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  PRELUDE



Lord Jesus Christ, Redeemer of all, I come not to comfort but to show.

Humanity hides behind lies of a secret order,

its heart soaked in blood.

I will not soften these pages with mercy.

Let them serve as a mirror, that every soul who reads

may see its own reflection in the ruin.

St. Michael the Archangel, mighty defender,

stand at the gate while I summon the darkness.

Let your sword hold the boundary,

not to strike, but to contain,

that the shadows I call forth do not spill beyond these words.

St. Raphael, blessed healer,

walk these corridors of horror, not to mend,

but to seal the wounds from spreading further.

Let your light be the cordon,

so that what festers in man’s soul remains exposed

yet does not devour the innocent.

For I call upon the abyss.

I summon despair, greed, cruelty, and hunger,

and I lay them bare upon this stage.

Let this book be a curse,

not against heaven,

but against the blindness of man.

Christ, witness this act.

Not to forgive, but to testify.

In these words I conjure the great darkness

and bind it within these pages,

that all who open them must look upon themselves,

and tremble.

Amen.
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Detective Danny Hughes, slightly drunk, and his partner Jacob stood before the mansion. The opal walls shimmered in the storm, their boots crunching over glass shards, each step heavy.

“Hell of a mess,” Jacob muttered, his eyes tracing the scene.

“Yeah. Someone shoots like shit,” Danny grumbled, barely looking.

Inside, their silhouettes stretched across marble pillars. Danny brushed one with his fingers, the chill refreshing. Bullet holes riddled the walls. A chandelier dangled precariously.

“None of this adds up,” Danny said to the floor, not to Jacob.

Jacob let the words fall. “Shocking.”

Out front, Phaedon Securities, the mayor’s private paramilitary force, stood in formation. Squad car lights painted the shattered windows.

A second lieutenant walked through the door, frustration carved across his face.

“The mayor’s assistant is on the line. Phaedon is taking over everything.”

Danny scowled. “They’re just hired muscle.”

Danny ignored the lieutenant, crouched to pick up a bullet casing, and slipped it into his pocket. His gaze swept across the interior.

“You sure someone lived here?” He stepped into the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator. The inside was empty, spotless.

“The oven’s untouched.”

The lieutenant’s tone left no room. “Shut up and make the damn call, Hughes.”

Danny tensed in irritation as he pulled out his phone. “Fine.”

As he walked, something blinked in a neighboring window, a pinpoint flash. There, then gone.

Jacob’s stare found the trouble in Danny’s face. “What’

s wrong?”

Danny’s focus locked on the torn canvases and broken frames hanging in ruin. One painting stood out: Prometheus chained to jagged rock, body twisted in anguish. Bullet holes smeared its colors, but the torment held.

He stepped closer, feeling along the splintered edges. He couldn’t let another case slip away. Not after Carlene.

Phone still in hand, Danny dialed. “Chief, Phaedon’s pushing us out.”

The response came urgently. “Report what you see and get out.”

The line immediately went dead.

Danny coughed.

Jacob’s eyes roved uneasily. “So what now?”

Danny’s stare went glacial. “Feels like a setup,” he said. “Let’s regroup.”

Outside, Phaedon’s armored figures stood motionless.

Officer Jekusiel stormed toward the line, rain streaking his face. He jabbed a finger against an operative’s chest plate.

“Say something!” His voice echoed, but the men didn’t flinch.

Jacob held out his palm, watching droplets hit skin and vanish.

“Funny. You feel it hit, and then it’s gone. Like it wasn’t ever there.”

Danny’s eyes stayed on Jekusiel. “That’s the trick.”

Jacob lowered his hand. “Yeah, I’ve been feeling quite magical lately.”

Danny didn’t respond.

They started toward the car.

Jacob, oblivious. “I keep thinking about that painting. All that pain, frozen.”

“It wasn’t frozen.”

“What?”

“Just keep moving,” Danny said quietly.

He didn’t look back again. He just matched Jacob’s pace, hands out of his pockets.

He slid into the car seat.

Jacob pulled a small vial from his pocket and dabbed a bit of sun water onto his neck. The scent filled the car, a faint trace of danger. It was his ritual, a grasp at luck or hope. Danny wasn’t sure which.

Danny grunted. “That supposed to ward off hollow-point?”

Jacob just grinned.

“Think this one’s gonna end in a happily ever after?”

Danny didn’t look over. “No. Just another crime scene.”

Jacob chuckled. “Damn.”

They drove on, watching the city go by. As they passed the Salamanca Casino, a golden sign advertising an upcoming boxing match radiated.

The alley narrowed. The car rolled onward, engine low and cautious.

As the blocks slipped past, they saw something.

* * *




A man lay against the wall, limbs arranged by cruelty. The needle dangled from the vein in his arm, glinting like evidence.




The car slowed without meaning to. Rain ticked on the roof. The needle rocked once, then settled.




Jacob’s hand hovered near the door, then dropped back to his knee. “Danny… should we…?”




Danny watched the man a second longer than he needed to.




“Keep moving,” he said.




The car crept forward.




“If we stop, it’s ours,” Danny added, not looking over. “He’s paperwork. We already have paperwork.”




A quiet buzz cut through. Jacob’s phone lit up. He glanced down. It was a TRAGIX notification, his thumb moving before his thoughts caught up. Something like relief crossed his face, thin and quick, and then he tried to hide it.




“Damn,” Jacob said, a little too loud. “Two hundred bucks. Homicide.”




Danny stared ahead.




