He was all tweaked out, man!” 

“That’s wild,” Migdalia said. But of course, he gets away with all the groping. She rolled her eyes behind closed lids.

They took the elevator down to the parking structure’s ground level, picking up more cops of various ranks along the way. The reflective metal walls made it look bigger than it was when there were only a couple of people riding. But the more bodies they collected, the more claustrophobic it became.

Speedom? “Damn. That’s crazy,” Migdalia said. 

“Right? And this is just the start.”

“What do you mean?”

“They found the drugs in his desk. Means they were looking. They’re probably looking at everyone. These firings always happen in threes.”

“See,” Migdalia tsked. “For a moment there, I thought you were going to make a good detective someday, but then you got all woo-woo and superstitious at the end. He got fired ‘cause he was hopped up on Speedom, not because the department is out for blood.”

“Actually...” a voice came from the back of the elevator. Everyone turned to look at the older gentleman in a suit, holding a Holo-Pad. He raised a hand awkwardly in greeting his new audience in the elevator, then adjusted his wire-frame glasses. 

“I’m Vera.  Accounting,” he said. “It’s not a secret we are, in fact, over budget for the quarter. Next quarter too. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Lieutenant started...” he mimed the slitting of a throat. 

Zeki Dima’s nose pointed up. “See?”

Migdalia shrugged as officers and detectives all around her burst into murmurs and whispers, fretting about their inevitable termination.

The elevator opened, and Migdalia hurried past all her fellow officers to get across the street to work on time. Meanwhile, Zeki was a squirrelly little guy. He followed close behind, zipping around everyone, like a mouse underfoot, talking the entire time.

They barely made the precinct’s main lobby elevator, already full of riders. The doors closed, and the dance of people getting off on every floor began.

“Why are you in such a hurry, anyway?” Zeki looked at his WristCom, which flashed a hologram of the current time. “You’re early.”

“I’m barely on time, Zeki. I hauled ass to make it.”

“Not like you to oversleep. You go out clubbing last night or something? No. You don’t do that either.”

I got drunk for CC day, and it’s none of your fucking business. “Just gotta get up there in time for briefings.”

“Today’s Friday, Vandersey. You got Detective Training today.”

Holy shit. “You’re right.” And he’d turned it around on her. She could’ve kissed him just then. The pressure on her temples relieved itself. I’d been so focused on it being today, I forgot my shift. Not a shitty fucking morning, after all. 

“Wait,” she stopped. “How do you know my schedule better than me?”

“That’s not the question I’d ask,” he chuckled.

“Oh, really?” Migdalia crossed her arms.

“I’d ask why you’ve still got training when you took the Detective test last month. Did’ya flunk?”

“I don’t know, they haven’t released the scores yet.”

“So you continue to volunteer for training? Why? In case you flunked?”

She shrugged. “There’s always more to learn.”

Zeki Dima smiled.

Migdalia cracked her knuckles. “I’m sorry I called you an idiot earlier.” She held out a fist.

Zeki smiled even wider and punched her mighty fist with his tiny one. “Wait. When did you call me an idiot?”

“Oh...” She smiled. That was in my head. “Never mind. And stop stalking me, or I’ll punch you into the ground.”

Zeki Dima’s nervous chuckle hissed out between his teeth. “Still, Homicide is fully staffed with Detectives. It’s going to be a while before you get your shot, even if you passed the test. Which, come on, let’s be real. You definitely killed it, right?”

Migdalia’s face tightened, and her jaw muscles flexed. She did not respond, and Zeki only smiled at her. Her headache was returning—a pulsing in her brain as though it were swelling up against the inside of her skull.

He walked Migdalia to her classroom, where a Detective Inspector she did not recognize was setting up for a class.

“Are you Officer Vandersey?” He asked, without slowing his pace of placing holopads on desks.

“Yes, sir.”

“They canceled your class for today. Detective Baptiste wasn’t available to teach. He’s been called to Lieutenant Finkle’s office rather urgently.”

And we’re back.

“Shit... I was right,” Zeki whispered, just loud enough for Migdalia to hear.

“Okay. Detective Inspector Baptiste is also the head of my unit,” she said. “So where should I—?”

“You’ve been called to the Lieutenant’s Office, too.” The blood drained from her face, and she felt cold. It’s just the hangover, she thought.

“Uh-oh,” Zeki Dima said a bit too loudly.

“Cadet,” the Detective bellowed. “What’s your name?”

“Cadet Zeki Dima, sir!” He saluted.

“Cadet Dima.”

“Yes, sir?” Zeki’s voice cracked.

“Get the fuck out.”

“YES, SIR!” And Zeki left.

‘Get the fuck out’ works? I’ll have to try that. “Thank you, sir.”

As she passed through the doorway, she could just barely make out his parting words to her. “Good luck.” With a sing-song melody when he said ‘luck.’

Shit.

Migdalia took the moving walkways down the center of each massive marble hallway to speed up her trip around the floor of the cloud-scraper building to the north side. All the ranks of Sergeant and above in Homicide held offices there. The hall all around bustled with officers, criminals, grieving families, and the lawyers who preyed on all of them. 

She paused outside Lieutenant Finkle’s office. Nervous hands smoothed her wrinkled shirt. She closed a sweaty fist and knocked. Detective Inspector Baptiste opened, greeting her with wide eyes.

“You’re early,” he said. Baptiste was a thick guy, with broad shoulders, a round belly, and a black goatee, doing nothing to conceal his jowls.

“Officer Vandersey?” Lt. Finkle called out from inside the office.

Baptiste’s look of surprise morphed into a devilish grin. “Come in,” he said, motioning with his hand as he stepped aside.

Things moved fast then for Migdalia, yet also in excruciatingly slow motion. She’d never been in the Lieutenant’s office before. Never actually spoken to him before, in fact. Chain of command. Not to mention, Finkle was notoriously private. Only surfacing to wring someone’s neck. No one wanted to be called to Finkle’s office or to even be spoken to outside of his briefings. 

She noted the plaques and news article holo-prints on the walls, earned from legendary cases he’d solved, many of which Migdalia had followed while in her True Crime Club in University. Finkle had made his mark on the community, and the weight of his presence made Migdalia breathe a little heavier.

