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Chapter 1
Serial


It was an evening like any other.  The sky was ashen grey,
rain clouds and thunderclaps flashing over the urban
landscapes.  Outside of the establishment, a few people
lingered in the rain, taking in their carcinogenic fixes and
staring at me with blank faces.  In the distance, the sound of
thunderclaps and sirens set the nighttime scene.  And the
rain, it fell hard.  So hard it could almost wash the scum off
the sidewalk for another night.  But even if it could, the
scum would return tomorrow.  It came in endless supplies, and
the fight to keep it at bay was always constant.

Bastion stepped out of the twenty-four café and made a quick
appraisal of the evening.  The prospects were grim, much like
the weather.  No one to go home to, few women adequate enough
to invite home, and a whole lot of pain and misfortunate to look
forward to tomorrow.  Another day of bills, alimony and
hard-luck stories from perps, policemen and unaffiliated scumbags,
nothing but the bottle and take out meals to keep him company in
the one bedroom flat that passed for a home.

Just another day in the life of a Homicide Detective.

Sparking up his torch, Bastion lit up the stubby tube in his
lips and inhaled deeply.  Everyone who stood out in the rain
with him was taking their daily anti-cancer break, sucking in the
terrible tasting shit that was supposed to ward off the tumors and
slow death that city living brought on.  He looked around and
gauged the people around him by the tired, sunken looks in their
eyes.  Already he could tell how long they had been on the
medication and how it had effected them.

The waitress, the one with the grey skin and yellowed eyes: five
years.

The gentleman in the nice linen suit with the bowler cap on:
three or so.

The server boy with the terrible nostalgic get-up that was
supposed to be the theme of the restaurant, red suspenders and a
white collared shirt from the looks of it.  That was to say,
he still looked young.

Then there was the old Manchu fella with the white beard and the
terrible wrinkles, his skin the color of leather and just as tough:
ten years!

And Bastion now, just three months on the meds, and he was
feeling five years older.  He had never been too crazy about
taking up the carcinogenic stick, but his doc had summarized it for
him succinctly:

Smoke it, and live to the ripe old age of fifty-five.

Don’t, and die of melanoma or an inoperable tumor at
forty-five.

So ten years was what he was buying with this terrible, stinking
stick that was smoldering in the corner in his mouth?  The
stuff that smelt awful and tasted a hell of a lot worse!  Ten
added years is what it would get him.  One could fit a lot of
living in that space of time, but what kind of life would it
be?  One poison to kill another, one had to appreciate the
hard irony in that.  But living here in the Big Sink had a way
of conditioning those kinds of lessons into people.  Nothing
came easy, and you had to settle for what you could get.

If only, he thought, bringing him smoke to a quick conclusion
and then stubbing it out on the ground.  He checked his right
side to make sure his piece was still there.  On the way home,
he might just get lucky tonight and have someone try to kill
him.  Then he knew he’d get the added excitement of a life or
death struggle, a nice trip to the emergency room, and maybe a new
lease on life.  They always said you had to have a brush with
death to find the value in living.  Bastion was eager to find
out.


*                     
*         
           
*

“I’m a chartered accountant, which means I deal with
money.”  The balding man in the grey coat said to the
classroom.  “Your mommy and daddy entrust me to take their
money, pay their bills and manage their investments for them.”

“Do you make a lot of money?” one of the students asked. 
The others tittered.

“Yes,” he said, blushing.  “I do make a good living.”

Bastion did his best not to scoff.  He cast a glance to the
other fathers around him, then one to the crowd where a small boy
sat quietly and stared off into the distance.  Several times
now he tried to catch his gaze, see just how he felt about his
presence.  But the little one was a tough nut, never once
looking ahead and only shifting his gaze so he could stare off in
another direction.

“Alright!  Who’s next?”

Bastion looked up at the middle-aged lady with the wrinkled eyes
and abnormally wide smile.  She looked searchingly in
Bastion’s direction, cocking her head from side to side to see who
amongst them was going to step up to the plate next.  Bastion
looked at his son once more, getting nothing back.

“How about you, sir?” she asked in his direction.  “Why
don’t you come up and tell us about yourself?”

Bastion looked hesitantly at the other fathers.  No one
else seemed to be volunteering, so he stood.  He cleared his
throat and looked over the heads of the children, fifty or so beady
eyes boring into him and waiting for him to say something. 
His boy still looked like he was playing duck-and-cover, waiting
for the bomb to fall and not wanting to be anywhere near when it
happened.  Sensing their growing impatience, the teacher
decided to get them started.

“You are Samson’s step-father –”

“Father!” he interrupted.  “His-real-father.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I just thought that –”

“Yes, we all know that legal guardians are conferred primary
status when it comes to most aspects of life.  Surely biology
confers certain rights as well, at least where Career Day and other
frivolous events are concerned.”

“Please,” the teacher said, regrouping, “tell the class what it
is you do.”

He looked to Samson, whose face was already buried in his hands
from that preliminary exchange.  Whatever hopes he had of not
being embarrassed are fast evaporating.  He cleared his
throat.

“I’m a homicide detective,” he pauses to let them ooh
and ah.  “More specifically, a forensic psychologist
and pathologist.”

“Foreign-sick?” one of the children says.

“Path-all-o-gist?” says another.

“Yes,” he replies, clearing of his throat.  “I work for the
criminal justice system of the greater metropolitan area. I am a
detective, as I said, and my job is to determine the causes of
death in murder cases and the reasons for it.”

“So,” the teacher chirpily interjects.  “It is your
responsibility to find out why criminals, um, commit murder, and
how to go about finding them.”

“Yes,” he says after a short pause.  Another pause follows,
a much longer one.  The teacher begins to look antsy again and
opens her mouth again.

“So, you make it easier for the policeman to keep criminals from
hurting more people?”

She nods to the children as she says this.  He looks at
them and notes the looks of mild interest.  But his eyes dwell
on Samson again, noting how he’s peaked his head up ever so
slightly from his desk.  He can make out one eye and with any
luck, and some more golden answers, he’ll be able to see the other
too; might even walk out of here with his son’s head held high with
esteem for his real father.

