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“YOU CAN’T fight city hall.”

Townes smiled politely. He didn’t think that was true—at least he hoped it wasn’t true—but the man seated at the counter appeared nothing if not confident in his assertion.

“I mean, I’ll sign your petition. But if you think they’re going to change a zoning ordinance just because it’s inconvenient for you and your customers…” The man smiled cynically and gestured around him. “I’m pretty sure your diner, and other places like it, are the reason for those zoning laws. Look at what’s happening on the west side. This city’s all in on redevelopment. They want new businesses, not old ones.”

Townes set down the plate of burger and fries that he’d taken from the window. “We’ll see.” He nodded toward the cash register. “But the petition’s over there if you’re really willing to sign.”

Despite the man’s pessimism, Townes actually felt pretty good about his chances of getting the city council to reconsider its new ordinance. He’d only been soliciting signatures from customers since yesterday, and already thirty of them had signed his petition. Sun Park and her sister from the nail shop had also signed it, as had Brad and both of his boys from the garage across the street. He figured he might print out some extra copies and post them in other downtown businesses so their customers could sign as well. Couldn’t hurt.

He had never done anything like this before, had never even attended a city council meeting, but he knew that a bunch of parents in his neighborhood had gotten together, spoke in front of the council and managed to get a stoplight installed at the corner of First and Schaffer. So he should be able to get this stupid rule removed, especially if he had support behind him.

After all, how hard could it be?
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IT WAS supposed to be easier than this to find a job.

“So?” his mom asked as he walked into the kitchen. “How’d it go?”

Paul Wardlow shook his head in response. He could see the disappointment on her face, but she was still smiling supportively, and somehow that made him feel even worse. With a historically low unemployment rate and the economy by all accounts booming, how much of a loser must he be if he couldn’t get hired in this environment?

“What happened?”

He shrugged. “I guess they’re looking for someone with more experience.”

“At McDonald’s? I doubt it. You’re probably overqualified. They want high school kids. They see you already have a BA, they know you’re not going to stay long.”

“I didn’t mention that in the interview, and I didn’t put it down on the application.”

“Oh.”

“But they did ask if I’d ever worked in fast food before.”

“Then maybe you’re right. You know, with so many people applying for jobs, they have their choice of anyone, and if they pick someone with previous experience, they won’t have to train them…”

“Low unemployment means the opposite, Mom. It means there are more job openings and fewer applicants.”

“Oh.” She thought for a moment, then smiled brightly. “Well, you don’t really want to work at McDonald’s anyway, do you?”

Paul opened the refrigerator and took out a can of Dr. Pepper. Actually, she was right. He didn’t want to work at McDonald’s.

So how had he ended up setting his sights so low?

He didn’t really have an answer for that. Part of it he could blame on the college’s joke of a career center. Sure, it had sponsored a résumé- and CV-writing workshop, and a woman there had provided him with a few generic tips on how to approach an interview, but the center should have had lists of jobs available to graduates, arranged by major, instead of merely a haphazard website that posted whatever random openings employers provided. And, of course, a bachelor’s in English wasn’t the most practical degree to have these days. He’d applied for a few positions that logically might require a facility with writing or other skills associated with his major, but he had not reached the callback stage for any of them.

Maybe the real reason he was applying at fast food joints was that he wasn’t quite ready to go out into the big bad world on his own.

Paul took a drink of his Dr. Pepper, wondering if things might be different had his dad been here. Maybe, maybe not—but that was something he would never know. The old man had taken off during his freshman year in high school, and neither he nor his mom had seen or heard from him since. The abandonment—for that’s what it was—had come completely out of the blue. At least as far as Paul was concerned. He’d come home from school with the good news that a short story he’d written had been chosen for the school’s literary magazine, a rarity for a freshman, and found his mom sobbing in the living room. His dad was gone, she told him. He’d taken his car, his clothes, his CDs and DVDs, as well as his computer, papers and work-related items from the den, and left.

Paul had never been sure if she’d known this was coming, or if it had been as much of a shock to her as it had been to him. He did not even know whether she’d come home from work to find him gone or had been there as he was packing. Had he left a note? Said goodbye? Mentioned where he was going or why he was leaving? She had not told him, and Paul had been too afraid to ask. All he knew was that his mom had not been the same since, and that after that day, the two of them had never discussed it again.

Secretly, Paul thought his dad might show up for high school graduation—or at least send him a card, since he and his mom were still living at the same address—but the day came and went with no contact. He even allowed his dad a few extra days grace period. Nothing.

So that was it, he supposed.

“Are you putting your résumé out there on the internet?” his mom asked.

“Of course. I’ve told you a thousand times.”

“Well, how would I know?” She gently squeezed the back of his neck as a gesture of reassurance, the way she had when he was little. “Don’t worry. You’ll find something.”

The very next day, on a job search website, he came across an opening for an administrative assistant that specifically mentioned a BA in English as a requirement for the position. Not only that, but the job was here in Orange County, so he wouldn’t have to worry about an endless commute. He was not exactly sure what an administrative assistant did, but according to the description, it involved proofreading public notices, writing memos and composing occasional press releases, among other duties.

When he told his mom about the job opening and informed her that it was not with a private employer but with the City of Arovista, she was ecstatic. “City government! Those are the best jobs! Stable, good benefits, retirement…”

“I don’t have it yet, Mom.”

“And it’s close! What? Fifteen minutes away?”

“Probably longer during rush hour.”

“Still.”

Her enthusiasm was catching, and Paul found himself thinking that maybe he did have a shot. It wasn’t an unreasonable expectation. At least three people he knew had transitioned directly into jobs after interning for different companies. His friend Issac, who’d majored in American Studies, an even more impractical subject than English, had been hired almost right after graduation.

He filled out the online application, attaching his résumé. The deadline wasn’t for another week, so he wouldn’t hear back, one way or the other, until probably another week after that. In the meantime, he’d keep applying for part-time work.

Just in case.

None of the applications he submitted for an assortment of menial jobs panned out, but exactly two weeks after applying for the administrative assistant position, he received an email from the City of Arovista’s human resources department inviting him to come in for an interview. He immediately told his mom, and she went on to tell all of her friends, although in her version of the story, the job was already his.

He called to schedule an interview, and was told to show up at the HR conference room on Tuesday at 11 a.m. That gave him five days to prepare, and the first thing he did was scour the internet to see if any current or former Arovista administrative assistants had posted any helpful hints. They hadn’t, and he expanded his search to include other cities in Orange County, and then Southern California. He found nothing specific that would help with his interview, but he did gain a better understanding of what administrative assistants did, and that enabled him to at least develop an interview strategy.

Maybe the career center’s advice wasn’t so worthless after all.

Friday morning, Paul made a test drive to Arovista city hall. He not only wanted to find out where the building was, but wanted to gauge the time it took to drive there so he would know what time to leave on Tuesday. It was important to be on time.

City hall turned out to be a six-story building flanked by a two-story police department and a single-story library in Arovista’s civic center. Across the street was an impressively large park, which lent a surprisingly rural feeling to what was actually a densely packed municipality. City hall itself was more modern than he had expected. Admittedly, his conception of a local government building had been formed by TV shows like Parks and Recreation (heck, he didn’t even know where his own city hall was) but this one had a lot of slanted concrete and mirrored windows, and he thought it looked like a cool place to work.

Pulling into the parking lot, he sat there for several minutes, watching as individuals walked in and out of the building. While most of the people, both men and women, were dressed nicely but somewhat casually, he thought he should probably wear a suit to the interview in order to make a good impression.

Did his suit still fit?

Paul wasn’t sure. He hadn’t worn it since high school.

A Mercedes pulled into one of the specially marked parking spots in front of the building. Obviously someone in authority, the man who emerged was dressed in dark slacks and a light blue shirt. No tie.

If his suit didn’t fit, maybe a white shirt with a tie would suffice. What did they call that? Business casual?

The drive over had taken him about twenty-five minutes, and the drive back was a few minutes less, but it was mid-morning. If he actually got the job, the commute would be longer since he would be fighting rush-hour traffic.

The fact that he was even thinking about such considerations meant that he was thinking positively (and hadn’t the career center woman told him that a positive attitude was essential during an interview?). Giving himself a treat, he stopped off at a Del Taco close to home and picked up a couple of burritos and a Coke.

His mom was at work, but later that afternoon when she arrived home, she asked about his outing.

“How was the commute?”

“Not bad,” he said.

“And your new workplace?”

“Don’t jinx it, Mom.”

“But how was it?”

“Fine. At least from the outside.”

“You didn’t go in?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He wasn’t sure. The truth was that it hadn’t even occurred to him. “The interview’s on Tuesday. I’ll see then.”

She patted his arm. “I know you’ll do great.”

Paul wasn’t sure that was the case, but he nodded. His mom was unfailingly supportive—too supportive sometimes—and he worried a little about that. “Before you were born,” she always said before telling him a story about places she’d gone or things she’d done, but he had a hard time picturing her life before he was born. What was she like back then? What had she done with her time? So much of who she was and what she did now involved him that it was almost like hearing about a completely different person, and he inevitably found himself wondering if she would prefer to still be that woman rather than the mom she was.

She smiled at him. “One suggestion, though: maybe you should get a haircut before your interview.”
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There were two other people waiting in the corridor outside the HR conference room on city hall’s second floor. A trim-bearded white man who appeared to be in his late twenties and a well-coiffed Asian woman of approximately the same age. Both were seated on small plastic chairs better suited to a sixth-grade classroom, and both looked not only older and more experienced than he was, but far more capable and professional. The man was wearing a tailored suit and had an expensive briefcase at his side. The woman, wearing a stylish dark blue skirt and blouse, held in her lap a manila folder.

Paul, with his ill-fitting high school suit and too-short Supercuts hair, felt woefully underprepared. Not only were these two probably veterans who knew all the ins and outs of an administrative assistant job, but they had brought materials with them.

All he had was his phone.

Sitting down two seats away from the woman, he stared at the corridor wall in front of him, which was decorated with framed photos of employees or ex-employees. Small metal squares beneath the photos no doubt identified the individuals and the reason their pictures were displayed, but the writing was too small for him to read from here, and while Paul was curious, he didn’t want to draw attention to himself by standing up to examine the photos.

The door to the conference room opened. He’d assumed someone was already in there being interviewed, but apparently not, because the woman was called in, the door closed behind her, and he and the other man remained in place, waiting.

The woman emerged eight minutes later. That was a quick interview, Paul thought, and he didn’t know if that was good or bad. She was smiling as she came out and no longer carried her folder. Waving goodbye to whoever was in the conference room, she started down the hall toward the elevator, not even bothering to glance at Paul or the other applicant.

“Paul Wardlow?” A severe-looking blond woman holding a clipboard stood in the conference room doorway, and Paul stood, following her in, the door closing behind them. In a space smaller than he had expected, three men and one woman sat behind a long table, facing an empty chair identical to the small plastic ones in the corridor outside. The blond woman motioned for him to sit, then walked around the side of the table and took her place among the other interviewers.

Paul sat. The five people behind the table silently looked down at papers or tablets in front of them, and it was a minute or two before a heavyset bald man who sat in the center of the group cleared his throat. “Mr. Wardlow? I’m Ricky Bryce, the City of Arovista’s Director of Human Resources. I’ve been looking over your application here. I see that your most recent job was working as a part-time sales clerk at a Van’s shoe store?”

The way he said it made Paul feel unqualified to even be here, but he nodded confidently and said in a strong clear voice, “Yes. But I recently earned my BA in English, which I think is an excellent qualification for this position.”

The blond woman spoke up. “Why do you want to work as an administrative assistant?”

He knew from the career center’s interview prep that he should have expected this question and prepared an answer, but for some reason he hadn’t. His forehead felt sweaty, and his impulse was to wipe it with his hand, but he restrained himself, praying it wouldn’t get to the point where sweat was dripping into his eyes or trickling down the side of his face. “I’ve always wanted to work for local government,” he lied. “And I think working as an administrative assistant would give me real-world insight into how city hall functions. I would gain practical experience, and the position would provide me with the groundwork I would need to advance in city government.”

“Which is why you majored in English rather than Public Administration,” the HR director said drily.

“I wanted a well-rounded education,” Paul said, floundering now. “Most companies and, uh, city halls and other…institutions provide in-house training for specific positions. They all do things differently and, uh, want new employees to do things their way. My well-rounded education has made me flexible, adaptable and prepared for a wide variety of jobs. I think I have the skills and knowledge to be a very effective administrative assistant.”

It was a good save, if he did say so himself, but the faces in front of him looked unimpressed.

The other woman spoke up. She did not identify herself, but asked with a condescending tone: “And why do you think you would make a good administrative assistant? Why should we hire you?”

He’d just given his best argument for that in his previous answer and had no idea what to say.

“I think I would be a good fit for city hall,” he said, trying to think fast. “I’m an Orange County native, so I’m familiar with the area. And I majored in English, so I have strong writing skills. And I think I would be a good fit.” Realizing he was repeating himself, he stopped.

The looks his interviewers shared did not fill him with confidence.

“Do you have any questions for us?” the HR director asked.

That was it? The interview was over? He must have blown it. Still, he knew it was important to ask a question when given the opportunity, if only to prove his commitment. “It wasn’t made clear in the job description,” he said. “What department would I be working for if I got this position? Who would I be an administrative assistant to?”

No one answered. As one, the men and women behind the table stood. The HR director smiled at him insincerely. “We have a number of other applicants to interview, but we will let you know when we have made our decision.”

Paul stood as well. The blond woman walked around the end of the table, carrying her clipboard, and motioned for him to follow her. Opening the door, she ushered him into the corridor. “Thank you for coming. We’ll be in touch.” She looked down at her clipboard. “Adam Collins?” she called out.

Paul left city hall and drove home feeling dejected.

The career center suggested that a thank-you-for-the-opportunity email should be sent to prospective employers within twenty-four hours of an interview, and despite his pessimism, Paul was determined to follow the rules of interview etiquette if only to keep in practice.

It was his mom’s day off, and she was in the living room waiting for him when he arrived home.

“They called!” she said excitedly. “You got the job!”

He was confused. “What?”

“Arovista! City hall! They called! You got the job!”

He frowned, taking out his phone. There were no messages. No texts, no voicemail. Why had they called his house instead of his cell? He hadn’t even given them that number.

“Who called?” he asked.

“Mr. Bryce. He said he was the HR director. He’s going to email you some things to sign and information you need and… You got the job!”

She was grinning hugely, and he smiled back at her, but the whole thing left him feeling off balance. He’d been told there were “a number of applicants” to still be interviewed. They’d obviously talked to the other guy who’d been waiting with him in the hallway, but Paul hadn’t seen anyone else there, and it wasn’t credible to think that they’d interviewed a bunch of other people in the half-hour it had taken him to drive home.

Besides, he’d tanked his interview.

Had they really decided to hire him?

Checking his email a few minutes later, he found a generic acceptance letter, as well as several forms he needed to fill out, sign and submit.

He was scheduled to start work at eight o’clock Monday morning.
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WHEN JANICE Kaminsky was asked to come back to work, less than two years after taking an early retirement, she had to think about it. On the one hand, it was nice having time to herself instead of being stuck in an office all day every day. On the other hand, retirement was not all it was cracked up to be, and the truth was that since Monica had moved out, most of her days were, well, kind of boring. Theoretically, she could go with friends to a movie in the middle of the afternoon, or head out to the beach whenever she felt like it, or hike on one of the local nature trails, but in actuality, most of her time was spent at home, on the phone or in front of the TV, with an occasional trip to the store thrown in.

So she wasn’t exactly making the most of her golden years.

She was also starting to wonder if she might have lost a step or two along the way, and that was another reason why a decision to return was not so simple. The truth was that whenever she thought back to her years at city hall, she could not seem to recall many details. Oh, she had fond memories of the people and the place, but what she had done, the specifics of her duties seemed to elude her, and it made her think that she wouldn’t be able to do the job anymore. Not that they were offering her her old position. As Janice understood it, they were asking her back as a floater, which meant that she would be subbing for various clerks and secretaries in different departments throughout the building.

When she called Monica to ask her opinion, her daughter was enthusiastic—of course. Because if Janice could be kept busy during the weekdays, Monica wouldn’t feel so guilty about only stopping by for an awkward hour every Sunday. Or every other Sunday, which was what she had been doing for the past month—and which Janice was beginning to think was the new normal.

When was it that she had started becoming a burden to her daughter? She didn’t know. Walter’s death had certainly had an effect on their relationship; Monica had always been closer to her father than her mother. But while Janice had assumed that the tragedy would make them closer, the opposite seemed to have occurred. Still, despite their differences, the two of them had carried on.

She hadn’t been a burden.

She was now, though, apparently, and Janice wondered if it might be a good idea to return to work. At least she’d have daily contact with people, and if she really was starting to lose it, this might help her hold on. From everything she read, maintaining social connections helped stave off not only physical but cognitive decline.

For a second opinion, she called her friend Jackie, who was, as usual, wishy-washy. “Well, the extra income will be helpful, but you would have a lot less free time.”

Barb from Personnel (or HR, as they called it these days), was the one who had called with the offer, and Janice called her back, asking if she might drop by tomorrow to discuss hours, wages and exactly what she would be doing. Barb said, “Sure. Drop by anytime. I’ll be at lunch from eleven-thirty to twelve-thirty, but other than that…”

“I’ll be by around ten,” Janice said.

“That’s fine. It’ll be good to see you again.”

It would be good to see Barb again. And Tam and Ruth Ann and Miguel and everyone from Transportation. Maybe she’d hit each of the floors, make the rounds, catch up with all the people she hadn’t seen.

Not only did city hall look the same when she arrived the next morning, but she still recognized many of the cars in the parking lot. It almost seemed as though she’d never left, and Janice liked the way that made her feel. She’d missed the place more than she realized, and as she walked through the front doors into the lobby, glancing to the right at the entrance to the city clerk’s office, she decided that she would take the job, whether it was full-time, part-time or temporary.

It might be all three, she found out. Or none. Barb said no one knew how often Janice would be called in, but quite a few employees had quit or retired recently, and while they’d been using workers from a temp agency, the Finance Director and City Manager had decided that it would be smarter to utilize people with experience, so they’d called back some of their previous employees, like her. “So you might be working a couple of days for someone who’s sick, or a couple of weeks while they look for a replacement or…who knows?” Barb lowered her voice. “This new Finance Director’s a miserly bitch. I wouldn’t put it past her to keep you on—if you wanted—so the city wouldn’t have to hire someone and pay benefits. But you didn’t hear it from me.”

“Alright,” Janice said. “When would you need me?”

“Now, if you’re ready. Revenue is down two people. Sheila, the new girl, is on maternity leave, and Dante—remember Dante?—up and quit on us. Got into a fight with Dennis, both of them screaming at each other behind the permit counter in front of a big line of people over God knows what. Then he says, ‘I quit!’ and storms out and never comes back. So they’ve been shorthanded down there for about a week, and it’s a nightmare.”

Janice nodded.

“Think you’re up for it?”

“What would I be doing?”

“Licenses. Not business licenses,” Barb added quickly. “Animal licenses. Dog tags.”

“You know I was a secretary in Transportation, right? I know nothing about dog licenses.”

“I’m actually not sure of the specifics,” Barb admitted. “Let’s fill out your forms first, then go down and talk to Fred Mercer. He’s in charge of the permit counter. He’ll have all the details.”

Fifteen minutes later, they had taken the elevator to the first floor and walked across the lobby to Revenue. Fred Mercer, a man she knew only by name but whose stony visage she had seen around city hall over the years, was waiting for them at his desk. A younger Philip Seymour Hoffman lookalike was working alone at the counter out front, with several people lined up before him.

