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			Introduction

			Yes, hello, hi.

			My name is D.J. Graystone, but you can call me “D.G.” Most of my friends do, and we are friends now, aren’t we?

			The book you are holding in your hot little hands came about as many other books, songs, and movies have in the past: personal experience. Look at it as a fictional memoir—as a timeline of events that could have been, but never were, but maybe, almost . . .

			This book came together over the timespan of a year and a half. It was written in three different countries, on two continents. Now if that doesn’t make it hot shit right off the bat, I don’t know what does.

			Fancy.

			The funny part about this book is that it didn’t start off as a book at all. I was merely pecking out my feelings—or better yet, verbally vomiting emotions into the notepad of my iPhone. I was just trying to make sense of the Universe’s often cruel, and usually darkly wicked sense of humor—or rather, what some people would believe is called “Karma.”

			I was stuck looking for a silver lining in a deep, dark place.

			The first “chapter” was originally over sixty pages. But remember, it wasn’t a chapter; this wasn’t a book. It was only a collapsing string of mad ramblings on my phone that was so incredibly wordy and pretentious that even Lovecraft himself would have blushed, and probably told me to go fuck myself.

			In other words: It was real garbage.

			Through the wonders of modern technology, I sent the note to a dear friend, who is the inspiration for the main female character of this book. After an hour or so, she replied and said something along the lines of:

			“Wow, this is a great story . . . What happens next?”

			I stopped crying long enough to respond to her text: 

			“Oh, these are just my fucked up feelings. This isn’t a book or anything.”

			At this point, I wasn’t sure if she was being kind or lying, or maybe a combination of the two, but she replied: 

			“This should totally be a book. People would read this!”

			All of a sudden, I found the silver lining in this whole shitty-train-wreck-cluster-fuck of a situation.

			I went to work. I created a cast of characters—some inspired by real people I have known, still know, or maybe met once or twice. Others are composites of people based off characters from popular culture.

			Keep an eye out for nerdy Easter eggs while you read. I can assure you, I have hidden a plethora of brightly colored surprises like piñatas in the pages that follow. (That was one just now, from Three Amigos! Caught you slipping, didn’t I?)

			A lot of this book reflects completely fictional memories and situations throughout many years. Or, at least, the way I saw things. Names, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed, and any resulting resemblance to any person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and unintentional. The same goes for all dialogue, events, happenstance, and timelines. It’s all a bunch of mumbo-jumbo. So don’t read too much into it.

			And no, this book isn’t about you.

			So, after being encouraged to turn this into a proper book, I got to work and wrote the first twenty-two chapters on my iPhone—and I still have the notepad docs to prove it.

			I decided to invest in a laptop and spent the better part of six months holed up in a dim room, with my dog, and finished the rest.

			What a long, strange trip it’s been.

			I hope that some sections of this book will give you the same feelings you might expect to have after taking copious amounts of LSD while staring at a mirror in a darkened room. On the opposite end of the spectrum, I hope that you will also laugh, cry, and maybe even fall in love with some of the characters that reside in the long-dead trees that laid their lives on the altar to produce the pulp that made the pages this ink is printed on.

			“Cool, you’re writing a novel; what’s it about?” was a question that many people have asked me throughout the last year and a half, and it’s still one that is puzzling for me to answer.

			So, I came up with this bullshit answer that happened to be true: “It’s a horror story that works part-time as a thriller, and on weekends, pretends to be a love story. But really, deep down, it’s a story about mental illness.”

			My own . . .

			So, my advice to you, my awesome new friend, is to grab your favorite adult beverage and perhaps something to smoke, crank up the sounds, dim down the lights, and make sure the doors are locked.

			Buckle up, new friend, we are expecting turbulence.

			Enjoy the show.

			—D.J. Graystone 

			P.S. For one more bit for extra credit: Put on some Cryochamber while you read. My favorites are Hastur 1 & 2. On YouTube, they have a twenty-four-hour-a-day live stream of great dark ambient music. It sets the mood for the book, and I wrote much of the book while listening to them.
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			Tailspin 

			


“But I don’t want to go among mad people,” Alice remarked. “Oh, you can’t help that,” said the Cat: “we’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad.” “How do you know I’m mad?” said Alice. “You must be,” said the Cat, “or you wouldn’t have come here.” 

			—Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland

			“Babe? I’m starting to worry.” 

			Another text bubble went green on Jesse’s iPhone as he sat anxiously at the table of his mandatory work dinner. 

			It had been over two hours since he had heard from his wife, Katia, which wasn’t like her at all. 

			He sat staring at his phone. His crisp, white-collared dress shirt that was tucked into his dark jeans almost hid the colorful tattoos poking out from the bottom of his sleeves. 

			Jesse was in, what some would call, the best part of a man’s life. He was forty years old and in good shape, and he made good money. Sure, he had a little bit of a tummy now, and his beard had gone from a dark brown to a mix of distinguished salt and pepper, but Jesse was okay with that. His hairline had receded to the point of no return, so now he kept his head shaved, and he was just fine with that too. He always thought the shaved head with beard combination was “strong like bull.” Although some would say Jesse looked intimidating, he never thought so. 

			“Hey, Jesse, have you ordered yet?” his coworker and friend Yvette asked him from across the table. “I got the filet mignon and baked Alaska.” 

			“No, not yet. I’m still deciding,” Jesse replied, forcing a smile. He could feel the anxiety start to deepen as he sent out another text to Katia: “Kat?” 

			The text bubble once again went green. 

			Jesse’s inner monologue tried to reassure him: Maybe her phone died, or maybe she has it turned off while she’s at therapy. Yes, that’s typical of her—it’s happened before. 

			Just as that thought rounded off, another voice slithered into Jesse’s mind: Maybe, but not for this long, has it, Jesse? 

			A violent image of twisted metal and flashing red and blue emergency lights scratched its way into his mind’s eye. The stink of oil and gasoline on the pavement. The smoking, warm skid marks from an awful and sudden swerve that caused that strangle-like tightening of a seatbelt, coupled with the terrible, high-pitched chirping of the ABS engaging. The deafening CRHUSAH! of two automobiles colliding and the appalling silence immediately after. Jesse shook that thought off as paranoia, but that ominous, scratchy voice grew a bit louder. 

			She’s been in a terrible car accident, you know. 

			Jesse looked at his phone again and grimaced. 

			She’s most likely dead, the raspy voice echoed through his mind, but this time it tied his guts up into knots, growing tighter with every moment that passed. Still no response. 

			She has been complaining about her phone charger this week, Jesse tried to reason. Maybe it finally blew? That sounds plausible, doesn’t it? 

			“Sir?” 

			Jesse smiled as he imagined Katia trying to find her way home from her therapy session in Pasadena without the aid of navigation. Katia and Jesse had been married and living in the same house for nearly two years, and she’s been making the same drive to her psychologist’s office for several months now, but Katia still got lost going around town. Jesse found her lack of directional ability endearing and adorable in a funny sort of way. 

			“Sir?” 

			Jesse opened the messaging app on his phone and clicked on a favorited contact. He quickly typed out a text and sent it. “Hello Lynn, is Katia still with you? I haven’t heard from her in a couple of hours. Please let me know ASAP, thanks! Jesse.” The text bubble went through as blue. 

			“SIR?” 

			“Jesse, wake up man. The waitress is trying to take your order. We’re all starving.” Yvette reached over the table and swatted at Jesse with her menu. 

			It was true. The team had already been at the bar for an hour, and before that, they’d been working all day. High-pressure sales. They were “road dogs”—commission only, boiler room, Glengarry Glen Ross, door-knocking, dick-deep in the trenches, high-pressure salespeople. So yes, they were starving. 

			And this was a special night for the entire team. 

			The month prior, Jesse and a couple others in the team had broken some sales records at their regional office. Tonight was their night. Employees only—just the team. Although the company did have work events where people could bring their families, tonight wasn’t one of those nights, which was fine with Katia. She loathed going to Jesse’s work dinners. They would start out fine, but after a couple of glasses of wine, she’d have trouble controlling herself around the buffets and would start binge eating, only to lament her impulses on the way home. 

			As far as Jesse was concerned, though, Katia would always be flawless. She was, aesthetically speaking, the kind of woman who could stop time just by passing by. When she’d enter a room, the lights would seem to dim because she’d shine so brightly. Even the tone of her voice was beautiful, and was enough to charm even the most savage of beasts. After all, she had charmed Jesse. “JESSE! FOOD, NOW!” 

			Yvette playfully threw a half-eaten dinner roll at Jesse from across the table. Jesse picked up the menu and stuttered out the first item he saw. “I’ll have the shrimp and pasta.”The setting of the restaurant was beautiful. It was a perfect night. The waves were gently lapping against the rocky shore of Manhattan Beach, and the restaurant was perched at the end of the pier. The weather was bliss—68 degrees and clear. The sun had just dipped below the horizon of the Pacific Ocean, casting a dancing glow of orange- and violet-feathered kisses on the vanishing point far, far away. 

			Although the sea was calm and glassy, Jesse could feel currents of emotion starting to churn inside him. What started off as a ripple of amusement at Katia’s typical irresponsibility had now turned into a swell of anxiety that brought savage images to Jesse’s head. Seatbelts being cut off with safety scissors, and the sickly smell of the airbag deploying in the cockpit of her little white SUV. 

			That single drop of anxiety had morphed and swelled into a tidal wave of panic, growing as each moment slipped by, thick and slow, the way honey drips from a spoon into a hot cup of tea. 

			Jesse flipped his phone over and tapped the screen, bringing the device to life. Still no reply from Katia, still no response from Lynn. Jesse unlocked the phone. It had full bars of service, but just to be safe, he flipped it to airplane mode and back again. He opened the messaging app, selected the conversation with Katia, and tapped out another quick message: “Kat? Please, I’m terrified.” 

			The text bubble popped up green. 

			“I have to go make a call.” 

			Jesse walked briskly to the parking lot of the restaurant and ran into one of the other salespeople from his company. 

