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The last thing Boris remembered was leaving Terrible’s convenience store next to the park off the 215 South. Like every Thursday payday, he’d gone in, dropped five dollars into the back corner video poker machine, grabbed a Surge and a Nutrageous, and headed out. That day, he parked his car a little farther from the front door than usual, figuring the extra steps, small now, but adding up over time, might help burn off years of beer, couch lounging, and junk food habits.

The throbbing at the back of his head had sharpened now, each jolt of pain hitting like the crisp slap his mother used to deliver when he’d sneak a glance at the TV instead of tackling his homework. Wait, why throbbing? The memory crept back, hazy but growing clearer. As he’d fished the keys from his pocket to unlock his flashy Nissan Altima, something had slammed into the back of his head.

He found himself in what had to be the grimmest motel in all of Las Vegas. The carpet, a tangled snarl of brown shag, seemed almost plush compared to the golden wallpaper, now faded to a sickly, sour yellow after years steeped in cigarette smoke and sprayed with rancid cocktails. Boris also found it odd that he was chained to a steel chair in front of the bed, and not the good chained-to-a-steel-chair-in-front-of-the-bed like he paid the retired porn star five hundred bucks for one weekend at Sheri’s Ranch down in Pahrump.

This time, the handcuffs hurt.

As Boris shook off the fog in his mind, he took stock of his bleak surroundings. Across from him sat a chipped, splintering set of wooden drawers, topped with a tube TV that screamed state-of-the-art circa 1985. The closet, with its single door flung open, revealed a stash of stained bedsheets and faded wallpaper peeling like old skin. A ceiling fan churned out an oddly cool breeze, unneeded for a February night, while an even odder masked man in the corner muttered gibberish to himself, his voice a low, unsettling hum.

“And behold, the Herald stood at the head of the vanguard on the shores of Lake Hali ‘neath the black stars and gazed upon the ruin he had wrought. And he beckoned to the King, whose tattered robes glowed brilliantly as He glided forth to see the expansion of His reign. Yet nothing shined as brightly or as terribly as the piece upon His brow, that most ominous bringer of doom and decay, the Yellow Crown.”

Boris figured this guy was a few cards short of a full deck. He paced in a tight circle, clenching and unclenching his fists, each step grinding deeper into the now-fraying shag. His build seemed average from what Boris could make out, though the outfit muddied the picture. Dressed head to toe in black, military boots melting into a sleek jumpsuit, he carried a zippered bag across his chest that jingled with every stride. A long, flowing dark overcoat trailed behind, nearly brushing the floor, lending him a ghostly air as if he floated through the room.

Yet strangest of all was his mask. It was cloth or sheer and black like the rest of him, covering his entire head. On the front was a sort of symbol, all in yellow. There was something about it that unnerved Boris. It seemed to shape-shift, an amorphous golden blob that meant...well something. But this was different than looking at a Chinese character, Arabic writing, or even hieroglyphics. Those were simply writing systems that Boris couldn't understand. But this? This was almost like a language you were never supposed to read. A language that carried a curse.

Boris had crossed paths with plenty of crazies in his life. Growing up just five minutes east of the Strip, you couldn’t avoid them: drunks stumbling in the neon glow, meth addicts with hollow stares, compulsive gamblers chasing shadows, and wild homeless folks hurling bottles at him from underpasses as he trudged home from school. He’d learned the only way to handle them was with a firm voice, a loud tone, and straight-to-the-point grit.

“H-h-h-hey, w-w-where am I?” Boris cried.

Nailed it.

His assailant froze mid-step, snapping his head toward Boris with a jolt. Even beneath the mask, Boris could feel those eyes boring into him, as if he were the vilest soul on earth. Slowly, the man glided closer, looming over him in silence, his gaze unyielding. To Boris, he seemed to tower somewhere between six and a hundred feet tall, a shadowy giant in the dim light.

Then, in a low, cutting tone, he spoke.

“Have you seen the Yellow Sign?”

Not having a clue what that could possibly mean, Boris asked the only sensible question he could muster.

“What?”

With a deliberate grace, as though enacting some ancient rite, the man lifted his black-gloved hand and pointed to the symbol etched upon his mask.

“Lo, He comes. And with Him come the winds of chaos. And I am His harbinger. Rejoice, you have seen the Yellow Sign. It stands before you now.”

Boris could feel the clock ticking down. Whatever wild nonsense this man was spouting, if he didn’t offer an answer to his liking, this grim situation would soon spiral into something far darker.

“Look,” Boris began, fighting a fearful stutter, “I don’t know who you think I am but I’m nobody. I don’t have much money but you can take whatever I have on me. You can take my car. Whatever you want. It’s not too late. Let’s just walk out of here and go on with our lives. I don’t have to tell anybody.”

Suddenly, the Yellow Sign flung open his overcoat, unveiling a yellow-and-black striped crossbow dangling from a strap on his right shoulder. With a swift grip, he pointed it to Boris’s head, pressing a button that snapped its limbs outward like a predator unfurling its wings. A clip of bolts gleamed beneath, and with a sharp rack, the man chambered one, poised to strike.