Barb pushed open the small gate to the right of the counter and led Janice into the open office beyond. Fred’s desk was at the back, enabling him to oversee the employees working at the other desks as well as monitor the counter.

“Barbara,” he said, nodding formally.

“Hey, Fred. I don’t know if you know Janice. She used to work in Transportation? She’ll be helping out in Revenue until we hire a replacement for Dante. So I need you to show her the ropes.”

Fred nodded solemnly. “We need someone to collect the fees and man the register.” He turned toward Janice. “Basically, you’ll run credit cards and hand permitees a printout. Dex’ll be here to walk you through it and answer any questions. Dex!” he called.

The man at the counter turned around and motioned Janice over.

“Good luck!” Barb said, waving as she pushed open the gate to leave.

For the next twenty minutes, Dex had Janice shadow him as he collected and inputted the information required to issue animal licenses, accepting payment from the applicants before printing out both the licenses and receipts. After, he watched over her shoulder and gave her helpful tips as she took over the process. Finally, the two of them began working in tandem, which made everything go much more quickly.

The crowd eventually thinned out, and just before their lunch break, an elderly Latino man stepped up to the counter. In halting English, he explained that he got a notice in the mail telling him to renew the license for his dog. Dex took down the man’s information, entered it into the system and passed the torch to Janice. She printed out a license and placed it on the counter.

“That will be seventy-nine dollars,” she said. “Slide or tap your credit card.”

“No have card.” He withdrew a small bundle of folded bills from his pocket.

“I’m sorry,” Janice said. “We don’t accept cash.”

The man unfolded the bills and, sorting through them, took out three twenties, one ten, one five and four ones, presenting them to her.

“We do not take cash,” she said, speaking slowly.

The man gazed at her beseechingly. “No card.”

“Then you’ll have to come back when you do.” Tearing up the permit and dropping the pieces into the recycling basket beneath the counter, she motioned for him to leave.

The man’s shoulders slumped dejectedly as he turned away.

Janice watched him go.

And smiled, feeling good.

She was home again.
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THE DEPARTMENT lounge was empty when Gavin Barre walked in, and for that he was grateful. The last thing he wanted right now was to listen to Douglas complain about his workload or Judy whine about not getting tenure, when his only 300-level class had just been cancelled due to low enrollment.

The cancellation was not a surprise. Keeping the course alive required a minimum of fifteen students, and only six had signed up during registration—although he’d been hoping more would add at the last minute. Sharon, the department chair, had had it in for him ever since he had surpassed her in the student ratings, and he was pretty sure she had purposely assigned him to teach the course, knowing it was an elective and not a requirement for any Political Science emphasis.

Local Governance in Pre-Revolutionary American Colonies.

Who the hell would sign up for that if they didn’t have to?

Six people, apparently.

Gavin poured himself some coffee, then sat down in the overstuffed chair next to the bookcase, mentally going over finances. As an adjunct, he wasn’t a salaried employee but was paid based on the number of classes he taught. Now his class load was down to four, and that was going to make this semester tight. Although Thao’s job provided them with health insurance, it didn’t pay much, and with Southern California’s skyrocketing rent, they’d barely be able to keep their current apartment, let alone scale upward as originally planned.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye as someone walked through the doorway.

“Heard the news, buddy.”

Burt Ackerman, his one true ally in the department, grabbed his sack lunch out of the refrigerator and sat down at the table. “Tough break.”

Gavin snorted. “Yeah. Thanks a lot, Sharon.”

“Rule number one: never outshine your boss.”

He smiled wryly. “What can I say? Students love me.”

“And Sharon’s a bitch. Recipe for disaster.” Burt opened a Tupperware container filled with something so foul-smelling that Gavin nearly gagged. “So what’s your next move?”

“Get as far away from your lunch as possible. What is in there?”

“We went to a Middle Eastern restaurant a few days ago and brought home some leftovers. I’m thinking I should’ve eaten it the next day, because you’re right, it does smell pretty rank now.” He took another bite. “Tastes fine, though.”

It was only ten-thirty, but watching Burt eat made Gavin feel hungry—despite the smell. His friend ate lunch early because he had a nonstop stretch of classes from eleven until six-forty-five. Gavin ordinarily ate around noon, since it had to tide him over until after his last class, which ended at nine, but today he wished he’d brought an extra snack. He took a sip of bad coffee.

“So you were just sitting in here brooding?” Burt said between mouthfuls.

“That’s about the size of it.”

“You know, Angela picked up another class at one of the community colleges. Coastline, I think. You could put out feelers.”

“For next semester, yeah. But this one’s set, and I’m screwed. Kind of derails my city council plans, too.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’m on shaky ground with Sharon already. She’s just looking for an excuse to phase me out.”

“You’re getting paranoid in your old age.”

“What if I lose? I teach political science, for god sake. If I’m a failure in my own field…”

“Those who can’t, teach.”

“Thank you for that chestnut.”

“Calm down. You have aspirations. And your plan’s solid. City council is the best way to get your foot in the door. It’s ostensibly nonpartisan, so when you run for higher office, you can tout your consensus-building bona fides and point out how you have bipartisan public support. Besides, the election’s still a year away.”

“I don’t exactly have aspirations. I don’t like this city council, and I thought I might be able to do some good. It’s time for a change.”

“There’s your slogan! What city do you live in again?”

“Arovista.”

“Not really on my radar. I live here in Brea, so I know about our council, and I keep up with Anaheim because of Disneyland, but I’m not that familiar with the rest of Orange County.”

“Trust me. Arovista’s in sad shape. Right now, the city’s in the first phase of a gentrification/redevelopment project. And, of course, they’re using the opportunity to get rid of a historic Hispanic neighborhood. In a city with a Spanish name, in a state with a Spanish name, located on what was once a Spanish land grant.”

“What are the demographics?”

“Forty-nine percent Hispanic, thirty percent White, thirteen percent Asian, eight percent Black. Give or take.”

“The old Orange County whitewash, huh?”

“That seems to be the plan. I don’t think affordable housing is even part of the conversation.”

“And you’re single-handedly going to turn things around.”

“At least throw a monkey wrench in the works. They have a slim majority right now. If I can turn one seat, at least we might have a fighting chance.”

Burt nodded. “So there you go.”

“There I went. I can’t do it now.”

“Bullshit.” Burt grinned. “Besides, now you’ll have more time for it. Not having to teach that extra class and all.”

“Asshole.”

Laughing, the other professor stood and walked over to the sink, rinsing out his Tupperware container.

“You’d better chew some gum or get some Tic Tacs or something,” Gavin suggested. “I can smell your breath from here.”

“It’ll keep the little darlings awake.” Burt grabbed a bottle of Snapple from the refrigerator, saluting as he headed toward the door. “I’m off to see the wizard. Later, my friend.”

Gavin sat in the chair, drinking his coffee and, yes, brooding. When other instructors arrived and the lounge began to fill up, he took his leave, camping out in the library for an hour or so before picking up a quick lunch at the Student Center’s café and heading off to class.

It was a long afternoon.

All he could think about was the cancellation of his Thursday class, and Sharon’s sneaky moves to undermine him, and he wondered if he really should start applying at other local colleges, just in case. He ended his night class early, assigning the students an extra reading assignment to make up for it, and was home by eight-thirty.

Thao was watching some sort of cooking competition on TV, and she stood up when he came in. “I saved you some fried rice,” she said. “It’s in the fridge.”

“Thanks.” He gave her a quick kiss.

“But before you eat…” She held up a printed piece of paper. “We got this in the mail today. It’s a notice from the city. They’re closing the Mittman Branch of the library and leasing the building to a Korean church.”

“What the hell?” He took the paper from her. “That’s where you take your kids!” The progressive preschool at which she worked was just down the street from the library branch.

“Not anymore, I guess.”

“That tears it,” he said. “We need to get people from the community to go to the next city council meeting and protest.”

“There are twenty parents I know will be interested. I’m sure Flora can organize a group of alumni parents, too.”

“Now I’m definitely running for council next year. I’ve had enough of this crap.”

Thao was silent.

Gavin looked at her. “Okay. What’s up? Every time I mention running, you get all weird.”

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“It’s more than that. Spill it.”

“What if you lose? That much rejection can be crushing…”

“Thao,” he prodded.

She sighed. “It’s nothing, really.”

“It’s obviously not nothing.”

“Just my own phobia.”

“Which is?”

An odd expression crossed her features, and there was a long pause before she spoke. “When you met me, my dad worked for the post office, right?”

He nodded.

“That came later. When I was young, he had a water store in Little Saigon, on Bolsa.”

“Water store?”

“He sold filtered water in, like, those big Sparklett’s-size bottles. Five gallons, ten gallons, whatever. People would come in with their own empties and either trade them in for ones that were full, or get their own bottles filled up.”

“And he made a living doing that?”

“For quite a while.” She was quiet for a moment. “Then this city councilman got elected. Total racist. My dad even voted for him. He ran on an anti-communist platform, which always guaranteed votes. Once he got in, though, he started pushing this English-as-the-official-language stuff. On Bolsa, a lot of the business signs were—and are—in Vietnamese, or even Chinese, because that’s the language people speak. A lot of first-generation immigrants barely speak English, and don’t read or write it at all.

“So one day, this councilman comes to our store. I don’t know if he was hitting all the businesses on the street or just picking some at random, but he walked in with a cop, a big, scary redneck-looking guy. Holstered gun, nightstick, mirrored shades, the whole bit. The cop just stands there, staring at me and my sister like he wants to beat us into submission, and the councilman starts in with my dad, telling him that he needs to change the signage of his shop, write it in English rather than Vietnamese. My dad explains that the name of the shop is Vietnamese, and the councilman says this is America, it needs to have an English name. My dad’s hands are shaking—his generation does not do well with authority because of what they went through—and since he’s scared, I’m scared.

“He doesn’t say anything, just listens, and the councilman is getting more and more worked up, and the cop’s just smiling, like the whole thing’s funny. Eventually, they left, but not before threatening to have our shop closed down if we didn’t come up with an American name.”

Thao’s voice was quiet. “I dreamed about them after that, the councilman and the cop. A recurring dream. I was in my bed, in my bedroom, and it was night. For some reason, my parents were gone, and only me and my sister were home. She was in the bathroom across the hall, and the only light I could see was that small crack of bathroom light under the door. Then I heard the front door of the apartment open, and I thought it had to be my parents, but I knew it wasn’t, and I yelled for my sister to stay in the bathroom and lock the door, and then they walked into the bedroom, both of them, the councilman and the cop. The councilman was yelling that I had to change my name to Susan, I couldn’t be Thao anymore, and the cop was taking out his nightstick and getting ready to beat me to death, and he was smiling.”

“Jesus,” Gavin said.

“And in real life, they kept coming back, harassing my dad. I don’t know if it was once a week or once a month, but it put a lot of pressure on him. They even made him put a petition to make English the official language next to the cash register, with a clipboard and pen attached. I’m sure they were doing this to a lot of people, but I only know what happened to us, and eventually my dad sold the shop and got his job at the post office.”

“So whatever happened to the councilman?”

“Hopefully, he’s dead.” She looked up apologetically. “Not really…or maybe not entirely. I mean, I don’t wish anyone dead, but people die every day, and if one day one of them happened to be him, I can’t say that I’d shed a tear.” She gave him a weak smile. “But to answer your question: demographics changed, whites moved out, Latinos moved in, Vietnamese started voting more, and we got a more diverse council. He lost his seat and, I assume, crawled back under the rock he came from.”

“What was his name? We could look him up.”

“I don’t even know. I was a kid. My dad would probably remember, but I don’t want to mention it to him. It would bring up too many bad memories.”

“So that’s why you get all weirded out when I start talking about running for city council.”

“Maybe so.”

He smiled gently. “I promise, if I get elected, I won’t harass any minority-owned businesses. Or any businesses at all. Or any minorities. Or anyone.”

She stood on her tiptoes, kissed his nose. “I know. And I’m sorry for freaking out on you. Run with my blessing. Bring some change to our fair city.”

“That’s the plan,” he said.
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“TO PAUL!” Issac announced.

“To Paul!”

His friends raised their glasses and cups of assorted beverages and toasted.

“So how does it feel to be a sellout?” Fletcher asked. “Honestly, I never figured you’d end up a petty bureaucrat.”

“Says the guy who works for his dad’s company.”

Everyone laughed.

They had taken over the back table at Veltri’s Pizza to celebrate, and Paul had to admit that it was nice to see his friends again. It had been a while since all five of them had been together in the same place at the same time. It wasn’t like when they were in school. These days, they were scattered and busy, and it took something like the end of Paul’s perpetual job search to bring them together.

“So what’s office life like?” he asked Issac while the others were engaged in a one-upmanship battle about video game supremacy. For the past two years, Issac had been working in the head office of a tech company based in Irvine, although Paul was not exactly sure what his friend did or even what the company made.

“The corporate world and the public sphere probably aren’t exactly the same, but I’m sure they’re close enough for rock and roll. Which means you’re in for a rude awakening, my friend.”

“Any advice?”

“Go along to get along. Stupidity runs rampant in any work environment, and the more people there are above you, the greater the stupidity. Last year, I was assigned to write a report that I’d already written a month before. Not rewrite it, but write it. I explained that I’d already done it and could email them a copy or Xerox one, but they wanted me to write it again. The exact same thing, no changes, no updates. So…I did.”

“That makes no sense.”

“A lot of things don’t. But if they tell you to draw a picture of a cow on blue construction paper, then you draw a picture of a cow on blue construction paper—if you want to last past your probation period.”

“Probation period?”

“Oh, there’s always a probation period. Mine was six months. And within that time, they can fire your ass for any reason whatsoever. After that, you’re usually safe. Probably even more in city government than in private business, because I think there are a lot of worker protections for public employees. Which means that, if I were you, I’d be on my best behavior. Don’t piss anyone off, don’t make any enemies, don’t make waves, just lay low, stay under the radar, do your job and go along to get along.”

“Now I’m more worried than I was before.”

Issac grinned. “You asked.”

Even though it was a Friday, the party broke up early, and they left Veltri’s well before the pizza place closed. Paul had had fun—all of them had—but the truth was that the five of them no longer seemed able to keep things going the way they had when they were in school, and he could see a time when they no longer bothered to get together at all.

He drove home feeling slightly sad.

Monday morning, Paul awoke early. He’d set his alarm but didn’t need it. He’d slept lightly all night, waking up several times and having difficulty falling back asleep, and as soon as the sky lightened behind the curtains of his room, he was up and out of bed. By the time he finished his shower, his mom had made breakfast. Walking into the kitchen, he looked over her shoulder as she made an omelet on the stove. “I was just going to have a piece of toast.”

“It’s your first day!” she said.

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“You need brain food. Sit!”

He sat down in his chair at the kitchen table, and she brought over an omelet on a plate. “Pour yourself some orange juice.”

Paul stood. “Actually, I want cocoa.” Before she could object, which he could tell she was about to do, he said, “Since I do have a real job now, I think I’m old enough to choose my own breakfast beverage.”

“Oh, you! Eat your omelet.”

They had breakfast together for the first time in a long time, and before he left, she took his picture with her phone. “Big day!” she said.

Paul waved her off as he walked out the door, returning her shouted “Goodbye!”, but secretly he was happy she was so supportive, and he backed out of the driveway feeling good.

Traffic was bad but not terrible, and he’d left early enough that he was still fifteen minutes early as he pulled into the parking lot of Arovista city hall. No one had told him if there was a specific area where he was supposed to park, and just to be on the safe side, he pulled into a spot in a back part of the lot, far away from other vehicles.

He’d been told to check in with the HR department on the second floor, and when he got off the elevator, he walked down the corridor to the HR office. Behind the wide front counter, he recognized the severe blond woman from his interview (What was her name? Had she even told it to him? He should probably know it.), but she turned away from him, and it was a younger, darker, prettier woman who came forward and introduced herself as Elaine Mamo, the city’s personnel manager.

“Paul Wardlow,” he said. “I’ve been hired as an administrative assistant. I was told to report here?”

“Yes! I’ve been going over your information. It’s nice to be able to put a face with the name. We’re lucky to have you.”

“To be honest,” Paul said, “I didn’t think I’d even get the job. I don’t know how many people you interviewed, but the two I saw were pretty intimidating.”

Elaine laughed. “Are you kidding? That guy was a douche. And that chick? What a cunt.”

Paul was shocked, but he maintained a neutral expression, not responding. Was this a test? Not only was what she’d said highly inappropriate, but she hadn’t even been present at his interview. How did she know who he was talking about?

“The truth is, you’re exactly what we’re looking for. The decision to hire you was unanimous, which I can promise you is very rare.” Moving to the left, where a blocky computer sat on top of the counter, she started typing on the computer’s keyboard. “Perfect,” she said, looking at the screen. “I see here that you filled out your forms online.” Reaching under the counter, she brought out a stack of pages. “Now I need you to fill out these physical copies.”

Really? he thought.

“Can’t you just print them out?” Paul asked.

She fixed him with a cold stare. “Are you telling me how to do my job?”

“No!” he said quickly. “I only meant⁠—”

Elaine laughed. “I’m just playing with you.”

“Whew!” He pretended to wipe sweat from his brow.

“Seriously, though. You do need to fill these out.” There was no trace of levity in her voice, and he nodded in acknowledgment, as though the redundancy was perfectly logical. Handing him a pen, she directed him to the far end of the counter and left him alone to complete his forms.

Again.

Maybe all those jokes about government inefficiency weren’t that far off the mark.

For the next fifteen minutes, he used the provided pen to write in his personal information. Not allowed to look at the completed online forms, he was forced to take out his wallet and copy down the number on his driver’s license. For financial information, he had to look things up on his phone, something he was loath to do in public for fear of hacking. Finally, he rang the little bell on the counter, summoning Elaine, and placed the sheaf of papers before her.

“Did you complete your I-9?” she asked.

“Which one’s that?” Paul shuffled through the pages, reading their titles and form numbers.

“It states, under penalty of perjury, that you’re a U.S. citizen?”

“Oh yeah. Here it is.”

“I need you to add a codicil. See that space between the statement and your signature? I need you to write in the words, ‘I warrant and affirm that I am a living human being,’ and initial it.”

She had to be joking, he thought, but he could see from the expression on her face that she was not, and in a small cramped hand, he carefully wrote in the phrase and, immediately next to it, signed his initials.

“I think we’re done here,” Elaine said brightly. She gathered up the forms, placed them in a manila folder and carried the folder past several desks and into a side office. Emerging moments later, she said, “Meet me in the hallway.”

He stepped into the corridor as Elaine came out of another doorway that obviously led to the area behind the HR counter.

“So that’s it? I’m official?”

“Well, we also need fingerprints and a DNA sample.”

Paul frowned. “What for?”

“As part of your background check. The PD needs to verify that you’re not a criminal and that you can be trusted to work with the public.”

“The PD?”

“Police department.” Elaine laughed lightly. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to the acronyms.”

“I’m not sure it’s legal to take my DNA. Besides, didn’t they already do a background check? I mean, I’m here. This is my first day of work. They wouldn’t’ve hired me if everything hadn’t checked out.”

“It’s just a formality,” she promised. “But first, we need to see Ricky.”

That was a name he remembered from his interview: Ricky Bryce, Director of Human Resources.

He wasn’t looking forward to this, but apparently it was a requirement, and he reluctantly followed Elaine down the corridor. At the far end of the floor, the door to the director’s office was closed, and she rapped on the white lacquered wood in a rhythm that suggested a prearranged code.

“Come,” said a man’s voice from behind the door.

Shouldn’t it be “Come in?” Paul thought.

