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Gaius walked north from the ferry. He had to get used to the town again. He'd only been gone five years but it felt like half a lifetime. He'd lost the rhythm of walking on crowded streets. He impeded people, came too close, had to stop and step aside. It would come back in time, he wasn't worried about that. As for the rest ...

When he was an investigator, a legendary investigator by absurd reputation, he'd always made it a practice to walk the streets, get to know the neighborhood he was working, taste the flavor of the place. He was the lone gumshoe in a data-driven world. The last man among the digit heads. He wasn't getting any "read" now, forging up the busy sidewalk. Maybe the level of anxiety had increased, beyond even what it had been, which was saying something. Unless it was his own anxiety he was feeling.

He thought of stopping in a few stores on the way up – one entertainment outlet in particular caught his eye – but he didn't have the time. He'd been called out of retirement to work on a special case, so special they hadn't told him anything about it. The only reason he'd agreed to it is that the request had come from Carpenter, and he owed Carpenter. Gaius owed him because Carpenter had arranged his early retirement, no small feat given Gaius' relative youth. He'd been sick of the city and the job when he left, almost terminally sick, and he didn't suppose that had improved. Still, he would like to see Carpenter again. He was a good friend in a sparse world.

As for the ‘special case’ that had called him back, Gaius figured it had to fall into one of two possible categories. The first was a serial killer case. He'd made his early reputation on some high profile serial killer cases, most notably the infamous "Holiday Killer." The second, and more likely, possibility was a "designated organization" case, a heading that covered everything from terrorists to hate groups to unsanctioned educators. This was his least favorite category; by the time he retired it had expanded to make up almost his entire case load.

His success in both types of cases, serial killers and designated groups, hinged on his understanding of the psychology of both types of offenders. All that meant was considering them as human beings instead of treating them as textbook categories or psychological profiles. A simple concept, but opaque to the digit heads. Gaius wasn't sure the digit heads even considered themselves as human beings, rather than as conglomerations of quantifiables.

A fight had broken out on the sidewalk in front of him. A young fellow, well-dressed, what they called a Stat, was enraged at a Legacy, an older white guy, for some reason. The Stat was at the stage when rage fed itself. Each blow he landed made him angrier. The Legacy had half turned away and was trying to hold his assailant at arm's length. There was blood on the side of his face. People hurried around them, like a narrow stream parting around a rock. Gaius thought of intervening, but he saw that there were law enforcement personnel nearby, watching the encounter. It wasn't their business – they were tactical officers from the Sanitation Department – but they would intervene if things got too brutal. Gaius walked on.

Two blocks later the close-set buildings fell away and the magnificent Knowledge Hub stood before him. One of the city's oldest buildings, it was set back in wide, open square, approached by a long stairway many meters wide and flanked by monumental sculpture. Massive stanchions strung along the sidewalk prevented the approach of truck bombs. Besides this heavy duty fortification, the building itself was surrounded by a high wire-topped fence that kept unauthorized pedestrians away. The fence funneled would-be entrants past a manned guard house. Sometime the square was deserted, except for rising and setting flocks of birds and individual figures threading the path to and from the building. Sometimes the square was thronged by crowds of idlers, sitting, standing, and milling just outside the fence. On a sunny day, as it was today, the square could be a very pleasant place to sit, and the old building itself was beautiful to look at, one of the few grand old buildings left in the city.

As a technical legal matter, people were not allowed to loiter outside the fence, and they could with justice be moved along or even arrested en masse by security. This was occasionally done, without warning. There was no way to know when it would happen before it happened; no way for the crowds to know if the authorities would look the other way or crack down. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to it, and this was by design. 

The arbitrariness of the enforcement was quite deliberate. Gaius had learned this years ago when talking with one of the knowledge hub's ranking security officers, or "library cops" as they were informally known.

"That's how they know who's in charge," he said. "It's important for enforcement to be arbitrary, so they really feel the power of authority. They're not making the decision. They're not reading a sign and doing what it says. We make the decision. They're not agreeing. They're not even obeying. They're submitting. You'll find that's one of the most important principles of modern crowd control."

Gaius got the impression that there hadn't been a cleanup for quite some time. The throng outside the fence was loud and relaxed, as if they thought they had a right to be there. He began his walk up the broad entrance path, flanked on either side by the double-layer silver chain links. A fine morning sun was shining and many peons were sitting along the base of the northern fence, soaking up the warmth. 