“You talk about saving people,” Danny said, “but you sure don’t mind cashing in on them.”




Jacob gave a short, humorless sound and shoved his phone away.




The car slid on.

* * *

The road curved.

Then came the floodlights.

Bright. Brutal. Blinking through the storm like lamps.

Traffic was crawling. Cars idled in both directions, drivers leaning out of windows, phones raised, mouths slack with whatever passed for awe these days. Exhaust and the electric stink of violence clung to everything.

That was when Danny and Jacob saw it.

Five bodies hung from the underpass like meat left out in the rain. Strung up by thick industrial cable, not rope. Built to hold weight.

They rotated slowly, eerily synchronized in their sway.

Scrawled in the mess across the cracked concrete below their feet:

HELL IS SHAPED LIKE A WOMAN.

“They were hung off the freeway,” Jacob said, his voice thin.

Danny shot him a look. “No shit, Jacob.”

Jacob stared, ignoring the remark. “Right here. In front of everything. Guts poured out, news vans rolling, people slowing down to film it. Like it’s art.”

Danny said nothing. He was calculating. His eyes traced the scene.

“Spacing’s perfect,” he muttered. “Cable lengths are even. They planned the drop well in advance.”

“They posed them,” Jacob said. “They wanted it to be loud.”

Flashbulbs popped. A reporter stood off to the side in a red poncho, holding a mic like a shield. The camera lens blinked, logo gleaming in the corner:

TRAGIX: Real-Time Tragedy.

On the car’s dash, the live feed stuttered. A single gold drop fell from the TRAGIX logo, struck a cracked piggy bank icon, and split it in half. Phones all around glowed behind windshields. Payouts tumbled like digital hailstones: +$186.33, +$92.01, +$6,337.00, +$11.10. The numbers kept multiplying, notifications stacking, each new winner just a blip in the blur.

Jacob watched the spectacle, face lit by his phone. He scrolled, thumb trembling, checking the odds, the outcomes, the carnage packaged and sold. Another payout flashed on his screen. His bet had hit. Guilt and adrenaline tangled behind his eyes.

“I bet on this one,” he said, voice cracked and small. “Didn’t think it would be.” He stopped himself.

Danny’s stare was hard, refusing the numbers, refusing the ritual.

Jacob tried not to look at the bodies. “Those the Januses?” he asked quietly.

Danny tracked the details: the symmetry of the spacing, the arterial spray on the divider wall.

“No.”

Jacob blinked. “You sure?”

“They’re men. All of them. Too old. The Januses had one boy, one girl. This isn’t them,” Danny said, certain. “But it’s the same crew. Same style.”

Jacob gave  a second glance. “Why? Same day?”

“Timing’s too tight,” Danny answered, watching a city camera pivot above the scene. “They grabbed the Januses while these were getting staged.”

“So what? Diversion?”

Danny shook his head, eyes flat. “No. Just monetization.”

Reporters clustered near the median, voicing outrage in clean coats. A boom mic caught the soft creak of cable. The display had done its work. Everyone had seen it. And no one would do a thing.

“This change the job?” Jacob offered the question with an edge, as if bracing for a lie.

“No,” Danny muttered. “Just makes it pointless.”

Jacob shot him a glance.

Danny smirked. “Every climb we make, somebody dumps another corpse. Gravity’s never on our side.”

Jacob offered nothing.

The clicking of cameras. The rumble of low gear. A baby crying in a distant car seat. The world continuing.

Danny’s fingers tightened, then released.

Jacob turned his face to the window. The city lights stuttered across his nose and lips, a delicate mask he couldn’t keep.

“The man in the alley. We didn’t stop.”

Danny didn’t blink.

“Yeah. He was gone. Like the rest.”

His hand drifted toward the freeway, where the bodies hung like punctuation marks at the end of a horrible sentence.

“You want to check if they’re okay too?”

Jacob’s voice dry and worn. “We didn’t know for sure.”

Danny exhaled slowly.

“We have a job to do.”

Danny’s eyes returned to the overpass. He twitched, an old nerve firing beneath scar tissue.

Then…

“I just need… something.”

Danny tried to smile.

“If I walk away from this…” He rubbed his temples, eyes flicking up. “I’ll end up doing the other thing.”

Jacob squinted, unsettled. “What’s the other thing?”

Danny shaped his fingers into a gun, pressed it to his temple, and pulled the invisible trigger.




The brake lights ahead stretched in a broken line, slow as a snake with nowhere to go.

Behind them, a woman in a sedan honked, impatient.

Jacob looked in the mirror.

“They want a show. Something to scream at, something to cry about.”

“Are we different?” Jacob asked.

Danny shrugged.

A light turned green ahead. Traffic began inching.

Danny pressed the pedal.

Behind them, the hanging men became smaller.

Just another shape.

Just another thing to leave behind.




* * *




The precinct rose ahead.

Dirty lights bloomed through the rain.

Danny killed the engine. They stepped out into the downpour, collars up, shoes soaking through on the first few steps. The doors fought them with suction and heat when they pushed inside.

The air smelled like old coffee and damp fabric. Phones rang with the same insistence as always, as if the building itself did not understand its own existence.

Danny walked as if he could outrun the freeway.

He shut the office door. The latch clicked.

Jacob sat and leaned back, searching for a smirk like it might still work. “You’ve got that look,” he said. “What’s the deal?”

“Janus family,” Danny said. “Find everything you can. Keep it quiet.”

Jacob stared at him a second. “Quiet,” he repeated. “After that.”

Danny did not answer. He crossed to the file drawer and rested his hand there, not opening it yet, like he was waiting to see if the room would tell him not to.