Elaine opened the door and ushered him inside. Despite the importance implied by the title of “Director,” the office was surprisingly small and functional. An institutional chair sat in front of a standard-issue desk. The cream-colored walls were lined with generic metal filing cabinets. A lone snapshot of Ricky Bryce with his family on vacation at the Grand Canyon in a standalone frame on top of the desk offered the only personal touch in the entire room.

“Have a seat,” Bryce said. He glanced over Paul’s shoulder. “Close that door, Elaine. And wait out in the hall. Thank you.”

Paul sat. Once the door was closed, the director pulled open the center drawer before him and withdrew a sheet of paper, which he pushed across the desktop. “Sign this.”

“What is it?”

“All administrative assistants are required to sign non-disclosure agreements before assuming their duties.” Bryce looked at Paul as though he were a bug. “I assume you have no objections?”

The HR director was so intimidating that it was all Paul could do not to immediately acquiesce. But he managed to maintain his composure enough to ask, “Why do I need to sign a non-disclosure form?”

Bryce leaned forward, and instinctively Paul flinched. “Because, in this position, you will be privy to information that the City may not want made available to the public at this time. There are always sensitive ongoing negotiations with various persons and entities that could be derailed or disrupted if certain information is revealed inopportunely. Now if there are no more ignorant questions…”

“Actually,” Paul said timidly, “I do have one. It’s about the DNA sample I’m supposed to give. I don’t understand⁠—”

Bryce cut him off. “It’s a liability issue for the City. If it turns out that you’re a pedophile or a serial killer, and we knowingly hire you, then we could bear financial responsibility for harm caused by your actions while employed by the City. And before you ask, the legality of requiring a DNA sample has been verified by the City Attorney. You’re not the first one to have voiced concern.” He offered a small tight smile. “Although I fail to understand why there would be any concerns on your part if you have nothing to hide.” He fixed Paul with a hard stare. “Do you have something to hide?”

“Of course not!”

“Then we don’t have a problem, do we?” He handed Paul a pen. “Now please sign the non-disclosure form and stop wasting my time.”

While there was nothing he wanted more than to get out of that office, he took time to read the agreement, in order to make sure there were no hidden stipulations that could cause him problems in the future. He came across no red flags, it all seemed pretty straightforward and above-board, and he was reasonably sure that the agreement was just a generic form that everyone was required to sign. Taking the pen, he affixed his signature to the bottom and handed both paper and pen back to the HR director.

“You may see yourself out,” the man said dismissively.

Elaine, waiting outside, smiled as he emerged. “Did we have fun?”

“Oh, sure.”

“Don’t worry. We’re almost done,” she said. “Just the fingerprints and DNA, and that should be pretty quick. The PD’s right next door to city hall.” They headed toward the elevator.

“How do they get my DNA?” Paul asked. “It isn’t blood, is it?” He did not like needles.

“Semen. I’ll pump it out of you into a plastic container…” She burst out laughing. “I’m kidding!” She patted his arm. “All they need’s a hair sample.”

Despite himself, he had the beginnings of an erection, but he smiled in acknowledgment of the joke, looking sideways at her as they got into the elevator. Had she glanced down at his crotch when she mentioned pumping out his semen? He wasn’t sure and found himself wondering if she had a boyfriend. Since there was no ring on her finger, he assumed she wasn’t married.

Why was his mind even going down this road?

They took the elevator to the first floor, then walked outside and across the courtyard to the police station. In the small lobby, Elaine waved to a uniformed officer sitting behind a window of what appeared to be thick bulletproof glass. He nodded at her, and there was a loud electronic buzzing as a door in the wall swung open.

“Thanks, Pete!” she called, and Paul followed her down a narrow corridor, past several closed doors to a large open area off to the right. Through the mesh-reinforced window in a door at the other end of the space, he could see a light green hallway blocked by a barred gate. To the side of the door was a tall slim table on top of which was a computer and assorted paraphernalia. On the blank white side wall was a height chart and, in front of it, suspended from the ceiling, a large black camera. A tall, heavily muscled officer stood next to the camera, waiting for them.

“Hello, Javier,” Elaine said. She turned toward Paul. “This is where they book the prisoners. It’s also where we take fingerprints and DNA samples from new employees.”

Javier stepped forward. Paul felt like a criminal as the large man forcefully took his arm and led him over to the booking station. He’d expected to have his fingers rolled in ink, as he’d seen in countless movies and TV shows, but things were a little more high tech these days, and he was told to press his fingers onto a scanner screen, while the officer typed on the adjacent computer’s keyboard.

Moments later, he was instructed to turn around. There was a brief flash of pain as tweezers were used to pluck a hair from the top of his head. The hair was placed on a clear glass slide, which was inserted into another device. Javier remained at the computer, typing.

“We’ll just wait here,” Elaine said. “They’ll have it done in a few minutes.”

“Why do we have to wait? Don’t they just email you the results?”

“In case they find something. If it turns out you’re lying, the jail’s right there.” She pointed toward the door with the mesh window.

He thought she was joking but couldn’t be sure, and for the next several minutes, he nervously awaited the results while Elaine and the officer chatted inconsequentially. Finally, the computer emitted a ringlike tone, and Javier gave them the thumbs up sign. “I’ll send it to HR,” he said.

“Thanks,” she told him.

They returned to city hall. Already, it was getting warm outside, and Paul was a little bit sweaty by the time they reached the lobby and got into the elevator. “So what’s next?” he asked.

“That’s it.”

“So…?”

“I’m taking you to the sixth floor. Time for you to get to work.”

“Uh, who exactly am I an assistant to?” he asked. “No one’s told me any specifics.”

“You’re an assistant to Whit Murdoch, one of the assistant city managers.”

“And the job entails?”

“Whit will give you more specifics.”

Somehow, the sixth floor seemed bigger than city hall’s first or second floors, although he had no idea how that was possible. The elevator opened onto a wide, plushly carpeted wood-paneled hallway, and the opposite end was so far away that it looked like an optical illusion.

Elaine led him down the corridor. There were not as many doors here as there were on the second floor, but they passed one that was open a crack, and within the office beyond, he thought he saw a flash of bare white skin, as though a naked person was galloping about on all fours.

But of course that couldn’t be.

Paul glanced over at Elaine. He suddenly felt ill at ease, and the half-smile on Elaine’s face did nothing to alleviate his concern. Had she seen it, too?

He thought she had.

He was tempted to ask the personnel manager what was going on behind that door, but she had increased her pace, and he took longer strides in order to keep up. “Redevelopment,” she said as they walked through a wider section of hallway where a woman sat at a large desk, a series of open offices behind her. “Assistant city manager’s coming up.”

He could see the end of the hallway now, a large ornate door with an elaborately carved frame, although it was still some ways off.

The area where they stopped consisted of identical open entryways to either side of the corridor, each leading to identical antechambers with closed office doors beyond. Placards affixed to the wall identified each office as that of “AROVISTA ASSISTANT CITY MANAGER.” Beneath the placards were nameplates, the one on the right reading “Anita Farber,” the one on the left “Whit Murdoch.”

“You’ll be working for Whit,” Elaine informed him.

They walked through the antechamber, and Elaine knocked on the closed office door.

The man who opened the door was pale and pudgy, wearing a gray business suit with a bright red tie. “Whit,” Elaine said, “this is Paul Wardlow, your new AA.”

The assistant city manager looked him over and gave him a wan smile. “Welcome to hell.”
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ORV DESANDER looked at his watch. There was nothing he hated more than waiting around for some city building inspector to review their work. He and his men were professionals; they did this every damn day. They didn’t need some pencil pusher from city hall to tell them whether or not their construction was up to code.

And this guy was already a half-hour late.

“They’re always pulling this shit,” he said disgustedly.

Next to him, Jorge nodded in agreement.

Orv’s dad had had it a hell of a lot easier back when he ran the company. In those days, all you had to do was slip a few bills into the right hands to grease the way. Everything ran as smooth as clockwork, and even simple jobs went a lot faster.

“I think he’s here,” Jorge said.

A white pickup truck with the seal of the city on the passenger door pulled up and parked head-to-head with Orv’s own pickup at the edge of the lot. The man who emerged from the opposite side of the vehicle and walked around the cab holding a clipboard wasn’t anyone Orv recognized and looked more like a criminal than a city employee, with an evil-looking goatee and bulging biceps covered in tattoos. He wasn’t even wearing professional attire but had on worn jeans and a black Harley Davidson tank top.

This was the building inspector?

“City,” the man said roughly by way of introduction. “Show me.”

Orv led him over to the water and sewer hookups, indicating the installed meter.

“What about wiring?” the inspector asked, writing on his clipboard.

Asshole.

“That’s the next stage,” Orv said, trying not to sound as annoyed as he felt. “You’re supposed to be checking⁠—”

A hard punch to the gut made Orv double over in agony.

“Don’t tell me what I’m supposed to do,” the inspector said in his ear.

Orv could smell egg on the man’s breath and promptly threw up in the dirt.

“One more word out of you, and I’m sending your wetback workers back across the border and you up shit creek. Do I make myself clear?”

Orv wiped his mouth and managed to nod.

The inspector smiled with satisfaction. “All right, then.” He sorted through the papers on his clipboard and scribbled something, tearing off a pink sheet. “I’m giving you conditional approval for the plumbing, but if the wiring and electrical hookups aren’t ready by next inspection? No permit.” He handed Orv the pink paper. “Make sure you post it where it can be seen.” He pointed a dirty finger at Orv’s face. “If you don’t, I’ll know. Understand?”

Orv nodded.

“Thought so.” Grinning, the inspector strode back to his truck.

“Pendejo,” Jorge said under his breath.

Orv stiffened, afraid the inspector might have heard, but the man had already gotten into the vehicle and was starting the engine. Angrily, he turned on Jorge. “Get everyone back to work. We’ve wasted enough time today.”

Jorge nodded and hurried off to follow his orders, while Orv stood there, watching the city truck drive away.
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Something was wrong.

Veronica Guerrero had been taking her daughter Belen to these Parks and Rec classes since she was in preschool: swimming, soccer, crafts. But this time seemed different. Not that things had ever gone smoothly. The city’s Parks and Recreation department had always been run inefficiently: class start times printed incorrectly in the city schedule, locations misidentified on the website, age ranges wrong. It was always something.

Today, though…

Veronica looked around at the other parents, not recognizing any of them. This was sign-up day for the seven-year-olds’ soccer teams, and ordinarily, she’d see the same kids and parents from the previous session, with maybe a few dropouts and a few new additions. But all of these people were totally new. There wasn’t a single girl from Belen’s old team or from any of the other teams in the city league. And where was the usual diversity? What should have been a mixture of dads and moms of various ages, ethnicities and economic backgrounds had been replaced by a covey of homogenous mothers, all young, white and trendily attired.

Their daughters, too, seemed to be dressed in designer clothes, and Veronica glanced down at Belen in her worn jeans and hand-me-down Barbie t-shirt, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. There’d been stories in the news lately about right-wing activists bullying companies and government agencies into dropping diversity, equity and inclusion efforts. Some cities, states, schools and municipalities were even making it illegal for students to learn certain subjects or read certain books, particularly those that involved other ethnicities. Had they gotten to the Parks and Recreation department, too? Were they now purging the soccer teams and other classes of non-white kids?

Now she was just being paranoid.

Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. But something was definitely off here, and Veronica briefly considered leaving the park, signing Belen up for soccer with one of the commercial leagues rather than with the city. But those cost more money, money she didn’t have, and she told herself that even if Belen didn’t know anyone this time around, her daughter was sociable and outgoing, and would quickly make new friends.

Belen was frowning. “Where’s Greta?”

“I guess she’s not playing soccer this time.”

“What about my other friends?”

“Maybe they’ll come later,” Veronica suggested.

“Maybe Greta will, too!”

“Maybe. Or you might make some new friends.”

“I want my old friends!”

A too-tanned blond woman in skintight shorts smiled insincerely at Veronica. “Perhaps your daughter is not ready for team sports.”

“She’s been playing soccer here for three years. Last season, her team almost won the championship.”

“I only meant that she seems a little immature…”

“You take care of your daughter,” Veronica said. “Let me take care of mine.”

The woman turned away. “Bitch.”

“Excuse me?”

The other mom stopped, swiveled⁠—

And rushed her.

Caught off guard, Veronica stumbled backward as the woman knocked her to the ground. Flailing, she grabbed onto the woman’s arm and pulled her down as they both fell hard onto the low-cut grass. Veronica scrambled, trying to stand as the other mom kicked her leg. She ended up on her back, and the woman quickly crawled over and sat on her face.

The hot musky scent of the woman’s crotch made her gag. Punching blindly upward, Veronica’s fist hit stomach then boob. Crying out in pain, the other mom toppled over, and Veronica freed herself, rolling to the side and barely missing a tennis-shoed foot that tried to kick her head.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” the other mothers and their daughters were shouting.

Lurching to her feet, Veronica sought out Belen. Her daughter was standing alone, crying.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

What was wrong with these people?

She saw the woman from Parks and Rec, sitting at the sign-up table and grinning.

The mom who’d attacked her was doubled over, and Veronica shoved her shoulder and knocked her down, to the cheers of the other mothers and daughters.

“Let’s go.” Grabbing Belen’s hand, Veronica turned toward the parking lot.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” came the chant from behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to see two other women punching each other.

“Come on,” Veronica said. And she and her crying daughter hurried out to their car.
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THE DREAMS had started again.

She had almost forgotten about the dreams.

Although that wasn’t really true, was it? She had chosen not to think about the dreams. It was impossible to forget about them.

But a week after going back to work, Janice awoke in the middle of the night, drenched with sweat, the nightmare fresh in her mind.

As always, it had been about the basement.

In her dream, she was the only person at city hall. It was night, and she was once again working as the secretary for the Transportation division. She had fallen asleep in front of her computer, and everyone else had gone home long ago, no one bothering to wake her up. Now she was trapped inside the locked building until daybreak. Save for a few dim, intermittently spaced overheads, all of the lights were off, and the interior of city hall was a warren of gloomy hallways and pitch-dark rooms.

Picking up her phone, Janice tried to call her daughter, but there was no dial tone, and when she reached down for the cell phone in her purse, neither purse nor cell phone were there.

From somewhere far beneath her feet came a low thumping sound.

The basement.

She was filled with an overwhelming sense of foreboding, at once familiar and unfamiliar, and though Janice knew that the safest thing to do was stay where she was and await the arrival of morning, she got up from her chair to investigate the noise.

Doors to all of the fifth-floor offices, supply closets, bathrooms and meeting rooms were closed and locked, and a single faint fluorescent panel in the middle of the corridor’s ceiling gave the wide swaths of shadow an unnerving solidity. At the far end of the passage, a yellowish light flickered within the open elevator.

Janice knew she should go back to her desk until morning, but instead she walked through the thick shadows to the elevator, determined to locate the source of the thumping.

The terrifying sound grew louder as the elevator slowly descended. The elevator itself was somehow silent, which was not the case during the daytime, and the quiet only served to accentuate the uncanny nature of the noise from the basement.

The basement.

There was a basement at city hall, but ordinarily no one other than the maintenance staff had access to it. Janice doubted that most employees even knew of its existence. She knew, though. And, somehow, she was being allowed to take the elevator down there without having to use a special key or punch in a code.

The elevator door slid open. The space before her was a dense impenetrable black, only the weak flickering light of the elevator providing any sort of illumination as it briefly revealed the stacked shapes of nearby crates and boxes.

The thumping noise, now earsplittingly loud, came from somewhere much further in.

The smart thing would have been to go immediately back up to another floor, but instead she exited the elevator, stepping into the darkness, and⁠—

Janice sat up in bed, wide awake, the hammering in her chest so intense she thought she might be having a heart attack. The timer had long since turned off her bedroom’s television, and the surrounding darkness reminded her uneasily of her dream. She quickly turned on the bedside lamp and breathed deeply, trying to calm down.

Maybe it had been a mistake, going back to work.

It took her forever to fall back asleep, and when the alarm finally rang to wake her up at six, Janice was still tired.

Since then, she’d dreamed about the basement at least twice, and though the establishing details had each been slightly different, they had all ended with her in the basement, walking into the darkness. Each time she had gone in a little bit further, getting closer to whatever was making that horrible thumping sound.

What would happen when she finally reached it?

She was afraid to find out.

And she was afraid that she would find out.

As much as she enjoyed working at city hall again, if these dreams continued, she was going to have to quit.

Teasing her hair and looking at her face in the bathroom mirror, Janice saw dark circles around her eyes that no amount of makeup was going to conceal. The smartest move would definitely be to stop working for the city. She didn’t really need the money, and if retirement was boring, well, maybe she could find some sort of volunteer position to fill her days. Soup kitchens always needed people to help out. And assisting the Friends of the Library with their book sale might be fun.

But she knew she would not stop working for the city.

Even if she didn’t entirely understand why.

Janice finished fixing her hair and putting on her makeup. After a quick stop at the gas station to fill up, she headed to city hall, where this week, she was stuck working for the city attorney.

She hated the city attorney.

The truth was that everyone hated him. The previous attorney, Jill Router, had been much nicer and one of the more popular department heads. But Horace Ulin, the deputy city attorney who had acceded to the position when Jill had…disappeared, was a different animal entirely. Rude and arrogant, he seldom deigned to speak to his underlings, and when he did so, it was with an unconcealed contempt.

Yesterday, at lunch, Marie, his clerk, confided to Janice that she and the other people in the office referred to Ulin as “The Cape” behind his back.

“Why?” Janice wondered.

Marie smiled. “Keep your eyes open. You’ll see.”

Later that afternoon, fifteen minutes before the rest of them were scheduled to leave for the day, the city attorney decided to take off early. Janice heard a flapping of cloth, felt a slight generated breeze, and then Ulin was striding past her, through the office, toward the exit. He was wearing an almost comically long overcoat but had not put his arms through the sleeves. Instead, it hung loosely off his shoulders, and sure enough, it looked like a cape.

She had to force herself not to laugh.

This morning, he arrived in the same imperious manner, long coat hanging off his shoulders and flapping behind him as he strode through the outer office. He closed the door to his private sanctuary without speaking to anyone, and Janice met Marie’s eyes and snickered.

The morning was busy. The city was fielding a lot of lawsuits, including one from a former employee in the city clerk’s office who alleged that she had been sexually harassed by her immediate supervisor and that the city clerk had done nothing to stop the man’s behavior. There were also numerous contracts that needed to be vetted, and when Janice wasn’t transferring phone calls to Ulin, his deputy or one of the paralegals, she was typing corrections and memos.

When she returned from lunch, The Cape was standing in the center of the outer office, addressing Marie and Patty, the other clerk. He turned when Janice entered the room. “Have you signed up yet?” he asked her. “If not, the sheet’s over there.” He pointed to the bulletin board on the wall next to his private office door.

“Sign up for what?” she asked.

“Just sign it,” he said, exasperated. “Do you have to question everything I tell you?”

She looked at him. This was a temporary assignment for her. There was no reason for her to be afraid of the city attorney. What could he do? Have her transferred to another department? She was afraid of him, though, and while she wished she could calmly say, “I’m not signing up for anything,” Janice found herself meekly complying with the request and signing her name on the line below Marie’s.

“What’s your name again?” he asked.

“Janice,” she said.

He laughed. “Just joking, temp. I don’t care.”

Asshole, she wanted to say, but instead walked silently over to the secretary’s desk, where she resumed typing a letter that one of the paralegals had written and Ulin had marked up.