“Holy shit, wait, wait, wait!” Boris shouted.

“Silence!” the Yellow Sign bellowed.

And just like that, it descended upon the tense motel room. Suddenly, Boris could no longer catch the faint hum of passing cars, the soft whip of the fan, or even the ragged pull of his own breaths. In that moment, the entire world shrank to just the two of them.

“What is your lineage? Are you the heir?”

Heir? Air? Hair?

“The what?” Boris stammered.

“Enough stalling!” the Yellow Sign shouted, taking a step closer to his helpless prisoner. “You have regal blood in your veins, but of which line? Are you destined to reign in Carcosa?”

“I don’t know what any of this means, please, just let me go. Take whatever you want, again, please.”

Boris could see the man growing more restless by the second. His breaths came in deep, rumbling waves, shoulders rising and falling like a storm-tossed sea. The finger on the crossbow trigger twitched with nervous energy. One wrong word, and it would be the last he ever spoke.

“I will give you one chance. Only one. Do you understand?”

Boris managed a quick, shaky nod.

“Renounce the throne.”

Another nonsense statement. Boris was too terrified to react in any way.

“Renounce it to me. I am the only one fit to rule. I am deserving of Carcosa’s power. And I am the one who is worthy to wear the Yellow Crown.”

Boris could hear the words tumbling out, but that was all they were, words. None of it held meaning for him. How could any of this possibly make sense to anyone?

“Abdicate,” the Yellow Sign growled. 

Whether any of this made sense had ceased to matter. Boris was out of time. He leaned back, fixing his gaze where he guessed the man’s eyes hid, and spoke:

“It’s yours?”

The Yellow Sign instantly let the crossbow fall back onto its sling, retreating a step. Raising his arms, he tilted his head skyward, as if beckoning some celestial force to plunge from the heavens and claim him. Soft grunts escaped him, as though the waiting itself might end him. All the while, Boris watched in silence, his heart whispering a prayer that whatever the man awaited was unfolding.

But his prayers went unanswered.

“It does not call to me,” the Yellow Sign said somberly. 

He resumed his threatening stride toward Boris, lifting the crossbow once again.

“You said you would give it freely,” he sneered. “You said it would be mine. Give me the throne! Give me the Crown!”

“I’m trying!” Boris pleaded, the tears streaming down his cheeks. “Please you can have it. Whatever it is, I give it to you.”

“Then give it!”

“I give it! I don’t want it, please!”

“Renounce NOW!”

“I renounce! Just let me go, please. Just stop.”

It seemed Boris’s heavy sobs stirred something within his assailant, as he slowly lowered the weapon and stepped closer, resting a hand on his shoulder.

“I understand,” he said. “To wield a power so mighty, I would not willingly give it up either.” 

The fleeting reassurance Boris felt dissolved quickly, as the grip on his shoulder tightened into a crushing vise.

“But you have not earned it as I have. And until I am the rightful ruler, I will not stop my crusade.”

He stepped back, raising the crossbow to hover just above Boris’s heart. The struggle against the chains turned frantic now, as Boris grasped that nothing would halt the man’s resolve.

“Hang on, stop!” Boris shouted.

“And if you will not relinquish it willingly,” the Yellow Sign continued.

“Don’t, don’t!”

“Then I will take it myself.”

“WAIT!”

But he did not. The crossbow bolt surged forth with a sharp thwang of the whipping string and a mechanical ping as it streaked from the barrel, past the cocking stirrup. It plunged deep into Boris’s heart, unleashing a sudden spurt of blood from his chest. His lungs began to flood, and his gasps for air grew more desperate with each ragged breath.

The Yellow Sign retreated, tilting his head skyward once more. Boris could taste only the bitter sting of acid and bile now. He coughed up half a lung before feeling his airway drown completely. His final thought flickered like a dying ember, how karma must be real. For all those Thursdays feeding that video poker machine in the back of Terrible’s, he’d never once claimed a win.

Until today, when he hit a straight flush.

The killer lingered a minute after Boris’s final breath before stirring again. He lowered his head, surveying the bloodied, lifeless form up and down, then released a weary sigh.

“Not him.”

He yanked the bolt from Boris’s chest, slid the crossbow back into his overcoat, and stepped out into the crisp Vegas night.
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The lights of the dingy local comedy club blazed like the sun, but Sauveterre welcomed the blindness. Seeing the audience clearly would only tighten the knot in his gut, and his set was rolling along decently, at least by his own standards.

“People say I’m a pretty good-looking guy, but I don’t think so. I have these permanent bags under my eyes even if I sleep for an entire day. I look like Kurt Cobain if he did meth instead of heroin.

I’m also a gaunt motherfucker, aren’t I? I mean being skinny is great and all but I always get asked if I’m going as a scarecrow for Halloween......in March.

Check out my ass that juts out about twice as far as it should, making buying pants a lot of fun. I have to buy them big enough to fit my gigantic rear but that means buying a waist size that’s too big. So sagging down my waist and onto my ass. I mean what am I, every rapper? Seriously my shadow looks like a pregnant woman who had her head snapped backwards.