“The chief just blew this shit off,” Danny said. “He told me to report what I saw and get out. Then he hung up.”

Jacob’s chair creaked. The humor did not fully leave him, but it got thinner.

“So we do what,” Jacob said. “We dig until Phaedon notices?”

“We dig until we know what they were protecting,” Danny said. “Then we decide what kind of stupid we are.”

Jacob gave a small nod, as if accepting terms. Then he glanced at the desk calendar and the cluttered corners of the room like he was reading a table.

“All right,” Jacob said. “I will put fifty on it being boring. Civil suits. Tax stuff. Family money. Something you can kill over without feeling dramatic.”

Danny looked at him. “Do not start.”

Jacob spread his hands. “I am not starting. I am translating. My brain only speaks odds.”

Danny did not smile. “Your brain speaks bullshit.”

Jacob accepted that like a deserved slap. “Fine,” he said. 

He turned to the computer. The keys clicked. He pulled up records with the steady rhythm of someone who knew how to chase a thread and also knew how to chase a feeling.

“Janus,” Jacob muttered. “He built his life like a lawsuit. Complaint here. Counterclaim there. Settlements that never see daylight.”

Danny opened the drawer now. The Janus file was thicker than it should have been. He set it on the desk between them.

Jacob glanced at the file, then back to the screen. “You see,” he said, almost calm. “Boring money.” He paused. “Which means it is never just money.”

Danny flipped pages. Names, dates, legal language that tried to turn damage into something tidy.

“Nightingale,” Danny said. “The wife.”

Jacob glanced over. “That her real name?”

Danny tapped the line. “Pitchfork Energies.”

Jacob made a quiet sound, not quite a laugh. “Pitchfork,” he said. “The light company?”

Danny kept reading.

Two slimmer files were tucked beneath the bulk of the papers, almost hidden. Danny pulled them out and set them down side by side.

“Sophia,” Danny said. “Maid. One arrest. Possession of ALD-52.”

Jacob looked at that file longer than the others. “That is not a maid problem,” he said quietly. “That is a somebody-fed-her problem.”

Danny nodded once, like he had been waiting for Jacob to say it in plain language.

“And Roman,” Danny said. “Teacher at Black Sun Academy.”

Jacob’s response came too fast, like a reflex trying to get ahead of suspicion. “Yeah. Black sun. I have seen it.”

Danny did not react. He waited.

Jacob added, softer, “It shows up in places.”

Danny slid the Roman file a little closer. “How do you know that?”

Jacob stared at the desk, at the neat label, at the fact of it. He looked like he was deciding whether to lie out of habit or tell the truth out of fatigue.

“Wewelsburg,” Jacob said at last. “Nazis carved it into stone.”

Danny watched him. 

“People are easy,” Jacob said. “What they worship is what keeps me up.”

Danny let that sit.

A phone rang somewhere down the hall and then stopped, unanswered.

“Sophia,” Danny said, sliding the file toward Jacob. “Start with her.”

Jacob’s hands returned to the keys. “Yeah,” he said, voice quieter than before. “Start with her.”
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The wipers carved frantic paths across the windshield, rain hammering down in sheets. Thunder growled, angry and careless. The sky tore open. Dark shapes hunched along the sidewalks, faces buried beneath the hoods of threadbare coats. Not men. Leftovers. Forgotten things. Water pooled in the street’s sunken veins. Oil slicks quivered under the traffic light glint.

* * *




Danny drove. Jacob watched the night slink past. Neither spoke.

They pulled up to Sophia’s house. The windows were blacked out. The walls were gaunt, sagging inward, like a grave stood on end.

Danny stepped out, his boots splashing down. He struck his knuckles against the door.

“Police! Open up!”

The wind curled around him. He knocked again, harder.

“Open the door! We need to talk.”

From inside came a chair scraping against old wood. The faint shuffle of feet. Danny turned his head, glancing back at Jacob, who stood still with his hand resting near his weapon.

Danny’s voice rang out again.

“Police! Open the damn door!”

A pause. Then a faint click. The whisper of a lock sliding open.

Sophia stood in the smeared night and regarded them from the doorway. 

She stepped aside, saying nothing.

Danny entered without hesitation.

“About time.”




Sophia crushed a cigarette into an overflowing ashtray. Her hands shook. She took a slow drag from a fresh one and let the smoke drift out.

“You’re here about the Januses, aren’t you?”

Danny’s gaze drifted as he cataloged the space.

“They vanished,” he said. “What do you know?”

Jacob’s eyes caught on something in the corner. A faint crease formed between his brows.

“What were those for?”

Sophia didn’t hesitate.

“Pets,” she said.

Like she’d rehearsed it. Like she’d been waiting for the question.

Jacob squinted, studying her face for a crack. Nothing. That bothered him.

Danny’s words dropped, stripped of emphasis.

“What do you know?”

Sophia reached for her lighter but didn’t use it.

Danny wrote something down.

When she finally spoke, the word barely crossed the room.

“Clorox.”

Jacob’s brow creased.

“Clorox?”

She nodded.

“Yeah. That morning, Nightingale and Father Janus were arguing. She said the school ruined the twins. He didn’t argue. Just stood there.”

Her eyes lost focus.

“He was stressed… worse than I’d ever seen.”

Danny adjusted slightly in his seat. 

Jacob’s light returned to the cages.




Sophia swallowed hard.




“That stress… it made sense. I heard whispers about a case he was working on. A boxer, connected to trafficking. Not just rumors.”