Mid-afternoon, two outside lawyers met with The Cape in the conference room. He remained in there after they left, and as she approached the closed door on her way to the supply cabinet to pick up a new printer cartridge, she could overhear him recording dictation: “…and if this harassment, as defined above in paragraph three, sub-paragraph A, does not immediately cease and desist, the City will have no choice but to place your client under Indentured Servitude and assign him to the Corporation Yard for a period of not less than three years…”

The Corp Yard.

Janice shivered.

She’d heard stories about the Corp Yard.

Ulin paused in his dictation, and she wondered if he knew she was listening. To show him that she wasn’t, Janice strode past the door humming to herself, and loudly opened the supply cabinet, removing a printer cartridge. “Got it!” she called out unnecessarily, as she walked back out to the public-facing part of the office.

The city attorney was dictating again, although she could no longer make out what he was saying.

Indentured Servitude.

It seemed as though the rumors about the Corp Yard were true, and she recalled, when she was working in Transportation, hearing about a young female clerk who had been exiled to the Corp Yard. That was the word used, “exiled,” and the city planner who’d told the story said that the young woman had been “installed” in a room where she was required to “service” Corp Yard workers.

None of them had asked the planner any followup questions, and as crazy as it sounded, they’d all believed the account.

Speaking with other secretaries from other divisions over the years, she’d heard other rumors about the Corp Yard. One secretary said that most of the employees were ex-cons, and that there was a locked shed on the site, filled with shears and shovels and clippers, where those who misbehaved were punished. Another claimed to have met a transfer from the Corp Yard, who told her that bulldozers were used to dig graves on adjacent ground for homeless men and women who had died on Arovista’s streets. Echoing what the planner had said, Julia, the secretary from Purchasing, alleged that there was an off-the-books bordello, stocked with a revolving bevy of beauties to satisfy the insatiable lust of the men who worked at the Corp Yard, men who, it was rumored, had been given steroids and growth hormones that increased their strength and energy on the job—but also increased their aggression and sex drive.

Most unnervingly, Raya from Communications, who had accompanied one of the girls from Central Services to the Corp Yard in order to deliver a mysterious interoffice envelope from the Communications director, maintained that the annex, which was located in an open, undeveloped area on the east side of the city, had no parking lot. “I saw no cars there, and the whole place was surrounded by a high fence, like a prison,” Raya said, and it made Janice think about what the old tinker said to Charlie in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory: “Nobody ever goes in, and nobody ever comes out.”

Looking back now, it gave credence to what The Cape had been dictating.

“The City will have no choice but to place your client under Indentured Servitude and assign him to the Corporation Yard for a period of not less than three years.”

Emerging from the hallway into the outer office, Janice held up the printer cartridge.

“Thank God!” Marie said, taking it from her and walking over to the machine. “I thought we might be out.”

“It was the last one,” Janice told her. “Want me to order some more?”

“Would you? That would be great. We go through these things like toilet paper here.”

“No problem.”

“You are a lifesaver, Janice. A real lifesaver. I’ll be sorry when Ada comes back. I wish you could work here permanently instead of her.”

Janice smiled. “I don’t.”

Marie laughed (and was there a hint of nervousness beneath that laugh?). “I understand,” she said.


[image: ]


IT HAD been nearly three weeks, and Paul still wasn’t entirely settled in at work. He didn’t know if that was normal or not, but he worried that his learning curve was slower than it should have been and was legitimately concerned that he might not last the month.

Issac had been right. There really was a probation period—eight months—and in that time he could be let go for any reason whatsoever.

Part of the problem was that he’d had to meet so many new people and absorb so much information about the city’s various departments. A flowchart illustrating city government’s organizational structure would have helped—or even just a conversation about which departments did what—but he’d been thrown into the deep end of the pool and was expected to swim on his own.

Whether on purpose, as a way of easing him into his position, or merely because it was one of the primary duties of his job, Paul had spent a lot of time making copies of various memos and forms. Well, not exactly making the copies, that was the job of Central Services, but ordering, picking up and delivering copies. Usually, he did not know what was being copied or why, and had no idea what the recipients were going to do with the documents he delivered, but there’d been no complaints about his work so far.

At least that was something.

Actually, he liked going to Central Services. The three young women who ran the copy machines—Beth, Yuko and Iolanthe—were about his age, and they seemed a lot more casual than most of the other employees at city hall. Central Services itself was also one of the brighter, more open spaces within the building. City hall’s unique design meant that different floors were of various sizes and shapes, and the department, located on the east side of the third floor, consisted of one huge room, with an entire wall of windows that looked out at the street and the park beyond. Within that room were the copy machines as well as various scanners, printers, computers and other equipment. The place was always busy, and the employees seemed friendlier and happier than those he’d met in other departments.

Whit, the assistant city manager who was his immediate supervisor, seemed like a nice enough guy, although it was clear even at this early juncture that the two of them were not going to be bosom buddies. Paul wasn’t sure if it was the difference in status—hierarchy appeared to be very important to the people who worked in city hall—or merely Whit’s natural disposition, but there was virtually no personal connection between them. That was fine. They didn’t need to be friends in order to work together. They just needed to be professional.

He had yet to meet the city manager, who was treated almost as a deity by seemingly everyone on the sixth floor.

He’d been assigned a desk in a corner of Whit’s office, probably so the assistant city manager could monitor his movements and make sure he wasn’t slacking off. Whit himself appeared to have a lot of downtime, and Paul wasn’t sure exactly what work the man actually did, but in addition to ordering and delivering copies, Paul was given menial jobs to do at his desk: rearranging papers in old-fashioned file folders, sorting through interoffice mail, writing one-sentence summaries of emailed memos. Basically, things that the secretary should be doing.

Truth be told, Paul wasn’t sure why the assistant city manager even needed an assistant.

Arriving at work five minutes early, as always, he was surprised to see that Whit was already at his desk. Ordinarily, Paul was the first one in to the office, and before he could even set his stuff down, the assistant manager was motioning him over. “I’ve got a little assignment for you today,” he said. “I need you to attend an eight-thirty meeting in the third-floor conference room. It’s our weekly department head meeting, and it’s important to have a representative of the City Manager’s Office present. Obviously, the City Manager himself is not going to go, and since it’s my turn to attend and I’m busy, I’m sending you in my place.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Nothing, really. Just keep your ears open and report back to me if things get contentious or anyone has any major complaints.”

“Should I take notes?”

“It’s not that formal, and, truthfully, not much happens. Like most meetings, it’s pretty boring. But go, tell me what does happen, and if there’s anything important, I’ll pass it up to the big guy.” He gestured in the direction of the city manager’s office.

“Should I go down there…now?”

“Nah. The room won’t even be open yet. Check your emails, do what you usually do, then head down to the conference room about twenty after. Most of the department heads are usually late anyway.”

Paul did sort through his email, deleting spam, but decided to leave a little early for the meeting, since he wasn’t sure where exactly the third-floor conference room was and didn’t want to show his ignorance and ask Whit, his secretary or anyone else in the city manager’s orbit. As always, he stole a peek on his way down the corridor at the mysterious room where he thought he’d seen that naked person cavorting, but once again the door was tightly closed.

The elevator opened directly in front of Central Services on the odd-shaped third floor. Around the corner from the elevator, an unusually narrow corridor led to what turned out to be the conference room. It was identified as such by signage on the wall next to an open entryway, and Paul walked in to find several men and women already seated at a very long conference table.

“Excuse me,” a woman said from behind him, pushing past, and he wondered where she’d come from, since she hadn’t been on the elevator.

Paul took a seat between two empty chairs on the side of the table that was not as crowded. Other people continued to arrive. He recognized Dave Petris, director of Administrative Services, and Jenny Gonzalez, the head of Risk Management, both of whom he’d met while delivering documents. Elaine Mamo from Human Resources showed up as well, obviously a stand-in like himself, since Ricky Bryce, the HR director, did not grace them with his presence. He didn’t know what to expect from the meeting and wasn’t sure how formal it was going to be. Not very, as it turned out. There was no secretary taking notes, no one was introduced. The balding, white-shirted man at the head of the conference table merely took his seat and said, “All right, let’s get started.”

There was no mention of old business or new business, no adherence to any rules of order. The man leading the meeting simply started talking about how his department, Public Services, was looking into installing a new automated phone system. “If everything goes as planned, it should make it much more difficult for people to call in with complaints and requests.”

There were chuckles of approval from around the table.

The man pointed to a chubby woman dressed like the mom in a 1950s sitcom who sat opposite Paul. “That’s if you accept our request, Helen.”

More chuckles.

Whit had described this as a weekly department head meeting, and Paul had assumed that meant the heads of the various departments would describe what they were currently working on and chart their progress, but the conversation was more random and free flowing. A man (!) complained that the tampon dispenser in the women’s first-floor public restroom wasn’t working. An elderly woman suggested that a book burning be conducted in the parking lot one night a month, although she did not specify which books she thought should be burned.

Sitting silently, paying attention, Paul began to get a feel for which department each person worked for, even if he didn’t always get their names.

The head of Public Services turned to a short, efficient-looking woman Paul understood to be the head of Redevelopment. “How’re the plans for the new performing arts center coming along?”

“Tom Collier is still holding out.”

“Stupid hillbilly,” the book-burning lady muttered.

The short woman smiled. “Redevelopment is going to recommend to the council that his property be rezoned from residential to mixed use. We’ll tax the bastard out of existence.”

“Won’t Prop 13 caps still apply?” someone asked.

“You could use eminent domain,” another suggested.

“Don’t worry. Rezoning will work. It always does. And once the city buys that last property, the center’s a hard go.”

“Our jobs would be so much easier if we didn’t have to deal with the public,” said Helen, the finance director.

The other department heads laughed, although the finance director remained stone-faced, obviously not having meant it as a joke.

Paul was trying to figure out what he would say to Whit and how he would describe this meeting. He was beginning to think that he should be taking notes, although he wasn’t sure how the other attendees would feel about that.

“One thing we do have to talk about,” the Public Services director said, “is the City’s climate response. Incentives are being offered by the Air Quality Management District for Orange County cities that reduce their carbon footprint. We’re in line for a sizeable cash infusion if everything goes right. The City Manager’s Office will be overseeing energy conservation efforts within City Hall itself.” He gestured toward Paul, who realized for the first time that the man knew who he was. “Public Services, since we’re in charge of traffic control, has been tasked with finding ways to cut down on employee driving. We’re looking for new ideas, so let’s go around the room and see what each department can do to help us meet our goal.”

For the next ten minutes, a host of proposals were offered, from ridiculous ideas like buying a bus fueled by clean energy to pick up employees from home and take them to work, to a far more sensible plan of allowing some employees to work remotely. The one that seemed to gain the most traction was, to Paul, the most inconsequential: encouraging employees to carpool by bribing them with a chance at a prime parking spot, perhaps one next to the city manager’s space. Enthusiastically, the men and women around the table offered their own suggestions and variations, proposing a slightly wider parking spot or one that was painted green to set it off from the rest. There could be a drawing among carpoolers to determine which would get the parking spot, or they could alternate, with each carpool driver getting it for a week.

Paul wasn’t sure if he was allowed to speak, but as this stupid discussion went on and on, he finally raised his hand. All conversation stopped, and the Public Services director said, “Yes?”

“I don’t think offering a parking space is going to get people to carpool,” he said.

“It would be a green space!”

“I’m not sure about anyone else, but I know I’m not going to start carpooling with some stranger just so I can park ten feet closer to the building.”

It was as though he’d criticized Jesus in a church. Everyone stared silently at him—glared at him—and after a long moment the discussion continued as if he hadn’t spoken. For some reason, these men and women in positions of responsibility honestly seemed to think that the best way to reduce city hall’s carbon footprint was to offer carpoolers a better parking spot. They continued their discussion, and he looked up at the clock on the wall, watching the minutes tick by, wondering when this was going to end.

Suddenly, the conference room lights flickered.

They were in a space with no windows, and though it was morning and he was surrounded by older adults, Paul found something unaccountably eerie about the gently strobing darkness. Gooseflesh raced up his arms. The room seemed colder all of a sudden. The Finance Director, who’d been talking about making it a raised parking spot, was still speaking, but her voice had slowed almost imperceptibly, almost as though she knew she was about to be interrupted.

Something dark and hairy, roughly the size of a cantaloupe but moving so quickly that he could not determine its shape, appeared from behind the head of the conference table and sped silently over the flat carpet.

“Jesus Christ!” Paul yelled, pulling up his feet.

The other attendees already had their feet in the air.

“It’ll be gone in a minute,” Elaine assured him.

The thing scuttled around the room. He could hear an occasional thump as it hit one of the walls or a piece of furniture, and he felt a horrifying joggle as it bumped one of the legs of his chair.

No one seemed to be panicking, and, sure enough, a few moments later the thing was gone, disappearing just as quickly as it had appeared.

The flickering lights returned to full wattage.

Wide eyed, Paul looked around the table. “What was that?”

“You see them every once in a while,” Jenny Gonzalez explained.

“But what is it?”

The department heads looked at one another, seemingly surprised that such a question would even be asked. “I don’t know,” the Public Services director admitted.

“You’ll get used to it,” Elaine promised. “They come out sometimes. But then they’re gone.”

The meeting ended after that, people pushing back their chairs and standing, the carpool discussion seemingly forgotten. Paul stood by his seat, waiting until the others had left, in case someone wanted to talk to him or had a message for the assistant city manager. No one acknowledged his existence. Even Elaine ignored the smile he gave her, and he ended up following the Public Services director, the last man out of the room, into the corridor.

But the corridor was empty.

Paul saw no sign of the Public Services director or anyone else from the meeting, and he felt a little uneasy as he walked alone down the narrow passageway. He kept expecting the lights to flicker and that hairy thing to rush out, but nothing unusual occurred, and he reached the elevator without incident. There was no one waiting by the closed elevator door. Paul pushed the button. How was this possible? Had they all gotten on at once? How could they all fit? Besides, some had to go up and some had to go down. And how had the Public Services director made it there in time?

He glanced toward Central Services, thinking that one of the employees working in that large open area must have seen what happened⁠—

The Central Services director must have been at the meeting, too

—but before he could walk over and ask, the chime sounded, the elevator door opened, and Paul got in, pressing the button for the sixth floor.

Whit was waiting for him. “So how’d it go?”

“Fine.”

“Give me a quick rundown. What happened?”

Wishing he had taken notes, Paul went over what he remembered, from Public Services planning to get a new phone system (“Not happening,” Whit said drily) to batting around ideas to encourage employees to carpool. “And then,” he said, “this…hairy thing came out of nowhere and sped around the room.”

Whit nodded. “That happens. You kept your feet off the floor, right?” He laughed. “Stupid question. Of course you did. Or you wouldn’t be here.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know,” he said dismissively. “But you see them sometimes.” He stood. “I have to go to the bathroom. Hold down the fort?”

“Sure,” Paul said. He was nonplussed by everyone’s blasé reaction to something that was straight out of a goddamn horror movie. How could they be so casual? And how was it that everybody seemed to know about that thing?

Or things.

You see them sometimes

He was about to ask Fiona, the assistant city managers’ secretary, what she knew, but his phone rang, and Paul hurried over to his desk to pick it up. The caller, a man, sounded drunk, and kept saying, “Paul? Is that you? Paul?”

For no reason other than the fact that the caller was a man and seemingly knew his name, he found himself wondering if this could be…his dad?

The idea was stupid and ridiculous. Why would his dad call him after all these years at such a random time? And why at work? How would he even know where Paul worked?

It couldn’t be him.

Still, he stayed on the line, listening—“Paul? Is that you? Paul?”—until the man on the other end hung up.

Putting the phone carefully back in its cradle, he walked over to the window and glanced down at the parking lot, where Whit was walking with Ricky Bryce, the HR director, out to a black luxury car.

Paul frowned. Hadn’t he said he was going to the bathroom?

He watched as Bryce opened the car’s trunk, pulling out a rifle. What the hell? The director handed it to Whit, who pointed it toward the street, sighting along the barrel as he followed a passing Mercedes. He jerked the rifle up, pretending to shoot, and both men laughed.

Jesus. What kind of sicko⁠—

Anita Farber, the other assistant city manager, was suddenly next to him and also staring out the window. Paul started, unaware until that second that she was there.

“What an asshole,” she said, looking down at Whit as he pretended to shoot at another passing vehicle. “I don’t know why they assigned you to him instead of me.”

Paul remained silent. He didn’t know, either, but he was determined not to get involved in office politics.

“I wonder if I’m on the outs with the City Manager,” she mused. “What do you think?”

He shook his head. “I…I really don’t know.”

“I’ve had the same assistant for two years. Darcy. I mean, she’s nice and all, and I’ve trained her and broken her in, but…”

She was silent for a moment. Both of them continued to watch the parking lot.

“Darcy only has an AA from Coastline. I understand you went to Irvine and have a BA in English.”

“Well…yeah.”

“What does Whit have you doing?”

“Copying mostly. A lot of copying.”

Anita laughed, and Paul winced. He hadn’t wanted to get involved, but already he’d allowed her to drag him into her rivalry. He shouldn’t have said anything.

“I wouldn’t waste your talents on copying. You’d be working up to your full potential with me.”

He didn’t respond, although he wasn’t sure if working for Anita would be an improvement or not. He had a feeling she was probably a hard taskmaster. Maybe he was lucky to be under Whit.

“How often does Whit meet with the City Manager? Personally, in his office?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re his assistant.”

Paul felt obligated to defend himself. “But I don’t monitor his movements eight hours a day.” He gestured toward the parking lot. “I mean, I didn’t even know he was going to do this. He told me he was going to the bathroom.”

The sides of Anita’s mouth crept up in a small smile. “Interesting.”

Again, he should’ve kept his mouth shut.

“Speaking of going to the bathroom,” she confided, “I’ve trained Darcy to pee on command. It’s funny as hell. You should stop by my office sometime. I’ll make her go while she’s holding a big stack of paperwork.”

Paul didn’t respond. She had to be joking, but it was a sick joke, and he was definitely glad he’d been assigned to Whit rather than Anita.

Or…maybe not.

Whit switched out his rifle for another from the trunk, aiming it at a woman pushing a stroller along the sidewalk. He pulled up, pretending as though he’d shot her. He and the HR director high-fived each other.

“What a dick,” Anita said. “I hope that gun goes off in his hand and blows his fucking head off.”

Paul turned to look at her.

She smiled at him. “See you later, big boy.”

He watched her walk away. She stopped for a moment to say something to Fiona, and the secretary looked over at Paul, frowning, as Anita continued on to her office.

He turned his attention back to the window. Down in the parking lot, Whit pointed his rifle directly at the window where Paul was standing. Instinctively, he backed up and moved aside. He knew that, from the parking lot, all of the building’s windows were mirrored and there was no way he could be seen, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the assistant city manager knew he was there, and was aiming at him directly.

Unnerved, he sat down at his desk, switched on his computer and busied himself with proofreading an announcement that the City Manager’s office would be sending out to all departments regarding a temporary moratorium on new hires.
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“How was your day, dear?”

Paul cringed at his mom’s question, with its echo of a sitcom wife’s after-work greeting, and did not answer.

“There’s something for you in the mail today from the city of Arovista. I think it might be your first paycheck.”

He walked over to the basket atop the small table next to the mail slot. Sure enough, there was a legal-sized envelope, with his name and address appearing through a cellophane window. The return address in the upper left corner was The City of Arovista. He tore open the envelope. It did indeed contain a check, and while he’d already known what his salary would be, seeing those numbers made it real.

He could probably afford to move out.

Once he was past his probation period.

Did he want to move out, though? Paul looked at his mom, who was trying to read the amount of his paycheck. He held it up to show her, and she beamed. What would she do if he left and she was living here all alone? He wasn’t worried about her safety. The neighborhood was nice, and she actually knew her next-door neighbors—a rarity these days. Not only that, but Allan, who lived in the house to the right with his wife Cathy, was a retired cop. He was worried about her emotional well-being, however. How would she adjust to an empty nest after all these years?