“Well, that is just lovely,” the teacher says.  Something
in him reacts at this.  Her syrupy nature begging to be put in
check with some hard realities.

“It would be, if the homicide rate weren’t so unchecked. 
One would think that us detectives weren’t doing their jobs, but I
can assure you, the fault lies in enforcement and the broken-down
justice system in this country.  Two decades of chaos and they
still can’t seem to get it through their thick heads that kids
needs discipline and multiple violators need to be taken out of
circulation, not sent back into con college for more lessons on how
to be a better at breaking the law and turning more young men into
hardened criminals.”

Samson sighs and his head sinks into his desk again.  His
father clears his throat again and tries to get back to what he
does, the interesting parts of it.

“What I do involves a lot of technical work.  I and the
other detectives use all kinds of holographic imaging techniques to
reconstruct crime scenes and determine how a murder took
place.  Using advanced optics, laser-range finders, remote
sensors and cameras, we are able to recreate everything: where
bullets came from, where people were standing, how they fought,
whether or not the victim knew the assailant – their attacker – or
whether or not it was a surprise attack.  It’s really quite
fascinating work.”

He says this last part just for special emphasis, they’re
already cooing with interest again.

“Do you see a lot of dead people?” one student asks.

“Oh yes!” he says affirmatively.  “We deal with remains in
every case.”

“Is it gross?” a young lady asks.

“Not really.  Of course it was at first, in fact –”

He stops short of telling them about the first stiff he came
into contact with.  It just seems inappropriate.  He
doesn’t bother to mention the case of internal combustion he
witnessed just a few weeks into the job either, how he couldn’t eat
anything for days or close his eyes without seeing human remains of
every kind scattered across the room.  Regardless of how
interested they might become.

“Um… what I mean is, you get used to it.”

“What kinds of things do you see?”

He rocks back and forth on his haunches a few times and looks at
the teacher.  She’s looking a little on edge suddenly, gives
him a glance that tells him he’s obliged to answer but to tread
lightly.

“Well… mostly, just individuals who’ve died as a result of
stabbing wounds or gun shots.  But sometimes, there are the
other kinds of homicides.  People who have been pushed from a
balcony or (ahem) down stairs or out a window.  Simple,
mostly…”

There’s a short silence.  The students know when someone is
holding something back, the juicy stuff they aren’t supposed to
know about.  Hiding it only makes it more enticing.

“I heard that some guy got blowed up last week in the projects!”
the other kids gasp and coo.  “They said someone put explosive
things in his food and he went boom!”

“Now Billy!  That is not appropriate!”

“No, no,” he says with a raised hand to the teacher.  “It
is true, criminals are coming up with new and more creative ways to
commit crimes.  Nanoexplosives, known by their street name as
‘shredders’ are a new method of choice.”

“Why do they call them shredders?” asks one.

“Because of what they do to human flesh,” he replies. 
“They cut through all your body’s tissue, except they do it from
the inside out.”  The noise level rises, the children’s
interest growing exponentially with ever uttered syllable. 
“But they only do this after they’ve saturated your
bloodstream.  So imagine a million tiny machines getting
inside you, filling every corner of your body, then turning to
sharp little knifey things that explode out through your skin!” the
children’s voices have reached a crescendo and he’s barely aware of
the teacher pleading with him to stop talking.  “You’re whole
body turns to mush in the space of a heartbeat!”

“WHOOOOAAAA!”  They say as one.

“What else?”

“Tell us more!”

Bastion beamed and surveyed the smiling, awe-struck faces while
Ms. Tingle went around telling them to be quiet and stop troubling
the detective.  He noted his son’s expression, now that he’d
chosen to reveal his face again.  He looked embarrassed and
disappointed still, though he had no idea why.  He shoots back
at him with a look of incomprehension, wondering how he’s managed
to do it this time.  Didn’t he have them in the palm of his
hand just now?  What more could he ask for?

“Thank you Mr. Bastion, sir.  Why don’t you have a seat and
we can hear from some of the other fathers?”

“You betcha!  Say no to drugs kids!” the children applaud
as he flashes them the peace sign and takes his seat. 
Samson’s head sinks to his desk again and remains there for the
remainder of the presentations.

 

“Jack!  Where the hell have you been?  I’ve been
calling your mobile but I kept getting the stupid switchboard!”

He made his way through the little doorway that marked the edge
of their section and headed directly for his desk, his gate brisk
and light.  Vic, his partner, watched him the whole way and
noted his disposition with some interest.  Perched on the
adjoining desk, he sipped from his coffee mug as Bastion attended
to the large pile of cases that were waiting there for him. 
He repeats himself once he’s sure he can be heard over the din of
shouts, phones, and general background noise.

“I said where have you been, man?  Captain’s has been
riding my ass all morning!”

“Hm? Oh, sorry!  Must have turned my phoned off.  It
was Career Day over my kid’s school.  All us
biological father’s had to temporarily violate our custody
arrangements so we could embarrass our ungrateful children in front
of their annoyingly cheerful teacher today.”

“Oh yeah, is that why you’re in such a good mood?”

Bastion smiles as he opens the folder that sits atop the great
stack on his desk, the notes on the most recent string of murder
cases barely registering on his senses.

“What can I say?  Think I made a real impression on some
young minds.”

“Great, so we can expect more recruits in about ten in so years
then.”

Bastions laughs while Vic buries his face into his coffee mug
and drinks heartily of the heavy, machine made slop.  He can
detect its gaunt aroma from the few feet that separate them. 
Imitation French Guyana, from the acrid smell of it.  Far
better than the piss water they know as the bulk-rate Columbian
stuff.

“So what’s the Captain’s on the rag about now?” he asks.

“There’s been a development on the Shadow Killer case, he wants
us front and center to talk about it.”

“Another body?”

“Not quite,” Vic says, taking another long haul from his mug,
his moustache snagging some of the brown droplets and distracting
Bastion from what he’s saying.  “Turns out, they think our boy
is connected to a string of unsolved cases that go years back.”

“Oh…” Bastion says with interest.  “A real serial killer,
eh?”