Oh and I have a super French name. Emile Sauveterre.....that’s the joke, my name. Nah, I’m kidding, ha ha. I did meet this British guy at a pub once and when I said my name he just goes, ‘Well thanks a lot!’ I’m like ‘What?’ He’s like ‘Just let the Germans WALTZ RIGHT IN DIDN’T YA?! Couldn’t be bothered to put up even a little bit of fight?’ I was like ‘Dude I’m French Canadian. My mom is from Montreal.’ And he gets all somber all of a sudden, like somebody died or something, and he just goes, ‘Ohh...’ like all sad like? And I’m like I don’t know what to be more offended by. Like it’s just Canada man, it’s not like I escaped a child regiment in Sierra Leone.

But yeah both my parents are French Canadian. My dad was second generation. His parents left Quebec and made him an anchor baby so they could get US citizenship easier. You know they really wanted to be Americans. True redblooded gun totin’ welfare receivin’ Americans. So you know where they moved? Vermont. 

My dad’s name was Adam Sauveterre. Not too bad. Definitely a frog, but like he could go to McDonald’s and nobody would bat an eye. My mom though? She’s from Montreal, yeah? You know what her maiden name is? Adrienne Rosalie Manon Desormeaux. When she sneezes, fucking baguettes come out, no lie.

I’m also twenty-eight, which is just the worst age. No think about it. I’m not old enough to like talk shit to younger people. Like you can’t yell out your window at twenty-eight to some kids like ‘GET AWAY FROM MY LAWN.’ They’d be like ‘OK buddy get back to your Masters thesis.’ But I’m also young enough that if I get into it with somebody older some grandpa will be like ‘You can’t talk to your elders that way!’ Meanwhile the elder is like thirty-four.

My hobby is archery. And no, that’s not the joke there’s more. I won a lot of meets in high school, so I’m a pretty good marksman. I even had a few scholarship offers. So you know, pretty good. And I know what you’re thinking. Did he...really just say he had scholarship offers for fucking archery? And hey don’t knock it. Some of the finest mid-level, division three, sub-one-thousand-enrollment colleges in Delaware love them some archery! Suffice to say, I did not attennnnnnnd.

I like my job. A lot of fellow comedians say that your job is a great source of material for your act. But all the people at my job? Tough to get material. Whenever I try to talk to them, they ignore me. Then again I’m a homicide detective, so.

Guys I’m Emile Sauveterre, a Vegas local. My time’s up. Have a great night!”
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Detective Emile Sauveterre strolled up to the comedy club bar with a swagger that had eluded him for weeks, rekindled by his first truly successful set in ages. He’d poured hours into honing his timing, layering in just the right pauses, thoughtful “uhh’s,” and sheepish giggles, the perfect toppings to his comedy sundae. So, as he slid onto the stool beside his partner, Detective Koa Kalani, he braced his spirit for the flood of praise that was surely coming his way.

“That was funny,” Kalani said between intimate whiskey sips.

Sauveterre eagerly waited for him to continue.

“Who was the girl who went on before you? She was cute.”

“Yeah about my set, what did you think was funny?” Sauveterre queried.

“All of it was pretty funny.”

“Now it was pretty funny. You said before it was funny.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Pretty funny is a guy falling down the stairs. Funny is when he gets up and is immediately hit by a truck.”

“So you’re asking if your set was equivalent to falling down the stairs or getting hit by a truck?”

“NO! I mean—no it’s not a literal thing. OK what joke did you like best?”

“The made-up name for your mom was pretty funny.”

“Again with the pretty fun—wait what? I didn’t make that up. That’s her real name.”

“OK, now it’s officially funny.”

Sauveterre rolled his eyes and signaled the bartender for a club soda. Koa Kalani, his homicide division partner, had swiftly become more friend than colleague after Sauveterre’s promotion. Hailing from Honolulu, Koa never missed a day without crowing—at least once—that Las Vegas boasted the largest Hawaiian population outside the islands, earning it the nickname “Little Hawaii.” At thirty-three, he carried a sturdy, portly frame that concealed a hidden strength from weight training, with his thick black hair framing a thin beard. His dark overcoat always draped over a vibrant Hawaiian floral shirt and black jeans, a splash of island flair in the desert night.

Sauveterre climbed the officer ranks with startling speed, earning his detective badge at twenty-seven just a year ago. Most seasoned cops kept their distance, deeming him too green and burdened by a violent past, a risky wild card in an already treacherous job. In his first year with Las Vegas Metro PD, he and his former partner pursued a gang of casino robbers along the Strip until their getaway car wrecked. In the chaos of the shootout that followed, three of the four robbers fell, all by Sauveterre’s hand. His archery skills translated seamlessly to a pistol, landing long-range shots that most officers would call impossible.