This wouldn’t even be an issue if his dad was still around.

Paul? Is that you? Paul?

“So…how was your day?” his mom asked.

Paul didn’t know how to answer that. He wanted to tell her about those…things he’d seen in the meeting but knew she would not believe him. He wanted to tell her about Whit and the guns, but he knew it would worry her. She’d probably tell him to quit.

Why didn’t he quit?

He wasn’t sure. But the paycheck in his hand was one reason. And as weird as things at city hall might sometimes be, he could handle it.

For now, at least.

“Paul?” his mom said.

He smiled. “Fine,” he told her. “Everything was fine.”
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“WE CAN’T get out.”

Gavin heard Thao’s voice but didn’t quite understand what she was saying. Still sleepy, he sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. “What?”

“They’re paving the street. We’re trapped. We can’t get out of the driveway. How am I supposed to get to work? How are you going to get to work?”

None of this made sense to his muddled brain, and, still in his underwear, he followed her out of the bedroom and out to the living room, where she held open the front curtains. Sure enough, the street was filled with heavy equipment, and people from their apartment building, as well as from the building next door and those across the street, were standing on the sidewalks in obvious states of agitation. All of the driveways within his sightline were blocked by orange traffic cones to prevent vehicles from pulling onto the road.

What happened to the cars that had been parked on the street last night? he wondered. Had they been towed?

“They can’t do this,” Gavin said. “They have to give residents warning.”

“Well, they’ve done it.”

“And it’s too early. Aren’t they supposed to start after eight?”

“You’re missing the point. How are we going to get to work?” Thao let the curtain drop.

“It’s garbage day, too,” Gavin noted. “That means they won’t be able to pick up our trash this week.”

“This just keeps getting better and better!”

“We could both call in sick. I’m sure we can find other things to do.” He snapped the band of his underwear, smiling and raising his eyebrows comically.

“Grow up. The kids are having a picnic today. I need to be there.”

“Then I guess we call for an Uber.” He walked back to the bedroom to put on pants, shoes and a shirt. “I’ll go out and find a place for them to pick us up. Hopefully, this street work doesn’t go past the corner.”

It didn’t. Only their street was being paved and only for the length of their block. He returned home, told Thao, and she scheduled Uber pickups on the corner for both of them in an hour, which would give them time to get ready and eat a quick breakfast.

Gavin had himself dropped off in the faculty parking lot at UC Brea, and as he was walking toward the Humanities building, Burt caught up with him. “Car problems?” he asked.

“No. They’re paving the street outside our apartment complex. We woke up and were trapped in the driveway. Had to call an Uber just to get here.”

“You could’ve called me.”

“It’s twenty miles out of your way. We both would’ve been late.”

“True.”

In the breezeway of the Humanities building, Gavin was accosted by a student from his U.S. History II class, who asked if she could get an extension for this week’s assignment. “Some personal things came up.”

“Personal things come up for everyone,” he said. “So the rules are the same for everyone. If it’s not in on time, points will be deducted. You’ll have a chance to make it up with an extra credit paper later in the semester, though, if you’re interested.”

“Thanks,” she said meekly.

“Hardass,” Burt said once she’d gone.

“Gotta maintain those standards.”

They reached the cross-corridor. Their classes were in opposite directions, but before they parted, Burt smiled slyly. “I know something you don’t know.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“About Sharon.”

That caught his attention. “Yeah?”

“Her husband…wait for it…works for the city of Arovista!”

“You’re lying.”

“I shit you not.”

“What does he do? And how did you find out about it?”

“I know what department and division he’s in, but I’m not sure of his exact duties. I found out about it accidentally—when I was hiding around the corner snooping on one of her conversations. Anyway, I thought you might be interested. Do with it what you will.”

“So what’s the department?”

“Public Services. And the division is Traffic and Transportation. His exact title is Street Maintenance Manager, and his name is Aaron Kittridge. Aaron and Sharon. Cute, huh?”

“And you got all this from listening in on one of her conversations.”

“Well, I might have looked a few things up after the fact. Her friendly discussion assumed a level of familiarity I did not have. I needed to bring myself up to speed.”

“Thanks. I owe you.”

“Yes, you do.”

With a short wave goodbye, Burt started down the left corridor toward his classroom, while Gavin turned to the right.

Street Maintenance Manager?

That sounded like someone in charge of…paving streets.

Three students were waiting to ask him questions before class, so there was nothing Gavin could do at the moment, but after class ended, he brought his laptop to the library and accessed the website for the City of Arovista. The home page featured one obviously retouched photo of city hall against a bright blue sky, one drone shot of the city from above, and a series of pictures featuring children and parents happily playing in city parks. Thumbnails of the current city council ran vertically along the right side of the screen. At the bottom of the page was a contact button. Gavin clicked on it and spent the next ten minutes carefully composing a complaint about the morning’s unannounced roadwork, typing in the text box provided. But when he clicked “Send,” a message immediately appeared on screen stating: “Not Deliverable.”

The text box was empty. Everything he’d written had been deleted.

Angrily, he searched the website for a phone number for city hall, but none was listed. He had to exit the website and do a Google search to find one, and when he called it, a recorded message stated the location of Arovista city hall and the hours it was open to the public. It directed him to the city’s website for further information about city council meetings and other scheduled events. There was no option to either leave a message or speak to a person.

“God damn it,” he muttered.

If he’d driven here today, he would have stopped by city hall on his way home to register his complaint in person.

Maybe even to Sharon’s husband.

But it would be too awkward to use an Uber for such an undertaking. He’d do it tomorrow instead. Luckily, city hall was open to the public from 9 am to 5 pm, and his first class didn’t start until 11:00, which ought to give him plenty of time to air his grievances.

The Uber that took him home after his final class of the day was able to let him out in front of the apartment building, since their street was once again open. Thao returned an hour later, and he shared with her what Burt had told him, that Sharon’s husband worked for the city of Arovista. In the Traffic and Transportation division. As the Street Maintenance Manager.

“I’m sure it’s just a coincidence,” Thao said.

“Or not.”

“You honestly think you have a target on your back?”

He shrugged. “Could be. Everyone in the department knows I’m thinking of running for council. Maybe she or her husband have similar plans and don’t want the competition. Or maybe she thinks if I get elected, I’ll do away with his department or cut his position or something.”

“But don’t you think she’d talk to you about it first, if that was the case? Do you really think she’d sneak around, cutting your hours and assigning you terrible classes and having her husband send people out to pave our street so you can’t get to work? Does that sound logical?”

“With Sharon you never can tell.”

Thao was still skeptical. “It just doesn’t seem like something an adult would do.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised.”

“So what’s your plan? I know you have one.”

“I did try to email a complaint,” he admitted. “But the website’s complaint system doesn’t seem to work. Then I called city hall, but I got a recording. So tomorrow morning, before class, I’m stopping by to let them know that they need to give people a warning ahead of time before they start doing street work. We need to be able to get out or at least make arrangements. Even better, they shouldn’t start before eight, which I thought was the law anyway.”

Thao smiled. “Give ’em hell, Harry.”

“I’m thinking of making a vague legal threat as well, to see if we can’t get them to pay our Uber bill, because we wouldn’t’ve even needed to call a rideshare if they hadn’t blocked us in.”

“Good point.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Did anyone ever tell you you’d make a good city councilman?”

“Why, I believe I did.”

“Well, you were right.” She took his arm and pulled him into the kitchen. “Come on. Let’s figure out something we can make for dinner.”

In the morning, after showering, Gavin put on slightly nicer clothes than usual. He wanted to be taken seriously. Nothing was blocked on their newly paved street, and he was at city hall when it opened at nine. Unsure of where to go, he stepped into the City Clerk’s office on the right side of the lobby. The young woman at the desk facing the glass door had obviously just gotten here as well, because she was sliding her purse beneath the desk as he walked in. “Hello,” she said. “May I help you?”

“I’d like to make a complaint about some work that was being done on my street yesterday. Who would I talk to about that?”

“This is the City Clerk’s office.”

“I understand that. But I thought you might tell me who should I talk to.”

“Street maintenance is under Public Services.” She pointed back toward the lobby. “There’s a directory on the wall over there.”

He smiled. “Thank you.”

“Fuckhead,” she muttered as he started out the doorway.

He turned. “What did you say?”

The young woman smiled brightly. “Nothing.” She pointed. “The directory’s over there.”

Warily, Gavin walked across the lobby and over to a freestanding directory located in front of a wall lined with framed photos of the current city council. Behind clear plastic, white words on black background displayed the name of each department alphabetically, as well as the floor on which it was located. He scanned the list, found Public Services, saw that it was on the fifth floor and pressed the call button for the adjacent elevator.

On the fifth floor, signs and arrows on the wall pointed to different offices. One was Traffic and Transportation, and he followed the directions to a set of double doors that opened onto a large area divided into cubicles by low modular walls. He’d been hoping to complain directly to Sharon’s husband, but it was a middle-aged woman near the front of the room who addressed him. “May I help you, sir?”

“Yes,” he said. “Yesterday morning, city workers started paving our street even before I woke up. No one on our block could leave their driveways to get to work.”

“And what street was that, sir?”

“Palm.”

She started typing on her computer’s keyboard. “Is that Street, Avenue, Place…?”

“Avenue. Palm Avenue.”

She stopped typing. “Yes. I see here that that was scheduled street maintenance.”

“Well, they didn’t tell us ahead of time, which they should have. And they started work way too early. Aren’t they supposed to wait until eight o’clock?”

“No, this maintenance was scheduled to begin at five forty-five.”

“That’s ridiculous. And why weren’t we given fair warning so we could make plans?”

“We don’t make those decisions,” she said. “We just follow orders.”

“Well, who gave those orders?”

“There is a process.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But could I speak with your supervisor?”

“No. That will not be possible.”

Gavin was starting to get annoyed. “Look, I’m a taxpayer⁠—”

“I understand that, sir, but that does not give you the right to determine our department’s procedures.”

“Let me talk to someone with more authority, someone higher up the ladder.”

She glared at him, and he noticed for the first time that her eyes were two different colors: one brown, one blue. “Public Services does not report to you. If you have objections to our policies, rules or regulations, you might try raising your objections at the city council meeting tomorrow night.”

“Maybe I’ll do that,” he said.

“I really don’t give a shit what you do.” She picked up the phone on her desk, letting him know he was dismissed.

Gavin remained in place. She was holding the phone to her ear, he saw, but she hadn’t dialed a number.

“Why are you still here?” she asked a second later.

“Because I’m trying to figure out what your job is. There’s no one on the other end of that line. Do you actually do any work? Or do you just pretend?”

“Asshole,” she hissed.

“I believe I will attend that city council meeting. Tomorrow night, you say? I will let them know I am unhappy with the street work on Palm Avenue and with the way I was treated by you. What is your name and position?”

“Fuck off and die.”

“By the employees of the Public Services department, then.”

As one, the other cubicle workers in the office stood and stared at him. Apparently, they had been listening in on the conversation, and though the mass action was startling and unexpected, Gavin did not let it rattle him.

“Is Aaron Kittridge here?” he asked. “Which one of you is Aaron Kittridge?”

There was no response.

Only silent stares.

“I’m going to that council meeting,” he said, pointing around the office at the standing employees. “And this is definitely coming up.”

He left, more shaken than he wanted to admit.

What the hell was that?

It was like something out of a movie, and he as he took the elevator down to the lobby, Gavin wondered if this had happened before. There was no way an entire office full of people would stand as one without some pre-arranged plan. Maybe it was Public Services’ standard response to criticism by a member of the public. Whatever it was, it was weird, and he did not relax until he was out of the building and walking to his car.

If he did run for city council and win, one of the first things he was going to do was look into this craziness and put a stop to it.

That night, when Thao came home, he told her about his trip to city hall. She was incredulous, but he swore it was all true.

“She really said, ‘Fuck off and die’? To a member of the public? In city hall?”

“Hand to God.”

“They must have security cameras,” she mused.

“Maybe I’ll bring it up with the council.”

Thao was silent.

“You want to go with me tomorrow?” he asked.

Thao shook her head, and he remembered her childhood experience with the councilman and the cop. “That’s okay,” he told her.

She smiled gratefully, taking his hand. “But I’ll be there in spirit.”

“Close enough for government work.”
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The city council chambers were surprisingly crowded.

Arovista was such a generic Orange County bedroom community that he’d assumed most residents had little interest in city government. Even he kept abreast of things through the local newspaper and various blogs rather than in-person attendance—and he did have an interest.

But the chambers were full, and Gavin had to settle for standing against the rear wall since all of the seats were filled. He thought perhaps that some major local issue was up for a vote today, but that wasn’t the case. The council sped through old business and new business, none of which was important or even mildly compelling. Apparently, most of the attendees were here, like him, to address the council directly regarding their own personal concerns.

Sure enough, when the mayor announced, “We will now open up the floor to public comments,” there was a scramble to line up behind the microphone and podium at the head of the center aisle. Gavin, already standing, had a head start, and he was lucky to end up fourth in line behind an older woman wearing a red, white and blue sweater and a straw boater decorated with miniature flags. He glanced behind him and saw other men and women jockeying for position, the line already wrapped nearly around the room. If they all spoke, the meeting wouldn’t adjourn until somewhere around midnight. Thank God he was near the beginning.

The first speaker Gavin recognized as someone he’d seen walking around his own neighborhood, although he’d never heard the man’s name until it was stated now for the record: Jess Briggs. He was hoping Briggs was also here to complain about the early morning roadwork, but it was clear almost instantly that the man had other things on his mind as he pointed at the four men and one woman of the council, seated in a semicircle before him. “I have told you and I will keep telling you until you do something about it: your decisions are destroying the youth of our fair city!”

Gavin saw the councilmembers exchange glances. Obviously, they’d been through this before.

“The kids of Arovista are turning into zombies. They’re being brainwashed by the wi-fi that you allowed all over the city.”

The mayor addressed the man. “Mr. Briggs, do you have kids?”

“You know I don’t, but that’s not the point. The government is indoctrinating a whole generation through wi-fi and turning little girls into whores so they’ll do what the pedophiles in power want.”

“Please enlighten us. Which little girls have been turned into whores? If we are to address this problem, we will need specific evidence of specific crimes.”

“I—”

The lone female councilmember spoke. “How do you know these ‘little girls’ are whores? Did you attempt to solicit one of them?”

“NO!”

“For a middle-aged man with no children of your own, you seem excessively focused on underage sexuality. Do you like little girls, sir?”

“That… That’s…” he managed to sputter.

“—what you enjoy?” she finished for him. “What gets you off?” She leaned forward, frowning. “You sicken me.” She motioned to a uniformed police officer standing guard near the entrance. “Will you please escort Mr. Briggs from the premises before he causes further disruptions?”

“You approved the wi-fi!” Briggs shouted. “Now you’re trying to shut me up because I’m calling you out on it!”

The officer approached, and Briggs held up his hands, voluntarily moving toward the exit. “Pedophiles!” he said. “They’re all pedophiles!”

“Thank you, Mr. Briggs,” the mayor said. “Next speaker.”

The stocky balding man who stepped up to the microphone identified himself as Bob Randolph. There was anger in his voice as he spoke.

“I came here to city hall to apply for a business license last week—and both of the people I talked to were Mexican! One of ’em had an accent so thick, I could barely understand what he said. This is supposed to be America, but this damn city’s so woke that I guess it’s against the law to hire white people.”

“No,” the mayor said calmly, “but it is against the law to hire someone or not hire someone based on their race, sex or religious affiliation.”

“Then why aren’t there more white people, huh? I know why. It’s because you’re all so damn woke.”

The mayor smiled condescendingly. “What exactly do you mean by the word ‘woke,’ sir? ‘Woke’ is a verb, not a noun. I am awake, because I woke up this morning. But I am not woke. I cannot be woke.”

“You know what I’m talking about!”

“I’m afraid I do not.”

“You only hire people because they’re minorities!”

“That is not why we hire people, sir.”

Gavin had been on board with what he’d taken to be the mayor’s defense of diversity, but his subtle emphasis on the word that was disquieting, implying that there were other, perhaps more nefarious, qualifications that the city’s employees shared.

“This is America, damn it!”

“Yes it is, sir. And as you should have been taught in elementary school, our country is a melting pot.”

“I might as well move to Mexico!”

“It’s a free country, sir. You may move wherever you choose.”

Before storming off, the man hit the microphone stand, a loud thump and short screech of feedback sounding through the chamber’s speakers.

The mayor smiled. “Next.”

The flag-bedecked woman stepped up to speak. “Mr. Mayor,” she said formally, “councilmembers…”

“Please identify yourself,” the mayor said.

“I was just about to do so. Mr. Mayor, councilmembers, I am Ruth Hardy, loyal American. I recently learned that the city is planning to pass an ordinance which will not only ban guns in Arovista but will take guns from law-abiding citizens. I am here to protest that action.”

“I can assure you, ma’am, that is not the case.”

“I have it on good authority that this council is going to vote on a gun ban in a secret meeting hidden from the public.”

The councilmembers chuckled.

“We are the council,” the mayor said. “And I have it on even better authority that there is no such plan.”

“I will not allow you to take my guns.”

“No one’s going to take your guns.”

“Just out of curiosity, how many guns do you have?” another councilman asked.

“That’s none of your business.”

“One? Two? Three? More?”

“I have enough.”

“What’s made you so frightened that you feel you need so many guns?”

“I need to be able to defend myself.”

“Against what?”

“The criminals and the illegals.”

The mayor spoke up. “That’s why we have a police force, ma’am.”

“Police force is right. Those are the jackbooted thugs who’ll be breaking down my door to confiscate my weapons when you pass your ordinance. That’s why we need our guns.”

“So are you calling on us to defund the police?”

“No!”

“But you just said you need guns to protect yourself from the police.”

“In case the government violates my constitutional rights.”

“Well, if you really do feel that you need guns to protect you from Arovista’s boys in blue, you can take care of your own security needs. We will stop having police patrol your neighborhood and arrange for your telephone to be disconnected from the 911 system…”

“That’s not what I’m saying!”

“Then what are you saying, ma’am? Because your message seems to be confused. Perhaps you are not of sound mind. Do you have a mental disability?”

“I most certainly do not!”

“Your attire suggests otherwise.”

“I love my country. It’s not against the law to love America. At least not yet.”

The female councilmember smiled. “Let’s put this in perspective. I love cherry pie. But that does not mean that I wear clothing festooned with cherry pies. I don’t go out in public with an absurd hat that has little cherry pies hanging from it. That would be…well, crazy.”

“I’m not crazy!”

“You’re not normal.” The councilwoman glanced around the chambers. “Or should we take a vote?”

“A vote would be advisable,” the councilman at the far left end of the dais said. “Miss Hardy—” He smiled at her. “I’m assuming you are a Miss?”

She did not respond.

“Miss Hardy obviously loves America, so she clearly loves democracy. What better way to determine her sanity than to have a public vote?”

“Seconded,” the mayor said.

“I’m not crazy!”

“Let’s let the people decide.”

“I’m an American, and I don’t have to put up with this!” She strode toward the exit. “And I’m keeping my guns!” she yelled behind her.

The mayor smiled, looking from left to right at the other councilmembers. “I think we have our answer to the sanity question. Next.”

Gavin approached the podium. He stated his name and faced the council. “On Monday,” he said, “my wife and I woke up to find that our street was being paved. That’s Palm Avenue, between Valencia and Mesa streets. We received no notice or warning that this was going to happen, and the entire street was blocked off, so everyone in those apartment buildings was stuck. We couldn’t get out of our driveways to go to work.”