“Whoo, not just that.  They think this kid’s a real whack
job who started killing when he was a teen.  Think this might
even help us zero in on his identity, finally.”

Bastion scoffs.  “What, the profile we busted our butts to
give them wasn’t enough?  They need to dig up more bodies to
find this perp?”

“Don’t take it personally, Jack.  In this city, finding any
killer, even a serial, is like looking for a needle in a stack of
needles.  Time consuming, pointless, and bound to leave you
bloodied.”

Bastion nods, appreciating the metaphor he just came up
with.  Vic’s coming along in that respect, he hopes he’ll take
his friend’s advice and get them published one day.  A coffee
table book of cop wisdom, possibly a bathroom reader. 
Something to educate the grunts and inform the masses of just what
it is they do here.

“Well, guess that now I’m here, we might as well get this
rape-fest over with.  Is he in his office?”

Vic takes another sip and nods, taking a second to lick his
moustache clean again before responding.  “Yep, and word is he
isn’t alone.  Someone from upstairs is in there, probably
chewing his ass out.”

“Upstairs?” Bastion says.  “Who?”

“Probably a Fed,” Vic says with a smile.

Bastion’s lip curls.  The Feds!  When was the last
time they ever did anything for the grunts in the NYDC; without
getting in the way and making a mess of things, that is? 
Preparing his rectum for a full-frontal assault, and his mind for a
whole set of false promises and other such crap, he puts his files
down and nods to his partner.

“Well, c’mon, let’s get this over with.”

 

The door is ajar, the sound of a conversation already in
progress.  It even sounds civilized, a sure fire indication
that something’s not right.  Surely the higher ups have
dropped in on them, their leaden weight crushing the Captain’s ego
and forcing him to kiss ass.  Bastion sticks his head between
the crack and the frame, one eye peering in and his ear strained to
catch any traces of what is being said.  He can tell within a
second of eavesdropping that there are three people inside, two
standing and the Captain sitting at his desk.

He gives a little knock on the frame to get their
attention.  The voices go quiet and he sticks his head through
the gap.

 “Captain?  You wanted to see us?”

“Ah!  Detectives Swanson and Bastion, please come in!” he
says with feigned positivity.  Things must really be in the
shitter for this to be happening.  The two men do as they’re
told and walk in, arms placed behind their backs and bodies stiff
at attention as they come to the edge of his desk.

“Please, sit down.  I was just telling these gentlemen what
outstanding work you two have been doing in the Shadow Killer
case.”

Both Vic and Bastion eye the Captain’s seats, note the layer of
dust on top of the overstuffed leather.  Bastion looks at the
third man who’s standing just off to the side.  He’s nothing
like the one addressing the Captain.  He’s small and lithe,
not at all broad or imposing like the other one.  His skin and
features denote Asian ancestry, possibly Central or Eastern, but
his build implies many years behind a desk.  He’s even making
eye contact with him now, smiling in the sort of meek way one
expects of a supplicant.

“We’re… fine to stand, sir.  What exactly did you want to
speak to us about?"

The Captain clears his throat and defers to the other gentleman,
the one who is wearing a tweed jacket, by all standards obsolete
and expensive looking.  He’s older than the piddly one
standing next to Bastion now, and the salt and pepper hair scream
career man.  This one walks to the Captain’s side and puts his
hand on the back of the chair.

He might as well be pissing on the corner of that desk, Bastion
thinks.  What better indication could there be that he’s in
charge of this meeting?

“Gentlemen, as I’m sure you’ve heard, there’s been a development
in the Shadow Killer case.  I understand the two of you have
been working on it since it came to NYDC, yes?”

Bastion looks over a Vic, who’s looking back at him.  Who’s
to answer?  Bastion nods, and grunts a simple affirmative.

“Well, we think that your case is connected to one we’ve been
pursuing for some time.  It has to do with a string of murders
that have been taking place all over the country.  The perp in
question is a killer who’s been at it for years, moving from city
to city.  It’s only recently that the pattern has become
apparent.  And since he’s here in your turf now, we thought it
best to bring you into the fold.  We are…” he looks to the
Captain, pats his chair, “proposing a joint investigation,
something that will avoid any jurisdictional overlap with the local
authorities, and hopefully benefit all sides.”

The Captain jumps in.  “Detective Bastion, since you’ve
been taking lead on this case, Agent Rawlings and I have decided
that you’ll be our representative to this joint task force. 
NYDCPD and the Bureau will be assisting each other to make sure
that this killer is brought in.”

Bastion looks over at Vic, a little dog-faced from the all
outward appearances.  “Sir,” he says.  “What is to be my
role in this investigation?”

“You will be making sure that detective Bastion has everything
he needs,” the Captain says, unapologetically.  “You will make
sure that whatever information and resources our department has
collected on the Shadow Killer will be available to him whenever he
needs it.”

Vic nods, somberly at first, but then happily.  The
realization that he is not being forced to take part in this sham
becoming ever-more appealing to him.

“Am I to understand that this is a fifty-fifty type of deal,
sir?” Bastion asks.

“What do you mean by that, Jack?”

“Well, sir, who has final jurisdiction?  We’re working
collaboratively but who gets to make the collar and who’s calling
the shots?”

“Officially, you are,” Rawlings says.  “This is your city,
so technically, you are calling the shots.”

“Ah,” he replies, knowingly.  He knows there’s a “but”
coming…

“However,” (close enough!) “it has been agreed that a case of
this magnitude needs to be prosecuted in federal court.  We
already have the profile and the evidence connecting this killer to
at least two dozen homicides across the country.  So once he’s
arrested, he is to be surrendered to federal authorities.  Our
resources, and of course, agent Luntungan, are here to assist you,
and you will be credited with making the arrest.  But it will
be the Bureau who takes him and handles prosecution.”

“I see…”

“I trust that’s not a problem for you?” the Captain asks.

“Not at all, sir….”

He looks over at Vic.  The man is virtually beaming
now.  He wants to punch him in the shoulder so very much!

 

“Wow, smack my ass and call me a lucky duck!  I get to sit
around here while you’re out there hogging all the glory.”