At the bottom of the first flight of stairs (the guard houses stood on the plateau before the second flight), Gaius took note of a big white male, about his age. His eyes were closed, his face was tilted upwards, and he seemed to be enjoying the feel of the sunlight on his shuttered eyes. The sight of a peon – obviously homeless from the state of his clothes – with a look of quiet contentment on this face was remarkable enough to slow Gaius in his ascent and demand a second look. There was something about him that stirred an inchoate memory ... 

He made a full stop and he looked again, and when he did he recognized Kearney.
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He hadn't seen Kearney since the seventh grade, when they were best friends, but there was no mistaking him. He had lived a hard life. They had moved in opposite directions since a certain fateful day. Kearney was an amiable intellectual, much bigger than the other kids, but with no interest in sports, a dreamer, a reader. The tough kids hated him, but they were afraid of him. They didn't know what to do with him. Even when they came in numbers, he brushed them off, almost kindly, absent-mindedly. So they insulted him. The Blacks were the worst, and the whites who wanted to curry favor with them.

On that fateful day they were particularly vicious. It was just after dismissal and Kearney was standing in the schoolyard, beginning the walk home, with only Gaius as his companion. Gaius always felt like the weak link in these situations.

"Yo, yo, where you going? I want to ax you a question."

It was an old familiar drama, and there was no reason even to try to distinguish the speakers. Kearney and Gaius kept walking.

"Don't turn your back on me, motherfucker."

"Plebeians," Kearney said, addressing his remark to Gaius, the only one present who would understand it.

"I'll fuck you up. And your boyfriend."

"Faggot."

"Fucking faggot."

"If we was in prison, I'd make you my bitch."

"You'd love it."

"You gonna like it, bitch?"

The usual patter. Then came the moment. For whatever reason, Kearney spoke again.

"Let us leave the society of these ill-bred negroes," he said.

Howls of rage, but also of glee. Because they had him. They knew they had him.

"Ill-bred? Negroes?"

They had him. He had gone too far. They had him.

The next day a special assembly was held to address the crisis.

Kearney was forced to stand on stage, while the principal, the mental health officer, and the diversity counsellor tag-teamed him, seamlessly shifting back and forth between assailing him personally and decrying systemic racism generally. The assembled students provided a chorus.

Gaius watched helplessly with the rest. He had not been asked for his version of events. His testimony in such a case would be inadmissible, even meaningless. How could he understand the pain those black students felt, the pain Kearney had caused by his use of the term "ill-bred," bringing to the fore the legacy of slavery, always lurking under the surface?

The climax of the struggle session was supposed to be a tearful apology from Kearney to the traumatized students he had disrespected, to the student body in general, to everyone within hearing.

Kearney just stood there getting redder and redder, redder than it seemed possible for a human to be. Gaius, never a religious boy, prayed for his silence, while angry voices in the crowd bawled "Apologize! Apologize!" Even at the time Gaius could only admire the perfect indignation, the offended righteousness in the tone of those cries.

Kearney wouldn't do it. A good student, an obedient boy, he ended the session at last by walking off stage, out of the assembly, and out of the school forever.

The story "went viral," as people used to say. It spread online, it was picked up by local news, then national news, then the commentators and the afternoon talk shows. One child in particular, the boy who had threatened to make Kearney "his bitch," showed up on the biggest morning show in the country, seated next to his dignified, sad-faced mother, and was lauded for his courage in coming forward. 

Kearney's father, a policeman, had lost his job by the end of the second day. His mother was an invalid and did not work. When Gaius finally got to visit him, one last time, there was a crowd of demonstrators in front of his house, but Gaius knew the right yards to cross and the right fences to hop, so he knocked on the back door without being heckled or assaulted.

Kearney told him that his family was moving out of state.

"My dad can't get a job here. Maybe anywhere. My parents are afraid of CPS taking me away from them. They figure if we leave, they'll forget about us."

Gaius didn't know what to say. Even as an adult he never knew the right words to express sympathy.

"I'm sorry. I'll miss you. God, I hate that school."

"They're all the same."

"There'll be no one to talk to now."