Where others saw only risk, Kalani glimpsed untapped potential. With his former partner retired and his own journey having evolved from kohai to sempai, he embraced a mentor’s role. He guided Sauveterre into investigations with a gentle hand, chiding mistakes with a soft nudge and celebrating good work with hearty back slaps and invitations for a drink. Over time, he uncovered Sauveterre’s sharp eye for detail, a quick wit for handling tough suspects, and, most surprising, a casual disinterest in his firearm. To him, it was merely a tool, wielded like a hammer when a nail required striking.

Yet beyond that, Kalani could sense something deeper, a quiet ache buried beneath a surface of cracked jokes and flashy smiles: a man wrestling with hidden pain.

“Speaking of your family,” Kalani continued. “I was talking to Chambers the other day. He told me you have a sister?”

“Huh?” Sauveterre said, nearly dropping his drink. “A sister?”

“Yeah. You have one then? You always struck me as an only child.”

“I basically was, for a time.”

“How come you never talk about her?”

Sauveterre chugged the remainder of his club soda. This was the one thing that grated on him about Kalani, prying into his private life. So what if he had a sister he never mentioned? He’d made it clear time and again: they were friends, not family. He didn’t need Kalani nosing into whether he was dating, getting enough sleep, or brushing his damn teeth every night.

“Because it’s not important?”

“You two close?”

“The fuck does it matter? Why are we talking about my family? Let’s talk about your family. Hey, how many second cousins do you get along with?”

“Two.”

There was a long silence, then:

“Really?” Sauveterre chided. “You get along with second cousins. Hell, you know some of your second cousins?”

“It’s Hawaii, brah, we all have big families. I’m just curious about yours.”

“Well, I’m not.”

Kalani held up his hands.

“OK, OK. I’m just saying you can talk to me about anything, so not knowing that was pretty shocking to me, you know? What do I always say?”

“We may not be family but we are obama,” he replied.

“Ohana,” Kalani corrected.

“I still don’t know what that means. Speak English.”

“Hawaiians do speak English,” Kalani joked. “Hey, I have a joke you could put in your act. You know in Hawaii, sometimes we greet each other by honi ihu. It’s when you rub noses together, and sometimes even guys do it to one another.”

Sauveterre waited for the punchline longer than he really needed.

“That’s the joke?” he quipped.

“Yeah, I mean it’s funny. Nobody on the mainland does that. But we do it a lot.”

“How is that a joke? That’s not a joke. That’s just a thing that happens.”

“I think it’s funny.”

“It’s not even pretty funny.”

Kalani couldn’t stifle a laugh as he signaled for another round for them both. They turned their attention to the stage, where the next wave of comedians stepped into the spotlight at the open mic night.
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Sauveterre stirred awake the next morning as his beeper buzzed insistently on the bedside table. It could only be one of two numbers: Kalani’s desk at the precinct or his carphone in the squad vehicle. It was the latter.

Kalani served as the vital link between the duo and dispatch. Knowing Sauveterre viewed morning people as spawns of the Devil, Kalani always granted him a fifteen-minute grace period for morning calls. The squad number beeping was just a polite nudge, signaling he’d pull up to Sauveterre’s townhouse in fifteen minutes, and he’d better be ready.

Sauveterre was lucky enough to call one of America’s more affordable cities home. Las Vegas shimmered with neon glitz and ten-dollar margaritas, but that was the Strip, not the real Vegas. In fact, the Strip wasn’t even part of the city proper; it fell under a slice of the area cheekily dubbed Paradise. A paradise where resort fees stung, drunk fools berated you at 2 a.m. for wearing the wrong color shirt, and desert land that was so parched that five inches of rain in a year passed for a deluge.

He’d snagged his townhome ten minutes west of the Strip about a year ago for $105,000. With the community offering little beyond a modest pool and a basic exercise center, he scored it below Vegas’s median home price. The real draw for him was that each unit came with a small fenced-in backyard, where he set up an archery target to hone his craft.

Sauveterre never truly “loved” archery with the same fire that certain athletes held for their sports. But he cherished bows, their elegance, their beauty, their razor-sharp precision, crafted for one purpose alone: to pierce a target from afar. His collection had swelled impressively: recurve bows, compound bows, longbows, crafted from carbon, aluminum, wood, and fiberglass, with single-cam designs and varied risers, sights, arrow rests, and grips. He favored aluminum-carbon composite arrows, their core of aluminum wrapped in a carbon shell, boosting his shots with a quiet, deadly efficiency.

Lately, he’d even taken to crafting his own bows, experimenting with materials to test tensile strength, release speed, and the lightness in his grip. Nothing he built held much practical value, but the process delighted him as he learned which combinations struck true against various targets. Oddly enough, thinly stripped cable wiring, like that used in skyscrapers and stadiums, proved remarkably tensile, delivering a swift shot, though with a touch less precision.

He finished pouring decaf into his thermos, adding a splash of milk, then shrugged on his overcoat and clipped his holstered Glock 34 to his belt. The 34 wasn’t standard issue for LVMPD, more a favorite for competition shooters or SWAT teams, but he prized its longer barrel and sharper accuracy. Stepping into the crisp morning air, he spotted a group across the street, shivering and scrambling back into a house. Tourists, he figured, judging by their shorts and tees despite the forty-nine-degree chill. Yes world, Vegas was indeed hot in the summer. But being a desert, it could get quite cold in the winter.