“Shut up, Victor…”

They stand together at the coffee dispenser, Bastion handing his
head and Vic leaning against the machine with his arms
crossed.  For minutes know he’s been finding ways to gloat,
framing them as compliments which they both know are about as
genuine as those Kowloon bracelets the pushers peddle
downtown.  He also notices that just about every head in the
department is looking in their direction, whispering and leering in
his direction.  They’ve heard by now, seen the suits walking
about the place, and are actively speculating.

“What an honor it will be at the end of this to say you had a
hand in catching this killer?”

“I said shut up, Victor…” He’s urging a little louder now. 
Vic laughs and pats him on the shoulder.

“I know, I’m sorry.  It’s a dick move, that’s for
sure.  Can’t say I envy you, but you admit, kind of flattering
that they pick you to head this up after all.”

Bastion receives his warm cup and blows on it, the frothy
bubbles parting before his lips.  He turns and gives Vic a
look.  The kind that says “bullshit” and “tell me about it”
all at once.

“Think you’ll get a medal out of this?”

Bastion stops, feels the urge to throw the hot beverage in his
friends face.  But he stops when he considers the very real
possibility.  A citation?  A meritorious note on his
record commending him for his work with the feds?  Everyone
knows those things are bullshit, mere pats on the head from the
patronizing dicks down south.  They’re about as meaningful as
a political commendation, the annual token City Hall with its PR
brigades give out to score points with the public.  But still,
looks good on paper.

“Hadn’t thought of that,” he says, carrying on to his
desk.  He’s surprised and annoyed when he sees Luntungan
there, standing over his chair and going through some file
folders.  He’s about to rip into him when he notices they are
his own.  Purple ones, display tabs on the side.  Not the
simple cellulose ones the department uses.  Luntungan
brightens as he nears.

“Detective!  I was hoping to speak with you before we
began, hope you don’t mind.”

Vic looks Bastion playfully, pats both of them on the
shoulder.

“I’ll let you two get acquainted.  If you need anything,
give me a buzz.”

He walks away, Bastion’s eyes burning holes into his back. 
The bright and animated Luntungan is still talking, chipperly and
oblivious.

“I was thinking we could go over the pertinent case information
you’ve had a chance to collect over the years.  There are
still various aspects of those cases that weren’t made clear to me,
if it’s alright with you of course?”

Bastion sighs.  “What exactly are you looking for?”

“Oh, just anything that might not fit the profile of our
killer.  Anomalies are just as important as consistencies, as
serial killers have known to have a certain method that they stick
to, but are still known to adapt and change over the years in
response to –”

“Now are you a profiler, Mister…. what was it again?”

“Lutungan.”

“Right, Luntungan!  Are you a profiler or something?”

“No,” Luntungan replies, his face becoming dire and
repentant.

“Oh, I see….  What work do you do the Bureau then?”

“Oh, I’m part of Genome, sir.  You know, detection,
location and registry of illegally-modified human beings.”

Bastion can feel his face drop.  If he had been bothering
to sport a fake smile, it would have turned upside now.  As it
is, he’s just scrutinizing the little brown man in front of him
that much harder.  Becoming aware of the coffee in his hand,
the cup beginning to drip by his side, he scoops it up and ferries
it to his desk.

“Oh, did you burn yourself, sir?”

“No, I’m fine,” he says, grabbing some napkins from the
dispenser on his desk and wiping the cup and table down.

“Are you sure?  I’m sorry if I distracted –”

“Will you excuse me for a second?” he says, and briskly walks
away.  He leaves the bewildered Luntungan at his desk, the
poor fellow wondering what he did wrong.  He has two stops in
mind.  The first, to void his bladder, the second to vent his
spleen.

 

(To be continued…)










Chapter 2
Alias


“Again, no hair, no prints, no DNA evidence on the body. 
And they came and went using a service exit, buildings system has
them leaving just after noon.”


           
Bastion took a few steps to his left, got a better angle on the
incisions in the throat.


           
“Same MO as the other Shadow Kills?”


           
“Oh yeah,” the lady from Forensics said, activating her torch and
shining it on the victim’s neck.  The pale skin becomes almost
luminous where the light hits it, every vein popping out, shining
and purple for all to see. 

“The incision marks are clean,” she says.  “Precise and
just deep enough to cause a good, consistent bleed-out.  It
would have taken her just over a minute to die.  There doesn’t
appear to be signs of a struggle, meaning she either trusted this
person, or was taken by surprise.”

“But she was dragged,” Bastion says, noting the scuff patterns
on the floor.

“Yes,” the lady says, looking over to the other side of the
room.  “They come from the couch over there.  But the
lack of blood spatter on or near the furniture –”

“Suggests she wasn’t sliced until Shadow got her here. 
Which would suggest she was dragged.”  He turns to face the
couch, looks back at the body.  “My guess would be she was
pulled backwards, causing her shoes to scuff the floor.”  He
walks over to the couch, begins sliding his feet backwards, careful
not to disturb the cuff marks.  When he’s standing by the
body, he looks sideways to it, sees the technician staring up at
him curiously.

“Yep, choke hold,” he says conclusively.  “She snuck up
behind her, put a sleeper hold on her.  Dragged her back here,
laid her down, and then sliced her carotid artery.”

“You’re confident about that?”

“Sure, fits the pattern of the other kills.  Every other
person we’ve looked at showed minimal signs of struggle, either
taken from behind or drugged.  In any case, they appeared to
have let the person in.

“That’s certainly interesting.”

Bastion nods and looks in Luntungan’s direction.  The man
smiles back at him brightly when he sees him making eye
contact.

“Even more interesting that this happened in several other
states.”

“Really?  All the other murders had this same pattern?”

He looked especially hard at Luntungan.  “Apparently.”

“They can’t have all known our perp.”

“No, but some perps are just that disarming.”

Luntungan was beginning to look a little nervous, his feet
shifting back and forth.  Clearly he was not accustomed to
people starting at him like this.  Bastion’s attention was
disrupted only when another technician shouldered past him and
began collecting scuff samples from the floor.  He cleared his
throat and stepped out of the way, moving on to the next
question.