			“Hey, Josh, can I bum one of those?” Jesse asked, nodding at the cigarette Josh had hanging from his lips. 

			Katia loathed smokers. One of the conditions of her moving in was that Jesse quit those filthy shit sticks, as she so pleasantly referred to them. It had been over two years since Jesse had bought a pack of his own, but he would still bum the odd smoke from a coworker from time to time. To help ease the pangs of quitting, Jesse had started vaping, which was just as disgusting—but now instead of smelling like those filthy shit sticks, he always smelled of sticky sweet vape juice. 

			Katia also hated vaping, but she tolerated it as long as it kept her man from smoking. She’d say, “I’m proud of you for quitting smoking, but I will not have you doing it in our house!” 

			Jesse took another drag off the cigarette. They tasted foul to him now, and he was trying to remember how he had ever smoked two packs a day in the first place. 

			Jesse would give anything right now to get an annoyed phone call from Katia, saying he had woken her up with his obnoxious, worried texts. Or, even better, to have Katia call, upset that he forgot to take the trash cans out. After all, it was Tuesday, trash day, and Jesse often forgot the little things while he was focused on work.They would lie in bed together tonight, and Jesse would whisper in Katia’s ear, “For five years, I work, I slave, we save up, cut corners, and then we move to Europe. We live our dream. We start our lives.” The plan was so simple. 

			Jesse did indeed put in hours—long hours. It wasn’t rare for him to leave the house at 7:00 a.m. and to get home after 10:00 p.m. He’d have three sales appointments—with 300 miles of driving and a paycheck of $4,500 for the day’s work—then come home to a house lit only with candles, the sounds of soft French music playing in the background, and the aroma of an elaborate gourmet meal that his gorgeous twenty-nine-year-old wife had prepared for him. 

			Katia would be dressed only in Agent Provocateur lingerie and the sexiest of high heels, her athletic five-foot-four frame looking graceful and almost feline as she waited for him to cross the threshold. 

			Upon entering, Jesse would put down his bags and embrace her. He would coo into Katia’s ear, just slightly more than a whisper, “I missed you so much, my Kat. Thank you for everything you do for us. I am grateful for you.” 

			She would melt into him, her hands on his chest and her cheek resting on his neck, then slowly, with her big blue eyes, she’d look up to the man she adored and whisper back, “I missed you, my love. Thank you for everything you do for us. I am grateful for you.” 

			The two would embrace again and kiss as if Jesse had just gotten home from war; they’d exchange energy in a delicate dance of delicious, familiar intimacy. 

			Katia had made that house into a home. 

			She’s dead, you know. 

			Jesse turned around to enter the restaurant again and ran into Hunter, who was the only other person in the company in the same age bracket as Jesse. 

			“What’s up, man?” Hunter said, extending his heavily tattooed arm for his customary fist bump. 

			“No word from Katia for a couple hours,” Jesse said, pulling out his overly orange and fancy digital vape mod. Hunter gave Jesse a crooked smile and pulled out his own vape. 

			“Walk with me,” Hunter said as he gave Jesse a nudge with his elbow and headed back into the parking lot. Hunter took a long, loud draw from his vape and exhaled smoke that smelled of sweet melons and strawberry. Jesse often wondered if he looked like that much of an asshole when he was vaping, too. After emitting the vaporized vegetable glycerin, Hunter smiled, winked, and said, “She’s probably getting fucked right now, as we speak.” 

			Jesse glared at Hunter, then took another drag off his vape. While exhaling, eyes still fixed on the man in front of him, Jesse cracked a smile at Hunter and chuckled. 

			“Go fuck yourself, asshole.” 

			Hunter was one of Jesse’s best friends. They had been close for years. They knew all of each other’s bullshit. They both had enough dirt on the other that if one of them decided to go rogue and write a tell-all, it would be mutually assured destruction. Hunter was about five-foot-seven, heavyset, covered in tattoos, and a generally good-looking guy. The self-proclaimed “whitest Mexican you know.” And Hunter, like Jesse, also had a sordid, colorful past. 

			“Don’t worry about anything. Let’s go back inside and have some fun. I can assure you that she’s more than fine. She’s sleeping off her therapy session, no doubt. Let’s go, c’mon!” 

			Jesse and Hunter were so close that Hunter even knew Katia’s therapy schedule. 

			“Yeah, let me text her again.””You’re the love of my life.” 

			The text bubble went green once again. 

			Jesse looked up at Hunter and watched him take another hit. 

			“Dude, relax. Quit being a bitch, and let’s get back to the dinner. I bet the food is there already.” 

			Hunter put his arm around Jesse, and together they walked back in through the large glass doors of the restaurant to their party on the patio that overlooked the ocean. 

			The hearty laughter and conversations from the intoxicated group echoed off the splintered planks of wood that were cobbled together to make up the boardwalk of the old pier. The sound that wasn’t absorbed by the wood bounced off and quickly dissipated into the rolling black waves of the sea below. The smell of food, booze, old growth wood, and salt water perfumed the air. 

			As Jesse got back to the table, he pulled out his chair. Yvette, who at this point had been over-served, glanced up at Jesse with a where-the-fuck-have-you-been? face, accompanied by a WTF? hand gesture. 

			Hunter sat down beside Jesse and pulled out his phone. “I’m sending you a new audiobook; you have to give it a listen. Good shit.” 

			Jesse and Hunter always shared books, audio and otherwise. Spending as much time in traffic as they did, they figured it was the best use of their time. 

			“Download it right now, fucker. I heard the dude on Rogan. His name is David Goggins. That dude is a GOD!” 

			Hunter looked up with a smile as the waiter brought a still-sizzling plate up to the table and placed it in front of him. Jesse just stared at the blackened cut of beef. 

			Looks like a ribeye, Jesse thought enviously. Fuck, why didn’t I order steak? Jesse felt horribly cheated as he looked down at his pale heap of pasta. 

			Your wife is dead. 

			That little voice in the back of his head started whispering to him again from a dark, damp corner. Jesse stared at Hunter’s plate, waging a silent internal battle with that whispering voice. He flipped over his phone. There was a text notification. He unlocked it and frantically went to the messaging app. 

			One text message from Lynn Shrink: “No, she didn’t make it in today. Is everything okay?”Moments later, a second text came through: “I have to bill you anyway - the usual card?”Jesse gave her a quick response, but he could feel his blood pressure rise. 

			A hot neon pink panic crashed into him like an avalanche. The anxiety pumped through his veins and pounded in his temples like kettledrums. It was as if he had been envenomated by a serpent, its fangs plunged deep and true. The reptile’s forked tongue recessed completely as it pumped what Jesse could imagine was a pale yellow, syrupy, semi-clotted substance into his veins that flowed to every cell of his body, collecting and pooling in his mind, forming puddles behind his eyes. 

			“Thank You for the Venom,” Jesse thought—his wife’s favorite song by her favorite band. He would have loved to take her to see them, but they had broken up years ago. Katia also loved French culture. Her childhood dream was to go to Paris, and Jesse helped make that wish come true for her. He took her there for her birthday two years ago. On her birthday, on the Eiffel Tower, they got engaged. It was a real-life fairytale. 

			That trip taught him that storybook endings were possible, but tonight was looking more and more Grimm. 

			“Was that her?” 

			Jesse couldn’t hear Hunter’s question. As a matter of fact, Jesse couldn’t hear anything other than the pounding of his heart and the almost tambourine-like jingle of his watch shaking on his wrist. 

			“Dude, was that her?” 

			Jesse just stared at his phone. Only six or seven seconds had gone by since Lynn had sent her last text. 

			Hunter gave him a nudge with his elbow, and Jesse snapped back into the present moment. 

			“I . . . I have to go,” Jesse said as he stood from the table and nearly stumbled over Hunter. 

			“I’ll walk you out.” Hunter immediately got up and helped Jesse to the parking lot. 

			“What’s the deal, man? What’s happening?” Hunter asked as soon as they got outside. 

			“It . . . That was Lynn,” Jesse said, still looking at the message on his phone. 

			“How’s Katia? Is she still with her?” Hunter knew it wasn’t unusual for Katia to be with Lynn for two or three hours at a time. Trudging through the years of childhood abuse, neglect, and abandonment that made Katia into the woman she was today took time. Katia was a beautiful disaster of issues, the perfect storm of maladies. She had a childhood that looked perfect to the people passing by. An upper-class upbringing filled with dance recitals and ballet classes. But there, just below the surface, something dark had always lurked. Something was very wrong in the house where Katia had grown up. 

			“She . . . never showed up to her appointment.” 

			“Get out of here, man. I’ll cover for you. Go!” 

			Jesse was expected to stand up in front of the company and give a speech tonight, but that wasn’t happening now. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Nothing mattered except Katia. Jesse jogged to his car and wasted no time in bringing the Prius to life. Jesse’s phone connected to the car’s stereo, and he immediately silenced the music that began blasting. As he began driving, he called out loud, “Hey, Siri, call Katia!” 

			“Calling Katia,” Siri’s pleasant monotone replied. 

			“You have reached the voice mailbox for 818—” 

			Jesse clicked the hang-up button on the steering wheel and hastily repeated, “Hey, Siri, call Katia.” 

			“Calling Katia.” 

			“You have reached the voi—” 

			Jesse hung up the call again. 

			“Fuck!” Jesse yelled as his pulse quickened. His mind started screaming, Her phone must be off, or broken, or maybe she was up all night again. 

			Katia suffered from night terrors and would sometimes wake up screaming in a panic, not knowing where she was. That was something she and Lynn were working on in therapy. 

			Maybe last night was one of those nights, Jesse thought as the little black Prius zoomed its way to the freeway. Maybe she was up all night again, passed out for a nap this afternoon, and forgot to set the alarm. Yeah, that’s it. That must be it. 

			That had happened more than once, but this time felt different. This time felt sticky, like a thick, green, hot summer in Indiana, right before an evening thunderstorm. 