Her eight-step walk to the center of the room was an epic journey of discovery, eyeing the details of the room, but she refocused by steadying her breathing, for fear of giving away her nervousness. Finkle stood tall behind his cocobolo desk, wearing a perfect pinstriped suit and a long face that could win the poker nationals.

“Officer Vandersey, I know how word travels around here, so I’m sure you’ve heard by now Detective Sergeant Cummings has been terminated from the force and brought up on charges.”

Baptiste stifled a laugh and disguised it as a cough.

Finkle didn’t even blink. He stared Migdalia down hard and said, “Things are all kinds of fucked up in this department, Vandersey. We can’t have psychotic Speedom junkies running around with badges and guns.”

“Yes, sir.” You’re in a scrapbook I made when I was 12. “He was also known for a nasty habit of sexual harassment, sir.”

“Indeed.” Finkle shook his head. “Things are going to change. Starting with your superior here. Detective Inspector Baptiste turned his badge over to me just moments before you walked in.”

“What? No, wait—!” Migdalia shut her mouth when Finkle’s eyes screamed at her.

“... And received his new badge. Let people finish, Vandersey. It’s very rude to interrupt. Meet Homicide’s newest Detective Sergeant.”

“OH! Oh my—! Congratulations, sir!” Migdalia shook Baptiste’s hand too hard for too long.

He laughed and shook his head. “You thought he fired me?”

“He said you turned in your badge!”

“I told you, Baptiste. They always think it’s a firing spree.”

“Well, you laid it on a little thick, Lieutenant.” Baptiste chuckled.

“Wait.” Migdalia held up a hand. “Did you call me here to play a prank on me?”

“I thought you said she’s the bright one.” Finkle sat down in his chair and crossed his legs.

“She’s having an off morning.”

“Look, kid,” Finkle said, snatching Migdalia back from the laughs and the warmth as suddenly as he’d taken her there. “Sergeant Baptiste’s first order of business is to fill his empty detective spot in Homicide. The good news is he picked you. The bad news is he picked you.”

Her heart was pounding in her ears. “Um...?”

“This thing with Cummings, we gotta work fast. We’re being forced to make fast decisions. I’m taking this as an opportunity to make some bold moves. During a time when it’s too hectic for anyone to give me push-back. A chance to do something for the good of the department.”

And it probably doesn’t hurt you’re replacing a white male groper with a black female non-groper, Migdalia thought.

Baptiste placed a proud hand on Migdalia’s shoulder. She recoiled and stepped back.

“Vandersey.” Baptiste looked at his hand as though it were written in a foreign language. He shook his head, lowering it to his side. “You have to understand something before you accept; we’re throwing you in the deep end. You won’t have a detective to shadow for nine months, extensive training with your Det-Kit, or time to carefully choose your CST. What you get is what you get because we’re all scrambling.”

He took a beat, and the three of them shared a look.

“Now, I’ll be there as your Superior to help when and where I can, of course. But this is basically sink-or-swim time. I’ve got twelve other detectives to manage in this unit, plus I’ll be filling in for other sergeants in other units, since apparently I’m lowest on the totem pole.”

Finkle shrugged with a coy smile.

“I have to hit the ground running,” she said with a nod. Her hair swung forward, then back again. 

Her heart pounded against her ribs—BADOOM, BADOOM, BADOOM—in concert with her head—BOOM, DOOM, BOOM.. Her hands were sweating, and the vein in her neck pulsed like a warning.

“I can do that? I’m the one for that?” She’d meant it to sound like a statement rather than a question.

Finkle stood up and straightened his suit. “So, Officer Vandersey.”

She turned to her lieutenant, as straight as ever, in a futile attempt to match his height. This is it.

“Do you want it?”

Sink or swim? I could very well sink. The work I’ve put in to get here... If I sink, I’ll drown. “Yes, sir,” she said, with conviction. “It’s mine.”

“Sergeant Baptiste will get you set up. Congratulations, Detective Inspector Vandersey.”

Migdalia would forever remember this moment for the sweaty handshakes she gave Finkle and Baptiste, and the drumming of her pulse in her ears, like war drums on the horizon.

____________

Thank Gaia for you, Baptiste, Migdalia thought as they walked through the bullpen.

“This is you,” he said with a nod toward an empty cubicle.

Migdalia looked at the three bare gray walls and the two desks on either side of the space. There were two rolling chairs and two computer towers. 

“Make it your own. Family photos and whatnot. I’ve called for a CST to be assigned as your partner. He should be on his way.”

“Thanks, Sarge.”

Baptiste smiled. “You’re the first to call me Sarge.” He shook his head in disbelief, smiling.

This is big for him, too.

“Do you have a change of clothes?”

“Oh?” she looked down at her uniform. 

“Plain clothes,” he said. “You’re a detective now.”

Oh.

Baptiste tilted his head, inspecting her eyes. “What’s with you this morning, Vandersey? You look a little... rough.”

Hungover. CC Day. “Nothing. I’m good. This is all just so... y’know?”

“Yeah,” he chuckled. “No shit.” He looked at her with pride. “Okay, look, I have to get to this damn briefing, so go get changed, then report to the Motor Pool to receive your cruiser.”

“My cruiser. Right.” Migdalia dared to smile.

“While you do that, I’ll assign your case. Finkle picked it for you. Call me from the car.”

Migdalia did as instructed. She wore a black turtleneck and black tights, under a red leather jacket, bringing out the red streaks in her brown eyes. She kept the black combat boots. 

High-fives came at her from every cop she passed, all the way to the Motor Pool, where a jolly old man had her sign some paperwork before turning over her new cruiser.

It was a four-door hover-car, black and sleek, with The Spark’s crest in white on the roof. When she touched the door, it instantly read her prints and unlocked. Inside the seat hugged her like a pilot in a cockpit. She slid her hands around the steering wheel and appreciated the leather, then gripped it tight and smiled as a single tear escaped her eye, commemorating the moment. I’m a fucking Detective.