“So… the building’s security system, it logged the person in,
yes?”

“Right, they’re uploading now.”

Bastion watched carefully as the technician scraped at the scuff
marks that lay in a linear pattern to the victim’s feet.  He
knew that would be a dead end, no way their perp would leave behind
trace evidence… unless it served a purpose.  In every other
case they had looked at, the victims had left shoe marks, foot
prints, any and all identifying marks, but never their killer.
Possibly that he wore fabric shoes, but that did not explain the
lack of any trace fibers.  It was as if he had no feet at all,
that he levitated a few inches off the ground without ever dropping
a bead of sweat, blood, or even a skin cell.  In short, there
was a reason they called him the Shadow Killer.  As far as
forensics was concerned, he didn’t even exist.

Bastion grumbled and headed over to the officers who were busy
downloading the security footage from the nearest wall jack, one of
them holding a compad that was connected to the panel’s main
outlet.  It was clear from the show the display was making
that they were now connected, obtaining all the info the building’s
central computer had on every visitor who had come through in the
last forty-eight hours.  Using the TOD as their relative time
frame, the system was able to produce a few names for them that it
hoped would be helpful.  Bastion knew without looking that the
one they were looking for wouldn’t be worth its salt.  Their
last few run-ins with this killer had showed that he had several
aliases at the ready, never the same one twice.

“Got something,” the one with the compad said.  Bastion
recognized him as Ned Bailey, one of the wiz kids from Cyber,
better known by his online handle, Bizzmark.  A man with a
fedora stood next to him, elbowing his way in so he could read what
it said.  Bastion knew him too, Ronny Fedorov, a beat cop who
had been around almost as long as him and Vic had.  Nodding to
the two gentlemen, he sidled up next to them and got a look at the
profile that was now coming up on their screen.

“Doris Hinckley,” Bizzmark said, eyeing the picture of a sultry
looking brunette.  “5’8’’, Caucasian, not bad looking
either.”

“Keep it in your pants, kid,” said Fedorov, reading off the
other relevant details.  “Says she’s from Indianapolis, sector
eight, subsection three-a… a fashion retailer, of all things. 
No mention of how or when she came into the city though.”

Bastion smirked, knowing too well what the answer to that riddle
would be.  He eyed Luntungan again, that uncomfortable feeling
creeping up again; the one where outside forces were intruding on
his case.

“Lady worked in clothing?” he asked the two gents.

“Yeah, high-end stuff apparently,” said Bizzmark.

“I’ll check with the indenticats, make sure they

“Won’t do shit,” Bastion said.  “You look her up, I
guarantee she’s a missing person.  Probably already reported
dead in Indianapolis.”

That got him looks from both men, but it was Fedorov who would
ask the obvious.  “How do you know that?”

“Vic and I were running the ID’s of a few people at the last few
kill sites.  Same MO each time, but a different person
catalogued as being the last person in and out.  We got word
back on each one, man or woman, went missing somewhere in the
greater NY region not too long ago.  This is the first time an
out of state ID was used…” he paused to reflect on that again,
wondering if this was another intentional move by their
killer.  “But the basic rule is the same: Killer must be using
their identiplants.  Only way to account for the pattern.”

“Damn things!  What ever happened to good old fashioned
surveillance cameras?” 

Fedorov grabbed the compad and slapped it against the wall,
nearly smashing the case in the process.  Bizzmark hurriedly
grabbed it back from him and began cradling it in his arms like a
wounded infant.

“Gone the way of the humpback,” Bastion replied.

“So in addition to forensics, this guy knows a thing or two
about identity theft?”

Bastion smiled and scratched the back of his hand.  Thanks
to the silicate revolution, the two weren’t mutually
exclusive.  All anyone really needed to know was how to cut
one out, do a little reprogramming, and as far as any tracker in
the city was concerned, you were said person.  He was
surprised more people weren’t doing it really, seemed only rogue
techies knew how to reprogram the things, and most petty criminals
simply didn’t have the time or patience to wait on them to come
through.

He looked up just then, saw both men staring at him in rapt
attention.  He liked it when that happened and thought he
should say something, a profound statement to justify their
captivated state.  That’s when he realized they were looking
over his shoulder, at the little bastard who was looking over his
shoulder.  He turned about halfway and saw Luntungan hovering
there, the way a rookie did whenever they wanted to help but didn’t
know what to do or how to go about asking.  He grumbled again
and decided it was time to oblige him.

“You got any thoughts on this… agent?”

A flash of white teeth between his thin lips.  Bizzmark and
Fedorov peeled away, sensing that something ugly might
result.  Luckily for everyone, the man had an answer which did
not elicit a violent reaction.

“I might be able to assist in the processing of DNA.  It is
my specialty after all and I think I could be of great help.”

“Waste of time, there is none.  Body’s wiped clean.”

“That is true, of the victim,” he said properly.  “But
surely, the perpetrator left traces of mucus or perspiration that
they couldn’t have accounted for.”

“Nothing detectable,” Bastion said flatly.

“Perhaps, but only to the naked eye.  If we could retrieve
even the most minute quantity, I could process it for you.”

Bastion looked at him queerly.  “How the hell you gonna’
check this room for minute quantities of spittle or sweat? 
Are you expecting us to run over it with a fine tooth comb?”

“No, sir, I would run over it.  With a 3D scalar imager, no
less.”  He sounded so self-assured as he said this, something
which forced Bastion to listen seriously for a change.

“Go on…”

“If we could set one up in the center of the room, I would be
able to perform successive scans of the walls, furniture, and
floor, very consistent!  But first I would establish a
comparative profile for the device, using the victim’s DNA and all
people profiled by the buildings central computer.  If any
stood out, it would surely belong to the perpetrator.”

Bastion’s hands curled up into fists, but not in preparation to
attack.  He was impressed, damn him!  The little asshole
was actually talking sense and it sounded like he might actually
have some resources that he was fit to share.  He inquired
about these first.

“You have access to something like that, I assume.  The
department won’t exactly be able to spring for something so cutting
edge.”

“I can have it delivered within the hour, should I place the
call immediately.”