"We can write. Letters, not emails. I'll send you my address when we're settled."

And that was it, the last time Gaius saw him, until today.

What do you say to a man you haven't seen for four decades? Especially when he is homeless, and probably never finished school or held a steady job, and you're wearing a suit, walking, as if you belong, into the very stronghold of those who destroyed him.

He stopped, blocking the sun.

"Kearney," he said.

There was no answer. He felt an urge to kick Kearney's foot, as if it was the old days and they were still boys.

"Kearney," he said louder.

Kearney opened his eyes. Gaius was shocked at what he saw. They were the old Kearney eyes, the old, amused, humorous, detached observer.

"You know me?" he said.

"It's me ..."

"Gaius." Kearney finished it for him. He smiled.

"It's been a long time," Gaius said. "How have you been?" A stupid question. "How are you doing?"

Kearney shrugged. 

"Doing well. Today, it's sunny," he said.

Then he bethought himself of his manners and rose to his feet.

"I'm sorry I never wrote to you," he said. "We were advised against it."

"I figured."

Kearney somehow had managed to retain a surprising amount of his bulk, and the hand he offered Gaius was large and fleshy.

"You're looking very spruce," Kearney said. "What brings you to the information hub? I haven't seen you here before."

"They brought me in as a consultant. I'm actually in the Law Enforcement and Security end of things."

"I know. I read about your exploits in the papers."

"That was a while ago. Years. I had retired actually."

"And they're bringing you back. It must be something big."

Now that he was talking to Kearney, Gaius felt overcome by a sudden rush of all the questions he wanted to ask and all the things he wanted to say.

"Listen. I don't know what they want with me or how long this meeting will take. But I'd like to take you to dinner when I come out. Will you be here?"

"Hard to say. I'll sit here till the cops move me along or the sun goes down. Sometime I have to leave if people recognize me, even now. They still punch me in the face from time to time when they recognize me. Kids mostly. I have no idea how they know about me. It doesn't hurt much. I think people are getting weaker. But if you don't find me today, you'll find me tomorrow or the day after. I'm easy to find if you look."

"I'll look. I'm sorry to leave so soon, I have to go now to this stupid appointment."

"Not so stupid. If it weren't for the appointment, you wouldn't be here and we would not have met."

"That's true."

"Run along."

As if the years had never passed. 

Kearney, Gaius thought. An unexpected meeting that must mean something.

Sitting on the ground, Kearney watched Gaius as he passed between the guard houses.

"He still looks good," Kearney thought. "He still seems like himself, despite the life he must have led."
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Gaius was late for the meeting. All his clearances had been revoked, and he couldn't pass the facial recognition portal at the door. He found that he'd missed more than one update on his personal identity app, and he had to wait for the updates to load before the guards could vet him. It had been a long time since he'd thought about updating his phone. It had been a good quiet life out in the country.

They wouldn't let him call ahead and they wouldn't call on his behalf. Even when they let him pass into the interior, they sent two guards to walk him to the conference room. He should have figured on a delay and gotten there earlier. On the other hand, the Section Chief should have primed the guards at the gate, or seen that his FR data had been put back in the system. It might have been a deliberate oversight on her part – she always liked to place her subordinates on uneasy footing.

There was also a delay at the conference room door, where he had to pass another scanner. When he finally gained entrance, he made his explanations to the Section Chief, although he was feeling in no sense apologetic.

"You don't have an implant?" she said.

He shook his head.

"You know me," he said.

She rose and shook his hand with every appearance of pleasure. Old pals.

Gaius took a quick scan of the room. Four people besides the Section Chief. He settled into the open seat prepared for him, while the Chief launched into the introductions. 

"Some of us here may be new to you, with a couple of old friends. We've got Special Agent Tim Brennan from SIB." (The Special Investigation Bureau.)

A standard issue guy, or looked like one.

"Bastarte, you already know. She's with the Psych Analysis Division now."

Here Gaius was caught by surprise, and he made a mistake. At the sight of Bastarte, an expression crossed his face. He could feel it. Bastarte was a felid, and her transition had far advanced from when he'd last seen her. The split lip, pointed ears, whiskers, and coloring – he wouldn't have recognized her without the Section Chief's help.