Putting her thumb on the pad next to the steering column, the vehicle roared to life like a tiger announcing its presence, followed by mechanical clicks and hums. A blue wave of pixels moved across the windshield before her, as its holographic HUD came online with time, weather, comms options, and more. It bordered the glass without obstructing her view through the windshield. 

The dashboard’s display was the crimson of her old uniform and gave the hover-car’s interior a warm red glow, while the blues of the windshield HUD sent a purple blush to her skin. 

I wonder if they’d mind me setting fire to my old car in the parking lot.

“Good morning, Officer Vandersey,” the car said. 

“Hey, girl.”

“Would you like to listen to music on your drive today?”

“Not yet,” Migdalia said, her eyes exploring the passenger side. If the driver’s side felt like a cockpit, the other side resembled a laboratory, with tools, chemical solutions, Bunsen burners, and more. Whenever her CST partner joins her, he’d be ready for everything from forensics to cyber crimes. 

Despite all the high-tech on there, it was the box on the seat drawing her eye.

She reached for it, but the car spoke again. “Incoming Call from Detective Sergeant Baptiste.”

“Answer.”

BREET.

“Hey, Sarge!”

Baptiste’s big head appeared before her in the windshield, translucent, and with the same blue haze. “I told you to call me.”

“I just got here! Hey, I get to keep this when you fire me, right?”

“Hilarious. Your case came in this morning—I guess Finkle pulled it for you—but you were actually early today, and your career as a detective doesn’t officially begin for another thirty minutes. At that point, you’ll be able to open the box in your car with your thumbprint and get to work. Head to the crime scene now. First responders are already there, securing it.

“You can familiarize yourself with all the new gear when you get there, before going in. They’re fairly certain it’s a murder/suicide. Should be an open-and-shut case and a quick first win.”

“Sounds good, Sarge. You got an address?”

The address displayed on her screen, and the smile dropped from Migdalia’s face.

No matter how hard I work to get out, the first place they send me is right back where I came from. And of all days?
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Murder In The Source Code

Migdalia II

Migdalia had always known she’d have to return to the block, but she had hoped it would be for a class reunion, maybe a funeral or something. Not this.

Some of Migdalia’s favorite old spots had been torn down and rebuilt as something else, but the old neighborhood was still there, like grime in the cracks. The mural her sixth-grade class painted, depicting the Knights of the Quantum Vanguard narrowly escaping the monsters on Gaia’s surface and returning to the ARK fleet, leaving a martyr behind, was there on the brick wall surrounding the playground. Although now it was defaced with graffiti, much of it was distasteful.

The Quantum Vanguard had returned with stories of an uninhabitable planet where the air was poisonous to humans, and monsters rampaged, killing at will. And in honor of their sacrifices, and all the wonders they brought back with them, this community’s youth drew dicks and middle fingers on their mural in neon spray-paint. 

Migdalia clenched her jaw and sped up the car, rather than look at it any longer, sending loud clicks and hums into the dirty old park and bouncing up the surrounding buildings’ walls. She reached the corner and rolled up her windows to keep from smelling the sewers while she waited for the light. Then she realized what corner she was on. Migdalia knew if she looked to her left, she wouldn’t be able to take it back.

She looked.

The church-house her family lived in when she was little was still standing, though abandoned and run down. Migdalia’s left eye twitched, and she sneered. Of course, it’s still standing. The wooden sign on the lawn still had “Church of Gaia’s Children” written in faded paint, but it was barely legible beneath all the graffiti it had collected over the years. 

A pit grew in her stomach. An old pro at it, she gripped the steering wheel and braced herself. She smelled the stuffy air of her crowded home that Solday afternoon all those years ago, and it made her breath hasten. She heard the noise of dozens of conversations being had around her, so her head started pounding again, harder than before. They were mundane and irrelevant conversations, yet they permeated her mind. She saw the closet door fling open and heard the deafening silence of a hundred people holding their breath in unison. Migdalia’s hands tremored as she panted and gasped for breath. 

Her WristCom beeped with a blood pressure warning.

Migdalia punched her new steering wheel, then forced a deep breath in. The pressure on her brain was released. Another deep breath, and she felt pins and needles across her skin. A third sent a chill down her spine and out to her limbs. Her breathing slowed and steadied.

She let go of the wheel for a moment and relaxed her face into an expressionless mask. When the light finally turned, she sighed, shook her head in disappointment, and drove on toward the crime scene. 

Gaia took up most of the sky above. The planet’s face was still shrouded in shadow, but its rings were glowing silver ring-light in the early morning. They arched across the pink and purple sky and down to meet with The Spark, appearing to touch the road ahead, like a cosmic highway on-ramp, inviting Migdalia to drive off into space. 

She pulled over instead, across the street from the crime scene, doing her best to ignore the pulsing in her head. She took a swig from a water bottle her car dispensed from the center console without her asking.

There it was. A crackling yellow stripe of police force-field “tape” surrounded the yard of the house, with CAUTION: POLICE LINE - CRIME SCENE - DO NOT CROSS scrolling continuously through it. Sparks flew from the yellow stripe of energy as it glitched and buzzed like a neon sign hovering in mid-air. A mob of a dozen or so people tested its limits, leaning over it to get a peek at a dead body.

The red lights of the police cruisers parked on the lawn bathed the house in blood red. This was likely the very sight beckoning the neighbors to come out in their pajamas, nightgowns, and underwear. One of them even appeared to be sleepwalking, as much as Migdalia could tell from the years her mother spent abusing those pills. 

The crowd swayed back and forth, shouting questions and demands. What a mess.

After staring at the house for a moment, Migdalia knew she didn’t recognize it from her youth. Yet, she couldn’t think of what used to be in its place either. Unlike the rest of the drive up here, this was a place she had no emotional connection to. She was expected to receive a transfer of the crime scene in 15 minutes when her promotion officially took effect, which gave first responders time to finish recording their data.

Her left eye continued to twitch every few seconds, and the pulse monitor app on her WristCom alerted her to an elevated heart rate again.

So, with some time to spare, she pulled a pre-rolled blunt out from behind her ear. Her hair had well concealed it. She knew this particular hangover would require a second morning blunt and came prepared. She lit it with a plasma lighter and leaned back in her car seat. The solroof opened, allowing the smoke to rise up and out.