			She’s dead. Your wife is dead. 

			That raspy voice rattled through Jesse’s mind again. 

			Jesse slammed his foot on the gas, and the four cylinders of the Prius came to life. He raced to the intersection, hoping to beat the signal, but ended up getting stuck at a red light. 

			“FUCK!” Jesse screamed again as his hands tightened their grip on the steering wheel. He asked Siri to call again, only to get the same result: voicemail. 

			Jesse hung up and manually dialed Katia’s number. The call went directly to voicemail. He repeated that action until the light turned green. When it did, he mashed the pedal to the floor. The Prius lurched forward, and in less than a minute, Jesse was racing to the on-ramp of the 110 Freeway, heading towards their home in Montrose. 

			When Katia moved into his cozy two-bedroom Spanish-style bungalow, she was horrified when she found out that Jesse typically didn’t lock the doors when he left to run errands. That was the first of many things on which Katia had put her foot down. 

			“Hey, Siri, call Katia.” 

			“Calling Katia.” 

			“You have reached the voi—” 

			Although it was nearly 9:30 p.m., it was still the typical never-ending rush hour traffic of Los Angeles. Jesse approached the 110/105 interchange. The bumper-to-bumper traffic was already starting to back up, and Jesse continued calling Katia, to no avail. As he slowly passed the 105 Freeway, the traffic started to let up. He floored it again, and the Prius accelerated to forty miles per hour. Jesse figured if he kept up this pace, he would be home in about an hour. He started speaking out loud, trying to manifest the outcome he wanted in this situation. 

			“Okay, here is how it’s going to be. I’m going to pull into the driveway. Her car will be there. I’ll open the door, and she will be asleep on the couch with a book in her hand. This whole thing will just be another funny story to tell our friends.” 

			Jesse and Katia had hundreds of stories. Magical shit just seemed to happen to them. Ever since Jesse got the courage to tell her how he felt about her, everything just seemed to fall into place. The cosmic dominos all lined up—the universal puzzle pieces all came together effortlessly, magically, spontaneously, miraculously. Even events that some would consider mundane were perfect to the two of them, and Jesse let his mind wander to an evening just a couple months prior. 

			Katia’s dream was to have a husky. Ever since she was a little girl, she’d wanted one. Sadly, no amount of begging or pleading with her parents would make them see reason on the husky agenda. However, Jesse had plans to make that dream come true for her. He had called her on his way home from work and told her to wait for him in the kitchen, close her eyes, and be patient. Katia had obviously been annoyed as she sighed and hung up the phone, and Jesse could almost hear her eyes roll when she terminated the call. Little did she know, he had a twelve-pound ball of gray and white fluff in his lap. 

			When he got home, he called again. “You in the kitchen, Kat?” 

			“Ugh, yes.” 

			Now she was a bit more than annoyed—Jesse could hear it in her voice. 

			“Close your eyes, babe. I’ll be right there.” 

			“Fine.” 

			Jesse had hung up the phone and picked up the puppy, gently tucking him under his arm. He walked up to the front door and unlocked it. 

			“Babe, you in the kitchen?” Jesse called out into the house. 

			“Yes,” replied Katia, the impatience of her tone now clearly audible over the dark piano music she had streaming from the TV in the living room. Jesse poked his head into the kitchen and there she was, eyes closed, arms folded, leaning against the kitchen sink. No lingerie tonight; instead, she wore sweats and a hoodie, her second-favorite house outfit. To Jesse, she looked every bit as alluring in the sweats as she did in silk. He approached her slowly, back turned to her. 

			“Keep ’em closed, babe.” 

			“Ugh, okay.” Katia was now cracking a smile. She knew he was up to something, and this something wasn’t the typical flowers he would show up with randomly. Jesse plopped the clumsy pup down on his velveteen paws and held him. 

			“Okay, open your eyes.” 

			As Katia opened her eyes, Jesse released the puppy, and off he went! A streak of gray and white bounded clumsily toward her. Katia’s hands instinctively covered her mouth as she gasped in delight and as tears welled up in her eyes. 

			“What?! What?! Who is this?!” Katia cried out in joy. 

			“He’s a sweet baby, and he’s yours,” exclaimed Jesse, who was filming the moment on his cellphone. The puppy jumped into her arms and covered her smiling face with kisses, his tiny tongue wiping away the tears flowing freely down her cheeks. Jesse had to choke back his own tears. Another check on her bucket list. These were the moments he lived for. The look of joy in her eyes was intoxicating to him. This was the man Jesse always knew he could be. The light inside her made his light burn brighter. Her calming energy extinguished the fires of rage he had held inside since he was a child. He was set free. 

			“Hey, Siri,” Jesse demanded again, shaking the memory from his mind. “Call Katia.” 

			“Calling Katia.” 

			“You have reached the voi—” 

			She’s dead, Jesse! the voice hissed again. That voice inside him that had been tormenting him since, well, since as long as he could remember. He had a mental image of the thing that produced the voice. It was a sickly, skinny, pitch-black creature. Skin and bones, ribs and spine protruding against its coal flesh, like a jagged skeleton wrapped up tightly in black trash bags. 

			Jesse was now at the 110/5 Freeway interchange. Traffic came to a halt again, just as it always did on the 5 Freeway. When he moved onto the 2 Freeway heading north, he tried calling Katia again with the same result. 

			Only fifteen minutes and he would be home with her. It was entirely possible that she was in bed with her neon green sleep mask, noise-canceling headphones on tight, passed out from one of her guided meditation sessions. 

			“Please, God, please let that be it,” Jesse whispered to himself as he flew up the 2 Freeway, passing under the 134 interchange. He looked up at the monolithic overpass and smiled. 

			“Katia hates that fucking on-ramp.” 

			It was a couple hundred feet up in the air and had a sharp bank, and she would request he get off the 134 at Harvey and go a couple blocks north on surface streets to avoid it. Jesse never did mind doing those little things for her. It became routine. So routine, in fact, that she didn’t even have to ask anymore. He filed it away in the Rolodex in his mind he kept for her. Her favorite music, food, scents—clean laundry and vanilla, but her number one was lavender—were all stored in his memory. 

			Jesse floored the accelerator, hitting nearly ninety on the interchange. 

			“Hey, Siri, call Katia.” 

			“Calling Katia.” 

			“You have reached the voi—” 

			“I’m almost home. Almost there. Almost there.” 

			He couldn’t help but think of Garven Dreis in Star Wars Episode IV. Poor bastard. Blown up by Darth Vader while making a run in his X-Wing in the battle of Yavin. 

			I wonder if it was the initial explosion, or if the vacuum of space killed him? Jesse smirked. Jesus, it’s a wonder I’ve ever been laid. 

			Jesse pushed the steering to the right and headed off the Ocean View exit. Off the freeway, two sharp rights, followed by a third, and finally a left onto Piedmont. Jesse pulled onto his street into the driveway of their little house. Katia’s car was parked in its usual place, and the lights in the house were on. 

			Jesse let out a deep, well-earned sigh of relief. 

			“She’s cooking or sleeping.” 

			He parked the car but left it running. 

			“Hey, Siri, call Hunter.” 

			“Calling Hunter.” 

			After two rings, Hunter answered the call. Jesse could hear the loud party in the background. 

			“Yo, man, you okay?” 

			Hunter’s voice was concerned, but Jesse could tell he was hopeful from the uptick of his inflection. 

			“Yeah, man, she’s home. Just pulled up. Thanks for having my back.” 

			“Cool, man, talk in the a.m.? Say hi to Katia for me.” 

			“Will do.” 

			“Love you, bro!” 

			Hunter disconnected the call. Jesse opened the car door, stepped out, and looked up at the night sky. 

			“Thank you, God,” Jesse whispered. The relief he felt was palpable. All the pent-up tension of the last several hours was draining out of him. He felt a lightness returning that he hadn’t felt all night. 

			About ten steps to the front door of his home and all he could think about was getting into the house and sliding into bed next to his sleeping wife, giving her a kiss on her forehead, and gently whispering, “I’m home, love. I’m so grateful for you.” 

			“I’m gwatefo to yu too, my lov. I luv you so,” Katia would reply with her oh-so-famous sleep talk. 

			Jesse unhinged the eye ring keychain he kept attached to his belt loop. On it was the solid silver charm that Katia had gotten for him when they’d first started dating. The keys slipped from Jesse’s hand right before he was about to insert it into the lock. 

			Jesse bent down to get them, and on his way up, he reached and checked the front door. It was locked. 

			He smiled. She always locks the doors. 

			He slid the key into the lock, turned it clockwise, and heard the deadbolt retract from the doorjamb. He gave the big door a push, and it started to open but with more resistance than usual, like pushing an oar through water. 

			Jesse looked down to see the weather stripping of the door was sweeping away a pool of blood from the threshold, leaving an almost-clean quarter circle, like a windshield wiper, and exposing the Douglas Fir flooring underneath. 

			Six feet from the door lay the disconnected form of Katia. Her body, dismembered, pieces laid out neatly, on display, like a naked jigsaw puzzle, a mannequin waiting to be put back together. 

			I told you she was dead. 

			The voice inside Jesse’s head cackled louder and louder and kept laughing until it turned into a shrill, siren-like scream. The raspy, slithery voice kept screaming until Jesse hit the floor. 

		

	
		
			Astrology and Gasoline 

			A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.

			—Jean de La Fontaine

			
Jesse and Ben walked through the showroom of Wood Bridge Motors, the number-one selling Mercedes dealership in the world. They were making small talk and joking after having lunch at the dealership’s on-property restaurant. As they walked across the main showroom’s gleaming marble floors on their way back to their offices, Jesse glanced over his right shoulder to the receptionist desk. At that exact moment, time stopped. 

			There was Katia. 

			This was the first time Jesse had laid eyes on her, and he froze. She had her near waist-length red hair back in a tight ponytail. She was wearing a white blouse with a charcoal-gray pencil skirt. Even though it would be six long years until they were officially together, Jesse still remembered exactly what she was wearing that day. And on the day they were married, he told that story at the reception, tears rolling down his face. 