Such moments could destroy a career, even a life. Any evidence of insufficient enthusiasm or unhealthy reservations could set the offender on the path of professional stagnation leading to eventual dismissal. This was particularly dangerous in a law enforcement setting, where all the agents cut corners or, to put it less delicately, violated laws on a daily basis. The violations were excused, expected, part of the job, but if an officer was "on the outs" he could be exposed and prosecuted with utmost savagery. Once in prison, the best a former officer could expect was neglect and being left to the mercies of Gen Pop. In the worst cases, a word passed to the right people would ensure swift and certain punishment.

So, not a good beginning for Gaius.

"Sanjay Patel comes to us from Designated Organizations." A slight pause. Was he expected to recognize this one?  He was fairly youthful for this august body. 

"You probably don't remember me," Patel said. He was seated nearest Gaius and took the opportunity to shake his hand. "I was a city cop when you broke up the Twenty-Third Street Textbook Ring. That case helped put me on a different path."

Gaius had never worked for DOA (the Designated Organization Authority) but their paths had often converged, usually when working the type of case Gaius tried to avoid. This was a bad omen, but it soon got worse.

Next on the round robin was a nearly bald black woman, elegantly dressed, with a necklace of heavy gold links, and a palpable hauteur, as if determined to be unimpressed by this storied figure from the past.

"Dr. Abimbola is here from Child Safety and Development."

A slight nod of acknowledgement from Dr. Abimbola. 

CSD, known informally as the Wolfpack, was the most ruthless of agencies, leaving a trail of ruined lives in its wake. What had Carpenter gotten him into? 

"We'll probably bring others in later," said the Section Chief. "It's a multi-agency, cross-disciplinary case."

There was a pause. Gaius became impatient.

"So what are we looking at?" he asked.

"Let's get down to it. On your screens you should all have the file summary relating to a death that took place just a few miles away from this building." 

Gaius looked down on the inset screen before him and tried to climb into it mentally and make sense of it. The format was unfamiliar. An old man, early eighties, living alone in a second floor rent control. Gaius knew the neighborhood, or had known it once.

"We'll start with the victim," said the Section Chief. "Charles Lavalle. An old man with no family, no occupation, little money, no obvious prima facie risk factors. But click the icon next to the name."

They followed along dutifully. Gaius could see that they were all thoroughly familiar with the file, and the demonstration was purely for his benefit.

"He was on the watch list of no less than three agencies: SIB, DOA, and CSD. In fact, DOA was planning on arresting him before the week was out."

"What charge?"

"Conspiracy to disseminate religiously-inspired hate literature, for starters," said Patel. "There would have been other charges: conspiracy to deprive a protected minority of civil rights, for one."

"We were looking at him for unlicensed distribution of educational material and conspiracy to interfere with the free development of a minor," said Dr. Abimbola. 

Gaius nodded sagely, but he groaned inwardly. Had he been called back for this?

"Neither office was aware of the other's investigation," said the Section Chief. "Nor were they aware of the SIB's interest."

Tim Brennan volunteered no information about the SIB's investigation.

"Before he could be arrested, the day before he was scheduled to be arrested by DOA, he was killed. Murdered by person or persons unknown." 

"Do you have any suspects?"

"None," said the Section Chief. "But I don't believe in coincidences. You see the problem. If it wasn't a coincidence, then we must assume the killing was timed to frustrate our investigation. Which would mean that someone outside LEO knows more than they should."

"What was the cause of death? How was it done?"

"Cause of death undetermined," said Brennan.

"We have a pretty good description of the alleged perpetrator," said the Section Chief. "But no video."

She watched him. He wanted to ask how there could be no video when Charles Lavalle was under surveillance, but that would sound too much like a reproach.

"It's all part of the mystery," she said. "We're giving you a detailed file. I'd rather you read it on your own rather than have us tell you all about it. We're interested in your unique perspective."

"We can tell you that we found enough evidence in his apartment to demonstrate that the man was part of a criminal organization," said Brennan.

"Have you detained any of the other members?"

"Negative. We left everything in place. There's been no official acknowledgement of the death. We're still watching the apartment. We want to see who, if anyone, comes by."

"As you've probably guessed," said the Section Chief, "our working theory is that the victim was killed by someone within his own organization. However, we know little about the structure of the organization, so it's possible, even likely, that most of his co-conspirators wouldn't know anything about his death. We're giving it a few days to see who turns up."