The first few pulls hit her like left jabs. Her head became warmer, her brain felt lighter, and with every subsequent pull, she felt more relaxed by the THC, yet energized by the tobacco wrap. The dichotomy was invigorating.

She studied the house from behind a fragrant pillar of smoke. It was built with red brick, stood one story tall, had a flat roof, small square windows, and a modest front yard. The lawn was overgrown and full of weeds. Two large trees marked the corners of the yard, just before the sidewalk, creating a canopy and framing the house picturesquely.

Migdalia cocked her head, noting that with a window on each side of the door, the house resembled a face half buried in the grass, drowning in it.

The homeowner was listed as Mitchel Newman. Migdalia ran the plates for the car in the driveway through her DetSpecs. It was registered to the same Mitchel Newman.

Voices rose outside. The onlookers shouted questions at the six police officers standing behind the force-field tape. Poor bastards.

BREET.

She beamed. Finally!

Migdalia excitedly snatched up the case from the passenger seat and pressed her thumb to the front of it. After a whirr of gears, it clicked open.

Inside was a gun in a holster, a utility belt, and a shiny silver badge. She held the badge up to her eyes, inspecting it closely as she breathed in the smoke. It had a pentagonal shape, though it was taller than it was wide. Migdalia ran her fingers over the silver badge, smooth as glass, with intricate details carved into it. The crest of The Spark had never looked more beautiful. She flashed another smile, full of pride.

Her thumb must have passed over the sensor because a tiny green light blinked on with a beep.

“Congratulations, Detective Inspector Migdalia I. Vandersey,” the car said.

“Call me Miggs.”

“Of course. Miggs.” It giggled. “I love it! — BREET. Please place your Police Officer’s Badge in the case from which you retrieved your Detective Inspector Shield.”

Migdalia produced her ‘old’ badge. Bronze. Smaller. Simpler in its design. But ultimately not so different. All it needs is a good polish, Migdalia thought. She placed it in the box.

“Incoming call from CST Aulis.”

“Who?”

“Your new partner.”

Here goes nothin’. Migdalia closed the case on her lap. “Answer.”

A man in his mid-twenties, wearing wire-frame glasses, with short, tight, blond buzz-cut hair and peach fuzz on his chin, appeared on the windshield before her as a 3-D hologram.

“D.I. Vandersey? Good morning. My name is CST Archimedes Aulis. But you can call me ‘Archie’.”

“‘Sup, Arch?”

“I—uh—I’ve just completed my nine months of field shadowing, and they have assigned me to you as your new partner.”

“So, you’re fresh out of training?”

“So are you, from what I was told.”

“I am... Don’t you think that’s weird? That they’d stick two newbies together?”

“Well... I hadn’t till just now, but yes. I suppose it’s a little odd. Then again, they said something about our activations being sprung up at the last minute.”

Is something up with this, or am I just being paranoid?

“Anyway, your badge is required to run all your new equipment, so now that it has been activated in our system, I’d like to walk you through it.”

Migdalia took one last pull from the blunt. The tendrils of smoke she exhaled snaked up her face. Her gaze turned back to the brick house across the street just as the vibration elevated her.

Close this case fast, close it right, and get the hell out of this neighborhood for good. Don’t look back.

She tossed the roach into a drain at the curb.

She sent Archie’s call to her WristCom and emerged from her car, throwing her jacket on with a swing of her muscular arms. Without being told, her car sealed up all open windows, including the solroof.

Migdalia reached into the hover-car and pulled out the case, setting it on the hood. She wrapped the utility belt around her waist. The holster hung low on her right hip, and she tied the strap at its end around her thigh. She placed her badge in its rightful spot on her belt with careful fingers, committing the moment to memory. 

Fuck CC Day.

Archie walked her through it all, piece by piece. The utility belt itself featured over a dozen different pouches all around it, of varying shapes and sizes, holding many supplies and gadgets, and Migdalia took a moment to sort through each one. She familiarized herself with where everything went: gloves, evidence bags, etc. Finally, she picked up her gun.

It was an EB10P in black steel with multiple ammo modes and voice-activated quick-change features. The gun’s grip scanned her palm and fingerprints. Immediately, the gun beeped, and a small green light blinked once on its side. Migdalia heard her badge respond with a beep of its own, followed by the flash of its tiny green light. In a pouch on her belt, she found the ammo cartridges and loaded one into the gun.

“Hold the weapon up and speak single command words. It’ll do it. And the box uses solar power and recycled materials to create more ammo cartridges,” Archie added excitedly.

Migdalia considered the weight of the gun in her hand. It was heavy, especially the barrel. She liked it well enough in training but was curious to see how it would hold up as an everyday carry. She slid her gun into its holster on her hip. “Wait. Recycled material? You mean like...?”

“Yup. It’s turning your badge into bullets as we speak.”

“Good thing I don’t grow attached to material possessions.” 

Finally, she reached into a couple of pouches and brought out her gloves and a small plastic case for her DetSpecs. She slipped the gloves. They were made of a black material, constricting to fit her hands perfectly. Her badge beeped in response. A hexagonal grid was stitched into the fabric of the gloves, and black pads were at the fingertips and palms.

Next, she pulled out her Detective Spectacles (“DetSpecs”), an entire computer system inside two contact lenses, and carefully placed one in each eye. She followed Archie’s instructions, programming the DetSpecs to track her eye movements. Once calibrated, the display came to life in the lenses, blending seamlessly with her natural eyesight.

Loading...

Migdalia chuckled as the system took her through the identity confirmation process using retinal scans. A tiny rendering of Archie’s face in the corner of her view walked her through it. Then she accessed the DNA database, using the gloves she wore to scan her fingerprints. Her badge beeped in response to every completed setting.

“Finally, Detective Inspector Vandersey,” Archie said with excitement. “The setup process has reached the section I’ve been waiting for. The investigative features on this system are versatile and powerful. Take your time familiarizing yourself with them all.”