			As far as Jesse was concerned, this was the day his life really began. 

			Ben paused from the silly story he was telling and watched Jesse stare at Katia. 

			“Who’s that new ginger girl?” Jesse managed to sputter out after what seemed like an eternity. 

			“I don’t know. Some hot new girl,” Ben said passively. 

			Jesse turned to Ben and gave him a grin. “No, Ben, I’ll tell you exactly who that is. That’s the woman I’m going to marry.” 

			Jesse walked straight up to the receptionist desk and just stood and stared stupidly. He had never laid eyes on a woman as beautiful as Katia, who, of course, was oblivious to his presence for the thirty seconds he stood there as she finished her phone call. She dispatched the customer to the appropriate department, and after typing a note on her computer, Katia looked up and saw the man standing in front of her desk. 

			Jesse locked eyes with Katia for the first time. 

			He was sure that he looked wholly ridiculous or creepy while standing there, staring at a woman he had never even met before. Ben gave him a nudge, and it quickly broke him out of the hypnotic spell that he was under. Jesse awkwardly thrust out his right hand at Katia, fingers spread wide as if he was trying to palm a basketball. 

			“Hi, yes. I’m, um, hi, Jesse Silver . . . Hello!” 

			Jesse spit the words out in a collapsing tangle of fragmented vowels and consonants that barely sounded like English. 

			Katia reached out with a dainty manicured hand, took one of Jesse’s outstretched fingers, and shook it. 

			“Hi,” she said meekly, obviously creeped out. “I’m Katia.” 

			Jesse just continued to stare. He could tell that Katia was getting noticeably uncomfortable with this interaction and was probably thinking something along the lines of, “Who is this awkward creep?” 

			Ben shoved Jesse in the back again, jarring him into the present moment. “Let’s get back to our office, man.” 

			Ben took Jesse by the arm and walked him away from the receptionist desk. 
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			The sheriff cruiser that was first on the scene illuminated the quiet street with its flashing lights, giving the quiet suburb the appearance of some sort of nightmare carnival. The sandpaper-like scratch of the chatter on Deputy Amador’s walkie-talkie sounded like dead leaves blowing across the pavement. Jesse didn’t remember calling 911, nor did he remember sitting in the pool of Katia’s blood, like a child during bath time playing with a broken Barbie doll, trying to put the pieces of Katia back together. 

			He also couldn’t recall exactly when or who had pulled him off Katia’s remains, or how or when he was strapped down to the gurney, or which deputy had handcuffed him to the rails of the stretcher. 

			The plastic of the oxygen mask had an almost sweet odor. It reminded him of the injection molded animal figurines he used to get at the zoo when he was a child. He loved those machines. Put in a quarter, and the hot liquid plastic would flow like molten lava into the mold of whatever animal he chose. 

			The EMT that was checking his vitals shone a flashlight in his eyes, spreading his eyelids open and frantically waving the bright LED in front of his face. 

			“Pupillary response, mydriasis. Pulse elevated 140 bpm and climbing. Blood pressure 86/50. Sir, stay with me. Sir!” The EMT spoke calmly while patting Jesse over and inspecting him, looking for wounds. 

			“He’s in shock. Heated blanket, now!” 

			Jesse squinted his eyes and tried to focus on the ceiling of the ambulance, watching the EMTs frantically go back and forth. He didn’t feel the IV needle go into his arm, or the icy fluid creeping into his circulatory system. 

			He was viewing the scene from a new perspective, watching himself from above. The shiny, sterile plastic of the instruments, the machines monitoring him, the two EMTs hovering over him like battlefield surgeons. One, the female, was shouting orders to the obvious rookie, a boy no older than twenty-three, who was overseeing and assessing the patient. 
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			The 911 call that Jesse had made had no words, only his screaming. The 911 operator tried to get Jesse to calm down for the sixteen-second phone call, but it was no use. When the line went dead, the operator hesitated for a moment, gathered herself, then radioed to dispatch the sheriff’s department to the GPS location. 

			“We need a unit to 2455 Piedmont Avenue, Montrose. Code 3, Possible 415 in progress.” 

			There was a brief pause, then the snap-like, crackled response. “Ten-four. Unit 2 responding.” That residential address was only one and a half miles from the local sheriff’s station. A unit would be on the scene in minutes. 

			The first unit to respond to the scene that night was driven by deputy Amador. Amador had joined the Marines at nineteen. After Boot Camp and three tours in Afghanistan, this job was a cakewalk. Once Amador was out of the academy, he spent time working in the jails, which was customary for new sheriffs, then it was out to the field. 

			The first year, Amador was on patrol with his field training officer, then he was put under direct command of Sergeant Durazo. The two had hit it off instantly. Durazo, a retired Marine who had served in Vietnam, immediately won Amador’s respect and admiration. 

			Durazo had shown Amador the ins and outs and the everyday bullshit that working in a quiet suburb of Los Angeles entailed: traffic stops, minor fender benders, the occasional break-in of some blue-haired old lady’s house—where the homeowner would cluck her tongue and roll her eyes as the deputies asked her questions and tried to explain, “No, ma’am, we don’t have a database of everyone’s DNA on file like you see on TV,” or, Amador’s personal favorite, “No ma’am, I don’t think Donald Trump had anything to do with this.” 

			Amador had forged a strong bond with Sergeant Durazo. Durazo’s wisdom and experience were indispensable for a young deputy who was newly married with his first child on the way. All this gave Amador a greater appreciation for life than he had had before, when he was back in Afghanistan. 

			As Amador pulled up to the house, his code 3 lights and sirens were still flashing and blaring in a panicked frenzy. He cut the siren off but left the lights on. Amador reached for his flashlight and hesitated, then tilted his head toward the open window of his cruiser. Amador could swear he heard screaming coming from the little house. 

			Deputy Amador had seen some shit in Afghanistan and knew what screaming like that meant. During his time there, he was a combat operator. He was on point. The tip of the spear. He became squad leader after proving himself over and over to the men in his unit. He loved being the first one in. As soon as the door was breached on whatever shit-hole mud-hut they were going into that day, after the sizzling hiss and deafening crack of the flashbang went off, Amador always led the charge 

			A quick button hook entry was Amador’s go-to maneuver. After all, he was calling the shots on the missions, and it was his responsibility to not only eliminate the targets with extreme prejudice but also to ensure that the same number of Marines came back to base that had left that morning. He’d be in first, sweeping immediately to the left. The second operator would follow in shortly after him and sweep to the right. They would clear both the corners of the room, making sure to stay out of the dreaded fatal funnel: the hallways, doorways, or stairwells that offered no cover and were the most obvious kill zones in any building. 

			Amador’s eye would stay glued to the green dot of his reflex sight as he moved from room to room. He’d shout as he swept, “Clear! Next room, in!” 

			The team would follow the room-by-room clearing method, systematically going from one to the next, eliminating any and every threat until the building was secure. 

			Amador had loved it. He’d lived for it. He, like many millennials, had grown up playing ultra-violent video games like “Call of Duty” and “Counter-Strike.” And those days in Afghanistan gave him major wood. Nothing made his blood pump like that. There was no other feeling like it in the world. 

			The intoxication of adrenaline became his drug of choice, and now, like most junkies, he had to tie off daily to get his fix. 

			The real fucked up part, what you wouldn’t ever see on the mainstream media in America, was that by the time Amador had gotten there, most of the “Taliban” was already crushed . . . and the only “insurgents” left were kids. Most of the people he would have to engage were under the age of seventeen. 

			That used to bother him, until he lost a member of his team to a thirteen-year-old with a Kalashnikov. Amador got over his bleeding heart real fast after that. 

			After Afghanistan, the volume on everything else in life seemed to get turned down. This was the only thing that brought Amador’s life back into that crystal-clear, 4K, razor-sharp focus. The way combat could. This was the only way he could find to feel alive. 

			Still in his cruiser outside the house, Amador clicked on his flashlight. Many of the neighbors had come outside and were standing in their bathrobes and nightgowns, frozen on their doorsteps like statues. 

			Amador’s pulse quickened as he slowly got out of his unit. His Smith and Wesson M&P 9 was already free from its holster and drawn. His flashlight and weapon intertwined in the “Harries Hold” position. 

			He ascended the steep driveway and slowly made his way to the steps of the little house. His training kicked in. His mind was cataloging everything: Weather: 65--75 degrees. Visibility: clear. Time: just after 2300 hours. House lights: on. 

			As he went up the steps to the landing at the entry of the house, he noted that the screaming didn’t sound human. It sounded like some desperate animal that had gotten caught in a bear trap. It had been years since Amador felt his blood run cold, and he felt the icy fingers of fear grip his heart. 

			This exhilarated him. 

			His heartbeat raged, and he shook off the newly formed icicles in his chest as he stepped to the threshold and was overwhelmed with the thick, tangy-sweet smell of copper. He looked into the doorway, and all he could see at first was the blood that had congealed to the consistency of maple syrup. It had turned from crimson to a deep purple-maroon. The color of royalty, Amador mused for a moment as his eyes fixated on the Rorschach-esque patterns on the hardwood floor, then the nearly surgical clean sweep caused by the weather-stripping of the door. 

			Amador looked up. His eyes finally landed on the source of that awful screaming. 

			It was only a man, a man cradling the torso of a woman, her head in his left hand clutched firmly to his chest. One of her arms—Amador couldn’t tell which—lay limp and lifeless in the man’s lap. 

			For a moment, the man froze when the bright LED beam of Amador’s flashlight hit him in the face. The man in the puddle slowly turned and looked up to the source of the light. He started trying to pick up the pieces of the girl. He was fumbling with them, juggling them. He almost looked like someone carrying too many grocery bags while trying to get the key into the front door of their walk-up apartment. 