Bastion’s eyebrow cocked involuntarily.  Perhaps this
little dude would prove to be useful after all.

 “I assume you’re going to need to bring in outside people
to run the machine?”

“Not at all.  I can run it myself.  I am cleared on
all sixth-generation scanner-imaging devices and your people here
will be more than capable of assisting me, should the need
arise.”

Bastion took a slow, deep breath.  He wasn’t trying to like
the man, just didn’t want to be given an excuse to hate him. 
Right now, he was vacillating in the grey region between being
bearable and slightly less detestable; no other options were
available under the circumstances.

“Alright, make your call.  Just make sure you don’t make a
bigger mess here.”

“I wouldn’t think of it, detective,” he said with just a touch
of injury.


*                            
*                            
*

Bastion read from the initial report as he stepped though the
doors labeled Homicide Dept.  As usual, his hunches, honed by
years chasing the same ghostly figure, had been proven correct, at
least initially.  The shoe scuffs were clearly derived from
the victim’s shoes, the ID of Doris Hinkley, the woman from
Indianapolis, did indeed belong to a corpse.  EMT’s from that
city had discovered a body matching her description washed up on
the shoals of the White River not more than a few days ago. 
Now that her ID had turned up on the grid as part of a murder case,
the local PD could finally rule out accident or suicide. 
Lucky for them.

He flipped the pages.  The one thing he really wanted to
see was missing, Luntungan having sent the damn samples he
retrieved to the out-of-state federal lab for analysis.  Damn
pretty boys and their fancy gears!  He was tempted to crumple
up the damn report and toss it in the nearest waist bin when he
noticed a crowd of people standing between him and his desk. 
He looked up, saw half a dozen faces smiling at him.

There was Vic, Ronny, Bizz, and a few other detectives from the
department to form a perfect horseshoe.  The perfect shape to
block his path.

“Okay,” he said, tossing the report onto the nearest desk and
putting his hands to his sides.  He puffed out his chest a
little too, anticipating what was surely to come.  “Let’s go,
let’s hear the latest barbs and insults.  What’ll it be
today?  Am I a babysitter, the feds bitch?  What?”

They all looked at each other, like they had just been told a
joke and missed the punch line.  Bizz spoke first.

“What are you talking about, boss?”

Bastion frowned.  “Aren’t you here to lay down some
taunts?  Make fun of the fact that I’m working with that
government stoolie?”

More confused expressions.  “Didn’t you hear?” asked
Vic.

Obviously, he had not.  “Hear what?”

“The feds got a hit on the DNA samples that boy of yours pulled
from the scene.  They’re sending them over now.”

whichto react, his mind choosing to focus on the one thing they
had said that actually sounded believable.

“Oh, so he’s my boy now?  I’m that shit stain’s keeper, is
that it?”

Vic cleared his throat.  Fedorov and the others all looked
down at their feet.  Slowly, Bastion was made aware of the
fact that someone was standing behind him.  He turned around,
carefully and cautiously.  When he got far enough around, he
saw the faces of Luntungan and the Captain standing a few feet
away.

“Detective,” the Captain said sternly.  “I see your
colleagues have informed you.”

Bastion looked back at them, saw that none of them had chosen to
stick around for the chewing out that was sure to follow.

Bunch of pussies! he thought.  They faulted you
for the slightest breach of loyalty to the team, but when it the
shit hit the fan, they all ran for cover.  Looking back to the
Captain, he put on his best fake smile and tried to show some
professional pride.  Intentionally or not, his chest was still
puffed out too.

“Uh, yes, sir…” he said.  “Agent Luntungan and I were
successful at retrieving –”

“I can already see that your cooperative effort with our federal
friends is paying off,” he interrupted.  “With any luck, the
two of you should have this case wrapped up in time for the
weekend.”

“Huh, yes sir!  Looking forward to it.”

The Captain patted Luntungan on the shoulder, gave Bastion
another pass with the stink eye, and plodded off.  He was left
alone now with the wounded and smarting agent, who appeared to be
summoning the nerve to look him in the eye.  Which was just
fine, Bastion was having similar difficulty in finding something to
say.  A few awkward seconds passed before Bastion found his
tongue.

“Look, I’m sorry about that.  I meant no offence –”

“I had no idea you my assistance as such a burden,” Luntungan
replied, cutting him off midsentence. 

“No!  No… that’s just department talk.  They like to
give guys a hard time for working with outside agencies.  It’s
just part of the game.”

Luntungan’s face went deadly serious. 

“Detective, do not insult me by lying.  I have not failed
to notice your lack of enthusiasm about this collaboration, nor
have I failed to notice how you seem to doubt my professional
competence.  If I were to guess as to the state of your
attitude, I would say you think I am patently useless to you.”

Bastion tried to reply, managing only a stutter.  He was
happy they were talking, but he was also beginning to think it
might have been better to run with the others.  Luntungan’s
face appeared to get this scary quality as a result of personal
offense.  He liked the quiet, docile version of him
better.  And while he knew that the man’s remarks were
certainly warranted, he couldn’t help feeling they weren’t totally
accurate.

“I don’t think you’re useless,” he muttered.  “Hell, you’ve
practically broken this case open, single-handedly.  It’s just
difficult for me to accept outside help on this, pal.  I’m
sure you can understand.  By pairing me with a fed, the
Captain was practically admitting that we couldn’t handle it
ourselves.”

Luntungan appeared to soften.  Yes, he could see what he
meant by that, perhaps even sympathize.  His next words seemed
to suggest as much.

“You should know, detective, that the Captain is not nearly as
enthusiastic as he appears.  In fact, my superiors left him
little choice in the matter.”

Bastion right eyebrow cocked itself.  “Really?”

“Yes,” he said, suddenly hesitant.  “I cannot go into all
the details.  Suffice it to say, he does a good job of
feigning cooperation.  Nevertheless, I heard it took some
maneuvering to get him to agree to a joint operation.”

Bastion hummed.  Yes, that sounded like the Captain all
right.  He played the role of alpha dog pretty well, right up
until someone with a bigger bark came along.  Then he could be
expected to roll over and make nice.