The mayor fixed him with a hard stare. “You people. You complain that the streets are in bad shape, there are too many potholes, but when the City takes action to correct the problem, you whine that it’s inconvenient.”

Gavin met his stare. “That’s a simplistic reduction, and incorrect to boot. First of all, Palm was repaved less than two years ago. There are a lot of streets in much worse condition, including Washington downtown. So whoever scheduled this had their priorities out of whack. I’m also not complaining that it’s inconvenient. I’m simply letting you know that the work started far too early, impacting an entire neighborhood of commuters. And just as the electric company notifies you ahead of time if there’s going to be a power outage due to scheduled maintenance, the city needs to inform its citizens if there is going to be work affecting them. That should be legally required, but at the very least, it’s common courtesy.”

“Sir, if you are unhappy with the way things are run in Arovista, may I suggest that you move to another city more in sync with your own particular needs?”

“Or I could run for city council, take your job and make sure the city is run the way it should be.”

The remaining audience clapped and cheered.

Gavin felt emboldened by the surprise support. The crowd might be a collection of wackos, but they seemed just as unhappy with the council as he was and could very well be his future constituents.

“You do that,” the mayor said dismissively, and laughed.

All of the councilmembers laughed.

“I believe I will,” Gavin told them.

He found an empty seat and sat down, wanting the people who had clapped for him to know that he was staying, that he was here for them, that he was on their side.

And he sat there as one of his potential constituents petitioned for the park across the street from his house to be designated a “nude park,” where families could enjoy being naked outdoors.
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DANIELLE LAMBERT was already five minutes late for work when she left the house. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t be a problem. The boutique was only a couple of miles away, and Cissy was scheduled to open this morning. Besides, she could make up the time by cutting short her lunch. But today there was construction on Washington Boulevard, and the road was completely blocked. A detour sign pointed her away from downtown and into a residential area. She followed the blue Lexus in front of her into a neighborhood of ranch-style homes. An orange sign at the end of the next block directed them to turn left, and Danielle and the Lexus drove past an elementary school, more homes and a church before another detour sign pointed down a street to the right.

She and the Lexus parted ways here. Apparently, the driver lived in this neighborhood, and Danielle continued on alone, following the signs and arrows, which seemed to be leading her further away from downtown. Weren’t detours supposed to direct cars around construction and then bring them back to their original track? This one was taking her way off course, and she noticed that the neighborhood through which she was now driving was not as nice as the one at the start of the detour.

She turned left, turned right, turned right again, turned left.

The streets here were narrower than the ones in her own neighborhood and the areas through which she usually drove. Rundown houses were separated from each other by weedy vacant lots, and soon there were no houses at all, only machine shops, auto repair places and grimy industrial buildings.

Where was she?

A long way from Washington Boulevard and the boutique, that’s for sure. This was a section of the city she had never seen before, and Danielle wondered if she was even still in Arovista. Had she passed into Santa Ana somewhere along the way? Or Costa Mesa?

It had been well over ten minutes since she’d left home, and she used her bluetooth to call Cissy and let her know what was going on. “I’m not sure where I am, but I’ll find my way back eventually. I’ll just be a few minutes late.”

“You’re already a few minutes late.”

“A few more minutes, then.”

“Okay. But you owe me.”

“I do, I do.”

“See you in a few.”

Danielle was done following detour signs. She considered driving down the street she was on until it hit a street she recognized, but instead pulled to the side of the road to get directions on her phone that would lead from her current location to the boutique.

There was a tap on her window.

Danielle jumped.

Through the glass, she saw a burly white guy in greasy coveralls staring at her. He looked like a caricature of a hillbilly. The portion of mouth visible through the tangled black beard revealed at least two missing teeth, and the red-lettered name on the dirty patch sewn over his breast read: BUTCH.

Afraid to roll down the window, she put the car into gear, intending to pull away, but another man in stained gray coveralls stepped directly in front of her. His right hand held a tire iron that he was slapping against his left palm.

Immediately, Danielle called 911, but when she heard no ring, she looked down at her phone and saw the words NO CONNECTION.

Glancing up, she found her car surrounded by grimy men in dirty workwear. They drew closer, blocking the sunlight.

Had she locked the doors?

No.

Before she could even press the button, Butch was opening the driver’s door. With an open palm, he cuffed her head, and she cried out, more in fear than pain.

“Why’dn’t you open up when I knocked? Stuck-up bitch.”

The other doors opened, and men climbed inside. Smelling of gasoline and sewage, they laughed roughly as they slid over the seats. The one on the passenger seat next to her had already opened the glove compartment and was emptying its contents on the floor. To her horror, Danielle saw that one of the items was a wrapped tampon.

She would have gotten out and run away, but Butch was blocking her exit.

“Stuck-up bitch,” he said again.

“What do you want?” She tried to sound tough, but it was all she could do not to cry.

What could these people want? Why were they doing this?

The man who’d been standing in front of the car jumped on the hood. The car rocked as another man jumped on the trunk.

“What do you want?” she screamed.

They had to know that she would go to the police immediately after this and that she would be able to identify them. On the other side of that thought was the realization that they didn’t care because they were probably going to kill her.

Acting purely on instinct, she threw the transmission into Drive and stomped her foot on the gas pedal. Her door swung shut as she left Butch behind, and the grubby man on the seat next to her bellowed as the open passenger door, hitting another man standing on the curb, smashed into his foot as it closed. The men in the back seat were laughing uproariously.

The speedometer hit sixty, and she slammed on the brakes two blocks away. As the only one strapped in, she remained safely in place as the others flew forward. She quickly unbuckled herself, opened the door and dashed out, abandoning her car and running as fast as she could up the street. She was hoping to wave down another vehicle, but there didn’t seem to be any other vehicles. She hung a left at the end of the block, her stamina already beginning to flag.

Ahead, in the street, she saw traffic cones, sawhorses, steamrollers and several city workers. Thank God! Reinvigorated, she increased her speed. From behind came the sound of running footsteps.

The hillbillies were coming after her.

“Help!” Danielle yelled as she approached the roadblock. She waved her arms. “Help!”

A man in an orange safety vest and yellow hardhat stepped forward, standing just behind a zebra-striped sawhorse topped by a blinking light.

“Save me!” Danielle sobbed.

Behind her, the footsteps were close.

The city worker held his hand up to stop her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This street’s closed.”

“You have to let me through! They’re after me!”

In back of her came the approaching noise of catcalls and harsh laughter.

“Please!”

“I’m sorry,” the worker said. “This is a construction zone. You’ll have to go around. Just follow the detour signs.”

“Help!” she cried.

And then they were upon her.
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Rami didn’t like the tree trimmers.

They’d been on his street for over a week now, and had begun to act as though they lived here. During the day, they would often, without asking, drink water from the hoses of houses on the street, and would eat their brown-bag lunches on the lawn of Rami’s family or in one of their neighbors’ front yards. Not all of them arrived in city vehicles each morning, and the ones who drove their own cars parked them in whatever driveway happened to be empty at the time.

There was one particular worker, a thin dark man barely taller than he was, who looked at his mom in a way that made Rami distinctly uncomfortable. Whether in a tree, in his truck or on the ground, the man always seemed to be watching his mom when she went outside, and though Rami wanted to tell her about it, he was embarrassed to do so.

Why in the world were the tree trimmers still here? What was taking them so long to finish the job?

His dad wondered about that, too. “They’re sure taking their time, aren’t they? If I worked at that pace, I’d be fired.”

In the past, the trees on their street had been pruned by the city every few years to make sure they didn’t grow wild. It was a fairly quick process, and over a day or two, crews would go up one side of the street and down the other, cutting branches, cleaning the mess they made and moving on. But this time things were different. With frustrating slowness, trees had been topped off and then shaped into slimmer versions of themselves.

Then the crews had gone back to the beginning and started over again.

And again.

The trees were now half their original size and had been sculpted into shapes that reminded Rami of the hedge animals in front of It’s a Small World at Disneyland.

And still the tree trimmers were not done.

It was hard to tell what they were supposed to be doing. At this rate, the trees would be down to nothing in another week. Were they planning to cut them all down and replace them with others? If so, why were they doing it in these overly complicated stages? Were they just dragging things out for fun?

Or so the short guy could check out his mom?

Rami wanted not to think that, but he’d seen the man on a ladder yesterday morning trying to peek into the window of his parents’ bedroom, where his mom was changing. Fortunately, the curtains had been closed, but still…

Walking home from school, he saw that the trees had been cut yet again. The jacaranda at the end of the block now somehow resembled a Christmas tree, while the big ficus in front of the Wiltons’ house brought to mind the figure of a lowing elephant. In front of their own house, he could see the workers starting to pack up their tools. The tree trimmer he didn’t like was standing on the sidewalk next to his mom.

And she was talking to him.

Rami hurried over.

“Thank you for letting me use your bathroom again, Mrs. Arat. And for the biscuit. It sure tasted good.”

His mom’s cheeks reddened. “You’re welcome, Nick.”

She knew his name?

And she’d let him in the house?

“Oh, Rami!” she said, spotting him. “Say hello to Nick. He’s in charge of the men who are doing such a good job trimming our trees.”

Nick’s eyes were laser focused on his mom, but he glanced briefly at Rami. “Boy.” He nodded. “You sure have a nice mother.”

Simultaneously angry and embarrassed, Rami told his mom that he needed to talk to her about something important, and headed across the yard into the house. She said a polite goodbye to the tree trimmer and followed him inside as he desperately tried to think of what he could talk to her about. At the last minute, he remembered that his class was going to be having an “international feast” next month although notices had not been sent to parents yet, and he asked if she would be able to make some sort of dish that reflected their ethnic heritage. Excited, she forgot all about the tree trimmers and started brainstorming with him about food they ate at home that even kids who’d grown up on hot dogs and hamburgers might enjoy.

It was not until the following week that Rami came home from school to find that the tree trimmers were really and truly done. Gone were all of their vehicles, and there was no trace of even a stray leaf on the street or sidewalk. They had cleaned up so thoroughly and completely, like the Cat in the Hat, that the street looked just as it had before they’d arrived.

Except for the trees.

He hurried into the house, dropping his backpack on the living room floor. “Looks like they’re finally done with the trees,” he told his mom. “Dad’ll be happy.”

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t know they left.”

Was that disappointment he heard in her voice?

She peered out the front window, then moved over to the door, walking outside. Hesitantly, Rami followed her.

“It’s a street of bonsais,” his mom said admiringly, and she was right. After all of the trimming and sculpting and various permutations, the trees now looked like perfect miniaturized versions of themselves. The one in front of their house that had towered over the street and sidewalk was now barely bigger than he was. She pointed, smiling. “It’s so cute!”

Rami didn’t think it was cute. He thought it was weird, and judging by the neighbors across the street who were huddled on the sidewalk, talking, they thought so, too.

“There goes our shade in the summer,” his dad complained when he came home from work.

“But you won’t have to be raking up all those leaves,” his mom pointed out. She still seemed enthralled by the small trees, and Rami remembered the way she’d blushed when the tree trimmer⁠—

Nick

—had thanked her for feeding him snacks and letting him use their bathroom.

His dad didn’t respond, and all three of them stood by the front window, looking out at the street as the sun slowly set, his dad annoyed, his mom entranced, and Rami…uneasy.
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“Got a full house tonight, Marian.”

Marian Malamud looked through the glass wall that separated the library’s Children’s Room from the multipurpose room. Sure enough, at least a dozen kids and their parents were sitting on the floor waiting for her to read.

That’s what she liked to see. Ever since she’d started these Tuesday night Bedtime Books meetings, more and more kids had been showing up. It was proof, as if any were needed, that the library was not just a place to check out books but a hub of the community. Which, hopefully, the city council would keep in mind the next time they were calculating budgets.

She smiled at Jarrod Lim, the student volunteer who’d set up the multipurpose room for her. “That is good news, Jarrod. Thanks for all your help.”

“Do you mind if I go, Ms. Malamud? I have some trig homework that’s due tomorrow, first period.”

“Schoolwork always comes first,” she told him. “You go. See you Thursday.”

He smiled. “Thanks, Ms. Malamud. Break a leg!”

Laughing, Marian waved him off. She was about to walk over to her waiting audience when a clean-cut young man in white shirt and tie approached from the library’s adult section. “Ms. Malamud?”

“Yes?”

“I’m from the City,” he said. “I’ve been sent here to monitor your weekly reading program. Apparently, there have been some complaints.”

Marian was taken aback. “Complaints?” How was that possible? She immediately thought back on the stories she’d read the last few Tuesday evenings. They were all aimed at preschoolers and kindergarteners, and none were the least bit controversial—although it was hard to tell these days. There seemed to be an army of fanatics actively looking for reasons to ban books, not seeming to realize that if there were books in the library that they did not like, they did not have to check them out.

The man smiled thinly. “I’m sorry, but I cannot allow you to read to any children. It’s against city policy.”

“I’m the children’s librarian!”

“Yes, I know.”

“And this is Bedtime Books. I read stories to kids, who are here with their parents. I not only started this program, I’ve literally been doing it for years. I don’t understand the problem.”

“You would be violating the city’s trans ordinance.”

“What?”

“Due to all the controversy over drag queen storytimes, the city has decided to err on the side of caution. We cannot allow you to read to the children anymore.”

“I’m not a transvestite or transexual or transgender or…whatever! I’m a woman! I was born a woman, and I’ve always been a woman!”

“I would need to inspect your genitalia to confirm that.”

“How dare you!”

He shrugged. “Then there’s nothing I can do. You’ll need to cancel the reading or have someone else do it. No trans storytimes.”

“I’m a woman!”

He looked her up and down. “That seems to be open to interpretation.”

So overwhelmed with fury that she could barely speak, Marian closed her eyes in an effort to calm herself down. “I. Am. A. Woman,” she said, speaking slowly and deliberately.

“If that’s so, then you shouldn’t mind showing me what you have down there. Follow me into the bathroom so I can see if you have a hole or a pole.”

“You’re sick!”

He doffed an imaginary hat. “Just doing my job, ma’am.”

“I’m just doing my job.”

“I’m afraid the City cannot allow you to corrupt any more of those impressionable young minds.”

“I—”

“You will not be reading to children tonight.” His tone was firm.

Angrily, Marian called over the Children’s Room’s assistant librarian. “Tanika, I need you to take over Bedtime Books tonight. I’m…not going to be able to do it.”

Tanika had obviously heard the whole exchange, and she glared at the man from the city. “Of course,” she said kindly, putting her hand on Marian’s arm. “But the kids will be so disappointed.”

“Oh, they love you, Tanika. It’ll be fine.”

The man appraised them coolly. “I’m not sure that is going to be acceptable to the City.”

Marian felt her face getting hot. “Why…not?” She almost said, “Why the hell not?” but caught herself at the last second. There were children nearby.

The man looked at her as though she’d asked the dumbest question in the world. “She’s Black.”

“What?”

She’d spoken so loudly that several patrons looked over, but at this point, Marian didn’t care. Tanika, she saw, was livid.

“The City has banned the teaching of Critical Race Theory⁠—”

Tanika beat Marian to the punch. “Even the school board shot down that racist proposal when it came up,” she said fiercely. “And the city is not the school board. The library is also not a school. We don’t teach here. We provide a public service to readers and emergent readers. So my guess is the ACLU might have something to say about this blatant act of discrimination.”

“The ACLU can say whatever it wants. But the library is funded by the City, and the City has banned the teaching of Critical Race Theory, and there’s no guarantee that when you read to those innocent little boys and girls—” He pointed at the glass wall of the multipurpose room. “—they will not be hearing you read a story that indoctrinates them.”

“I’m reading The Sneetches,” Tanika said drily. “By Dr. Seuss.”

“Which, if I recall correctly, hides its bias behind fantastical creatures. Aren’t there Sneetches with stars and others without? Aren’t the ones without stars discriminated against? Even kids can see through that charade.”

Marian was incensed. “Teaching that racism is bad is bad?”

“Teaching! See? You proved my point.” He pointed a finger at her. “No trans women. No teaching CRT.”

What could he do if they went in and started the storytime anyway? Would he try to physically drag them out in front of the children? Would he disrupt the reading by pronouncing that it was illegal?

There wasn’t much he could do tonight, but in the following days, the subsequent fallout could seriously harm the library—the Children’s Room in particular.

“You watch him,” Marian told Tanika. “Make sure he doesn’t go anywhere near children.”

She walked into the multipurpose room, looking out at the expectant faces of the kids seated on the floor with their parents. “I’m sorry,” she said sadly. “Bedtime Books has been cancelled tonight.”

The announcement was greeted by expressions of genuine disappointment.

But on the other side of the glass wall, the man from the city was smiling.
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JANICE AWOKE with a headache, her muscles knotted, although whether that was from an unremembered nightmare or merely the day-to-day stress of working in the City Attorney’s office, she had no idea. Forcing herself to get out of bed, she walked out to the kitchen and took two Tylenols before going to the bathroom.

Prior to her assignment working for the City Attorney, she had not realized how many legal issues the city dealt with on a weekly basis, and how much time and money was spent on protecting the city from lawsuits. A surprising number of cases involved employees and ex-employees. There were harassment charges, sexual harassment charges, wage disputes, unlawful termination complaints and a whole host of supposed labor law violations.

The shocking thing was that most of them seemed legitimate. At least to her. Although in her time working for The Cape, exactly none of them had been scheduled for trial. The city’s strategy was apparently to intimidate the litigants with countersuits. Either that, or draw things out for so long that the claims became cost prohibitive to pursue. The employees were paying out of pocket for legal services, or, if they were lucky, working with lawyers on a contingency basis, while the city had permanent in-house counsel and a support staff—so the decks were stacked.

Still, whether the suits were successful or not, they had alerted Janice to problems of which she had not been aware. And while she was and always would be a loyal city employee, she did understand that not everything at city hall was perfect.

the basement

Janice didn’t even want to think about that, and she pushed all thoughts of it aside as she showered, dressed and put on her makeup.

She was eating breakfast when the phone rang. It was Monica, and she sounded irate. “Where have you been, Mom?”

“Not even a ‘Hello’?” Janice said.

“I’ve been trying to reach you all week!”

“Well, you’ve reached me now.” She took a bite of her toast.

“What the hell is wrong with you? You start working for the city again, and all of a sudden you’re back to being⁠—”

Janice hung up.

Seconds later, Monica called back, only this time Janice did not answer. She drank her coffee, letting the phone ring. It occurred to her that she had not seen or spoken to any of her friends since returning to city hall, and she wondered if maybe her daughter was right. Maybe she did act differently when she worked for the city.

But was that a bad thing?

She was of two minds about that. On the one hand, it was not good to alienate or distance herself from those closest to her. But on the other hand, working for the city had always given her purpose, strengthening her self-esteem, and making her feel needed and much more confident.

Still, it was slightly concerning that the workplace was altering her behavior, and, if her daughter was to be believed, had done so before. There was definitely something unsettling about that.

Monica called a third time, and after a short pause, Janice picked up.

She was glad she did.

Warily at first, the two of them talked, and while they couldn’t miraculously solve all of the issues that had built up between them in a single short conversation, resentments were expressed, as well as regrets, and they ended the call in a slightly better place than when they’d started, with a promise to talk again this evening.

But the feeling of dread that had hovered over her since awakening remained, and driving to work, she thought about all of the memories that had started coming back to her since she’d returned to city hall. At least she assumed they were memories. Fragmented and unconnected to each other, they appeared in her mind at odd times and, more than anything else, reminded her of those dreams about the basement. One was of a face carved into a concrete wall, a hideous fiendish visage, although she had no idea where or when she could have possibly seen such a thing. There’d been red blood, a pool of it, on a shiny white floor. A cage or cell with rusty bars. A wavery shadow without a source. None of these images had any overt connection to city hall, but the memories had not surfaced until she’d started working again, and in her mind there was a definite linkage.