Kalani rolled up in their unmarked black Ford Crown Victoria, easing to a stop in front of Sauveterre’s unit. Sauveterre slid in, offering a polite nod as Kalani pulled away.

“So?” Sauveterre asked.

“Wellllll,” Kalani said. He always extended whatever he was saying whenever taking a turn. “Some place called the Bierce Motel. Maid found a guy chained to a chair with a hole in his heart and drenched in blood. Poor woman quit on sight.”

“Any leads?”

“CSI is just starting out as far as I know. Surveillance footage supposedly caught somebody leaving the scene. We can start there.”

“Yippee.”

A few minutes of quiet later, the cruiser rolled onto Las Vegas’s main highway, the 15. In the distance, Sauveterre glimpsed the city’s beating heart: the Strip, more officially known as Las Vegas Boulevard. Four point two miles of wild excess, awash with drugs, drunks, and discos. Got a vice? The Strip served it up in spades.

At least, that’s how it once was. Now Vegas was chasing a new identity, a rebrand with a twist. Turns out families could revel in Las Vegas too! Yes, bring the kids. Forget Disney World. We’ve got roller coasters! Well, one, perched atop a hotel, but it counts! And arcades? Sure, they’re scarce and triple the price of the one back home, but we’ve got The Lost World! And who could overlook the bounty of Vegas shows? True, half lean 18+, but just catch Cirque du Soleil twice—problem solved!

Sauveterre had clocked nearly a decade in Vegas, but the 2000 version was a beast like none other. In the past four years, seven new properties had erupted along the Strip: New York-New York, the Stratosphere, the Monte Carlo, the Bellagio, Mandalay Bay, the Venetian, and the Paris, where his mother had pleaded for a visit. This wasn’t just any city; it was a mutated skyline of neon, glass, and a garish mash-up of global cultures. From a towering Statue of Liberty to a half-scale Eiffel Tower, sprawling fountains, gondola-gliding canals, massive pirate ships, and even a hotel carved like a pyramid, Vegas pulsed as a living, breathing monstrosity, awash in tacky gift shop trinkets, thirty-five-dollar souvenir tees, and slots that devoured savings like a hungry tide.

And as always, people couldn’t get enough of it.

And why not? You’d be hard-pressed to pinpoint a brighter chapter in American history. Business was thriving, a golden rush where the Internet seemed to mint billion-dollar companies daily. Pets.com, garden.com, and furniture.com flourished, delivering goods straight to your door for...well for your pets, your gardens, and your home furnishings. The Soviet Union had faded nearly a decade past, and relations with Russia, the Mideast, and the world glowed with rare harmony. President Clinton, despite his bedroom scandals, held a seventy percent approval rating, steering the nation to a hefty budget surplus. Sure, there were faint cracks in the bliss, like the attack on the USS Cole, but the worst threats the USA faced were homegrown, names like McVeigh, Nichols, and Bundy.

Entertainment had reached a dazzling peak. Hollywood churned out original gems one after another: The Matrix, Fight Club, The Truman Show, American Beauty, Saving Private Ryan, the Scream franchise, not to mention anything penned or helmed by Quentin Tarantino. The crowd hungered for fresh visions, leaving remakes like Lost in Space, Wild Wild West, and Dennis the Menace to flop hard at the box office.

Music was just as electric, catering to every taste. Rock legends like Soundgarden, Foo Fighters, Smashing Pumpkins, and Rage Against the Machine ruled the airwaves with fierce energy. New pop icons like Britney Spears gave young girls a star to emulate and young boys their first pants tent. Hip-hop and rap were exploding fastest—provided the artists dodged drive-by bullets—with DMX, Jay-Z, and a bold new white rapper named Eminem dominating the Billboard 100. And if you could splurge on cable Internet, that newfangled broadband, and download a program called Napster, you could listen to it all completely free.

Kalani eased off the highway and, a minute later, rolled up to the Bierce Motel. Crime scene tape sealed off a room on the lower level, where police officers and crime scene investigators bustled about, snapping photos, gathering samples, and questioning staff. Sauveterre spotted an officer named Archer and hailed him with a sharp call.

“They stuck you on this one too, Archer?”

The bespectacled, well-seasoned officer responded, “Sauveterre, this one’s bad.”

Sauveterre entered the room. “Ah how bad could it beEEEE MY GOD!”

Boris’s lifeless body slumped in the same chair. A CSI investigator clicked photos with clinical precision, while another officer fumbled to unfasten the chains. Blood crusted the entire front of the corpse, pooling beneath into a dried, cracked stain.

“Yikes,” Kalani said as he stepped inside.

“Vic is one Boris Hastur, fifty-four, out of Henderson. ID and wallet were found in his vehicle which is out in the lot. Looks like a targeted kill but not sure why it’s so...messy,” Archer informed.

