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By: Zachary Zahara

I would like to thank all my supporters on Substack, where many of these short stories originated. Without your support, this book may have never happened. For those who haven’t already, follow my publication, Vlad’s Short Stories, for free short stories written by me! 

- ZACK
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Journal Entry #1:

I write here now in retrospect to chronicle my strangest case yet. Normally, I would only give my clients the footnotes and answers to their problems. This peculiar case, however, requires a much more detailed account. Before I proceed with my findings, I should perhaps inform you of the events leading up to my acceptance of such a case. They may prove to be of some interest to you, considering the context of your request. I was never much of a storyteller, you see, but an old friend of mine instilled in me the importance of good journaling, especially for beings like us. Those who live on the dark side, cursed to live longer than most. 

As I am sure you are well aware, I’ve only recently taken on the profession of “Private Investigator”. I’m no stranger to detective work, but I must admit it has been quite a long time since I’ve indulged. I was a different man then. But weren’t we all once different men? I’m rambling on. I mean all this to say that I missed this line of work. If there’s one thing I fancy, it’s a good mystery. So, all suspicions put aside, if only for the moment, I must thank you. 

Now enough about me. I’ve already shared far more than I would have with any regular client. But you are no “regular” client, are you? Here is the account of my most recent assignment in Sol City, Massachusetts:

First off, I was contacted by a detective from the Sol City Police Department. I had done work with them in the past, so my number was always on file for any detective or officer in need. It had been years since my last call. Regrettable, as I do enjoy this city. 

Ah, Sol City. As I exited Logan Airport and entered my cab, or “Uber” as the time calls for, I inhaled deeply. The smell of the nearby ocean mixed with the fumes of cars and buses pierced my nostrils. Tall skyscrapers passed by my window as my driver, a Hispanic fellow who spoke little English, weaved through the narrow roads. At first, my appearance startled him, as it does most people. My long beige trench coat covered the majority of my body. Gloves and boots covered the rest. My face, however, I've come to start covering with high-quality masks of different sorts. Today I wore the head of an orangutan. I looked out into the city, cars honked, tires screeched, and pedestrians walked in droves without care. Even though I've lived through the changes personally, the modern world still astounds me.

I had no need to make an appearance at the Sol City Police Department, as I was emailed my packet through a secure channel. A channel I designed myself, free of any oversight and prying eyes. I was contacted by Detective Walson. Naturally, I did my research into her career before deciding to take on this case. I'm here to help apprehend criminals, after all, I don't intend to hand any rookies their first big bust. However, in my research, I came across a pleasant surprise. Not only is this Detective Walson not a rookie, but she is noted as one of the best detectives in the SCPD. With her arrest record, the city sees her as some sort of hero. Though I've heard rumors of some green-scaled competition in that department. 

I add all of this information not as exposition, but to impose on you just how serious of a case the seasoned detective had on her hands in order to call in a man of my specialty. Now enough with the foreplay and onto the case itself. Over the course of months prior, multiple banks across the city have been robbed. There were no leads, as all individuals were masked, and there was no physical evidence, as each bank vault seemed to have been opened from the inside with no marks of physical entry from the front. That fact alone left the SCPD stunned. That fact alone is why I was there. I had been hired to find out who is behind these heists and how they are pulling this off.

I had my driver bring me to various banks that had been hit by our mystery crew. He was paid handsomely to wait for me while I conducted my business inside. Walking into the different banks dressed as I am, orangutan mask and all, surely gave the tellers quite a scare. Flashing them my badge and explaining my involvement with the GCPD cleared up any confusion. A few tellers had to call the department to “make sure”, effectively wasting my time. 

Without further delay, I instructed the tellers from these banks to send me footage from the nights they were robbed. After hitting the final bank, I instructed my driver to take me to my hotel. This is where the investigation really began. What I found was fascinating, and where I truly believe your interest will peak. 

Each time a crew entered the banks, they entered with four members. Each time the crew left the banks, however, there were five members. This may lead you to believe, as it did for me, that they had an “inside man”. Skimming through the videos and further confirmations with the bank managers disproved this theory. All employees were accounted for on video and off, no new hires in the weeks leading up to the heists. So how did they get in? Who was this mystery man who popped up in every video, but only whilst leaving?

My next thought was that this man had the same “affliction” as I. That he knew how to be seen, and unseen. That was thrown out of the window with my next discovery. My next theory. 

While I was at a few of the banks, I was also granted access to the peak inside the vaults. I noticed each one showed signs of water damage. At first, I thought nothing of it; this is Sol City: the Fire by the Sea after all, but as usual, I kept a mental note of all abnormalities. While watching the videos, I noticed a peculiar puddle of water near the vault door. The water seemed to be flowing inward. Moments later, the vault would open from the inside, and our 5th man would exit. It's a small detail, one that a normal detective wouldn't think to detect. I'm no normal detective. 

I rewound the footage, and the puddle moved slowly and discreetly across the bank. I knew it. The puddle slipped underneath the front door and disappeared from the bank's camera. I needed to get access to the street camera. If I could just catch this man transforming, I could get his face. His identity. Yes, that's correct, I said transforming. Based on your request, I can surmise you know as well as I that there are some “extraordinary” beings in our world. Beings like his rumored green-scaled burning man, like the monsters of old that live in the shadows, beings like us. Well, I tell you here and now, I'm sure this robber is one of these "anomalies". 