Maybe Monica was right. Maybe it had been a mistake to go back to work.

Moments later, stopped at a light, Janice looked out her side window. The median next to her was overgrown with weeds, completely obscuring the drought-resistant succulents that had been planted in that space. She frowned. This wasn’t an isolated occurrence. She’d noticed yesterday that the landscaping around city hall was looking somewhat ragged and unkempt, and she was pretty sure the grass at the park across the street had not been recently mowed.

What was going on with the city’s maintenance crews?

Keeping her eyes open as she drove, she saw several other spots throughout the city where landscaping upkeep was lax and unsightly weeds were taking over purposefully planted foliage.

Was this something that needed to be reported?

Before going that far—was it even her place to criticize the City?—Janice stopped by Transportation to see if Ruth Ann knew what was going on. Walking past her old desk, she saw that the new secretary had placed little toy pigs all around the edge of the computer. Cartoon pig decals covered the metal sides of the two-tiered outbox as well. The secretary herself was nowhere in sight, and Janice thought disapprovingly that she would have already been at her desk by this time.

She missed her old department. Hopefully, her next assignment would be to Transportation, but that depended on someone leaving or having a long-term absence.

Ruth Ann was always early, and sure enough she was at her desk, eating a pastry, when Janice stopped by.

“Howdy, pardner.”

Unable to talk with her mouth full, Ruth Ann wiggled her fingers hello before swallowing and taking a sip of coffee. “Hey.”

“I have a question,” Janice said. “It’s not really a Transportation question, but it is a Public Services question, and since you’re the busiest busybody I know, I thought you could tell me something about it.”

“Hit me.”

“Landscaping. Maintenance. The grass and plants outside city hall are looking pretty raggedy, and coming in today, I saw weeds growing in the street medians and other places the city’s supposed to keep up. Have there been layoffs? Is there some sort of budget negotiation work slowdown? Where are the gardeners?”

“I heard they’ve been reassigned to homeless conversion.”

“What is that?”

“I’m…not sure.”

“But you have some idea.”

Ruth Ann shifted uncomfortably, picking at her doughnut.

“Spill it, Ruthie.”

“Rumor is that the Corp Yard needs new recruits. I guess they’ve lost some men. I don’t know if they quit or…” She trailed off. “Anyway, they needed more men, and since the homeless don’t have a home—or a job—someone decided that they’d be good candidates. So the maintenance crews have been rounding them up.”

“Those weeds I saw are pretty high. They haven’t been trimmed for a while.”

Ruth Ann shrugged. “I guess it takes time to track them down and train them and…convert them. But don’t quote me on that. It’s just what I’ve heard.”

Janice smiled. “Well, that’s good.” After all, what were a few extra weeds compared with the homeless crisis? This was the kind of thing the city was supposed to be doing.

“Yeah, it seems like a fair tradeoff.”

She didn’t let on to Ruth Ann, but anything involving the Corp Yard made her uneasy, and Janice hoped she wouldn’t be assigned to work there.

She glanced up at the clock on the wall. “I’d better get going. Thanks, Ruthie.”

“Where are you this week?”

“Still City Attorney’s Office.”

“My condolences.”

“It’s not that bad.”

Ruth Ann raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, maybe it is. But the gals are nice. It’s just him.”

“That’s what I heard. Hang in there. They’ll find someone permanent eventually.”

“Anybody thinking of quitting around these parts? Or retiring?”

“Not that I’ve heard, but you’ll be the first to know if I do.”

“Thanks.”

There was a small crowd waiting for the elevator, and Janice elected to take the stairs. As usual, the stairwell was empty, and she recalled all the times she’d used it as a shortcut. With so many people in city hall obsessed with health and fitness—there’d been talk at one point of putting in an employee fitness room with weights and exercise equipment—she had never understood why more of them didn’t use the stairs.

Although…

There’d always been something a little creepy about the stairwell.

That was something she had never admitted to herself before, although for some reason, her mind was willing to go there this time. Maybe it was thinking about the Corp Yard. Or maybe it was merely that the vibe this morning was too strong to deny. For the stairwell, never well lit, seemed even darker than usual, and upstairs near the top, a light appeared to be on the fritz and was flickering. The dull green of the walls also lent to the shaft an eerie ambience, and her footsteps on the stairs echoed in such a way that it sounded as though someone else was walking with her.

Janice realized that she did not want to walk all the way down to the second floor. The skin on the back of her neck prickling, she hurried to the next landing and quickly opened the door to the fourth floor.

The passageway before her was completely unfamiliar.

She stood there for a moment, looking to the right and left. A wide, short hallway branched in different directions, a floorplan unlike any other in city hall. The disorientation she experienced was not new; it had happened before. Although why she had not remembered it until this moment was a mystery, because she realized now that, more than once, she had taken the stairs, and encountered corridors and offices that she had never seen previously and never saw again.

The prickling on the back of her neck was stronger than ever. There were two options as she saw it: she could go back and take the stairs down to the second floor to the City Attorney’s office, or she could press forward and try to find the elevator that, hopefully, would take her to the same place. Neither seemed a guarantee at the moment, and it was all she could do not to remain exactly where she was and call for help at the top of her lungs.

The elevator idea seemed better⁠—

she did not want to go back into that stairwell

—and since she was pretty sure she knew how to get there from here, she headed left, then turned right, then turned left again. Sure enough, the metal elevator doors were before her in the concrete wall of a mid-building vestibule.

Except there were two elevators.

City hall only had one.

She turned, looking back the way she had come, but the wide corridor seemed darker than it had only moments before, and from somewhere around the corner came a rhythmic tapping sound that sent a chill down her spine. Quickly, she pressed the Down button on the silver panel between the two elevators. The door on the left instantly slid open. It looked like the regular elevator, and with only a slight hesitation, Janice stepped inside and pressed the button for the second floor.

There was no sense of movement, but the numbers above the door lit up in descending order: 4, 3, 2.

The door opened.

This was not her second floor.

A low ding announced that the elevator would be continuing its downward journey, and while her initial thought was that she should ride it down to the first-floor lobby and try for a reset, Janice was filled with the sudden fear that she would be taken all the way down to the basement. She immediately stepped off. Her intention was to take the other elevator down, but there was no other elevator, and she found herself looking around this second floor for something familiar. She saw no sign of the HR department or the City Attorney’s office, but there was a large open doorway opposite the elevator. Walking over, she found herself in what looked like the waiting room of a doctor’s or dentist’s office. A hatchet-faced woman in a white uniform stared out at her from behind a closed window in the wall, but when Janice knocked on the glass, the woman turned away, revealing a large bandage on the back of her head. Blood had soaked through the cotton, and in the center of the white square was a faint red circle. Behind the woman, a man walked by carrying a folder in his right hand. His left arm, apparently broken, was in a sling.

Janice had no idea what department or division this could possibly be, let alone what sort of city business might be conducted here, but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t a legitimate office within city hall. If she had learned one thing over the years, it was that local government was infinitely complex.

“Excuse me!” Janice said, continuing to knock on the window.

The hatchet-faced woman behind the glass reluctantly slid it open. “Yes?”

“I’m trying to find the City Attorney’s office.”

“So?”

“I thought you could give me directions.”

The woman swiveled in her seat, pointing to the bandage. “I have a hole in my head,” she said.

Janice put a bit of authority into her voice. She was older than this woman and had doubtlessly worked here longer. “What’s your name and position?” Janice demanded.

“None of your damn business.” The woman pointed to her bandage. “I have a hole in my head.”

Another man was passing behind the woman, and Janice pounded on the window. “Hey!” she called. “You! Sir!”

The man pointed to himself quizzically, and Janice nodded. “Yes, you! Come here!”

The man came over, standing behind the hatchet-faced woman.

“I have a question,” Janice said. “How do I get to the City Attorney’s office?”

“I only have one eye,” he told her, and this close, she could see that that was true. His left eye was a glassy and undifferentiated white. There was no followup sentence, and she realized that he was not going to say any more.

“What department is this?” she asked.

He seemed surprised that she didn’t know. “Quality Control.”

Quality Control?

“What do you control the quality of?” she asked.

The hatchet-faced woman smiled smugly. “I think it’s time for you to go.”

Janice nodded. “It is time for me to go. It’s time for me to go to the City Manager and tell him that Quality Control should be outsourced. Good day.”

She turned and strode back toward the elevator. With a sense of satisfaction, she heard a rising panic in the other woman’s voice. “Come back! We can help you! Hey!”

Janice pressed the elevator’s call button.

“Come back!” the woman called.

The metal door slid open, and, smiling, Janice stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for the first floor. She was still a little worried that it would take her to the basement, but it stopped at the lobby, and gratefully she got out. Everything was normal, and when Barb from Personnel—HR—walked in from outside and headed toward the elevator, Janice waited for her.

“Still subbing in the City Attorney’s Office?” Barb asked.

“I am.” Janice pushed the button and the elevator door opened.

“How do you like it?”

“It’s not Transportation.”

Barb laughed. “You’ll get back there eventually. Someone has to get sick.”

They rode to the second floor together, and when the door opened, all was as it should be. Saying goodbye, they headed in opposite directions. Somehow, it was still only eight o’clock. Janice could have sworn it was at least eight-fifteen, but even with all of the detours, she still beat The Cape and his deputy into the office.

The morning passed slowly. There were briefs to file and a dictated three-page memo that she needed to type. The city attorney also gave his entire staff a lecture over a mistake that he had made but that none of them had caught.

When Janice returned from lunch, there was a palpable chill over the atmosphere of the office. No one was talking or smiling; everyone sat alone, working silently.

“What’s going on?” she asked Marie.

“He’s in negotiations.”

When no other information was forthcoming, Janice asked, “With who?”

“You wouldn’t know his name, but he’s very rich, very powerful, and he’s suing the city for millions of dollars for blocking one of his developments.”

“So why’s everyone so quiet?”

Marie looked at her. “You don’t understand how Horace Ulin negotiates.” She turned away without saying anything more, and, feeling slightly unsettled, Janice walked over to her workstation to finish sorting through files.

An hour or so later, The Cape emerged from the conference room, pausing a moment before walking up to the desk Janice was using. “I need your help,” he said. “We’ve been negotiating to keep this case out of court, and we’re down to the wire. The litigant requires an extralegal measure to make this problem for the City to go away.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Offer yourself to him.”

“Offer…?”

“Yourself to him. Sexually.”

Janice was horrified. “No!” She looked to the other women in the office for help, but all of them were intently focused on their screens or the papers on their desks. None of them dared glance up.

“He might have some rather exotic tastes.”

“No!”

“It’s part of the negotiated deal, and I’m afraid you’re next on the list.”

“What list? What are you talking about?”

The city attorney smiled. He pointed to the bulletin board next to his office door. “Your name’s right there on the sign-up sheet,” he said.

“You told me to sign that!”

“And you did.”

“I didn’t sign up for anything!”

“If you read the fine print⁠—”

“There was no fine print!”

“It’s implied. And if you read it—and I can show it to you if necessary—your name on that list volunteers you for any action that is required to facilitate a positive legal outcome for the City in any matter negotiated by this office.” He leaned forward. “And right now, we need you to satisfy the litigant’s libidinous needs.”

“I’m sixty-five years old, for God’s sake!”

“That doesn’t matter.”

Her stomach sank as she understood that she was not talking her way out of this. Any argument she might make, he would rebut. A small voice inside told her that she could refuse. She could walk out of here right now. She could quit and leave. But Janice knew that if she did that, she would never be allowed to return. The City demanded loyalty.

And she wasn’t sure she could survive a permanent separation from the City.

Ulin looked her over. “Are you clean?”

What kind of question is that? she wanted to ask, but of course she already knew.

“Did you wash everything when you showered this morning?” There was no doubt about where he was looking.

Licking her suddenly dry lips, Janice unconsciously touched the back of her dress, not answering.

He offered her his hand. “Come with me. We’ll get this over with as quickly and painlessly as possible.”

Numbly, Janice stood, allowing herself to be led out of the outer office and down the short hallway, keenly aware that the other women in the office were watching her.

They stopped before the closed door of the conference room, and the city attorney stepped back. Slowly raising her hand in a fist, she was about to knock, when from within came the ominous rumble of a deeply resonant voice.

A wash of cold passed through her.

“Come in.”

“Go ahead,” the City Attorney said, smiling.

She opened the door and stepped inside.
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IT WAS a warm day, and the still air was filled with the cough-drop scent of eucalyptus trees as Paul ate his lunch at the park across the street from city hall. The play area was filled with moms and their kids, but sitting at another picnic table under the shade of a large leafy tree, he saw Iolanthe, one of the copiers from Central Services, eating french fries out of a McDonald’s bag and reading a newspaper.

Finishing his sandwich and tossing his trash into a nearby can, he carried his bottle of Pepsi over to where Iolanthe was sitting.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“I recognize you from Central Services. I work at city hall, too.”

“I know, Paul. We’ve talked. I’ve made copies for you. Remember?”

He reddened. “Of course. I just wasn’t sure…”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Hey, I have an English question for you. You were an English major, right?”

He was slightly taken aback. “How did you know that?”

“City hall’s a closed environment. News travels.”

He probably should have figured that. “So keeping secrets is pretty much impossible, huh?”

Her response was not immediate, and there was a weird pause. “Actually, you’d be surprised.”

Paul sat down across from her. “So what’s your question?”

She held up a section of newspaper. “I was reading this concert review, and it mentions a ‘mic drop.’ Spelled m-i-c. I know it comes from the word ‘microphone,’ but wouldn’t m-i-c actually be pronounced ‘mick?’ If you’re going to pronounce it right, it seems like it should be spelled m-i-k-e. I mean, ‘bike’ is b-i-k-e not b-i-c, even though ‘bicycle’ is b-i-c-y-c-l-e. Shouldn’t the same rules of grammar apply?”

He looked at her in astonishment. “I can’t believe you said that.”

“Why?”

“That’s been one of my pet peeves for years.”

She smiled. “I guess great minds really do think alike.”

“I have never understood that spelling. Never. It makes no sense, and it drives me crazy every time I read it. But no one ever brings it up.”

“I did.”

“And I salute you for it.”

“French fry?” She held one up, offering it to him. “They’re a little cold but still tasty.”

“No, I’m good,” he told her.

“So…you’re an assistant to an assistant city manager, huh? Which do you work for? Thing One or Thing Two?”

“Thing One or Thing Two?”

“That’s what everyone in Central Services calls them.” She giggled. “I know it’s mean, but Anita and Whit are not exactly the most respected people in city hall.”

“What does that make me?”

“People seem to like you,” she said honestly. “I think you’ve made a good impression.”

“I don’t see how, but…I’m glad?”

She ate another french fry. “Did they ever tell you what happened to your predecessor?”

Paul shrugged. “I assume he—or she—went on to bigger and better things. Whit told me that one of his old assistants is now a public liaison at the city of Orange.”

“Not even close. He disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Vanished. One day he was here, and the next he wasn’t. And no one in administration has said word one about it. They just took it in stride, posted the job opening and hired you.”

“So he quit and never came back?”

“Didn’t even officially quit. Or bother to pick up his last check. Like I said, he just vanished.”

Paul smiled. “Are you trying to scare me?”

“No. But they don’t always tell people the full story around here, and I thought you might like some background information.”

“Well, that’s reassuring.”

“Oh, that’s just the beginning.” She took a sip of her drink. “I was wondering: have you ever seen the city manager?”

He shook his head.

“Didn’t think so.”

“Why?”

“No one has. At least not that I’ve heard of, and I’ve been working there for five years.”

Paul smiled, wiggling his fingers in the air. “Spooky.”

“Laugh if you want. But keep your eyes open. You’ll start to notice stuff.”

He thought about that hairy thing running around the conference room during the department head meeting. “What kind of stuff?” he asked.

“Wrong stuff. City hall’s a new modern building, but there’s something creepy about it. And I’m not the only one who thinks so.”

“You mean it’s haunted?”

She shrugged. “Not exactly. I don’t know. But weird things happen there, and the people are weird, and something’s off. Once you work there for a while you’ll see.”

He turned his head. From this angle, the building across the street did look slightly sinister, the overhead sun casting long strange shadows over its canted walls and oddly proportioned windows. He was tempted to ask Iolanthe if she’d ever encountered one of those things running around on the third floor⁠—

You see them sometimes

—but he happened to look at the watch on her wrist, and even though it was upside down, he could see the time. He wasn’t sure how strict Whit was about punctuality or how closely he monitored Paul’s comings and goings, but it always seemed safer to make sure he returned from lunch five minutes early, just in case.

After all, he was still on probation.

“I’d better be heading back,” he said, standing.

“Me, too.”

She ate her last french fry, threw away her bag, and the two of them walked across the grass toward the street, carrying their drinks.

“So how did your parents come up with your name?” he asked. “I’ve never heard of another Iolanthe.”

“It’s from a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta.”

“That I assume your parents really liked.”

“Not to my knowledge. I mean, they didn’t have the CD or anything. In fact, I’ve never actually heard it.”

“Did they see it on their first date or something?”

“Maybe.”

“Anyway, it’s a unique name.”

She smiled. “Like Paul.”

“Not quite.”

They parted in the city hall lobby. She needed to use the bathroom (“the one downstairs is much cleaner than the one on the third floor”), while he was heading upstairs. “Meet you at the park tomorrow?” she asked. “Same time?”

“I’ll be there,” he said.

Paul felt encouraged as he took the elevator up to the sixth floor. He had not dated much in college, had not dated at all since graduating, but with both Issac and Fletcher meeting their current girlfriends at their places of work, the prospect of finding female companionship had been in the back of his mind ever since he’d been hired. Not that he automatically assumed, after one casual lunch meeting, that something was going to happen between him and Iolanthe.

Although…maybe it would.

Whit was still at lunch, and Paul was working at his desk when the assistant city manager stopped by with a request. “I need you to pull a file for me and take it down to Development Services. Ordinarily, I’d just scan it and send it, but this is kind of hush-hush. Give it only to Ed Cole, the director himself. When he’s done with it, probably in an hour or so, he’ll call. Then I’ll send you back to pick it up.”

“What’s this about, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“That’s not your concern.”

Paul nodded in acknowledgment.

“And do not open and look at that file. It is sealed, and it needs to stay sealed when you deliver it, and it will be sealed again when you pick it up. Do you understand?”

Paul nodded.

“I need verbal confirmation.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Good.” Whit handed him a slip of paper on which was written the name of the file and where it was stored: “Plan Check Nuclear Options! Drawer 1-P.”

Nuclear options?

He had no idea what that meant, but it sounded ominous—and the exclamation point was just plain weird. What kind of government document included an exclamation point in its title? He said nothing, though, allowed his face to betray no reaction, and walked over to the row of filing cabinets against the far wall. He found drawer 1-P and pulled out the file. As promised, it was secured on three sides by round stickers adorned with the official seal of the City of Arovista.

Development Services was one of the few departments with which he had not yet interacted, so after pulling the file and letting Whit know he was leaving, Paul surreptitiously asked Fiona, the assistant city managers’ secretary, which floor Development Services was on.

“Fourth,” she told him, and he thanked her before heading down the hallway, past Redevelopment⁠—

and the room where the naked person had been galloping around

—to the elevator. Another employee was already waiting for the elevator, a middle-aged woman from Redevelopment he’d seen around but to whom he’d never spoken.

“Hello,” he said, nodding at her and smiling politely.