She scrolled through them. Infra-Red, Heat Signatures, ID Retinal Scanner, Fingerprinter, WristCom Scanner. 

“Vitals.” Migdalia read aloud.

“Which will give you heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen levels.”

“This is crazy. Can I assign these to my Shortcuts?”

“Oh... Well, yes.” Archie furrowed his brow. “But, why? You only need these when you’re at a crime scene in investigative mode. Most Detectives assign more common-use settings to their Shortcuts.”

“What? Email? Their online profile? Their GRID account messenger? Fuck off. The investigative features are the shit. Who would turn off Detective mode?”

“Don’t forget to save a shortcut spot for your DigiOffice.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, man! I haven’t looked at the DigiOffice yet!”

“You’ll get to that later. We’ve got to wrap this up for the crime scene handoff. Tell me about the investigative features being used so frequently that you need them in your shortcuts?”

“Well,” Migdalia took a step back as if to get a better look at her own thoughts. “Let’s say you use the vitals scanner while speaking to a witness. If they lie, their heart rate will elevate.”

“Oh. I see.” Archie ran his fingertips through what little tufts of hair he had on his chin. “That would go for the Heat Signature Reader, too, wouldn’t it? The more nervous they get, their temperature would spike.”

“Now you’re getting it,” Migdalia said. “You know what I’m thinking? The retinal scanner. Used as part of the ID scanner, also for testing corpses at crime scenes to determine time of death. I could use that live, during interviews, to check for pupil dilation; another sign of deception!” Migdalia was practically vibrating with excitement.

“You can even take their pulse from a distance.” Archie matched her energy, “You’d be like a human lie detector.”

“Professor Marston,” Migdalia gasp.

“Sorry?”

“Professor William Moulton Marston. Ancient Earth History. He created a comic book superheroine, whom he based on his two wives.” Migdalia’s eyes darted around.

“Oh? Quite progressive for Ancient Earth.”

“Yeah, no shit, right? And after he died, his wives stayed married the rest of their lives. I always thought that was terribly romantic.”

“What does that have to do with—?”

“Well,” Migdalia said, “the three of them also invented the polygraph.”

“The original lie detector machine?”

Migdalia smiled. Sometimes it’s nice talking to a real nerd’s nerd. Much less explaining to do. She added the EMT mode’s Vitals Scanner and the others into her Shortcuts.

“Archie, I know I just met you, but I’m feelin’ you right now.”

“I’m a fan of gift cards.”

Migdalia rounded out her favorites with the Sonar Imaging System. I’ll be like a damn porpoise. She placed the empty case back in the car and watched her reflection in the window as she rose into her new role.

“Good luck, Detective Inspector,” Archie said. “I’ll be in your ear if you need me. Double-Tap two fingers to mute your mic.”

Detective Inspector Migdalia Vandersey shut her car door and marched toward the house with purpose.

A journalist with a thick blonde mustache practically leaped out of a moving hover-van as it pulled up, scrambling to position himself between Migdalia and the house.

“Detective! What happened here? The neighbors are posting online that it’s a massacre in there! Can you confirm the number of dead?” A small drone floated just over his right shoulder, its camera lens fixed on Migdalia.

“I haven’t even entered the scene yet, sir.” She pushed past him rather easily, nearly knocking him over, but he regained his footing and gave chase.

“Detective! Detective!” The drone followed over his shoulder.

Migdalia marched toward the crowd of onlookers at the yellow stripe. She fought to tune out the so-called “Journalist” pestering her, focusing on the force field ahead. Its crackling sound scratched at the back of her brain, building the dread of the scene to come.

She’d worked crime scenes before, hundreds over the years; it wasn’t new to her. Most recently, she secured crime scenes for Detective Inspector Baptiste, standing behind the yellow stripe.

But this time, everything was different. This time, Migdalia was the lead investigator on a homicide case. It was all on her.

Out of habit, she came to a halt at the force field, calling to an officer to allow entry. From over ten yards away, he urged her through with a gesture of his hand. Oh, yeah... Right. Migdalia stepped through the crackling force field, completely unharmed. Her badge beeped and blinked its light. Migdalia fought a smile. “So cool.”

When she heard the crackle of the stripe and the thud of the journalist hitting the dirt, Migdalia couldn’t help but laugh.

“It’s a bad one in there, Vandersey,” Officer Truman said, waddling up. Still in his dress-reds, he was a well-rounded man with gray hair and big square-framed glasses. He scratched his backside, holding out a holo-pad for her to sign with his other hand.

“Congratulations! We’re all super proud of you. You nervous? Don’t be! You’ll do great! Ok, so-uh, the neighbors all say the man who lived here, one Mitchel Newman, was really nice. Kind of a burnout, but harmless and well-liked by the community. You know. Didn’t have loud parties, and the like. The only common complaint was he’d have cars coming and going all day long. So, as you can see, they’re all a little curious about what happened.” Truman gestured at the crowd with a calloused smile.

He’s a good man, Migdalia reminded herself. Just not a good cop. He’d been on the force for decades. Never promoted. In fact, he was probably approaching retirement.

Migdalia looked down at the pad’s screen. Truman was releasing the crime scene to her authority. With a wave of her WristCom, she signed the document and turned her eyes back to the house; its mystery more alluring than forms and red tape.

“Called in anonymously through the neighborhood watch ComLink on the corner,” Truman continued. “I listened to it. Sounded like a female voice on the line, claiming she was coming to visit the resident, but there was no answer at the door. Upon peeking through the window,” Truman pointed as if Migdalia didn’t know what a fucking window was. “... She saw the bodies. No further info on the caller until we can pull up the CCDV footage. Ummm... what else? What else?” He snapped his fingers to try to force a thought through.

“Thanks, Officer Truman, I’ve got it from here. Have your guys clear out, will ya?” Migdalia dismissed him with a pat on the shoulder and turned her attention to a rookie officer exiting the house. She recognized him as one of Zeki’s pals, but he was pale as a ghost and just as silent, making no eye contact as he sauntered past.

Migdalia opened her gloved hand and bent her middle finger down. Her DetSpecs display turned to reading vitals, and as the officer passed, she evaluated him. His blood pressure was low, pupils slightly dilated, perspiration on the skin, and light tremors in his extremities.