Sauveterre put on a set of rubber gloves from the investigator’s pocket and poked around the body.

“Anything new since we last spoke?” Kalani asked.

“Well we think he was shot at point blank,” Archer replied. “You can see a clear entry wound by his heart, but no exit wound. Maybe a .22 caliber? Small round?”

“Nah look,” Sauveterre said, gently lifting the dead man’s shirt and pointing to the entry wound. “Too big for a .22. The killer used a crossbow.”

“You sure?” Kalani asked.

“Do you know who you’re talking to? Look at the little wounds surrounding the entry point. When the killer yanked the bolt, the arrowhead shredded the flesh on the way out. And I’d bet good money thaaaaaat.”

Sauveterre slid behind the corpse and lifted the shirt further.

“Yep, nailed it. Check out the bruising on his back here where you’d expect the bolt to come out. Probably hit a rib and broke it. Ouch. I’ll take a gunshot any day.”

“Nobody saw anything?” Kalani asked.

“Manager has some grainy ass footage showing two people exit a car in the parking lot but on a Tuesday night? Not many, ahem, patrons,” Archer responded.

“He married? Kids? Jilted lover?” Sauveterre said.

“Still checking on extended family but nope, no wife or kids as far as we’ve found out.”

“Workplace spat maybe? We got any info on his employment situation?”

“Yeah actually. He works the construction site on that big new casino resort they’re building down south of Las Vegas Boulevard.”

“Oh God, that thing is such an eyesore,” Kalani added.

“Should be pretty nice when it’s done though,” Archer said.

Sauveterre, off in his own world, said, “Who hated you this much?” Then, “We’ll head to the office and check the footage. Detective Kalani?”

They nodded at Archer and headed out of the room.

The manager, whom Sauveterre figured could’ve snagged Guinness World Records for both World’s Fattest Man and World’s Smelliest Cannabis Smoker, cued up the footage from the night before on a rickety VCR and a bargain-bin monitor.

The camera was fixed on the parking lot, with the motel on the right and the spaces on the left. In black and white, Boris’s Nissan Altima appeared and parked in a space near the crime scene. What looked like a hooded figure all in black exited the driver’s side, opened the passenger side door, and helped out Boris. They stumbled to the door where the hooded figure appeared to enter a key and then they disappeared.

“He knew where the camera was,” Sauveterre said. “He cased this place. That’s how he kept his face concealed behind the victim—not that you can make out much with that hood—and he’s making it look like he’s helping a drunk friend back to his room to avoid any potential suspicion.”

“Anything else?” Kalani asked.

“’Bout forty minutes later the killer comes out,” Weed Chonk said.

Weed Chonk fast-forwarded the tape for an uncomfortably long stretch until the motel room door creaked open once more. The killer emerged, striding toward the camera before slipping out of the parking lot into the night.

“You see his face?” Kalani queried.

“Hang on,” a curious Sauveterre responded. “Go back until the killer is just about to exit the lot, when only his head is visible.”

Weed Chonk fumbled to freeze that frame, the VCR’s tracking stuttering to hold a steady, clear image—but it didn’t matter. Sauveterre nodded, confirming the suspicion brewing in his mind.

“He’s wearing a mask.”

“He is?” Kalani said.

“One hundred percent. It’s hard to see but there’s no definite facial features. It’s almost like a big circular blob. Plus, you see some kind of design on it?”

Kalani squinted. “I think? What the hell is that?”

“I couldn’t even begin to tell you.”

Bewildered, Sauveterre turned off the tape. “Make sure the officers get a copy of this before they leave,” he said to Weed Chonk, who nodded.

The two detectives exited the manager’s office and headed for their cruiser.

“What now?” Kalani asked.

“Let’s check out that eyesore,” Sauveterre answered. “See if anybody had a problem with our Mr. Hastur.”
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Family Friendly
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“Can somebody please tell me why the Vegas Tourism Bureau is doing this idiotic family-friendly push? Hey kids, welcome to Las Vegas, we’ve got bouncy houses in the strip clubs now! Who wants a balloon animal? Come over here next to the illegal immigrant handing out shady escort cards! Do you need to sit down? Sorry, not allowed in the ten thousand slot seats right in front of you but feel free to sit on the edge of this dirty fountain where the drunk Vietnamese tourists are screaming at each other and spilling their yard-long margaritas!

Imagine some poor kid coming here being like, ‘Dad I think I lost my lunch money’ and Dad’s like ‘YEAH WELL I LOST FOUR GRAND ON SOME FUCKING HORSE THAT NEEDS TO BE SHOT NOW, SO TOUGH SHIT!’

So stupid.”
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In the Court of the Dragon
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After a seven-minute drive south of the Strip, Kalani maneuvered the cruiser into the sprawling chaos of a vast construction site, an unfinished tableau of ambition and toil. Massive trucks, their engines choking on kicked up dirt and sand, lumbered through the site, hauling beams and stone, while a legion of workers, construction hands, electricians, sculptors, designers, and plumbers, swarmed the grounds, their shouts and clanging tools a discordant symphony of American prosperity. On their right they saw what looked like a future swimming pool where a colossal concrete hole in the earth waited to quench its thirst. Further in, several workers surrounded what looked like a half-finished dragon statue. The beast’s red scales, painted with a fiery glowing veneer, shimmered under the desert sun, while makeshift flames, crafted from twisted metal and flickering neon, roared from its jagged teeth.