			He held the woman’s severed head up and was trying to open her eyes. The man in the puddle was caressing the head’s lips. Raising the head to his, he started kissing her, all the while babbling and screaming, sounding animalistic. His eyes were halfway closed, still blinded by the flashlight. It looked like he was trying desperately to reanimate the shattered, disconnected bits and pieces of the girl. 

			“Kat? My sweet baby. Kat . . . Kat, answer me! Get up, let’s go to bed! Kat, get up! Please, get up!” 

			Amador stood frozen, listening to the guttural, muttered, one-sided conversation, trying to take in the absolute horror of it all. He pointed the flashlight at the puddle, and the light bounced off the crimson pool the frantic man was sitting in. 

			“Freeze!” 

			The man in the puddle complied. The babble stopped, and slowly, the man turned in the mess he was kneeling in, a wide wild-eyed expression on his face. 

			“I need help, there is something wrong with my wife . . . Please! I need help!” the man started screaming and pleading to the young deputy. “I NEED HELP!” 

			Amador stood frozen, his mind trying to process what he was witnessing. 

			The man in the puddle held up the woman’s severed hand, looked at it, and dropped it into the abyss of black and red. A sickening, sloppy thud of meat splashing into plasma on the hardwood echoed through the room. Then, in a smooth, almost graceful movement, the man in the puddle curled into a fetal position, the decapitated head of a woman still cradled in his arms. He gently, almost rhythmically, started rocking while still sobbing and stroking the severed head. 

			Amador strained to hear the words the man in the puddle was repeating over and over, cooing in the woman’s ear that was right up to his lips. 

			“Kat it up, Kat it up, Kat it up!” 

			Amador reached for the speaker on his Motorola Astro Spectra radio and yelled, “Unit 2! 918V! Repeat! 918V! 187! 187! 999! 999! 999!” 

			And there Amador stood, watching the broken man until the singsong sound of sirens and flashing lights joined his cruiser—his cruiser that was still idling in front of the cute bungalow on the middle of the quiet street in the center of the sleepy little town. The town that was host to mom-and-pop businesses, charming cafes, and the famous Sunday morning farmers market. It was a time capsule nestled in the balcony of the foothills, only minutes from downtown Los Angeles, but during moments like this, it was a world away. 

		

	
		
			Thank you for the Venom 

			The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins? 

			—Edgar Allan Poe

			Jesse’s consciousness was observing the scene from outside the ambulance. He watched from above as the deputies put the bright yellow police tape around his property and started placing little-numbered evidence markers around his yard, on his stairs, and inside his and Katia’s house. He could clearly see them inside his home, sweeping around with their flashlights, being careful not to disturb the neatly organized shelves with all of Katia’s personal treasures. 

			The sheriffs set up a mobile command station in front of his neighbor’s house and had established a perimeter around the scene. They were only allowing the people who were crucial to the investigation anywhere near the crime scene, so as not to contaminate any evidence. The rhythmic beating of a helicopter could be heard overhead as an air unit swept around the neighborhood. 

			Jesse floated back into his house. He circled around the pieces of Katia, still trying to make sense of what was going on, trying to find order in the chaos, an answer in the storm. 

			He floated into the bedroom, and there, standing in the corner, was Katia. She was looking out the window, standing next to the still lit and flickering scented candles she kept on her nightstand. A slight luminescence danced on her skin, and she was dressed in a beautiful white silk robe, its long tail flowing past her feet and cascading onto the floor. 

			As Jesse entered the room, she turned slowly to face him. Her face lit up with that smile—her smile. In her eyes was a look of peace that Jesse had never seen before, when she was alive. It was as if she had finally found the serenity that she had been thirsting for her entire life. 

			She floated toward him, arms outstretched, and they passed through each other, their souls mingling in the cold night air. 

			Jesse, confused, turned around to see her, but she was gone. He floated into the living room, and there she was, standing over the pieces of her discarded body. She looked up from the bloody horror that was strewn out on the hardwood floor of the living room, then turned to Jesse and smiled again, as if the mess of her mortal coil didn’t bother her in the slightest. She made a silent gasp, as if there were something that excited her, then walked over to the front door, looked at it, studied it, reached out and touched the back of it, then looked to Jesse, her mouth pulled back to a huge grin. She ran towards him, arms outstretched as if she were going to jump into his arms—but when she reached him, her phantom evaporated, leaving Jesse floating there. Her spirit was now just a lingering memory, or perhaps just a spark of the imagination and energy returning home to its source in the universe. 

			Jesse heard the sound of bells ringing, felt a hard, cold jolt, and suddenly he was back in his body. This feels heavy, clumsy, unnecessary, Jesse thought as the weight of his mortal shell sank in around him. 

			A young EMT was sitting beside him, his supervisor driving the ambulance toward Verdugo Hills Hospital, just a couple of miles up the street. The ambulance was followed closely by a deputy in his patrol unit. 
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			“May I walk you to your car?” 

			Katia looked up from her workstation as she packed her personal belongings into her oversized Coach purse behind the receptionist desk. 

			It was nearly 10:00 p.m., and this neighborhood looked more like a demilitarized zone than a residential block. 

			The once beautiful streets of the San Fernando Valley had now been turned into a hive of non-rent controlled Section Eight concrete apartment buildings that played host to all manner of unsavory characters: the standard drug dealers, pimps, prostitutes, and local gang bangers that milled around the once lovely, tree-lined suburban streets—streets that had apartments that housed good families, too. Families who, as soon as the sun went down, stayed safely indoors. 

			“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Katia said while packing up her belongings. “I’m only parked a few blocks away.” She hardly glanced up from her bag. 

			“I’d feel better about it, and it’s no hassle. This is a terrible neighborhood, and it’s late. Please, allow me this favor,” Jesse said while leaning on the reception desk, trying to put on his best Tyler Durden impression. 

			Katia paused. “This isn’t a good neighborhood?” 

			She had finished packing up her bag and finally looked up at Jesse. 

			“Are you serious? This place is awful.” 

			Katia was from a small Indiana farming town, fresh to Los Angeles to pursue her dream of being an actress. 

			“I didn’t know this neighborhood was bad.” 

			“Oh yeah. You have gangs on this block, and two blocks down, you have a homeless camp. Not a good place for a young lady to be walking at night.” 

			Katia grimaced while throwing her large bag over her shoulder and grabbing her keys. 

			“I would feel much better if I could walk you to your car.” Jesse smiled while looking over his shoulder, trying to be nonchalant. 

			Katia shrugged her shoulders and looked down at her high heels. “Okay, sure . . . fine.” 

			Jesse held the heavy glass door open for her and escorted her down the moonlit street. The company parking lot was only two blocks away, but it was still home to vagrants, junkies, and, of course, the occasional aggressive stray that tended to roam the dark corners of these types of neighborhoods. 

			“So, what are you into?” asked Jesse awkwardly as he walked next to Katia, his hands in his pockets, his head on a swivel. 

			Stay frosty, Jesse, he thought to himself. His street-smart Spidey-sense was going off the charts. 

			Paranoid? Yes. Paranoid enough? Probably not . . . 

			“I love to act, sing, and dance.” 

			“Dance?” asked Jesse, genuinely interested. 

			“Yes, I’ve been dancing since I was a girl. It’s my world.” 

			“That’s so cool. What kind of dance?” asked Jesse as if he knew the difference between the styles. 

			“Well, I started with ballet, of course, then I went to Madison for acting.” 

			“Mega!” said Jesse while glancing over his shoulder, as a group of large men walked swiftly out from an alley, followed them for a moment, then crossed the street. 

			Almost to the car lot, thank Christ, thought Jesse as they rounded the last corner. 

			“Are you into . . . Do you like music?” Jesse spit out the words. He hated small talk. However, this was an opportunity for him to have the first conversation with his soon-to-be girlfriend, soon-to-be fiancée, soon-to-be wife. 

			Sure, Katia wasn’t aware of his plan and obviously had zero interest in him, but that was a minor technicality, a detail he could figure out later. Now was all about her, learning about her. 

			“My favorite band is My Chemical Romance.” Katia sounded almost embarrassed about having just admitted a burning passion for the mainstream staple of emo bands. 

			“Holy shit! I love My Chem!” 

			“Really? O-M-G! I thought you would be, like, too old to like them!” replied Katia, surprised. 

			“Too old? I’m thirty-two.” said Jesse. “‘Three Cheers for Sweet Revenge’ came out in 2004.” Jesse felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “How old are you?” 

			“I’m twenty-two.” 

			Jesse did an internal facepalm. Fuck, goddammit! His mind was reeling. Twenty-two? She’s just a kid. How the hell? How can I make this work? 

			Numbers were racing in Jesse’s head as he tried to figure out the angle he could take on this to make him look a little less like a creep. 

			What’s the bright side? When I’m forty, she’ll be thirty. That’s not bad. When I’m fifty, she’s forty. Much better. But right now? . . . Bullocks. 

			Jesse realized that there was a long silence as he was running the internal calculations, so he tried to conjure up something interesting to say. “I play guitar in a band, and I wear makeup when we play shows.” Well, he really did try. 

			“Wow, that’s . . . that’s cool,” Katia said, sarcasm intended. Jesse could almost hear her eyes roll. 

			As the two approached her Ford Escape, Katia turned and looked at Jesse. “Thanks for walking me to my car.” 

			She immediately grabbed her keys from her bag, and without saying another word, she clicked the remote, hopped in her car, gave a wave, and off she went, leaving Jesse standing there alone in the moonlight. 

			“Bye, Katia,” he said under his breath as he turned to walk alone back to the dealership. 

			In the background, he could hear people arguing in their Section Eight apartments, some random dogs barking, the faint sounds of the throbbing bass of ranchero music, and the gentle sigh of a warm breeze as the Santa Ana winds blew in from the west, churning up the leaves and trash that littered the streets. To the east, the moon peeked through the clouds overlooking the Angeles Forest mountain range. 

		

	
		
			The Black Parade 

			When you lose a person you love so much, surviving the loss is difficult.