Wait, this is fucked up. She switched the display back to default.

Just then, Migdalia felt a chill in the air. Her Grandma would’ve said a ghost just flew through her. Something moved outside her field of vision, and she lifted her eyes to it. There was a face in the sky. Gaps in the clouds, the shape of large disc-eyes, tiny slit nostrils, and a thin mouth. 

There was no hatred in the face, nor love. It simply observed, with its gaze of stars fixed on the house.

Migdalia blinked, and the face was gone. Just another cloud, like all the rest. Get it together, Miggs. What the fuck? That’s not a normal effect of a second morning blunt... What was that?

But there was no time to dwell on it.

A few feet from the door, as the last of the officers poured out, she smelled the unmistakable scent of death. Okay, it’s been at least 24 hours, she noted. The report stated the door was locked when the first responders arrived. The security chain was attached inside; there had been no signs of forced entry, and upon recording all these details, they broke the door down to get in.

The broken front door was on the south wall of the house, facing the street. Migdalia stepped through, careful of the splintered pieces still clinging to the doorframe. The air was heavy with dust, creating smoky swirls through beams of Sol-light, breaking in between shutters and curtains. She stood in the doorway and took it all in.

The house, a large cube, was divided into four sections. The Southwest quarter held the bedroom and bathroom. The Northwest was the kitchen. The Northeast was the dining room, and the Southeast was the living room, which featured a large gaming console and a home GridLock Chair. Arguably, the most expensive item in the home. Not a robbery.

The dining room had glass doors, also found closed and locked, leading out to a modest, overgrown backyard.

A single man’s house, she considered, looking around. Just the essentials.

Migdalia crossed the living room to the north end of the house, where the bodies were lying. Her DetSpecs scanned the dining room and recorded video footage of her investigation. The male was sitting up against the breakfast bar nearest the kitchen. There was a knife in his chest, and his hands were gripped around its handle. Rigor mortis had set in, cementing the pose. Migdalia tilted her head. Odd.

The female was lying flat on her back in the dining room, furthest from the kitchen, but right in front of the male. There was a stab wound in her chest, which was consistent with the knife the male still had in his chest, according to the measurements of the wound taken by the DetSpecs.

But her face... It was a red ruin. A pounded-up mash of skin, cartilage, skull, and brains. There was so much blood Migdalia could taste metal. She felt a force come up to her throat and so took two steps back, gasping for breath to keep from vomiting. The smell in the room made it impossible to breathe.

“Vandersey,” Archie chimed in. “You’re showing signs of nausea. Reach into your belt, pouch six. Vapor cream.”

She reached into her utility belt and smeared vapor cream under her nose. It worked to neutralize the smell. Her head was clearing.

“You’re good, Arch.”

“Do I get to give you a short nickname?”

“You ain’t that good, Arch. Call me Miggs.”

She steadied her chest, and the deep breaths brought blood flow to her head. Feeling clear again, she dove back in, riding the prickly energy from her morning blunt.

Items all around the room were highlighted in her Heads-Up Display when she looked at them, and the data was collated. Migdalia played with the controls, changing the input mode to night vision, InfraRed, and Digital Luminol Mode (DLM) for blood and DNA work.

She crouched down and got as close to the female victim’s body as possible. Her face had been destroyed by a bludgeoning, but the instrument used was, as of yet, unknown. The stab wound went straight into the center of the heart. X-Ray mode on the DetSpecs confirmed it. 

She took special note of the mess around the victim’s head on the ground. 

She was already lying still here when he beat her face in. Why kill her, then beat her?

Migdalia scanned the female’s fingerprints and obtained samples by touching the tip of her gloved finger to the blood. The pads on the glove’s fingertips drew the sample in like a straw, and the DetSpecs System began running diagnostics on it and her prints. Back at HQ, Archie would review her data, test the sample further, and clone it to log it as evidence.

She turned her attention to the male. Knife to the heart with the same accuracy. His hands were still on the handle. She scanned what she could of his fingerprints and took a blood sample. While waiting for results, she turned her investigation to the kitchen.

The kitchen showed signs of a struggle, likely where this all began. A ruffled-up rug, scuff marks on the tile, and some knocked-over bottles and glasses, all with a directional quality leading to the bodies on the dining room floor. Her DetSpecs mapped the area and tagged all the points of evidence Migdalia dictated. As the data was collated, a crude rendering of the events appeared in her view. 

The scribbled silhouettes of two people, one blue, the other red, fighting in the kitchen, played in a continuous loop. The figures were genderless and inconsistent in size and weight with the two bodies, but the choreography checked out. As she moved around the kitchen, the scribbles maintained perspective in her DetSpecs. She studied their movements—scuffing up the tile, ruffling up the rug. Then one of them grabbed a knife from the kitchen table. Migdalia witnessed it in real time: the grabbing of the knife, rushing the girl, falling atop her, the stab... And then... The murderer crawled backward away from the corpse, stopping only because his back hit the breakfast bar. His dirty shoes left prints on the floor, highlighted in the display. Then, he stabbed himself in the heart and died almost instantly.

Outside the kitchen, the house was something of an organized mess. Everything seemed to have its place, but there was a lot of it, so its place was everywhere. Add to that, the resident wasn’t much for cleaning, as Migdalia noticed a layer of dust on nearly everything in the living room.

The blood and fingerprint analysis results for the male victim were in, and an alert beeped as the information appeared before her eyes. Mitchel Newman, 26 years old, and resident of this house. He held a criminal record for possession of hallucinogens and other drugs with the intent to sell. Mr. Newman’s records didn’t go back very far, though. He seemed to just sort of appear around age 18. The blood and fingerprint searches for the female victim were still running. 

Migdalia’s face twisted with impatience. “What’s taking so long on the female? I ran hers first.”

“Standby,” Archie said. Migdalia could hear the clacking of his fingers on keys. “Odd. It cycled through every living resident of The Spark and couldn’t find her. It appears to be running the search a second time.”