She rubbed her thumb against her palm.

“His wife found out first. She was working at a nonprofit with Pitchfork Energies.”

She hesitated.

“She saw things. Things they didn’t want seen. People taken. People used.”

Her breath caught.

“Janus wanted to bring it into the light. He was close. But…”

She let the air out through her teeth.

“Someone powerful didn’t want that.”

A pause settled over the room, thick and expectant, as if the house itself was waiting for the next name to be spoken aloud.

“I was cleaning the bathroom when I heard the doorbell. It was… off. No one gets in without passing security. But it rang anyway.”

Danny jotted something down, the pen scratching faintly against the paper.

Outside, the wind pressed hard against the house.

Jacob moved carefully toward the far side of the room, the flashlight trembling faintly in his hand as its beam swept across the black-velvet.

Sophia inhaled.

“At first, I ignored it. But then the smell hit me. Clorox. Heavy. Too much.”

She paused, her voice hurting.

“It wasn’t right. It was…”

Jacob’s flashlight twitched.




Sophia’s voice continued, “Janus checked the peephole. Whatever he saw, it drained the color from his face. He told Nightingale to run. She didn’t argue. Went straight to the kids’ room.”

“Then the door opened. No knock. No voice. Just opened.”

She swallowed. “A man stood there. Albino. Tall. Skin like snow. He didn’t say a word. ”

Danny’s pen hung in his hand, motionless.

“And then?”

Sophia clenched her fists. “I hid in the bathtub. I heard gunshots. So many. I thought they were all dead.”

Her voice slipped. “They didn’t touch the bathroom. It was like they knew I was there. When I finally looked… the house was wreckage. The albino man took the family. Every one of them. His crew tore through what was left. And Phaedon? They just stood there. Didn’t lift a hand.”

Danny closed the notebook. “You’re coming with us.”

Sophia’s eyes drifted into the twilight beyond the house.

Something passed between them.

Jacob whispered, “Danny…”

Danny turned, following his gaze.

Jacob lingered near the wall, his flashlight crawling across the space.

“Danny,” he said, the edge of warning curling under his voice. “There’s something in here.”

Danny looked. “What?”

The beam jerked, caught on the cages.

“I saw movement.”

Danny’s voice was daggered. “We’re done here.”

Sophia pulled on her coat.

“Good.”

* * *




The door groaned open. Wind tore at their coats, the night bleeding on their way to the car.

Sophia slid into the backseat, falling in on herself. Her cigarette still glowed, a dull orange ember dancing in the abyss.

Danny watched her in the mirror, his words rising just above the hush of rain needling the roof.

“Why Prometheus? What kind of family only hangs paintings of a Titan? No wedding photos. No faces.”

Sophia’s smoke spiraled. Her gaze followed the blur of blue light smearing past the window.

“Nightingale and Father Janus hated each other,” she said. “They never stopped fighting long enough to pose for anything. It wasn’t love. It was endurance. And resentment.”

Danny glanced at Jacob, who raised an eyebrow but kept quiet.

Danny didn’t. “And the twins?”

Sophia’s voice tightened, careful now, each word measured and heavy. As she spoke, shadows danced in the edges of the backseat, gathering weight to hear her story.

“They had everything but love. Nobody noticed them. They were neglected by their parents because they were always fighting. The type of quiet that traumatizes.”

In the space between her words, a muted vision: two young figures, indistinct and ghostly, wandering. One male, one female. Their pale eyes glazed with distance, their outlines dissolving.

Danny turned, studying the curve of Sophia’s profile, the subtle tremor at the corner of her mouth.

“Until what?”

Her eyes fell from the window.

“Until they got enrolled in that school. A friend of Janus recommended it. Someone… devout.”

Jacob’s tone was suspicious.

“Devout?”

“Not religious in the traditional sense. Someone called him a Luciferian once. Worshiped an event. Something he called the “Great Rebellion.”

Danny’s hands tensed around the wheel.

Jacob didn’t move, his eyes fixed on Sophia.

The streets melted into something surreal. Neon bled across puddles, colors distorted by rain. Figures slouched beneath graffitied walls, motionless, blurred, half-formed.

Sophia broke the silence.

“And still,” she said, almost to herself, “it feels like this city’s changing.”







When they arrived, the yellow lights of the station hovered, casting a weak wash across the soaked pavement. 

Danny turned the engine off.

The three stepped out.

The precinct murmured with controlled motion. Keyboards tapped. Low voices moved through. Danny led Sophia through the corridors, past officers who looked like they hadn’t slept in days, until they reached the interrogation room.




She entered.




The room was all edges: concrete walls, metal table, and the overhead light that stripped everything of warmth.

Sophia sank into the lone chair. The cigarette, long dead, still hung from her hand.




Danny sat across from her, notebook open.

Jacob leaned into the wall behind her.




Danny clicked his pen. The sound was loud.

“Let’s start from the beginning.”




Before he could go further, his phone buzzed against the table. He frowned and checked the screen.

Unlisted.




A beat. Then he picked up.

“Detective Hughes.”




The voice that answered was soft, urgent, almost swallowed by static.

“Forest Lane. Thirty minutes.”




Danny’s tone cut.

“Who is this?”




Silence.




Then the line went dead.
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Jacob raised an eyebrow.

“You think it’s legit?”

Danny’s gaze turned to Sophia, who watched them.

“Don’t know,” he said. “But we’re going to find out.”

He pointed at her.

“Stay here. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Not like I have a choice,” she muttered.

The door clicked shut behind them. Jacob and Danny drifted down the hallway.