“Would it kill this town to have a little humility?” Kalani asked.

“Do you think they’ll let me sit on that dragon’s back?” Sauveterre said with an awed grin.

Dispatch had reached the construction site’s head honcho, who barked that the future property manager was on-site today and had no patience for “petty cop bullshit”—this, even after they broke the news of a worker’s brutal murder. Still, he grudgingly agreed to wait for them at the half-built theater smack in the site’s center, promising access to whatever they required.

They pulled up to what resembled a mini, half-finished Superdome. The frame stood solid, its steel beams weaving a rugged tapestry of intersecting lines, each crossbar and strut forming a resilient skeleton that gleamed dully, as if yearning for its outer skin to feel complete. The air hung heavy with the sharp tang of metal and the faint musk of freshly turned earth.

Kalani parked beside an excavator and they stepped out. 

“Remember, we’re in the dirt lot,” Sauveterre said.

“It’s all dirt,” Kalani replied.

“Whoosh.”

Up ahead, just beyond the structure’s edge, stood what they assumed was the site’s lead, locked in a heated soliloquy with a man in a blue suit sporting some of the flashiest leather loafers the two had ever laid eyes on. As they neared the towering framework, they saw it plunged hundreds of feet into the earth, culminating in a vast stage at its heart, where future stars would rise and final curtains would drop. Unpolished stairs climbed in rough, jagged steps, leading to sprawling walkways that stretched into the distance, their surfaces still raw and unrefined. These walkways were edged with unfinished railings, skeletal and wiry, their metal bones reaching upward like desperate hands grasping for stability and finish.

Their conversation came into focus as they approached.

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Duvall,” the foreman pleaded. “I thought we’d have the materials in today to finish the outer part of the stage but my suppliers say that it’s such a large order that it will take more time.”

“It’s fine! It’ll get done,” the man called Duvall replied cheerfully. “We have plenty of other things to work on here anyway, right?”

“No it’s not OK. I know I promised I’d have it done this week. Next week, for sure.”

Duvall put a hand on the foreman’s shoulder. “Mr. Trent, relax. We’re not opening tomorrow. I’d rather it get done right than just done.”

“Quite the project you’ve got here,” Kalani interjected. He and Sauveterre flashed their badges.

“Oh right, this. God, uh, Mr. Duvall, these are—” Foreman Trent tried to explain.

“Wow! Detectives! Oh I’ve never had to speak to detectives before!” Duvall interrupted, hurriedly rushing to them and waving like an excited schoolchild who got to see a fire engine close up. “Police, yes, but that’s usually for trivial matters with the guests. This is exciting!”

“Uhh, Mr. Duvall...” Foreman Trent interjected.

Duvall playfully waved at Trent. “You go, you go. I want to experience this. And chin up, Mr. Trent. Life’s good!”

Trent flashed a sheepish smile and then skulked away, surely to some other crisis.

Duvall wheeled around with a broad grin, inviting the men to take a closer look. He stood short, in his early forties, with a stout frame and a gleaming bald head. Gold sunglasses perched above a wide nose and a thick black beard, while a blue-striped suit—likely costing more than Sauveterre and Kalani earned in a year—draped his build. Gold chains and rings adorned nearly every exposed inch of his skin, and red leather loafers, fresh from an animal that seemed to have perished just yesterday, completed the look. He embodied the glamor, or decay, depending on the viewer, of Las Vegas in every gaudy detail.

“Detective Koa Kalani, Metro PD,” Kalani said.

He extended his hand, and as Duvall reached for it, he noticed deep scars wading across the knuckles like rivers and estuaries carved into rough terrain.

“Quite the injury.”

“Oh, this?” Duvall responded, playfully shaking his hand in midair. “Had this pretty much my entire life. Only about half the strength I should have. Nerve damage, you see. But lucky for me, I’m a lefty! Louis Duvall, manager of the MGM Grand. A pleasure to meet you! And you, young man?”

“Detective Emile Sauveterre, manager of a third place fantasy baseball team,” Sauveterre joked.

“Oh I LOVE that! Have you been to the sports book at my resort?” Duvall squeaked like a school girl seeing her crush walk by. “Oh who am I kidding. You’re a local. Probably only go when family’s in town, yes? But we really do have a fine rewards program and discounts for our residents! You should come sometime. Bet on your favorite team!”

“I’m a Red Sox fan and I like money, so no thanks.”

Duvall laughed as if it was the first joke he’d ever heard. “Ohh, a suffering fan if I ever saw one! Don’t need to tell me about pain, I have family in Tampa. Go Devil Rays!”

“That team was founded like three years ago...”

“Some place you got here,” Kalani interjected.