"Everything he did was very low tech," said Patel. "Nothing online, home printing, distributed by hand, that kind of thing. So naturally we thought of you." He smiled.

"I'm not sure what you want me to do. I am out of the business, out of the loop entirely. I wouldn't know any of the people involved, probably."

"I wouldn't be entirely sure ..." began Patel.

"Do what you do," said the Section Chief. "Read the file. Especially go to the apartment, read his literature ... it's all still there ... put your eyes on the situation, the art, the literature. You have a feel for how these people think, the ethos. See if he reminds you of anybody. See if you think he's likely to prove dangerous."

Well, not anymore, seeing he's dead, Gaius thought; but he only nodded.

"You'll probably want to talk to the neighbors, too," said Brennan.

"To sum up," said the Section Chief. "Our first interest is, who killed the man and why. What do they know about our investigation? Our secondary question is, how was it done? Here's the file, paper since you're not in the system any longer. And because I know you like it that way."

It was a formidably thick sheaf of papers enclosed in a brown file folder, secured with a flap and wrapped with a string.

At that point, Gaius thought, the meeting might have ended. But there were four important people in that room and they all had to have some say. They went on for some time, round and round, each adding a bit or a piece. Gaius paid some attention, and learned a few things. Lavalle was some species of Christian, he had a record from years back, mostly made-up crimes like unauthorized digital reproduction, mail fraud, Internet fraud, the sort of thing they pinned on anti-socials just to hold over them. He did a little service, spent a long time on parole, never did serious prison time. All that was far in the past.

Mostly Gaius watched the other people at the meeting, how they related to him. Brennan was all business, possibly trying to impress him. Patel was frankly friendly. The Section Chief treated him like an old comrade-in-arms. Abimbola could barely stand to look at him.

At last it was over, and they all rose. Before Gaius left, Patel came over and shook his hand.

"It's good to see you again. Good to be working with you. Do you ever see any of the old gang?"

"No, I'm out in the country now. I don't see much."

"Tell me, do you ever see Tilma Voss?"

"Tilma?" This was a surprise. Gaius had broken up with Tilma years before he'd met Patel. "Lord, no. I haven't seen or even heard of Tilma for years."

"Too bad, too bad. I was a fan, you know."

Nothing more. 

They all watched Gaius as he left.
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Gaius found Kearney at the other end of the block, where there was a small park behind the information hub. Kearney was talking with some others of the jetsam that gathered there in the evenings when the Stats and Citizens started leaving for home. When they saw Gaius approaching directly, the men with Kearney started to peel away, turning their backs and drifting. Gaius felt a momentary worry that he might be making things socially difficult for Kearney, if the other street people saw the two of them talking as friends, but it soon became evident Kearney had no worries on that score.

"Hey, Kearney."

"You found me."

"It turned out to be a long meeting. It took me a long time just to get inside. Are you free for dinner?"

"Where are you thinking of taking me? Most places won't let me in."

"I know a Vietnamese place around the block. They'll set us up, unless things have changed a lot. They owe me or think they do."

"Lead on."

Nothing had changed at the Vietnamese place. Mr. Trang still ran the joint, and recognized Gaius immediately. He conducted them to a private alcove on the second floor.

Kearney looked around with approval.

"I know this place," he said. "They lay out a nice dumpster in the back. A lot of the patrons can't finish the spicy dishes, so there's always good leftovers. Real meat, too, unless I'm mistaken."

"Yes, they have a cultural permission. How long have you been living around here?"

"I've been back in New York ... five years on this go round."

"Are your parents still around?"

"No. Dad died pretty early. It hit him hard, the whole thing. He could never get another job in law enforcement. Obviously. He really liked being a cop for some reason. No offense."

"None taken. Some people love it. I never did."

"He didn't have a pension, from getting fired. And mom couldn't do much. But people helped us out. Some of his old friends from the job sent us money when they could. They took a chance doing it. Maybe that's what he liked about it, the job. Anyway, Mom didn't last too long after Dad died. I played out the string in California as long as I could, then I sold what little I had and started to drift."

There were a few parties seated at the other tables, carrying on quiet conversations, while barely audible French music played from unseen speakers. Along one wall, large windows displayed the night scene for those diners who were interested.