They made it two turns before Danny slowed.

“Cages.”

Jacob’s hand hovered near his jacket, where the butt of his pistol rested.

“What about them?”

“When we were at her place,” Danny said, “she said those cages were for pets.”

Jacob frowned.

“Yeah. Funny thing. No pets though. No dog smell, no cat hair, no half-chewed toys.”

Danny glanced back down the corridor like he expected something to slither out of the dark.

“I saw scratches,” he said. “In the metal.”

Jacob’s face was a slab of thought.

“I saw ‘em too. Could’ve been blood,” he said finally. “Storm had everything mangled. Hard to tell.”

Thunder cracked like the sky itself was tearing in two.

Danny wiped the back of his neck, tasting trails of electricity.

“Funny thing is,” he said, almost whispering, “I don’t think she was lying.”

Jacob’s mouth twitched.

“Neither did I.”

“That’s the scary part.”

Exiting the station, they walked back to their cars. The streetlights above cast scattered halos across the ground.

Jacob stopped near his car, parked a few feet away.

“I’ll drive myself this time,” he said, pulling out his keys. “Looks like it’s going to be a long night.”

Danny opened his car door.

“Sure thing. Don’t get lost.”

Jacob gave a mock salute before heading to his car.




* * *




The road seemed to tighten. The headlights carved through, but nothing held. Light had no dominion here.

Danny slowed to a stop.

Ahead, the street died, swallowed by a strip of the city pretending to be a park. A sagging chain-link gate leaned open, one hinge coughing in the wind. Beyond the pavement, the park was a black bowl of wet grass and drowned benches, trees standing like witnesses who had already testified and hated themselves for it.




Danny killed the engine.

Jacob had already parked behind him. He stepped out, his door closing soft. They moved toward the dead end together.

In the distance, something stood: a figure, still as a stone, draped in grey.

Danny felt Jacob stop behind him.

The figure did not react. It did not wait or anticipate. It simply was.

Jacob muttered.

“This isn’t right.”

Danny ignored the chill creeping in. Nothing was right anymore.

“Who are you?”

The voice barely carried, the fog devouring syllables.

A hesitation. Then a slow movement. The hood peeled back with deliberate care, unveiling a woman’s face.

It was Amelia.

Once the journalist who unearthed secrets, who exposed stains no one could bleach clean. Now, she looked as if she had been worn thin by something that had looked into her and taken what it pleased. Paranoid and unblinking, her eyes held the knowledge of someone who had stared too long at the world.




A blunt dangled from her fingers, its ember glowing, the scent curling through the fog.

Danny struck a match, letting it catch the end of his cigarette. The brief spark lit his face.

“You’ve had better days,” he said.

She smirked.

“Haven’t we all, Detective?”

Jacob folded his arms. He did not trust things that walked in fogs.

“Why are we here?”

She took a drag.

“Because you’re desperate. And desperate men make desperate choices.”

Her eyes flicked to the ground.

“Like I did.”




Danny stepped toward her.

“What are you saying?”




She reached into her jacket and pulled free a small object: a flash drive, dull red, catching brief light.




“This is everything.”




A pause. Her throat bobbed with a swallow.

“Phaedon Securities. The blackouts. The mayor. It’s all on here.”




She did not look relieved. She did not look like someone shedding a burden.




She looked like someone sealing a fate.

“This isn’t a case, Detective.”

“It’s war.”




Danny hesitated. 




Amelia looked unsure.




Her expression settled.

“That unimpressed look? Mutual.”

Her voice dropped.

“I fed them scraps to buy time. Names. Places. Enough to send them barking in the wrong directions while I stitched this together.”




The admission tasted gross.




Danny’s cigarette burned near the filter.

“What did you give them?”




Her lips trembled.

“People. Places. Trails to chase.”




“Would you have done differently?”




Jacob’s stare didn’t break.

“So you sold them out to save yourself.”




She exhaled sharply, shaking her head.

“Spare me.”




Danny’s gaze pinned her in place.

“Why should we believe you now?”




She lifted the drive.

“You don’t have to believe me. Trust this.”




Danny slipped the drive into his pocket. 

“If this is a trap…”




Amelia smirked.

“Get in line.”




She turned, stepping back toward the mist, already half-swallowed by it.




Danny’s voice cut through the murk.

“Why us?”




She stopped, half-glancing over her shoulder. Her face was half-formed now, as if the fog had begun to consume even her features.




“You’re just stupid enough to try.”




The mist curled tighter around her ankles.

Her outline softened, then thinned.

For a moment, only the glow of her blunt remained.




And then she was gone.




Not walked away.

Gone.

* * *




Danny breathed, remembering the bullet casing in his pocket. It pressed into his palm like something personal, something familiar.

“Time to get some answers.”

Jacob lingered by his car before opening the door.

“Keep me in the loop,” he said. His voice did not match his expression.

His taillights disappeared into the night’s hush, leaving Danny alone.

The drive hummed.

He got in his car and turned the key. The streets stretched ahead, empty but not abandoned.

Danny spun the dial. Static. Fragments of broken chatter.

“…homeless man tried to pay with blood. His own. That’s right, folks, literal blood for bus fare. Authorities still searching for the suspect.”




He flipped to the next station. 




The signal stuttered, then sharpened.

“…live update on the Tragix Yellow Bus Massacre. Jackpot results just dropped.

@NightCrawler77: $8,022 payout, plus a $1,500 suffering multiplier bonus for nailing the exact body count and time of broadcast.

@GrimDividend: $6,200 payout.