Frustrated, Migdalia muted all displays on her DetSpecs and looked around the living room with her bare eyes. With those golden rays of the morning Sol bursting through the windows, Migdalia noticed the heavy dust again. Something’s off here... What is it?

She approached the nearest bookshelf and looked at it closely. There was a thick layer of dust on the shelf, but it had been disturbed by the pulling of a book. The pulling of every book on that shelf, in fact.

Oookay... She backed away. I’m listening, whatcha got? Her eyes explored the room anew.

She moved across the room to another bookshelf. This one was much larger, holding many more books, figurines, and decorations. Again, every single one had been removed and replaced, and it was recent enough Migdalia could see the disturbance in the dust with her bare eyes.

There were discolorations on the carpet where couches, armchairs, and the coffee table were slid over and back again. And the organization of the mess made sense now as well.

Newman was clearly not much of a cleaner. He wasn’t likely so meticulous about the placement of his clutter. Someone was in here, looking for something, and was a little too neat and tidy when putting everything back. They tossed the place without tossing it.

Migdalia’s jaw dropped, and her eyes snapped to Mitchel’s body.

The muscles relax! That’s why his hands on the knife felt odd.

It was a mile a minute now. Migdalia turned her DetSpecs back on. She examined the male’s posture and position. She examined his clothing in Luminol Mode to analyze the blood spatter.

She looked at the unidentified female on the ground. There was so much blood all around her on the floor, save for a curious empty space near her left shoulder. Migdalia surmised what it was. She kneeled down on the ground, her knees in the clean area surrounded by blood. She glanced over at Mitchel’s knees. They were clean. Turning her eyes back to the female body before her, Migdalia determined she was perfectly positioned to rain down punches on the victim’s face. She mimed the action to confirm her theory.

Why? Why so angry with her face?

The DetSpecs made an error noise in her earpiece. Migdalia’s eyes darted to where the blood and fingerprint analysis results should be displayed for the female victim. “NO DATA FOUND.”

“How’s that possible?”

“It’s... It’s not,” Archie said.

She looked at the woman’s mangled face. Who are you?

Migdalia stood over the bodies. As she considered what she’d learned, Officer Truman waddled in.

“The coroner’s here to take the bodies. Are you ready to release them?”

“What do you think happened here, Officer?” Migdalia asked, cleaning the pads on her fingertips with a sanitary wipe.

“Well, I’m no detective, but it looks to me like a pretty clear Murder/Suicide, right? Lover’s quarrel, most likely. Guy kills his girlfriend. He’s overcome with grief and remorse, and kills himself.”

“Girlfriend?” Migdalia looked at the bodies. Hard to tell without identification or a face, but judging by her size and physique, the female appeared to be more than a few years younger than Mr. Newman.

“Archie? Can you take the results of blood analysis for each victim and run them against each other?”

“Yeah, what’re you thinking?”

“Just a hunch. This is a single man’s home. No second car in the driveway. No female belongings of any kind in the house thus far.”

His fingers clicked and clacked the keys.

The program ran the samples in the background of her DetSpecs display. Migdalia turned back to Officer Truman.

“So,” he asked. “What do you think?”

“Well, first look at Mr. Newman’s clothing. Save for what flowed from his own wound, he’s fairly clean of blood spatter.

“But now this area here near the female,” Migdalia said, kneeling by the body again. “This is where the killer kneeled to beat the hell out of her. They would’ve been drenched in blood. Not only their upper body due to back-splash and misting from the bludgeoning, but also their knees and shins from all the blood pooling around the victim’s body.”

“Wait, back up, are you saying there was—”

“Not to mention the way Mr. Newman’s body is positioned. Even if we could believe for a moment that he was able to stab himself with a single thrust to the heart—unlikely—the first thing that would happen is all the muscles in his body would relax. See the way his legs are sprawled out? That’s normal. His hands, here, around the hilt of the knife? They were placed that way after the fact. Once carefully placed to hold that way, rigor mortis set in about four hours later...”

“My God...” Truman looked around the house as though shocked to see it for the first time. His jowls jiggled with every jerk of his head.

“Det. Vandersey,” Archie said. “Look at this.”

The blood results beeped and displayed before Migdalia’s eyes. What the hell, she thought. “We’re gonna need next of kin for Newman. The female is unidentifiable by any means at our disposal. Blood, fingerprints, facial recognition... She’s a ghost.”

“Not possible. There’s always a Bio-Log.” Truman’s eyes were darting back and forth.

Migdalia watched him shiver from a chill. By focusing her eyes on his arms, the DetSpecs auto-zoomed in. She could see goosebumps. “But we now know one thing: the blood shows familial bonds. She was somehow related to Mitchel Newman.”

“Doesn’t make any sense. Everybody gets fingerprinted and—Wait!” Truman’s arms went out to the sides like a crossing guard stopping traffic. “This doesn’t make sense. I was the first one here. Everything was locked from the inside. No sign of forced entry. The goddamned security lock was on the door!”

“Our unknown subject is good.” She looked around, impressed. “Really good. Look at these stab wounds,” she closed in on the bodies. “They’re fucking perfect. Both of them. Not a hint of hesitation, just a clean thrust into the heart. And sure, it might be relatively easy to guide a knife into a heart between the ribs. If anything, the ribs would help guide the blade. But to avoid the ribs entirely? Then to perform it twice, back-to-back? You think this guy stabbed himself in the chest like that?” She looked around the house. “Precision, cleanliness... We’ll have to run every print in this place to be sure, but there are no foreign prints on the knife. No evidence of their having been here. And they locked up when they left.”

“What if it’s a Borg? Don’t their fingertips have, like, keys and lock-picking tools in them?”

Migdalia stiffened. She may not be a Cyborg, but she knew her history. She knew where those slurs led. Let it go. Focus on the case. 

“You’ve been listening to those dumbasses in the locker rooms,” she said with a scoff. “This feels like a professional. They’ve done this before. Probably a lot. The only thing that doesn’t fit is her face.” Migdalia regarded the body on the floor. “It strikes me as... Emotional. Angry. Not calculated and measured like the rest of the scene.”

“So why then? Why kill these two? Why pummel the poor girl’s face in? Was it just to render her unrecognizable?”