“Well, be that as it may,” Bastion said finally.  “You
should know that I respect your credentials, sir.  And I
respect what you’ve done thus far.”

“And I respect honesty, Mr. Bastion,” he replied, smiling. 
“Which is why I’ve found your manner quite refresh up to this
point.”

Bastion frowned.  “You respected the reaming I gave you
then?  Huh!  You are a bizarre one.”

This made him laugh.  “I feel much the same way of you, how
do you say?  NYDC folk.”

Bastion shook his head.  All this was nice, but they were
going long, and there was still important work to do.

“Alright, so what’s this about the hit they found on the
DNA?”

Luntungan brightened.  “Ah yes!  With the help of the
planar scanner, I managed to pull a minute amount of sweat from the
scene.  The DNA did not match the victims.  I passed it
along to my colleagues and they ran it through Genome’s
database.”

“Wait, they didn’t run it through CODIS?”

Luntungan looked down again.  “Uh, no, they did not. 
The sample would have revealed nothing had it been run through the
national database, but we knew we might find something in our
(ahem!) special archives.”

Bastion raised a hand to him.  He was feeling the need for
multiple points of clarification, his brain demanding that he put a
stop to the flow of information until the queue could be
shortened.

“Okay, you’re going to have to explain this to me, pal. 
First of all, how did you know that?  Second, what’s Genome’s
role in this anyway?  Thought you guys handles eugenics cases,
what that got to do with a serial murder investigation anyway?”

Again, he looked to his feet.  For a man who respected
honesty so, he was sure being short in the forthcoming department,
and a little long in the vexing department.

“I suppose this discussion had to happen sooner or later,” he
replied with a shrug.  “Perhaps if we reviewed the DNA
evidence together?”

Bastion was just a little flustered by that answer.  He
hated it when people did that, prolonged the inevitable by saying
they’d show him rather than just tell it to him straight. 
What did they think, he was too stupid to understand, or wouldn’t
be able to handle the truth?  Either way, he eventually nodded
and accepted the invite.

“Good, but we’ll need to go somewhere private.  I am not
allowed to share any information to people not involved in the
investigation, not until after its been cleared.”

“Fine,” Bastion said irately, checking his chrono and noticing
happily that it was almost happy hour.  “You ever been to an
all-night diner?  I know a good place not far from here.”

Luntungan frowned.  “Is it private?”

Bastion smiled and shook his head.  “No, but no one will
bother us.  They got enough problems as it is.”

 


           
(To be continued…)










Chapter 3
Identity


Wanda, their waitress, flashed her red-stained teeth, the habit
having only begun to make her look sallow and many years
older.  The plates clatter down in front of them a second
later, two orders of Reuben – fried corned beef on rye, heavy on
the sauerkraut, side of slaw.  She tops their cups of
bottomless coffee and looks over at Luntungan warily.

“Hey, Bash’tun.  Aint seen you in a bit.  Who’s the
friend?”

“Work, sweetheart,” he says, no further explanation
necessary.  Getting the message, she finishes refreshing their
cups and leaves them alone in their corner booth.

Bastion looks to his partner and notices him eyeing the
food.  He’s not sure what the mild featured face is trying to
convey, is it horror or intrigue?  Either way, he chuckles and
spoons some of the plate’s contents for him.

“This is meant to go on your sandwich.  The rest is
garnish.”

Luntungan nods and places the top half of the sandwich to the
bottom half, the sauerkraut and mustard oozing sideways.  He
proceeds to take a cautious bite and chews carefully.

“You eat this… often?” he says, clearing his throat between
syllables.

“Just when I’m in the right frame of mind.”

“What… frame of mind is that?”

Bastion thinks it over while taking a sip of the thin slurry
they call coffee here. 

“Self-destructive,” he says with a shrug, and proceeds to take a
ceremonious bite of out of his Reuben.  An honest answer, as
he knows that at some point, he’ll need to duck out and partake of
the chemo stick.  What other word is there to describe this
kind of living (if it can even be called that?)

“So…” he says, dusting his hands of brine and grease. 
“What’s this big thing you wanted to show me?”

Luntungan looks around.  “Are you sure this is an
appropriate environment?”

“I told you, don’t worry about it!  Nobody here gives a
damn what we’re up to.  Not sure they’d even understand if
they could bring themselves to care.”

Luntungan shrugs and moves his briefcase from the floor to the
cushioned seat beside him.  Rifling around inside, he grabs
hold of a few sheets of printout and moves them to the table. 
He’s sure to look around just one more time, still not sure he
should be making his presentation here.

“Here is the results of the DNA test I put in for,” he says,
passing the first under his nose.  He has to nudge a grease
covered plate out of the way and is careful not to let any touch
the sheet.  “It came back affirmative for a woman who is
registered with Genome.”

Bastion grabs hold of the sheet and pulls it close.  For a
moment, he forgets himself and is unaware of just how stupid he
looks.  Like a supplicant holding a copy of some holy text,
all the lights going on inside his head at once, his face twisting
into some quasi-ecstatic expression that looks like he just had
sex, good sex.

“You… know… who the killer is?”

Luntungan nods.  Bastion feels some of the lights going
out.

“And it’s a woman?”

“So it would seem.” Luntungan pokes at his food some more, his
sandwich not getting any smaller.  “Does that surprise
you?”

“Well… no, but…” he gazes closer at the picture and the
pertinent stats.  “From Indianapolis, it says here.”

“Correct, which is precisely where her – ”

“- last alias was from… interesting.”  He keeps reading
through the particulars, technical stuff he can’t fully understand
but won’t admit to, not in front of the new partner.  Mainly,
his mind is going through the motions, trying to ascertain what
this all means.  It’s not long before it begins dribbling out
his mouth like a case of verbal diarrhea.

“The Killer doesn’t do anything by accident… why would he –
ahem, she! – use an alias from her home town?  She’s never
even used an out of state ID before this, why now?”

“Perhaps she was trying to communicate something.  They say
that soon or later, serial killers do things as a way of
communicating with the people who are pursuing them, yes?”

Bastion looks at him tritely.  “Yes… something like
that.”