@HighStakesAuntie: $2,995.16 and your Silver Skull Badge.




You guessed majority fatalities and hostage disappearances. Silver Skull Badge. Wear it proud.

Tragix reminds you: All deaths verified. All payouts instant.

Upload your footage and maybe you’ll take home the Citizen Jackpot.”

He flicked to another frequency. A hyperactive DJ broke through:

“…reminder, tragic events are for entertainment purposes only. Please gamble responsibly. Up next, the weather.”

A cheap jingle burst through, forced and bright as a hospital light.

Danny shut off the radio. The silence felt radioactive.




* * *




As he pulled into the ATF field office’s lot, the building loomed stark against the haze. Danny killed the engine but stayed seated, the eerie broadcast circling in his mind.

He murmured under his breath, “What’s coming?”




Danny checked the bullet in his pocket and walked into the building.

Danny pushed through the creaking door, his boots echoing faintly in the corridor. Inside, the ballistics lab operated with precise detachment. Machines hummed rhythmically, their lights reflecting off polished surfaces. Technicians moved efficiently between workstations.

Scanning the room, Danny spotted Dr. Mike hunched over a microscope.

“Dr. Mike,” he called, his voice cutting through the chatter.




The man straightened, adjusting his glasses.

“Detective.”




Danny handed him the bullet, the casing inside catching the sterile light.

“I need this analyzed. Yesterday.”




Dr. Mike took the bullet without a word, brushing the metal as though mentally cataloging its details. Turning back to his workstation, he slid the casing under the microscope. The lens cast copper-colored patterns on his face as he studied it.




Danny braced against the counter. The air felt sterile, clinical.

“You ever think about what it all means?” he asked suddenly, breaking the silence.




Dr. Mike didn’t look up.

“What?”




“This,” Danny said, gesturing vaguely around the room.

“The work, the hours, the grind. Does it ever feel… worth it?”




Dr. Mike’s tone dry.

“Worth it? Depends on how you frame it. I process inputs, deliver outputs. The rest is decoration. Purpose is just a story people tell themselves.”




Danny frowned.

“So it’s all just noise to you? No meaning, no justice?”




Dr. Mike finally glanced up, his eyes meeting Danny’s.

“Justice is a construct. Meaning’s subjective. The universe doesn’t care, Detective. It never has.”




Danny exhaled sharply, his frustration breaking the momentary stillness.

“Then why bother?”




Dr. Mike’s lips curled into the faintest of smiles.

“Because it keeps the mind busy. Idle thoughts are dangerous.”




Turning back to his microscope, Dr. Mike’s attention shifted entirely to his work.

“This’ll take time. Come back tomorrow.”




Danny lingered for a moment, then turned and stepped back into the abyss.
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He turned on the radio, and a voice crackled through the static:

“Police are on the lookout for a self-proclaimed ‘Hacker Magician’ named Mirandola, responsible for…”

Danny snapped off the radio.

“I’ve heard enough,” he muttered.

He turned it back on a moment later, as if testing fate.

“…and in a follow-up story, the recent expedition to Tibet, financed by Pitchfork Energies and the Mayor’s Office, returned last week. Marketed as a hybrid of scientific research and luxury tourism, the trip included several high-profile investors, private security, and undisclosed equipment.”

A beat of static.

“Officials have yet to release findings. One attendee was quoted anonymously, calling the experience ‘unsettling.’”

Danny shut it off again. This time, for good.

As he pulled into the lot of his apartment complex, the soulless gaze of the surveillance cameras tracked him.

Danny slipped in, eyes sweeping. Bitterness was the only thing that showed up on time. The real darkness came in a close second, settling with quiet certainty into the corners of his mind. Somewhere, a new kind of hell was being built, with a place carved just for him.

He stumbled against the counter, bourbon sloshing as he poured, gulping it down as if it might cauterize something damaged in his soul. The burn meant nothing. Nothing burned worse than regret.

* * *




Then the bathroom door creaked open.

His gut knotted.

Steam came first, thick and curling, spilling out like entrails from a gutted thing. The shower was running, though no hand had touched the knob.

He scrubbed his face, palm rough against skin, pressing harder and harder, as if force could push him back into reality.

And then he saw it.

Not his reflection.

Something else.

Something red.

It grinned from inside the mirror, head cocked in a grotesque mimicry of curiosity. Its skin glistened, not wet but raw, as if flayed and left to pulse beneath the light. Its mouth split into jagged teeth, each one hungry, each one a tool meant for rending, for tearing.

“My little hero, still playing Danny?”

The voice was inside his skull, not just heard but felt, the syllables crawling down his soul.

“You couldn’t save her. You can’t even save yourself.”

The smile opened like a cut.

“Pull the trigger. End it. It’s warmer on the other side. I promise.”

Danny gritted his teeth. His head pounded.

“Shut up.” The words felt small and weak.

The glass went soft.

The Red Disgust shifted.

He held a breath he did not mean to hold.

Carlene.




She stood in the glass, bathed in a glow too soft for this place, her eyes catching him like she always had, like she saw past the corruption in him.

“You’re gonna get yourself killed one day, Danny.”

Her voice held warmth, a love that had never belonged in a world like this.

Then she was running.

Her face twisted in terror, her scream ripped from her throat.

The hallway behind her collapsed into blackness. Long black hands snared her, fingers thin as nooses, and hauled her backward.

Danny’s heart slammed into his ribs.

“The things that were done to her.”

The Red Disgust whispered, “She begged for you.”

Danny roared and hammered the mirror with his fist. Glass splintered. Cracks sprinted outward.