			—Cristiano Ronaldo

			There was chaos on the scene in the middle of the now not-so-quiet street in the apparently not-so-safe neighborhood with the permanently stained reputation. Every neighbor that was curious about the carnage unfolding on their block, every deputy on the scene, and the detectives that had just arrived to investigate turned to watch the two full-size black SUV’s that pulled up and parked in front of the makeshift command center. Out of the first SUV, two men emerged wearing dark slacks and windbreakers. One turned to look down the street; the other walked around to join his partner. They leaned in and spoke in hushed tones, nodding their heads as they looked up to the little house on Piedmont. 

			On the back of their windbreakers, screen printed and clear as day, were the three letters every local law enforcement officer hated to see: FBI. 

			The second black SUV sat there idling. The thudding bass of the truck’s stereo was almost muffled, but still clearly audible to everyone on the block. The driver killed the ignition, and the music stopped; all that could be heard was the clicking of the cooling engine. The glossy black driver’s door opened, and out of the second SUV emerged another figure, her long blonde hair and small feminine form a stark contrast to the two other agents. Her white blouse was tucked neatly into her dark fitted jeans that tapered down to her black high heels. 

			The woman gave a nod to the other two agents, and they walked briskly over to her. 

			The deputies on the scene watched with curiosity as the two agents who towered over the young woman nodded their heads as she spoke slowly and quietly to them. They were obviously giving her their complete and undivided respect and attention. 

			After a moment, the young woman gave the two agents a smile and a nod. The two men got straight to work. The first headed over to the sheriff’s forensics team, and the second walked from house to house down the street to interview the neighbors that, by now, had formed into small, huddled groups, talking and gossiping in hushed and fearful tones. 

			The woman turned her attention to the bustling action in front of the makeshift command center. She confidently approached the deputies who had been curiously eavesdropping a moment ago, but were now parted like the Red Sea as she strode between them. All five foot, three inches of her focused, a predatory look in her eye, a woman fixated on her mission. 

			With badge in hand and heels clicking on the pavement, she approached the sergeant and paused. She looked him up and down, and with a crooked grin and the sweetest tone heard on that dark little street that night, she exclaimed loud and clear so everyone on the street could hear, “Good evening, gentleman. I’m Special Agent Eastman with the FBI. From this moment forward, we are taking over the scene and the investigation. We appreciate your department’s cooperation, and I look forward to working with you. But as of right now, I’m in charge.” 

			The deputies stood frozen like a herd of deer caught in the headlights of a semi-truck screaming toward them. 

			Eastman’s pale blue eyes scanned the crowd of men, each of whom were at least seven inches taller than her. She could tell they were trying to figure out whether or not to take this “girl” seriously. 

			Eastman was used to this stage of the game. As a matter of fact, this was her favorite part. After all, she had started college at the age of fourteen, and was recruited by the FBI at seventeen. Not only did she ace every test they could throw at her, but because of her outstanding forensic psychology expertise and her almost psychic-like profiling techniques, she was a shoo-in for the work. She was a natural. 

			Now at the ripe age of twenty-five, Eastman was already a seasoned agent, having cracked some of the most significant serial killer cases in recent history. Not to mention—and “no big deal”—she was also a psychologist, and one of the top in her field as the youngest person ever honored by the APA. She was used to being underestimated, so this was not her first rodeo. 

			One by one, the men staring at her opened mouthed-averted their eyes and looked down at the concrete. 

			Special Agent Eastman scanned the crowd, her eyes turning back on the little house that was surrounded with yellow tape. “Get me everything you have right now,” she barked. “Get your team out of the scene immediately! Assemble your CSI team; I want them all in front of me with what they have found in three minutes. Get me the first person on the scene; I need to interview them personally.” Eastman paused and raised an eyebrow. “A cup of coffee wouldn’t hurt either.” 

			The deputies on the street stared blankly at her for a long moment. She noticed one of the men’s jaws drop slightly, a deadpan expression on his face. She smiled, and in a sweet but assertive tone, roared into the crowd of still dumbfounded officers, “NOW!” 

			All at once, the sheriffs sprang to action, calling out their CSI team for debriefing and awaiting new orders. Durazo walked up to the FBI agent that was still staring at the little house, taking in the scene. 

			“Get her a cup of coffee!” he called out gruffly at one of the young, fresh-out-of-the-academy deputies on the scene, who scurried off to the command center. 

			Durazo then yelled out to nobody in particular, “And for Christ’s sake, can someone please find Amador?” He walked over to Eastman and nodded to her as he rested his hands on his utility belt. 

			“Hello, Agent Eastman, I’m Sergeant Durazo. We were not expecting you to—” 

			“Nice to meet you, Durazo,” the young agent interrupted with a smile and an almost-warm tone. “I wish it were under better circumstances. Now, if you would please get me the information—and coffee—I requested, that’d be great. Thank you.” 

			Durazo nodded and walked away at that. 

			Eastman could tell the sergeant was annoyed with her intrusion on his case, but that suited her just fine. Soon enough, she had a hot cup of coffee in one hand and the CSI findings in the other. She was ready to work. 

			She took a sip of her coffee while thumbing through the investigation’s initial findings. 
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			“Durazo, what are we looking at here?” 

			Eastman glanced quickly over to Durazo as he surveyed the scene, his hands resting on his gun belt. 

			“Well, Agent Eastman, it’s a pretty open-and-shut case. Husband went crazy, murdered his wife, called 911, and waited for us to arrive. Deputy Amador found him literally on top of the body. I’m not sure why you’re here or what else you need. As a matter of fact, I have two deputies outside the suspect’s room in the ER right now with strict orders to read him his rights as soon as he decides to snap out of whatever lunacy he has thrown himself into, or when the drugs he’s wigged himself out on wear off—whichever comes first.” 

			Special Agent Eastman didn’t even glance up from the report she was reading as Durazo hovered over her and awaited her response. 

			“Tell me, sergeant, what was the murder weapon? And where is it now?” 

			“We believe it to be a bladed weapon. The wounds on the vic are consistent with a saw or a large serrated blade.” 

			Durazo paused and then said, “With all due respect, Agent Eastman, you haven’t even walked the scene yet. Were you planning on doing that while you’re here?” 

			Eastman took another sip of her coffee. “Where is your first responding officer? What was his name? Amador?” 

			Durazo glanced down at his wristwatch. “He’s on his way. I sent him back to the station to cool off. He’s a good man, but this . . . rattled him a little. Understandably. I’ve worked with him for two years now, helped field train him myself. He’s one of the best I have.” 

			“I need to talk with him as soon as he arrives.” 

			“He will be here in less than two minutes, Agent Eastman. What is your plan here now?” 

			Eastman, still staring down at her Styrofoam coffee cup, gave a slight smirk, paused, and said, “Can you feel it, sergeant? The energy here? It’s heavy, oppressive, dark . . . Something bad happened here tonight, and not just to our victim.” She paused while looking at the initial report, then sighed and continued. “Something happened to that man, too.” She glanced back down at the paperwork in her hand, scanning for a name. “Jesse. Jesse Silver.” 

			Eastman closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and held it. 

			Sergeant Durazo rolled his eyes and looked up at the house. He’d had enough of this “woo-woo bullshit.” He turned and started to walk away, but Eastman grabbed his arm without opening her eyes. On her outbreath, she said in just above a whisper, “Katia wasn’t the only one left here in pieces tonight.” 

			Her blue eyes opened and fixated on Durazo. She let go of his arm, looked down at her coffee, drew in another sharp breath, and in a low tone, said, “Radio your deputies at the hospital, sergeant. You’re going to tell them they are now on special duty to protect Jesse, and they are not to leave his side until I get there. Is that clear, sergeant?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			Eastman and Durazo both turned when they noticed the lights of a sheriff cruiser illuminate the street as it pulled up and parked half a block down. 

			“That’s Amador,” Durazo said. He leaned down to Eastman, and in a low tone of voice so that the other deputies couldn’t hear, whispered to the young FBI agent, “Have you heard of anything like this before?” 

			“Yes,” replied Eastman as she tucked the CSI folder under her arm and looked down the street at the now parked patrol car. 

			“Are you going to tell me anything, Agent Eastman?” Durazo hissed, clearly aggravated. 

			He could have sworn he saw the little girl smirk as she answered, “No.” 

			Eastman finished her cup of coffee, handing Durazo the empty cup. 

			Durazo leaned down close to the agent’s ear and glanced at the neighbors that were still posted on their front porches. He looked at the young deputies milling around the command post. Just above a whisper, so that none of his men could hear, Durazo spilled his worries to the young agent, “Listen, Agent Eastman . . . I have heard the rumors about you. Good things. Great things. But I don’t feel right with you making assumptions about the husband before you even walk the scene. This whole thing is a nightmare of a clusterfuck, and we are lucky that the press isn’t elbow-deep up our asses already—God only knows how long it will stay that way. But none of that matters right now. What matters is the fact that we have a young woman in there that has been butchered. We have her husband, covered in blood, blabbering gibberish, and strapped to a bed in the ER. And I have you and the rest of the Feds up my ass. Now don’t get me wrong, agent, I’m glad you’re here.” Durazo hesitated and looked back to the house. “And I’m happy to follow your lead. But I need you to give me something to feel good about. Give me something to hang my hat on here.” 

			Eastman looked up to Durazo, locking eyes with the big man as he continued. “So, what is it? What are you going to say to me to assure me that the husband didn’t do this? If he isn’t the one who slaughtered that young woman in there—and believe me, I have seen some shit in my twenty-eight years on the job, but I have never seen anything close to the brutality that I saw in that house—then who is?” Durazo pointed angrily at the little Spanish style house. “What are you going to tell me so I can let my deputies, my community, and for Christ’s sake, the goddammed media know, so that they don’t go on some kind of speculation spree saying that we have some sort of psycho serial killer on our hands here?” 