“I don’t know. According to our records, she was already unrecognizable.”

Migdalia looked around again, as though the answer could jump out at her from anywhere. 

“Records show Mr. Newman was a known drug dealer. Could’ve been drug or gang-related...” Her voice trailed away as she moved through the house.

“Just a pipe and some cannabis. We didn’t find anything illegal.” Truman followed behind her, fascinated.

She looked again at the dust on the shelves in the living room. Every shelf had been searched. So much dust. He never touched these shelves. Never read these books. Why have them? Why so many?

“Archie. Why would anyone have so many books but never read any of them?”

“Erm...” said the voice in her ear. “To impress company? Or they have a crush on the cashier at the bookstore? Or just to fill out all these empty bookshelves?”

Migdalia opened the book in her hand. Stamped on the inside was “Purchased at The Little Blessing: Books, Tarot, and Spiritual Healing.” followed by an address. She pulled another book. And another. And another. Every single one was purchased at The Little Blessing.

Migdalia went still as a statue. Of course. “You magnificent bastard.”

“Rude. But I’ll take it,” Archie said.

Migdalia looked down at the carpet. “You were right twice. He had a crush on the cashier and needed to fill up the shelves. The bookshelves were slid over. They didn’t find anything in here, but what about...” 

Migdalia moved into Mitchel’s bedroom. Officer Truman hovered over her shoulder like the reporter’s camera drone. Newman’s bed wasn’t made, and there was clutter and clothing everywhere. Consistent with his M.O. throughout the house.

One very large bookshelf took up most of the north wall. Looking at the dust on the shelves, the search stopped about halfway through. The dust remained undisturbed thereafter. Why did you stop? Did you find it? Migdalia pulled on the last book the killer checked. Nothing happened.

“Damn. That would’ve been cool.” She checked the inside cover. Purchased at the Little Blessing. Migdalia dropped her head and noticed the same carpet discoloration. So she pushed the bookshelf aside, surprised at the ease with which it moved, though a few of the books fell to the carpet with soft thuds.

“Holy shit,” Truman said. Behind the sliding bookcase was a hidden room.

Mr. Newman’s lab was pristine. All stainless steel and hospitals should aspire to be so clean. Mitchel had been growing mushrooms. They were incubated in glass cases providing the perfect growth conditions. The lab was designed to maximize the space available to him in the cramped area between the false wall behind the bookshelf and the bathroom wall on the other side.

“This is where he really lived.” Migdalia smiled.

There weren’t any personal effects anywhere in the lab save for a Vape-Pen plugged into the computer.

Migdalia flipped through the files in the cabinets and on his desk. Mitchel’s logs all seemed in order. All the mushrooms appeared to still be there and accounted for. The safe was open and full of money, wrapped up and bound into neat stacks.

“The money’s still here,” Truman said as both a statement and a question.

“It is all here. They weren’t after drugs or money. Something else.”

“I don’t get it. Drug dealer’s house. There’s drugs, there’s money. What else is there to look for?” Officer Truman huffed, jiggling his jowls.

Migdalia paced around with her hands in her pockets and her head thrown back. She stared at the stark white ceiling, a blank canvas on which to project her thoughts.

“Two victims. Family to each other, but no history of Newman before age 18, and no information on the female at all. A skilled murderer that didn’t do it for the drugs or the money, but something he was so desperate for, he turned this place upside down... and then right side up again.”

Migdalia stopped pacing and tapped her foot rapidly, drawing Officer Truman’s attention to her boots.

“Maybe he found what he was looking for in that safe. Maybe not. But he was furious with her. I need to know who she was... I need to see her face.”
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Dust, Data, and the Devil We Share

Llyr I

“Varyan!” The shout came from the second floor, so both Llyr and Harley looked up. Tony, the Boss’s glorified doorman, stood at the railing overlooking the saloon. “Not the hot one, the asshole! You’re up next. Five minutes.”

Llyr Varyan waved a hand in silent acknowledgment, then ran it through his wavy black hair. He shot the last of his whiskey, warming his insides, and slammed the glass on the bar. Harley scoffed at him from behind the counter. Llyr ignored her and stretched his limbs, flashing his shoulder-holstered twin Glocks to the patrons of the Boss Hat Saloon. The unarmed ones averted their gaze. The ones who held his eyes were the ones to worry about, should anything go down.

Llyr would remember their faces, taking a quick scan of the room. 

The inside of the place had been done up to look like something out of an Ancient Western movie. Those hadn’t been popular since Llyr was a kid, but then The Boss wasn’t really up with the times. Hardwood floors, walls, ceiling... Hell. Everything was wood. The tables, the chairs, the bar. Synthetic, of course, each plank was likely 3D printed. Faux gas lamps on the walls were really just the same lighting as anywhere else, just dressed up. It was convincing enough at a glance, but look closely, and the illusion fails.

Llyr put on his black leather gloves, which provided an eerie, stark contrast to his perfectly tailored navy suit and casually worn white button-up. “Thanks, Harley,” he said as he walked toward the front door. “Mami te envía saludos.”

“Sure she does.” From behind the bar, Harley, a curvaceous young woman in her mid-twenties with the same wavy black hair and olive skin as her older brother Llyr, flipped him the middle finger and laughed before going back to drying a glass.

Llyr walked out to the reality of The Spark, with its iron streets, misshapen buildings, and neon accents, and on to his hover-car parked at the curb. The night air was chilly enough he could see his breath, which made him smile, but reaching his car wiped all joy from his face. 

Time to make the donuts. He sighed, staring at the car. It was navy blue at a distance, but the universe sparkled through the paint job when up close, and it had curves to the body like the women of his home island. He let the memory of home give him strength. 

Now, get on with it.

With a swipe of his WristCom, the trunk of his hover-car opened up with a beep. Inside, lying in the fetal position, was a man about 40 years old. He was bound at the wrists and ankles, gagged and blindfolded, although he was unconscious and snoring loudly. The SleepDisk on his neck had a glowing meter, one-eighth full.

And with a few minutes to spare, Llyr chuckled.

Llyr removed the device from the man’s neck and
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