The thing did not flinch.

“Do you remember the sound, Danny? The bubbles when she stopped breathing? Or were you too drunk to notice?”

He staggered back as if struck. His mind reeled, careening into the locked hallways of his past he had spent years boarding shut.

His hand found the bourbon bottle.

He hurled it at the mirror.

The glass exploded, shards raining down. The amber liquid bled down the surface, streaking like tears, or blood, or something more than either.

Shards glittered, but the face behind them stayed whole, grinning.

“Breaking the glass won’t break the pain.”

Danny collapsed onto the floor. The world shrank around him, suffocating. His breaths came ragged, strangled things.

The Red Disgust’s voice turned syrupy and coaxing.

“Pull it, Danny. No one will miss you.”

The shards on the floor scraped against each other, shifting, reordering, reforming.

Carlene’s face appeared.

She looked directly at him, her eyes welling, but her lips were silent.




* * *




The phone vibrated.

His throat tightened.

He snatched it up, fingers slick with bourbon, his heartbeat thudding so hard it felt like his ribs might crack.

Jacob’s voice came through, offhand and unaware.

“Danny? You there, man?”

Danny did not answer.

His eyes stayed locked on the broken mirror, on the thing waiting just beneath the glass.

When he spoke, the words came out rough with fear.

“Where are you?”

“The Salamanca,” Jacob said, slot machines and laughter spilling behind him. “Trying my luck.”

Danny tightened his grip on the phone.

“Go back to the station. Now. I’ll meet you there.”

“Alright, alright,” Jacob muttered, annoyed. “On my way.”

Danny ended the call. His hands shook as the room sank into silence again.

He glanced at the shattered mirror. The Red Disgust was gone.

He stumbled to the couch and took a sip.

Danny stared at the ceiling, his voice thin and bitter.

“Focus, Danny. Focus.”
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High above, a jagged neon sign bled blue into the abyss, letters stuttering through the wet blackness:




THE FINAL SHOWDOWN BEFORE NIGHTFALL.




Each flicker etched the crowd in harsh relief. Fractured faces. Hollow-eyed. Restless. As if the city’s last breath depended on a fight no one would remember.

A stray gust slapped a battered MISSING poster against Mithras Jones chest.

A girl’s face, too young to belong here.

He peeled it off and crushed it. The paper made no sound in his gloved fist.

Around them, the universe looked away. The neon did not illuminate it. It drew sick lines across it, a taunt.

Rain turned the streets to obsidian. Reflections writhed, mocking every step.

The advertising blared regardless. Not to light the way, but to keep them staring. To keep them spending while the city starved.

To the right, a violet marquee stitched the sky: Martin “Too Smooth.” His silhouette danced and whirled, bleeding coils of red and yellow.

Opposite, a crimson wall crowned Palmer Hall. A clenched fist hammered down, each blow bursting into simulated flame.

The grid coughed; the fight posters shone like gods.

Somewhere in the crowd, voices cut through the buzz.

“Shouldn’t be standing in clusters,” a man muttered, coat soaked through.

“Word is the 28 Bolsheviks target gatherings like this. Last week, twelve dead in Pleasant Grove. No warning.”

The name drifted like a curse soaked in blood. An insurgent splinter. Ideologues turned death squad.

In a city collapsing under its own filthy ambitions.

Behind the chatter, another screen flickered. Half-hidden near a blinking noodle stand, a muted kiosk fed data through cold pixels.

ODDS OF SURVIVAL: LIVE CROWD ESTIMATION

— 68% MINOR CASUALTIES

— 22% MASS FATALITY EVENT

— 9% TOTAL GENOCIDE

Running Payouts:

@Mammon: $152.00

@TraumaFiend: +$742.33

@DeathIBring: VOIDED (OPTIMISTIC)

A piggy bank icon cracked open, gold coins spilling on a loop.

No one acknowledged it, but eyes flicked to it between sips. Like checking a ticker.

They attacked to make a point:

You are cattle.

The man kept talking, warnings strung like prayer beads.

Mithras stopped listening.




Roman stirred beside him, voice rough from too many bad nights.

“You see it, right? This whole thing isn’t a fight. It’s something else.”

Mithras watched the banners writhe against the black ceiling of storm.

He said nothing. Roman was right.

The city was not hosting a final showdown.

It was hosting the ending.

And it would not be forgiven.

In this city, Pitchfork Energies was not just a corporation. It was a religion.

No salvation.

Just a slow drip of light, sold by the minute to those who could still pay.

Above the towers, the rich floated in daylight.

Below, the rest crawled through sludge, trading life for volts.

Mithras’s voice scraped the wet air.

“We been lost this long, Roman, we wouldn’t know light if it burned us blind.”

He looked across the crowd. Faces jittered in the neon, stretched and broken in the puddles.

“Life’s a pendulum,” he said.

Roman frowned. “Pendulum?”

“Everything swings. Push, it snaps back harder. Light. Dark. Hope. Despair. This city is the rope.”

Roman wiped rain from his eyes. “So what are you saying?”

Mithras flicked a cigarette. It flared once, then died.

“We do not climb. We ride the swing. When the weight comes back, prayer does not help. It knocks you down.”

Roman’s body tightened. “So we stand there and let it hit us?”

“You hold your ground. Do not chase the ups. Do not curse the downs. Stay standing when it comes back.”

Roman snorted, kicked water, jammed his fists into his pockets.

“Balance? In this place? There is no middle. Just a long fall and a short scream.”

Mithras’s mouth twitched.