Kearney was interested in everything, his head "on a swivel," as they say.

"This is very pleasant," he said. "I've never eaten in a place like this."

"This used to be my favorite restaurant when I worked in the city. I haven't been here for years."

"What brings you back, if you don't mind me asking? You used to work on serial killers. Anything we should be worried about?"

Gaius knew that "we" meant the denizens of the street.

"I really don't know. It was a strange meeting. I'm not sure why they wanted me at all. They seemed to be concealing as much as they revealed. But I'm not at liberty to discuss it. Sorry."

"Hey, rules are rules."

Gaius requested printed menus. Kearney studied the pictures and picked out a dish that looked familiar. 

"This place hasn't changed at all," Gaius said. "I figured they'd still have hard copy."

"Is that unusual?"

"Most menus are online. People check their phones."

Kearney started to laugh.

"That seems a bit round about."

"I always thought so. I guess it saves paper. Saves trees."

"It saves paper," Kearney repeated. "But that's not the reason."

"No. It's not the reason."

Nothing more was said. The reason, even if the restaurateurs themselves didn't know it, was to enforce absolute dependence on the phone. 

As dinner progressed and the wine flowed, Gaius began to feel a strange reversal taking place, as if he had been the exile, lost, a homeless wanderer, and Kearney was doing him a favor by taking him out of himself and setting him back on solid ground for a while. From what he knew of life on the street–the physical misery, the emotional isolation, the fear, the miserable food, the danger–it seemed impossible that Kearney could still be not only sane, but almost blandly secure. His clothes, too, were old and worn, but not tattered, not absurdly layered. Not notably dirty. He did not stink. If he had a social pass, he might have been able to get into the restaurant himself. Very odd.

Kearney tackled the wine with gusto, but he showed none of the signs of alcoholism, and certainly no sign of past or current drug abuse. How was this possible? What had sustained him?  Gaius became more and more intrigued as the dinner wore on.

Apparently, so did Kearney.

"The last I remember reading about you was back, it must have been twenty five years ago, when you caught the Holiday Killer and you were going out with Tilma Voss. I remember seeing you on all the tabloids."

"Yes, that was my brief flirtation with the high life. I wasn't suited for it."

Then he added, "The Holiday Killer was what made my career. That was what gave me the reputation of being a wizard when it came to catching obsessives. You know what my big revelation was, the thing that changed my whole approach? It wasn't a clue or a technique or anything like that. At the time, there was almost a reverence for these types, everyone talked about how intelligent they were, how meticulous, how difficult to catch. I guess they still do. In movies and streams they treat them almost like they're living on a higher plane than the rest of us. But I remember trying to explain the case to my father when we were working it. You know: who the Holiday Killer was, what he did, how he got his name. When my father began to understand, he suddenly blurted out, 'What kind of an idiot kills perfect strangers to celebrate holidays'? 'What kind of an idiot?' I always carried that with me."

"The things that change history. Are you in touch with Tilma Voss these days?"

"Tilma? No, I haven't seen her for years. I don't know where she is or what she's doing. She just kind of dropped out. I guess I did the same. Until now."

"Easy to lose touch."

"I've lost touch with a lot of things. I'll have to catch up quick if I'm going to be of any use on this case."

"I don't think I can help you there."
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Out on the street, Kearney thanked Gaius handsomely for the meal.

"I haven't had a dinner like that ... ever, I guess."

"Do you have a place to stay tonight? I don't want to presume, but I could put you up at a hotel or ..."

Kearney laughed.

"Oh, no, no. I have to be out on the street."

He saw that Gaius did not understand this.

"There are people who depend on me. I sort of protect them. We have a little group. Quite unofficial."

Gaius nodded.

"There are a lot of empty places in the city, you know. Here and there, where the people have moved out. And some of the Zones let us pass through. But that's a lot dicier. I don't trust them so much."

Gaius saw that Kearney was voluntarily telling him more than he needed to tell, though he still didn’t understand him.

"There's a whole shadow world out there. Like I said, the empty places are many.  The Wasteland, we call it. We make it work. But we have enemies. Always enemies. I should be going."

"Wait. One thing. How can I get in touch with you? I might need a guide to that shadow world."

"Hunting again."

"If I take the job."