“Isn’t it? Rather, it will be when it’s done! The Court of the Dragon Resort and Casino will be the premiere Las Vegas attraction,” Duvall replied. “I’m managing the Grand now but once this baby opens, it’s mine. We’ll have it all. State of the art slots and video poker, the largest bingo hall on the Boulevard, two pools including one strictly for adults if you know what I mean ha ha. But don’t think I’m forgetting the locals! I’m going to make it a spot our residents can enjoy too. Lots of shopping, steakhouses—affordable ones—that still bring that top notch sear we love, and then this!”

He waved at the unfinished theater.

“Ten thousand seats of modern comfort and entertainment. Where we’ll be able to hold the greatest comedians, shows, and musical acts in the world. Just think! Backstreet Boys one night, Britney Spears and NSYNC the next!”

“Yeah!” Sauveterre said. “Or good music!”

Duvall let out a hearty guffaw, then with a sharp snap of his fingers, called out excitedly at someone drawing near behind them.

“Hilly! Over here! We have detectives! With real badges and everything!”

Sauntering toward them was a lean man of about thirty, his shaggy black hair framing black sunglasses that hid his gaze. He wore a suit jacket and pants, their formality undone by the missing tie, lending a casual air to his stride. A walkie-talkie clipped to his belt whispered of at least some authority. His hands stayed buried in his pockets, and he moved with a pronounced hunch, as if the weight of unseen burdens bore down on his narrow shoulders.

“Oh yeah?” the man replied, deadpan.

“Gentlemen, this is my head of security and personal fixer. Just kidding on that last part! Not really though,” Duvall spoke hurriedly. “We report everything illegal of course. MGM has only the strictest of standards but we can’t always wait ten minutes for the boys in blue to show up when some drunk is bothering one of my whales. Hilly here will take him outside and teach him some Vegas street justice.”

Kalani glanced at Sauveterre.

“Are you admitting to battery?” Kalani asked.

“No no no. I’d never admit to that,” Duvall beamed.

“If you’re asking if I abide by the law,” the approaching man said flatly, his voice dry and nasally. “I strictly adhere to all security guidelines as laid out by corporate and apply the appropriate use of force within the limits of my role.”

“Hilly’s a good boy,” he said to the detectives, then boomed, “Hilly! Look how much progress they’ve made on the theater. Oh, what performances will be held here, just think!”

“I hope they never finish it,” the man replied. “At night, through the beams of the unfinished roof, you can see so many stars. Now that’s a performance.”

“You and your astronomy, Hilly. Honestly. He loves space like he’s ten years old!”

“When I was sleeping on the streets, I had to find something positive.”

He offered a limp hand to Sauveterre. For someone rumored to spend his days roughing people up, he carried none of that tough edge. They all shook hands.

“Hildred Hastur,” he said.

Sauveterre and Kalani tilted their heads like a pair of puzzled dogs..

“Hastur?” Kalani asked.

“Yeah,” Hildred replied. “I know it’s not common.”

“You’d be surprised. Ever heard of a Boris Hastur?”

Hildred shook his head. “Should I have?”

Kalani had a knack for turning somber before delivering bad news, a trait Sauveterre found useful since it spared him the task, yet amusing because Kalani wielded it whether they faced close kin or two strangers who didn’t know the victim from their local coffee barista.

He let out a long sigh. Sauveterre rolled his eyes.

“Mr. Hastur, err, Boris that is, was found murdered this morning. He was on one of the construction crews here. We were hoping you might let us ask around, see if anybody noticed anything unusual, maybe check if he has any personal effects still here?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Duvall replied. “How awful. What happened?”

“We can’t divulge much about an active investigation,” Sauveterre replied. “But we don’t believe anyone on this site is in any imminent danger.”

Kalani turned his attention to Hildred.

“Mr. Hastur, you sure you have no relationship with the victim?” he asked. “With such a unique name, to be on the same site...”

“Like I said, I don’t know him,” Hildred replied. “And I’m only here because Louis is here. I go where he goes.”

“Hmm,” Kalani sighed. “Do either of you happen to know where he was stationed? Who he worked with?”

“Oh Trent can get you all that,” Duvall added. “I’ll see to it right away. Come with me. Oh Trentyyyyyy!”

Trent was long gone by now.

Sauveterre and Kalani trailed a few steps behind the practically gallivanting Duvall, kicking up dirt and sand all over the detective’s clothes. After about twenty feet, Duvall called out:

“Hilly, would you be a dear and get my mobile phone out of the car? I want to call Connie as soon as we get these gentlemen settled.”

But “Hilly” didn’t reply.

“Hillyyyyyy?” Duvall called, spinning around. 

The detectives turned and caught Hildred in an almost trance-like stare, his eyes locked on two construction workers perched on a concrete barrier, deep in conversation. The scene unfolded some fifty yards off, drowned out by the roar of forty construction vehicles, rendering their words a lost murmur in the chaos.

Duvall came up behind the detectives and put an arm around each.

“Ooh, this is a treat,” he said with a grin. “Hilly’s picked up
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