“Balance is not safety. It is knowing you will bleed and choosing to stand anyway.”

Roman drifted toward the Salamanca Casino, its lights buzzing weakly.

“Maybe we have been fighting the wrong fight,” he muttered. “Maybe it is not winning. Maybe it is finding where the swing does not tear you apart.”

Mithras studied him.

“That is it,” Mithras said. “Find the stillness while the world swings itself to pieces.”

Thunder rolled closer. The air felt heavier, like the night had learned a new way to breathe.

Roman cut in, sharp. “This place doesn’t care. It feeds. It lives off breaking people the second they get tired.”

Mithras didn’t argue. He let it sit between them.

Roman’s jaw worked. “You talk like there’s a way through. Like standing still makes you less of a target.”

He stepped in and took Mithras by the collar, pulled him close enough to share breath. Water dripped off his hat brim in steady ticks.

“This place is already dead,” Roman said. “It just doesn’t know it yet. Heart already pulled out.”

Mithras didn’t flinch. 

Roman’s mouth twisted. He stared at Mithras like he wanted to hit him for believing in anything at all.

“Let it come,” Roman said. “I made peace with it. No pendulum for me. Just the bottom. A big fucking fall.”

Roman jerked back like the touch burned. 

“You don’t fight this place, Mithras,” he said. “You become it. Let it fill you. Then bleed it back out.”

“That’s not strength,” Mithras said. “That’s surrender.”

Roman gave a short, ugly laugh. “Whatever gets you through the night.”

He turned away, shoulders tight, and took off at a hard walk that became a run, vanishing between glowing signs and broken storefront light, one more shape swallowed by the dark.

Mithras watched him go.

The pendulum swung.

The rope frayed one thread closer to snapping.




* * *




The skyline of Dallas burned faint against dusk. In the studio, Anchor Harlan Greaves adjusted his tie.

“Good evening, Dallas. TRAGIX markets closed heavy, but volatility runs high with news out of City Hall. Joining us is Mayor Fortune. Madam Mayor, your announcement.”

Mayor Fortune leaned into her light. Her blazer shimmered, catching refinery flares along the Trinity.

“Dallas has long recognized TRAGIX as the most efficient exchange ever devised. We wagered on tragedy, speculated on grief. Tonight, I extend the system. Verified loss can be used as tender. Pain is now currency. A house bill paid with a bus explosion. A ward lit with a funeral. One citizen’s darkness underwriting another’s light.”

Co-anchor Mireya Cho leaned in. “Some will say you have made suffering a medium of exchange. Your answer?”

Mayor Fortune’s ring scraped the lectern.

“Markets already trade suffering. This is clarity. When violence fails, Dallas gains. When it occurs, Dallas gains differently. Either way, Dallas gains.”

Greaves pressed. “How does monetizing evil help the common citizen? Is this not a dangerous precedent?”

Her smile cut.

“We already do this. We always have. The crocodile is not evil for the deer’s pain. It is within its dominion, and I am within mine. Tonight that dominion becomes transparent. Suffering becomes tradable. Tradable suffering becomes spendable.”

The chamber chimed, a clean iron note. The program tilted.

A woman’s voice, low as poured whiskey, whispered:

“Tonight in Dallas, tragedy buys light.”

Onscreen, a shotgun house in Oak Cliff. Children bent over homework by a weak battery lamp. Then every bulb burned white. Their mother gasped.

“Salamanca Casino and Pitchfork Energies bring the Light Station. Translate your TRAGIX credits into kilowatts. No subsidies. Keep your home alive.”

The image slid to Salamanca’s floor. Sequined gowns brushed oilmen’s bourbon. Overhead, casualty futures rolled. The Pitchfork logo rose like a burning halo.

The TRAGIX tear dripped gold. The studio returned.

“Analysts call this a hedge of conscience,” Greaves said. “Others call it social anesthesia.”

Mayor Fortune did not blink. “Peace is now a position you can own, and suffering is the coin that buys it.”

Greaves straightened his notes as the screens split.

“We turn to correspondents across Dallas.”

DART Green Line, fluorescent light over tired commuters. Elaine Chow sat across from a man clutching his phone.

“Riders upload tragedy clips into the validator. He uploaded last night’s Deep Ellum shooting. The fare pinged him aboard. Seats are purchased with someone else’s death. Officials call it efficiency.”

A payday storefront glowing under strip-mall neon. Marcus Wright:

“Loan offices rebrand as TRAGIX Exchanges. No pay stub. Only proof of suffering. Verified fatalities extend credit instantly. The sign reads, ‘Turn tears into liquidity.’”

A Baptist nave in Oak Cliff. Sofia Delgado beneath the hum of bulbs.

“Churches pay bills in pooled tragedy credits. Funerals streamed, verified, converted to electricity. The pastor told me, ‘We tithe in pain now, and the Lord turns it to light.’ Outside, the lot shines like Easter morning.”

AT&T Stadium, floodlights blazing over Arlington. Dale Peterson with sideline poise.

“Here, suffering buys spectacle. Concessions purchased in TRAGIX. A nacho plate on a verified car crash. A beer on a fire in Pleasant Grove. Officials call it the future. Tonight, every cheer is powered by grief.”

The feed folded back to the studio. Cold corroboration on the anchors’ faces.

Mireya Cho spoke first. “Mayor Fortune, churches, trains, stadiums, loan offices. Your policy has turned Dallas into a marketplace of sorrow. Is that the city you intended?”

Mayor Fortune sat unshaken. “Not the city I intended. The city we already live in. I only gave it currency.”
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