Kearney looked at him.

"You should take the job," he said. "It might be important."

"You don't know what it is."

"I'll be around, if you need me. You have only to look."

And he walked away down the dark street.

At the very moment Gaius was standing in the neon glow of the restaurant, watching Kearney recede into the distance, his new colleagues were gathered around a panel of screens in the Behavioral wing of the midtown information hub. The screens showed recordings of the meeting they had attended earlier in the day. There were screens showing simple moving images taken from different angles, there were screens picking up various types of emanations, electrical and otherwise, showing glowing otherworldly figures, there were bar graphs and moving lines like medical readouts. A forensic behavioral scientist (FBS) explained the screens to the gathered law officers, running repetitions of key parts of the conversation.

"Here, right here. You see the way he moves his arms in a defensive posture? And the color switched to purple on the EAM? He's definitely hiding something."

"I knew it," said Abimbola.

"You suspected it," said the technician, a certain Sarah Deschanel, a true believer in the science. "Now you know."

She was taking a chance talking like this, in a frankly adversarial way, even though she tried to soften her words with a self-deprecating smile. Her devotion to her craft impelled her to speak.

"I wish he had an implant. It's possible to get real precision with the readings you get from an implant."

"That's not going to happen."

"I thought it was a requirement for all law enforcement personnel."

"He's retired. We brought him in as a consultant. He's not going to take an implant. Trust me, I know him."

"Well, those are my conclusions," said Deschanel. "I'll have them edited and distributed to all the attendees by noon tomorrow."

"Thanks for your work," said the Section Chief. "We really appreciate you staying late for this one. It's a developing situation, and we need to stay ahead of it."

"Always happy to help."

The Section Chief turned to the others.

"So, he knows," she said. "And now we know."
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Hotel rooms hadn't changed. The Section had installed Gaius in a midtown hotel for three days. It was modestly appointed, but spacious, and no doubt quite expensive. Gaius had his papers spread out over a number of low tables and he was trying to get a grip on the case file. As this was a suite reserved for Section guests, Gaius assumed that he was under some form of video surveillance. This was a good assumption to make in any hotel room, in fact. 

Gaius had turned on the television and let the voices wash over him as he worked. He needed to restore his feel for contemporary local life. What did people hear, what did they think about, what fed their imaginations? What words did they use? How did they project themselves?

The file provided a list of all the people who had visited Charles Lavalle's apartment in the weeks leading up to his death. For an eighty-year-old recluse with no family, he had a lot of visitors. Persons of interest were identified and their entries were supplemented by short lists of known associates and organizational affiliations. A few years ago, Gaius would probably have recognized many names, but now they meant nothing. One organization he recognized: a few of the visitors were associated with the American Homeschooling Association. It was a purposely bland name, but the AHA had been linked in the past with distribution of unapproved curricula, operating an unlicensed educational institution, miseducation, exclusionary practice and propaganda, and child endangerment. Gaius had never found them particularly alarming but he knew a lot of people in CDS and DOA considered them public enemies of a high order.

The file contained a categorized and itemized list of the apartment's contents. It was a modest list. Lavalle had a fair number of books, mostly religious, paperbacks from defunct small presses with publication dates long past. He had, surprisingly, a large number of VHS tapes, illegally copied, probably intended for distribution to homeschooling cells. That alone was grounds for arrest. He had a printer-copier, attached to a somewhat archaic computer.  It seemed he had little else, just some knickknacks, trophies of trips taken long ago. He had no internet connection and no obvious way of accessing any of the local networks.

There was also an important section describing the neighbors, several of whom had independently called in their suspicions of the activity in the old man's apartment. It was these neighborly suspicions that had first drawn the law's attention to Lavalle. Two neighbors in particular had continued providing unpaid, informal surveillance to the DOA, one a librarian who lived directly across the hall from him, and the other an independent filmmaker, Dio Torrance by name, who lived on the first floor. 

Then, at last, the meat of the matter, the crime itself, enclosed in a folder sealed and marked "Confidential." This folder contained eyewitness accounts, not of the murder, but of the remarkable events surrounding it. (If murder it was; Gaius was still not convinced, since the only cause of death given was heart failure.) These events, Gaius surmised, constituted the catalyst for the summons that had drawn him back to the city.
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