			Special Agent Eastman was still locked onto Durazo with her unblinking pale blue eyes. She shook her head and paused, like she was about to say something, then thought better of it. She started walking toward Amador, but after a couple of steps, she turned and faced Durazo again. Her voice was no longer sweet. 

			“I wish I could tell you that isn’t what I’m afraid of, sergeant. I really, really wish I could tell you that. But yes, I have seen this before, and I was expecting this to happen. But now you have a bigger problem on your hands than a ‘husband that snapped,’ or some random ‘crime of passion’ or even some sort of ‘home invasion turned deadly.’ No . . . I’ve seen this before, sergeant, and all the signs are telling me one thing: You have a beast in your field, Sergeant Durazo. You have a beast in your field.” 

		

	
		
			The Broken Kind of Pretty 

			I don’t think of all the misery, but of the beauty that still remains. 

			—Anne Frank

			Amador watched as the attractive young woman approached him, her silhouette briskly advancing up the darkened street. He couldn’t help but notice her sleek athletic form as she strode up to his still warm patrol vehicle. 

			What sort of FBI agent wears skinny jeans and heels? Amador thought as the woman walked up to him, coming only up to his mid-chest as she got within speaking distance. 

			“Deputy Amador?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” Amador replied in his standard issue flat but respectful military tone. 

			“You were the first on the scene, yes?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			“And you were the one that placed Mr. Silver under arrest?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			“And you were the one that called in for backup?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			Amador knew that the special agent already knew the answers to all these questions. He found it puzzling, almost rude, that she would be so redundant. But that’s how the chain of command is most of the time; Lord knows he was used to it. 

			“Good job tonight, deputy. Let’s go for a walk around the block. I want to talk about how you’re feeling after what you saw here tonight.” 

			Eastman motioned to the house, which was now cocooned in police tape. 

			This was new, unfamiliar territory for Amador. The agent’s statement took him a little off guard. He muttered his concern out loud. “How . . . How I’m feeling . . . ma’am?” 

			“Yes, deputy, how you’re feeling. Let’s go for a walk. It is, after all, a beautiful night in spite of everything else going on around here, and I want to make sure that you’re okay.” 

			She started walking past Amador, motioning him to follow her. 

			“I’m fine, ma’am. I . . .” 

			Eastman took Amador by the arm and started walking. 

			“It’s not a request, deputy,” Eastman sang as they continued walking past the motorcade of sheriff vehicles and down the moonlit street. 

			“Yes, ma’am,” replied Amador. He followed, although he was still confused as to what she wanted with him. After all, the crime scene was in the house, not around the block. Certainly, the answers to this murder wouldn’t be found in walking and talking. Nevertheless, Amador walked beside her, quickening his pace until he was in lockstep with Eastman. 

			“Ma’am?” Amador said, with an inflection that indicated that he was ready to answer any questions that the agent was prepared to throw at him. 

			Eastman was right about one thing: it was indeed beautiful outside. The April air was a tepid 70 degrees. The night was clear, and the moon hung fat and full in the sky overhead, bright enough to cast pale blue shadows on the tree-lined street below. 

			“Tell me about yourself, deputy. What year were you discharged from the Marines? And how were your deployments?” 

			“Did Durazo tell you I was in the Marines, ma’am?” 

			“No, deputy. Your walk, posture, and the way you got out of your vehicle told me that—you favored your left leg a bit more than someone that is just sore from the gym, so my guess is wounded in combat. And there’s your haircut—standard issue for a man who has been in the military long enough to come to appreciate having things a certain way. The way you address me is also a dead giveaway. You had no problem in recognizing the chain of command, and even less of a problem respecting it.” Eastman paused and smiled. “Good on you.” 

			Eastman looked Amador up and down once more. 

			“Your boots . . . are too well shined for someone who wasn’t in the military. You’re clearly not a kid that just wanted to follow the family tradition of law enforcement. You have had some serious rituals and protocols drilled into you, so you live by them now. It’s a lifestyle for you; it’s a good thing. It makes you feel safe . . . in control.” 

			Eastman paused but continued walking. 

			“You have a wedding band on your left hand,” she continued. “Most officers don’t wear them on duty, even if they are married, so as not to allow anyone they arrest to be able to lash out at their relationship as a way to get under the arresting officer’s skin—causing the officer to mess up and possibly cause an issue in court if the officer plays into their game. But that doesn’t rattle you at all, does it? What that tells me, deputy, is that you’re recently married, and you are proud of your wife and your marriage, no matter the risk wearing that ring might bring while on the job. 

			“Also, on your right hand, you have a Marine combat veteran ring,” Eastman pointed out the obvious with a smirk, and continued on. 

			“What that tells me is, much like your marriage, you’re proud of what you did in your deployments, of what you did in combat. You felt you made a difference. Either that or the memories from those times keep you awake at night. And when you do manage to find sleep, deputy, it’s shallow, broken. You have almost gotten used to waking, jolting up, covered in sweat, crying out into the darkness, reaching for your wife for help, but never wanting to wake her. And since you wear your ring so proudly, I’m sure she’s happy and there to hold you tight on the nights you do wake her . . . Does that sound about right, deputy?” 

			Amador paused, taking in his entire life story told to him by a total stranger on a moonlit street. “Ma’am?” was all he could think of to say. 
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			“So . . . do you like to read?” 

			Katia looked up from her receptionist desk and phone bank to see Jesse had once again materialized at her workstation. 

			Katia held up one finger to Jesse, still while looking at her phone bank as she transferred the caller to the appropriate department. Katia slid off her Cisco headset and placed it gently onto her desk. She looked up to Jesse, a what do you want now? look on her face. 

			“I’m sorry, what?” 

			“Do . . . do you like to read?” Jesse asked, with not even half of the confidence he had been able to conjure up the first time the question passed his lips. Katia just stared at him, keeping the blank expression on her face. It didn’t even look like she was breathing. 

			“Y’know . . . books?” Jesse sputtered out again, but this time in an entirely sheepish, shaky tone. Katia stared at Jesse with a look he found quite challenging to read, somewhere between contemplative and offended, with maybe a dash of amusement and a pinch of disgust. 

			“Yes, I know how to read,” Katia replied with an eye roll. 

			“Cool, me . . . me too,” Jesse responded with a chuckle, choosing to ignore her obvious annoyance. 

			“I’m reading a new book. It’s actually fascinating; it’s about indigo children.” Jesse looked nonchalantly across the showroom, at the gleaming new vehicles and the customers—or, rather, potential customers—milling about, avoiding the salespeople like swimmers avoiding a sharp coral reef. 

			“Indigo children?” said Katia, trying her best not to sound the least bit interested. 

			“Yeah, indigo children. It’s a new-age concept, a theory that some people possess special, unusual, and sometimes even supernatural traits they’re born with. They have a problem fitting into normal society, and never really feel like they belong.” 

			“That sounds . . . actually, sort of amazing,” said Katia, for the first time seeming like she really saw Jesse, really saw the man that stood in front of her. 

			“Oh, yeah? I’m almost finished with it. I’d be happy to lend it to you tomorrow. Are you working?” 

			Katia flashed a big smile, then looked down at her lap. “Nobody has ever wanted to give me a book before,” she said as she looked back up at Jesse. Her smile went from her mouth up to her eyes, now aglow with interest and inquiry. 

			“Great, I’ll drop it by tomorrow when I see you.” 

			Jesse smiled back at Katia with a wink. Without saying another word, he turned and walked away. 
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			Durazo waited impatiently for the deputy to get back to him with a fresh cup of coffee. There was a Coffee Bean and Starbucks right down the street from the scene on Piedmont, 

			but Durazo had requested the deputy go to the Black Cow Café, a local family-owned restaurant and coffee bar. 

			It was the best coffee in town for his money, and they made it extra strong. 

			As Durazo saw the lights of the unit turn the corner of Sunset and Piedmont, he whispered a silent prayer of gratitude, and, of course, the prayer was laced with profanity. 

			In the headlights of the approaching cruiser, he could see the silhouettes of Amador and Special Agent Eastman slowly walking up the street. 

			“It’s about goddamn time,” Durazo muttered as the patrol car passed. The car pulled up the one hundred and fifty or so yards to the makeshift command station that was, up until an hour or so ago, actually working on gathering evidence and trying to solve a grisly murder that happened on this cute little street. 

			But since those two black SUVs pulled up, not a goddamned thing had been accomplished. No questions had been answered and no progress made whatsoever. 

			Durazo started getting hot. He hadn’t been angry on the job since he could remember. But there, standing in the moonlight, his heart was pounding, his blood was boiling, and his temples were throbbing. He thought about Jesse Silver, who, apparently, was now not the murder suspect, according to the little girl who had just shown up to play “special agent.” She hadn’t even taken the time to look at the scene yet. She had just sat there and “felt the energy.” That burned his ass the most, these fucking millennials and their “woo-woo” bullshit. 

			She might be hot shit back in Quantico, but out here, she was just a kid. 

			Durazo muttered under his breath, “I was arresting shit-bags before you were even born, you little bitch.” 

			The deputy, fresh from his coffee run, got out of his cruiser and briskly approached Durazo. 

			“Your coffee, sir,” the young deputy said as he handed Durazo his precious coffee. 

			Durazo was grateful that they sent the young recruits here. Montrose was a great training ground. Usually, nothing of note happened here, and that was just the way he liked it. 

			Durazo thanked the deputy, grabbed his coffee, and took a big sip. Damn, it was perfect—bittersweet with a nutty aftertaste. 

			“Can’t get shit like this at Starbucks,” Durazo mused as he glanced at the cup with the cute, cartoon-like cow printed on it. 
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			One block south on Hermosa Street, away from the blood and flashing lights, away from the nosy neighbors and deputies, Eastman and Amador were quietly talking. Up and down the street they walked together in the moonlight. After several minutes, Eastman hugged Amador, assuring him that it was all going to be okay. Amador let go of his long embrace with Eastman, turned, took two steps forward then crumbled to the ground. 