My next task was as simple as the first. I exited my hotel and braved the city once more. Not only did I need access to street cameras, but I also had a few personal items I wished to attend to. You see, I like to buy a new mask whenever I travel. Keeps my collection growing and my face fresh. A rather expensive hobby, really. I won't bore you with the details. Next, I made my way to city hall, where a flash of my badge and yet another call to GCPD cleared my identity and access to camera footage. This time, however, I was not permitted to leave with it. I was made to sit in their dirty, crusty security office. At least I was allowed privacy as I conducted my work. I found a camera near the bank and zoomed in close, searching for the puddle. Once I found it, I followed the puddle through 3 different cameras before I got what I came for. In an alley nearby, the puddle grew tall. The water flowed upward, taking the shape of a muscular man. I watched in awe. Once the man formed, I knew I had him. 

A strange feeling formed in the pit of my stomach. I have the man's face. A simple facial scan will reveal his name. Simple work I've done millions of times before. So why did I feel a sense of protection? I may never know the truth of this feeling or my next actions. I took a photo on my phone so I could do the facial scan myself. I have the tools on my personal laptop after all. Then, I did something rash. I deleted the camera footage from the city's archive. Sharing this information with you is one thing. We are of the same kind, though I distrust you. I think it's because of my own interactions with humanity. My own challenges I've faced when my abnormality is exposed. I can at least give the GCPD a name, however. So I do just that. Only that.

Hours later, after doing my facial scans, I reached Detective Walson via my secure line. She was instructed to meet me at the Common, the oldest and most popular park in the city. It was the perfect time to take my new mask for a stroll. What I wore is of no great fantasy to you; the same scaly green dragon's head I donned when we met. That city seemed to have a growing obsession with dragons. 

I patiently awaited Detective Walon while sat upon a wooden bench. Civilians strolled past me. Some made odd faces towards me, but most continued on their merry way. The sound of water from the fountain and birds chirping in the air made the city seem very...peaceful. Not the type to have shapeshifting bank robbers. After the sun set, a blonde woman wearing a brown leather jacket and blue jeans, with a GCPD badge hanging around her neck, marched into the park. In her hurried approach, the tunnel-visioned Detective stomped right past me. Funny how even dressed up, I can still be invisible.

I approached her. “Detective Walson, I presume?”

She turned around and jumped at the sight of me. "Jesus, could you have picked a less creepy mask?"

"This was the only mask of any sort of quality I could find in this city. No one takes pride in the craft as they should around here." I scoffed. “Besides, I thought you'd find this appearance...familiar.” I adjusted my mask.

"Sure.” She brushed off my remark. “So, the case?"

“Right. Here you are then." I pulled a packet from my trench coat. Inside, detailed almost everything I found. “I leave the rest in your capable hands."

The Detective snatched the packet. Her distrust was unwarranted, but respectable. “Thanks. Novak Stepanov? Photo and a name? This will be a huge help.” She flipped through it. "Hold on. This doesn't explain how he pulled this off."

I straightened my coat. "Unfortunately, that information is not for me to say.

"But-"

I interrupted before she could question me further. "When you live a life as I have, madam, there are certain things, certain characteristics you discover in people. Characteristics that most mortals have yet to comprehend...although I fear they will be forced to soon.” I trailed off. “Any matter, I am not at liberty to expose this side. It would be quite hypocritical of me." I cleared my throat. “Plus, if Novak is as big a fool as I assume he is, he will put himself soon. Then that is on him.”

"What do you mean by that? By literally any of that." She looked at me inquisitively. That's that detective look. Like she's trying to pick me apart. Unfortunately for her, I'm too solid.

"Never you mind. You have your man. My work here is done." I turned to leave.

The Detective reached out and grabbed my arm. An action that made me boil. "Wait, would you be interested in helping us capture him?"

I tried my best to conceal my rage. "No. I find that once the mystery is solved, my feeling of joy runs out. I must move on to the next case.” My arm wrestled itself free. “My suggestion and only hint is that you acquire “special" help. Why don't you take that green fellow with you? I've heard so much about him in this city."

Her face contorted as she scoffed. "That guy? I'm not so sure about him. I don't like monsters flying around my city." She looked up as if he was flying over right this instant, but the skies were clear. Maybe he is a myth. Maybe not. Maybe he's another anomaly for your research.

I simply fixed my coat sleeve and huffed. "Hmph. In my long life, I've found that monsters make better allies than foes." Just then, my phone began to ring. "I will be taking my leave now. Duty calls." I left her standing in the Common.

As I walked away, that's when I looked at the caller ID. You are well aware of the next series of events; however, I feel it is important that I write everything down. The number was one I hadn't recognized. It perturbed me how you got access to my phone line. As previously stated, only a select few could contact me. Even less by phone. In fact, only two people have access to this phone's number. Dalv and Frank: old friends from a particularly troubling time of my life. You, obviously, were neither.

My interest piqued, so I answered. “Who is this? How did you get this number?” My tone was harsh and annoyed. “Well? Speak goddamn you!”

That's when I heard it. A voice clearly modulated to hide its owner. It was deep, but spoke with clarity.

“Meet me at the following address in Los Luces. I have an assignment you won't want to refuse.” The phone clicked.

Your message was blunt and to the point; I respected that above all else. A moment later, my phone buzzed a second time. This time, a location text from the same number. From you. I knew immediately where my next stop was: Los Luces, the biggest city in the American Southwest.
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