Luntungan smiles, happy that he got that much right. 
Bastion put the sheet down and eyed the rest in the small stack on
the other side of the table.  “What else you got there?”

Luntungan flipped through the stack until he found another that
piqued his interest.  He passed it across the table next,
unconcerned about the mess now.

“Her profile, compiled by Genome years ago.  Like many
altered children, she was registered when the law came into
effect.”

Ah yes, Bastion thinks.  The Eugenics Protocol: those few
lines of text that were enacted years ago which effectively
criminalized all those cases of in-utero tampering, forcing every
parent who was susceptible or adventurous enough to jump on the
eugenics bandwagon back when it had pulled around.

Amanda Lothal Triggs.  Born Jan 1st, 2000. 
A millennium child, born in the wee hours of the early
morning.  A minor miracle considering how many people believed
that the world was going to end when the clocks all turned
over.  Registered at age seventeen, when the law went into
effect.  Another close shave, one more year and her patents
wouldn’t have been able to register her.  Good thing the
federal authorities hadn’t given in to the bleeding hearts yet and
lowered the age of majority.

He scanned the picture and the name again, still somewhat
overwhelmed that he has either in front of him at last.  He
also looked at Luntungan, realizing for the first time why he was
paired with the erstwhile geneticist.  A few things still
didn’t add up, things he felt like broaching at the moment.

“So how did you guys figure out that it might be her?” is the
first one he thought to raise.

Luntungan gave up on poking his food and set his fork
down.  It seemed as though he’s lost the battle with the diner
food and wanted to cut his losses before developing a gastric
tumor.  His loss, Bastion thought.

“Uh yes,” he said, realizing he was being addressed.  He
reached into the briefcase and fetched another bundle.  This
one was much thicker than the last, and contained in its own
folder.

“What’s that?”

“Her medical file.  During her adolescence, she underwent
intensive therapy.  Physicals, deep scans, counseling,
psychotherapy.  All of which became the entrusted to Genome
after she was registered.”

Bastion begins to leaf through it.  He can see why this was
significant in itself.  Her medical records read like a Greek
tragedy.  Clearly, her family had noticed that something was
wrong with her at an early age and began seeking any professional
who might be able to help her.  He could only imagine the toll
it had taken on her, being put under a microscope like that. 
It also gave him another idea, something that made him feel just a
little bit smug.  Luntungan was bringing a hell of a lot to
the table, but there were still some places he couldn’t go, some
records he didn’t have access to.

He then noticed his hand pawing at him, looked up to see him
staring at towards an approaching form.  He sighed as soon as
he spotted their server.

“Hey, Wanda,” he said, pushing Luntungan’s hand away.

“Bash’tun,” she says.  “You boys okay for drinks?”

“Were fine.  Just the check please.”

She smiled and takes hold of their plates.  She saw the
unfinished pile on Luntungan’s and frowns.

“You’re friend not like the food here or something?”

“He’s fragile,” Bastion said, putting his hand on his shoulder
and giving it a pat.  Wanda looked him over and then
shrugged.

“Aren’t we all?”

She and Bastion chuckled as she bussed their dishes away. 
Once she was gone, he turned to Luntungan again and shared his
idea.

“Let’s get back to the station, there’s something I want to
check on.”

Luntungan brightened.  He was in the process of reaching
into his pocket for cash or a credit chip.  “Please, share,”
he said.

Bastion reached out and stopped him, tossing his own chip onto
the counter.  “I just had a thought about our dear friend, Mr.
Triggs.  You’ve got her medical records, but I’m guessing
there’s another that might shed some light.”

Luntungan just looked at him and waited expectantly. 
Bastion could have given him the short version, but they had some
time before Wanda would bring the credit machine around and process
his payment.  He could illuminate him with a story.

“I first realized I wanted to be a cop after I got an aptitude
test done in school.  It was a long time ago, and I can think
of about a million things that happened between then and now that
led me into the service, but I remember this one because it was the
first time anyone ever suggested I be on the right side of the
law.”

Luntungan looked shocked.  “You were a juvenile
offender?”

“I went to a public school, we all were.  Anyway,
it was career week or something, all these people came in and set
up display booths in the gymnasium.  They would tell us about
the exciting opportunities that existed for us so long as we stuck
it out and stayed in school.   Most of it was pretty
lame, felt like just another seminar about the evils of dropping
out, only with lots of bells and whistles.  But I remember
there was this one booth, these people were giving free aptitude
tests.  You sat there and they’d show you videos, do a few
scans, ask you a few test questions.  I remember liking it
because they used a whole lot of high-tech gear and there were no
wrong answers.  You could say anything and they found it
intriguing.  Anyway, when you were done, they’d show you
pictures of your brain and how it reacted to certain questions and
stimuli.  Based on all that, they told you what you would be
best at.

“Me and my buds figured it would be good for a laugh, so I sat
down and let them do their thing.  It was fun too,
til they told me we’d make good policemen.  I told them they
were out of their minds if they thought I’d ever want to get paid
to be shot at and chase down criminals.  But the way they put
it, I was very observant, was good at assessing situations, and had
a keen sense of right and wrong.  I often chose wrong, but
according to them, that was neither here nor there.  Important
thing is, that stuck with me.  From then on, I did very
differently in school.  People started looking at me
differently, teachers treated me differently.  I became the
kind of kid that people didn’t like much, but were happy to have in
their corner when they needed someone.”

“Like a policeman,” Luntungan observed.

“Like a policeman,” Bastion agreed.  “Point is, years later
I found that this assessment made it into my permanent file. 
And all my subsequent behavior, even when I was trying to be bad,
took on a whole new flavor.  You learn a lot about yourself in
the course of your education, can’t help it, it’s when you grow
up.  Other people notice these things too, like your teachers,
your counselors, and anybody else your parents make you go
see.”  He leaned in close to say the last of it.  “And it
all gets written down.”

Luntungan frowned for a moment.  But eventually he got the
point.  His eyes flashed big and white and he put his hands
down on the booth seat.

“Shall we go now?”

Bastion shrugged.  “First, we gotta’ pay.  Where the
hell is Wanda…”
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