			Eastman flew to his side in one cat-like movement. She knelt beside him on the sidewalk, one hand on his head, the other patting his back, while still whispering in Amador’s ear. 

			Eastman could hear Amador, in between his sloppy sobs and shallow, ugly breaths, whisper over and over, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 

			Eastman stroked his head and ever-so-gently whispered to the big deputy, “C’mon, honey, let’s get you up.” 

			Eastman helped the six-foot-three, two-hundred-plus-pound deputy to his feet. Amador, who was still sobbing, embraced her again, and, almost like a child, leaned down and buried his head into her bosom. 

			She held him, tenderly rocking him back and forth, swaying with him, patting his back. 

			Eastman cooed to him in a singsong tone, “You’ve done good, Amador. You are good.” 

			Amador raised his head. Eastman wiped the tears from his face, and with a big smile on hers, said to the man, now towering over her, “You’re going to be okay, Amador. You’re going to be okay.” Eastman couldn’t see Amador’s expression under the orange-yellow glow of the streetlamp overhead, but she could feel the shift—a shift that told her that he was processing, doing a complete and total personal inventory of his life in a matter of milliseconds there in the moonlight. 

			“C’mon, deputy, let’s get you cleaned up and get you some coffee.” Eastman smiled as she put her arm around Amador. Together, they walked back to the command station on Piedmont. 

			Durazo watched as his deputy and the agent rounded the corner. He noticed Amador looked shaken, like he had been crying. Agent Eastman walked up to the young deputy that was handing out coffee and took one to Amador. She then turned, walked back to Durazo, and gave him a nod. 

			“Gather your team, Sergeant Durazo. It’s time to get to work.” 

		

	
		
			Books, Caffeine, Hopes, 
and Dreams

			“Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.” 

			—Desmond Tutu

			“Here’s that book I told you about yesterday,” Jesse said as he handed Katia a slim, colorful paperback. She looked down at the brightly colored book and flipped it over. “This is the one about indigos. I have the feeling you may just be one.” 

			Katia cradled the book gently in her delicate hands, reading the description on the back cover. 

			“Why . . . why do you think I might be one?” Katia asked, eyes still scanning over the back. 

			“Well, I just have a feeling about you. I could be wrong . . . but probably not.” 

			Jesse then placed a venti iced coffee from Starbucks on top of the receptioni desk, giving Katia a sly wink as he pulled the paper wrapper off the straw and plunged it through the lid and into the dark brown cold brew. “I noticed you had one of these on your desk the other day, and I know how hard they work you guys, so I figured you could use a little recharge.” 

			Katia stared at the ice coffee, then looked up at Jesse with a smile. 

			“Working late again tonight?” Jesse asked. 

			“Yes, but I’m off at ten.” 

			“Great, I’ll be here at ten to walk you to your car again, if that’s okay with you,” Jesse said casually, as he turned and started walking away from the desk, not giving Katia a chance to respond. As he started back off to his office, he turned back and saw that Katia had already cracked open the book and was flipping through it, smiling broadly. His heart filled with joy seeing her so happy by such a simple gesture. 

			He saw her take a sip of the iced coffee and start to read the introduction. 

			She’s the one, Jesse thought with a smile. She’s the one. 
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			“So, now you’re ready to get to work, doctor?” Durazo said snidely as Eastman went through the trunk of her SUV and got out her own camera and notebook. 

			“Yes, sergeant, now I’m ready to go inside the house. I already have a pretty good idea what I’m going to see in there,” Eastman replied as she loaded a fresh memory card into her camera, checked the batteries, and pulled her long mane of blonde hair back into a tight ponytail. 

			“What the hell did you do to Amador? He’s a goddamned mess.” 

			“We had a nice talk, is all, sergeant. I wanted to know exactly what was happening on the scene when he first arrived.” Eastman slipped the camera strap around her neck. 

			“Amador’s going to be okay. He just needs some time to process.” 

			“I’ve known Amador for years. I spent six months with him after his training. He doesn’t have any issues or trauma; he’s as solid as a piece of oak.” 

			Eastman paused and looked over at Durazo. She gave him a quick shrug, then turned back to the trunk of her SUV. 

			“Whatever you say, sergeant.” 

			Durazo rolled his eyes and stared at the young woman who now had on horned-rimmed glasses. She pulled out her own dark FBI windbreaker and put it on over her white blouse. 

			“Are you ready now, Agent Eastman?” 

			“One last thing, sergeant.” Eastman went to her purse and pulled out some dark scarlet lipstick and applied it using the side view mirror of her SUV. 

			Durazo stared in disbelief as she took her time getting ready, meticulously gathering her pens, highlighters, and moleskin notepad. She then grabbed a small stone from her bag and kissed it, then quietly slipped it into the back pocket of her jeans. 

			“Okay, let’s go,” she said. 

			Durazo led Special Agent Eastman for the first time up the steep driveway to the steps of the small bungalow on the dark street. 

			Eastman quickly slid in front of Durazo and made her way up the steps. She paused at the open front door, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled while she extended her hand over the threshold and into the living room, as if she were testing the temperature of the water flowing out of the spigot while running a bath. 

			She whispered under her breath, “This is bad, sergeant. This is very, very bad.” She pulled her hand back as if the temperature had suddenly and unexpectedly turned too hot, then shook her hand like she was trying to cool it off. 

			Eastman released a slight whimper as she exhaled slowly once again, stepped over the threshold of the modest house, and opened her eyes. The scene flooded her senses like a tsunami that pushed and penetrated her consciousness. 

			The abstract macabre beauty of it all overwhelmed her. 

			The pieces of Katia were strewn about the floor like toys scattered randomly in a child’s messy room, the grisly puzzle pieces entangled and meshed in the now-gelatinized pool of plasma. 

			Durazo stood back to observe the observer, while Special Agent Eastman’s pale blue eyes darted rapidly back and forth, analyzing and interpreting everything in the room, taking in every minute detail as her inner voice catalogued and calculated everything. 

			She surveyed the dismembered body, her eyes going to every loose, unbruised limb and up to the fingertips of the severed hands. A French manicure, but with . . . gloss black tips? “Great aesthetic,” Eastman mused, near silent, before moving her gaze to the blood on the floor that seemed to pool deeper near the front door—uneven floorboards, or maybe a problem with the foundation. “Gravity doesn’t lie,” Eastman quietly remarked, eyes staying fixed downwards. 

			The floor itself was hardwood—no, softwood. Douglas fir. Original to the house, but refinished more than once. Feels thin, but well-sealed. No blood is seeping between the slats, and the blood has pooled perfectly . . . 

			Her eyes flicked to the sofa, leather and hardly used—but one of the arms has been worn down, or . . . chewed on. They have a puppy. Big, most likely a high-energy breed. Border collie? Husky? Golden? Where is it now? 

			She turned her attention to the décor. Walls: a vibrant dark yellow, almost an ochre with a trim of a dark blue, Spanish influenced. Her eyes darted to the art that covered the walls, taking in the Diego Rivera painting hung above the bookcase. 

			That’s what they based the color theme of the house off, the colors in that painting. Nice, Eastman noted. 

			She then moved on to the bookcase: five shelves, roughly thirty books per shelf, about one hundred and fifty books in this one bookcase, and none of them had dust on them. They were treasured. Eastman scanned the titles: You can Heal your Life, Radical Forgiveness, Care of the Soul, Leaving the Body, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Maps of Meaning. Mostly all self-help. 

			The spines of the books are well creased, indicating that they have been read and reread, Eastman would bet that they were highlighted, too. Someone here has a history of trauma, early childhood, maybe adolescence. Her eyes darted back to the disconnected pieces of Katia on the floor. She silently felt for anything, Was it the mom, the dad, or both? 

			Eastman’s mind swam and pondered, her eyes darting back to the books, then back to Katia’s disconnected body. Both. 

			Eastman let out a sad sigh and whispered to the pile in front of her, “What did they do to you, honey?” 

			She slowly raised her camera and snapped photos of the scene. Her eyes went back to the bookcase. 

			On the shelves in front of the books was a large piece of smooth and weathered beechwood—something likely sourced from Oregon or Washington. 

			Beside the smooth hunk of wood were some flat rocks. A river? No . . . The ocean. Definitely the ocean. On the ends of the bookcase were several scented candles, still burning, now only pools of liquid wax. They had been burning for a while. She always lit them as soon as the sun went down . . . she loved the ambiance. 

			Eastman put her nose into the air and inhaled deeply. Over the coppery smell of blood, she picked up the aroma emanating from the scented wax. Lavender, vanilla, and more lavender. 

			Next to the candles were an Eiffel Tower statuette and photographs. None were from local places. There were several postcards from Paris, and several other trinkets and treasures—nothing particularly expensive or valuable, but things you buy at little shops, or even find while out exploring. Typically, it’s the little things that make up life’s best memories, Eastman thought, echoing the sentiment that was displayed. 

			There was also a large selection of incense, both cone and stick, and a toy sonic screwdriver. 

			Eastman smiled sadly as she waded through the shelves, picking up on the energy and echoes of laughter from the good times that were long since passed. She looked closer at the items on the shelf. There she saw coins and currency from all over the world: Iceland, Cuba, Europe, Mexico. 

			They lived to travel together. He wanted to give her the whole wide world, and he had every intention of doing so. 

			Eastman smiled again to herself, thinking of the smell of jet fuel, the screech of airplane tires landing on the runway, and the sound of a rubber stamp bouncing off passports. 

			But her smile quickly faded. They were just getting started. 

			Her eyes darted to the art on the opposite wall—a large acrylic painting of a woman. She then looked at the head of the woman on the floor, then back to the painting, and back again to the head. It’s her, she concluded. The painting is of her. 

			There was another painting of a woman on the wall beside Eastman—it was the same woman. Same style, same artist, same pallet knife strokes, same love poured onto the canvas. Far too much emotion to be just a commission. It was too close. It felt personal. It felt alive. 

			He painted these of her. 

			Her eyes went back to the couch.
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