The woman ignored him, staring straight ahead at the elevator door. When it opened, she stepped inside, turned, quickly pushed a button and held up a hand to keep him from entering the elevator with her.

That was odd. He waited until the door slid closed before pressing the call button. Immediately, the door opened again, and the woman from Redevelopment glared out at him. “This is my elevator,” she declared.

“Sorry,” Paul said. He waited until the lighted numbers above the door had gone down to 5. He half-hoped that the elevator would be called back and the furious woman would see him again, but the numbers continued to drop.

A few minutes later, the elevator arrived, and he took it down to the fourth floor.

Before him was a long passageway completely unlike any other he’d seen in city hall, one that looked like it belonged in a fleabag motel rather than a government building. Dim wall lights illuminated faded floral wallpaper and a worn red carpet. When he stepped out of the elevator, he noticed that the floor even had a weird smell. Like mold or mildew.

Ahead was a woman who appeared to be just as lost as he felt. A thin middle-aged lady, she was wearing a nice dress and clutching a purse, walking slowly as she looked around. He assumed she was a member of the public who had gotten lost, and was about to ask if she needed any assistance when, suddenly, a door to her right swung open. A blurred figure reached out and grabbed her, yanking her into the room.

The door slammed shut.

Paul stood alone in the hallway, stunned.

What just happened?

He hurried to the door, tried to open it, and, discovering that it was locked, began pounding on the wood. It was an instinctive reaction, and maybe it was stupid, but this was city hall and he worked here. He assumed that gave him some immunity.

From what?

“Open up!” Paul shouted. “Open this door! I saw you!”

The door remained closed.

Placing his ear against the wood, he heard nothing from within. The room beyond might as well have been empty. It wasn’t, though, and Paul pulled back, wondering what to do. He should probably report this. But to who? The police? Despite what he’d seen, he wasn’t sure he had enough information to identify it as a crime, and he didn’t want to jeopardize his own position by crying wolf. The safest thing was to tell Whit and let him decide what to do with the information.

Returning to the elevator, Paul pressed the call button, and the door opened instantly. He rode back up to the sixth floor, where he hurried toward the assistant city manager’s office, rushing in through the open doorway. Whit saw the folder he was holding and frowned. “I thought I told you to deliver that.”

Paul was sweaty and slightly out of breath. “I tried,” he said. “But the fourth floor… There was something weird about it. It didn’t look like it was part of city hall. It looked kind of old. And the only person there was this woman, and she was standing there and this door opened, and this guy pulled her into the room and slammed the door. I tried to knock on the door and tried to get in, but it was locked and no one responded. I think the woman was kidnapped.” He wasn’t sure he was making any sense, but what he’d seen hadn’t made any sense, and he looked at Whit, waiting for a response.

For the first time since he’d started working at city hall, Paul sensed that the assistant manager was annoyed. This was clearly something he did not want to deal with. “Show me,” Whit said brusquely, and after telling the department secretary that he would be back soon, he walked with Paul toward the elevator. The two of them rode it down.

The elevator door opened.

This was not the same floor.

Gone were the dim lights, old wallpaper and worn carpet. To the left of them was an open area with a large modern counter behind which several men and women were working at their desks. To the right was an office where a janitor in brown cap and uniform was standing at the base of a step ladder, holding a long fluorescent light tube.

“So where’s the weird part?” Whit asked, stepping out.

“This was a long hallway,” Paul tried to explain. “And it was dirty. It kind of looked like a slummy motel.”

“Do you know why we got rid of the assistant before you?” There was an unfamiliar edge to Whit’s voice. Gone was the bland noncommittal attitude the man usually affected, and Paul remembered what the assistant city manager had said to him at their first meeting: “Welcome to hell.” He thought of Whit pretending to shoot cars on the street with a rifle from Ricky Bryce’s trunk. “Because he kept bugging me with shit like this.”

He disappeared

Whit turned away. “Take that folder to Ed Cole, then get back to your desk. I have work for you to do.”

Paul nodded, and as Whit stepped back into the elevator, he approached the front desk and asked to see the Development Services director.
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For the next week, the assistant city manager’s office really was hell.

Whether it was as punishment or not, Whit had him rewriting memos that didn’t need to be rewritten, rushing from floor to floor on dubious errands, and attending a series of meetings that seemed to have no purpose whatsoever. After one of these meetings, a conference with three division heads from the Finance department to go over new online billing protocols, Paul went in to use the first-floor bathroom.

Where he saw that thing from the department head meeting—or something very much like it.

You see them sometimes

It wasn’t moving but was crouched in a corner near the far sink. Sitting still rather than dashing about, its shape was more discernible, and he thought it might have some connection to a mouse or rat or gerbil. There was definitely something rodentlike in its makeup, though its form had strayed far from that simple base. It was hairier than any rat or mouse he’d ever seen, and the shape of the head, if not the features, resembled that of a primate. Somehow, it was able to smile, and it was smiling at him now, revealing sharp tiny teeth.

Heart pounding, Paul immediately left the restroom, worried that the door was closing too slowly behind him and that thing would come after him. It did not, however, and he quickly made his way to the elevator.

Before using the bathroom on the sixth floor, he checked every corner and looked under each sink and stall door to make sure nothing was there.

Whit had left early for lunch, taping a note to the screen of Paul’s computer instructing him to remain in the office until he returned, and Paul called Iolanthe in Central Services to let her know he wouldn’t be able to eat with her at the park today. He wasn’t sure why the assistant city manager wanted him to stay in the office, but he did have work to catch up on, so he pulled the note off his screen, turned on the computer and continued writing a press release announcing new nighttime restrictions on the use of city parks.

After a while, he began to take notice of an increasing amount of noise filtering back to him. He stopped typing. There was some sort of ruckus in the outer office. Fiona was laughing so hard that she started coughing, and when Paul walked out to see what was going on, he saw a pale, unhappy, twentysomething girl dancing in place. Black hair hanging limply on the sides of her narrow face, she was doing some sort of weird buck dance, and every so often, she would smack the sides of her head, first with one hand and then the other, shouting, “I’m too big for my britches!”

Fiona found this hilarious. Paul had no idea what was going on—but he did not find it funny at all. Even less so when he saw Anita standing in the open entryway on the other side of the corridor.

He suddenly understood who was dancing.

Darcy, her assistant.

Darcy smacked the left side of her head. “I’m too big for my britches!”

Anita smiled at Paul from across the corridor. “That’s enough fun for today, Darcy. Get back to work.”

The young woman stopped dancing. “Yes, ma’am.” She picked up an envelope from Fiona’s desk, quietly thanked the secretary, then walked past Anita into the other assistant city manager’s office.

“Would you like to come over and see what else she can do?” Anita asked him.

Paul shook his head.

She shrugged. “Your loss.” Turning, she walked into her office and closed the door behind her.

Fiona wiped her eyes. “That Anita. She always knows how to make me laugh.”

Paul remained where he was. Until now, he had not really had a chance to talk to the secretary one-on-one, but with Whit out and Anita in her office behind closed doors, this might be a good opportunity to pick her brain. He wasn’t sure why, but he had the impression that she was not quite fond of Whit, and Paul thought she might be able to give him some insight into the assistant city manager.

“Do you know why Whit went to lunch early today?” he asked casually.

Fiona shook her head. “He doesn’t share those sorts of things with me.”

Maybe there was some resentment there.

“Yeah, he doesn’t exactly open up to me, either.” Paul paused, taking a chance. “I don’t think he even likes me.”

“I’m not sure he likes anyone. Anita, on the other hand…” Fiona smiled. “She’s a lot of fun.”

“How long have you been working here?” Paul asked.

“In this office or for the City? I’ve been working for the City for over fifteen years, first in the City Clerk’s office, then here. I’ve been Anita and Whit’s secretary for, oh, about eight years now. Well, for them and the ACM’s before them: Greg and Robert.”

“What happened to Greg and Robert? Did they quit?”

Fiona’s smile disappeared. “Shouldn’t you be getting back to work?”

“I should,” he affirmed. “But⁠—”

“Then I suggest you do so.”

“Okay.” He backed away. “It was nice talking to you.”

She didn’t respond, and he returned to his desk in the inner office. Something had obviously happened with the previous assistant city managers, and he thought about what Iolanthe had said.

They don’t always tell people the full story around here.

They clearly didn’t, and as he looked over at Whit’s empty desk, Paul wondered if he should be worried about that.
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JIM STEVES had just texted his wife that the meeting was over and he was heading home, when Ross McClure accosted him outside the council chambers. The other councilmembers, as well as the citizens who had attended the meeting, were already walking out to their cars in the parking lot. “Jimbo? Can I talk to you?”

“Of course.”

“What do you think you were doing in there?”

“My job.”

“I’m talking about your vote on the approval for Halloran’s.”

“It passed. Four to one. My vote didn’t matter.”

“That’s not the point. That is not how staff recommended we vote.”

“I took their recommendation into consideration, but when I looked at it from the point of view of my constituents, I couldn’t vote for it. There are too many bars downtown already.”

“Bars bring in revenue.”

“And they bring in problems. Those people on Calvert Street? Drunks are vomiting in their yards, breaking into their cars, pissing in their driveways, shitting in their driveways.” He shook his head. “I can’t support that.”

“You went against the recommendation.”

“Because these bars don’t bring in revenue when you factor everything in. They cost the city money. Property damage, increased police costs…”

“You want to talk about costs?” Ross lowered his voice. “You’re going to have to live with the consequences of that vote.”

“I know.”

The other councilman looked at him. “Do you?”

Jim felt an unwelcome chill. He forced himself to laugh. “Come on. We’re the council. We’re the ones who make the decisions. Staff can make recommendations, but ultimately it’s up to us. We need to do what we think is best for the City.”

Ross lowered his voice. “You know that’s not true.”

He felt a flash of anger. “But it should be! That’s the way the system’s supposed to work.”

“All I’m saying is you need to be careful from here on in.”

Jim sighed. “I know.”

There was a honk, and a Tesla pulled up next to them. “There’s my ride. See you at the study session on Thursday?”

“I’ll be there.”

Ross opened the car door and got in, his wife leaning over and peering up at Jim. “Can we take you anywhere?” she asked.

“No thanks, Janey. But I appreciate the offer.” He waved goodbye as they drove off.

His was the last car in the parking lot, sitting in the shadows near the back of the building, far from the lights. It had been the only space available when he arrived, but now that the lot was empty, he wished he’d been able to park a little closer.

The sound of his footsteps on the asphalt seemed to grow louder as he moved further away from the street. Why there were no lights back here was a mystery, and he made a mental note to address the issue during their study session. They could surely find some funds to better illuminate the parking lot at night.

He passed into the shadow of the building, able to see only due to the ambient glow of the surrounding city. He could make out the location of his car up ahead, but the entire area seemed to be enveloped in a sort of black fog. Something was not right about that, and he increased his speed, hurrying forward until he was almost jogging.

He reached the car, and from the surrounding darkness emerged shapeless shadowforms, vague insubstantial figures of varying size that advanced toward him in unnervingly jerky movements. He pressed the button on his key to unlock the vehicle, and quickly tried to open the driver’s door, but something slapped the key out of his hand. Frantic, he bent down to pick it up.

And was engulfed.
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Christine Steves looked at the clock again. Jim should have been back by now. She hesitated to text him because she didn’t want him fiddling with his phone when he was supposed to be driving, but she was starting to get worried.

A knock at the door made her jump.

She moved quickly to see who was there, trying to stave off a ringing of the doorbell, which might wake up the kids. Putting her eye to the peephole, she saw a conservative-looking man in white shirt and tie, carrying a briefcase, standing on the porch.

“Yes?” she called through the closed door.

“Mrs. Steves?”

“Yes.”

“I’m from City Hall. May I come in?”

“My husband’s not here,” she said to the door. “There was a council meeting tonight.”

“I’m here to see you.”

“I’m sorry—” she began.

“It’s about your husband. Could you open up, please?”

Christine paused. It was far too late at night for someone “from City Hall” to come by her house. And the fact that the man wanted to talk to her rather than Jim—and talk to her about Jim—set off alarm bells.

“No,” she said. “Just tell me what you want to tell me.”

The man’s voice grew slightly more insistent. “I want you to open the door.”

Her heart was racing, but her voice when it came out was thankfully strong. “That’s it. Get off my property or I’m calling the police.” Through the peephole, she could see that the man was now holding his briefcase with both hands. The look on his face suggested that he was thinking of slamming it against the door. “Go away!” she said.

The man smiled, looking into the peephole as though it were a camera taking his picture. “May I use your restroom?”

“No!” Christine yelled.

“I really have to shit.”

“Get out of here!”

“May I borrow a dollar?”

“Go away!”

“Can I have a drink of water?”

“No!” So frustrated that she was near tears, she decided that she really would call the police, but before she made a move toward the phone, she saw him turn away with a crestfallen look on his face.

He started to step off the porch, then turned around. “Oh, by the way,” he said, “your husband’s dead.”

Christine felt as though she’d been punched in the stomach. There was no reason for her to believe this man, no way to even verify that he was from city hall. But she did believe him, and she knew that he was from City Hall, and desperate for more information, she quickly unlocked and opened the door.

The man smiled brightly.

“How about that drink of water?”
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GAVIN TAUGHT two classes on Tuesday. In between, he ordinarily did research in the library or hung out in the department lounge, although occasionally he would go off campus to Subway or Chipotle and grab something for lunch. Today, he’d had to help a female student, who told him she was suffering from depression, connect with the school’s mental health services after assuring her that he would the extend the deadlines on two of her assignments. There’d been an uncomfortable amount of crying, and he’d learned more about her dysfunctional family than he ever wanted to know, and as a result the meeting had taken much longer than expected.

He had not brought a lunch and there was no time now to go off campus, so Gavin grabbed a burrito and Coke from the student-run café between the bookstore and the quad. As an adjunct, he didn’t have an actual office where he could eat in peace, and he was about to bring his food to the department lounge when he heard Burt call his name. He looked around.

“Over here, buddy!”

His friend was seated alone at a bench eating a sandwich. Students sat on the other benches nearby as well as on the low rock wall that separated the concrete walkway from the memorial flowerbed. Gavin sat down next to Burt, unwrapping his burrito.

“So what’s the good news? Have you hit up any of the other local colleges to see if they’re looking for an adjunct?”

“Not yet. But my election timetable’s moved up. One of our councilmembers had a heart attack and died. In the parking lot right after last week’s council meeting. There’s going to be a special election to fill the seat.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. So instead of waiting until next year, I’ll be running now.”

“Are you ready for that?”

“I have to be.”

“What’s the window?”

“I don’t know. A month or two, I would guess. I’m stopping by city hall on my way home today to find out the timetable and pick up the required paperwork.”

Burt finished the last bite of his sandwich. “Your problem’s going to be name recognition. You may be running against candidates who’ve run before, whose names are known to the voters. Your budget is, what? Zero? You’re going to need more than just a good ballot description if you expect to get elected.”

“Maybe,” Gavin conceded. “But since this is a special election, everyone’s going to be handicapped.”

“You’re coming out of left field, though. You haven’t been on committees, you’re not a gadfly, you haven’t been stirring up trouble. You need a way to get your name out there.”

“I got applause at the city council meeting from my fellow citizens.”

“The one meeting you attended.”

Gavin smiled. “One thing we do know: the outsider shtick always works. I’m not part of the in-crowd or any established network of cronies. And I have real issues to run on.”

“But you need to get that information out to the voters.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

Burt stood. “I’ll think on it. In the meantime, if any of your students live in Arovista, you can offer them extra credit if they sign on to your campaign.”

“That’s not exactly ethical.”

“It’s been done before.”

“Keep thinking,” Gavin told him.

With a wave, Burt headed off to his next class, and Gavin remained, watching students pass by as he ate. His friend was right. He needed to build name recognition. Social media was a good free way to get the word out, and though he’d dropped out of what used to be Twitter once Elon Musk took over, and hadn’t looked at his Facebook account since Thao had initially set it up for him, his wife was a digital maven. She could definitely help him out.

And maybe he would hit up some of his students for advice. They lived in this world.

His afternoon class ended at two-thirty, and on his way home Gavin stopped by Arovista city hall. The same young woman he’d encountered before sat at the front desk of the City Clerk’s office. She seemed to recognize him, and a frown crossed her face as he opened the glass door and stepped inside. “What do you want?”

Gavin smiled at her. “It’s nice to see you, too. I’m interested in running for the vacant council seat. I’d like to know what papers I’d need to file.”

“As if you have a chance in hell.”

He leaned in. “Well, if I do win, my first order of business will be to make sure that your position is no longer full-time. You will be laid off, and two part-time employees will take your place, one in the morning, one in the afternoon, minimum wage, no benefits. You will be free, of course, to apply for one of those part-time positions yourself.” He stopped smiling, fixing her with a hard stare. “Now tell me what papers I need to file. Or do I have to go over your head? Who’s your supervisor?”

Sullenly, the young woman opened a drawer in her desk and withdrew a packet. “Here,” she said, handing it to him. “Instructions and deadline dates are included.”

He took it from her. “Thank you.”

Gavin walked out of the office and out of city hall without looking back, wondering how someone who treated members of the public in such a manner was able to keep her job. He thought about the hostility he’d encountered in the Public Services department, and it occurred to him that the problem here wasn’t just with the City Clerk’s office. Once again, he felt slightly uneasy, and it wasn’t until he was in his car that he was finally able to relax.

If he did get onto the council, there were definitely some things about city government that he wanted to look into.

He’d finished filling out the filing forms by the time Thao arrived home. He had her proofread his work to make sure there were no inadvertent mistakes, and when she told him that everything looked good, he said that the two of them could go back to city hall tomorrow afternoon to turn it all in.

“Can’t you just submit online?” she said.

He shook his head. “The forms have to be turned in to the City Clerk in person. I think they’re time-stamped. And I need to bring a witness. So you have to sign, too. Like a will or something.”

“Really?”

“Apparently, that’s the way it works.”

“It doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

“No, it doesn’t, but a lot of these things are rules or traditions or whatever that’ve been left over from earlier eras.” He took her hand. “If you don’t want to go, though, that’s okay. I can call Andre or Hugo. I just thought it would be more convenient if⁠—”

She gave his hand a squeeze. “Of course, I’ll do it. I’ll have to get used to this stuff sometime. After all, I am going to be the wife of a councilman.”

“Hopefully.”

She reached up to kiss him. “Definitely.”

“I don’t teach tomorrow. And you get off, what, about noon on Wednesdays?”

“Why don’t we go after lunch. About one-thirtyish?”

“Now you’re talking.”

On an ordinary Wednesday, he might be out and about, running errands, but this time Gavin stayed home, grading essays. Thao returned just before twelve-thirty, they ate lunch together, and it was twenty after one by the time they pulled into the city hall parking lot. On the sidewalk, two men were walking back and forth in front of the building. Gavin thought at first they were protesting something, but neither of them carried placards or signs. One, in fact, had a briefcase with him, and both of them were dressed in business suits. There seemed something angry about their pacing, however, and he and Thao gave the men a wide berth.

Once in the lobby, Gavin pointed at the glass wall and door of the City Clerk’s office. “Right there,” he said. He noticed that there was a thirtysomething man staffing the front desk rather than the usual young woman, and whether she was off today or merely at lunch, he was glad he wouldn’t have to deal with her.

Thao clutched his hand, squeezing so hard that it hurt.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s him,” she whispered.

Gavin followed Thao’s gaze. She was looking at the man in the City Clerk’s office. “Who’s who?”

“The councilman from Westminster. The one who harassed my dad.”

“That guy?” Gavin pointed.

She slapped his hand down. “Don’t do that!”

“He’s not old enough to have⁠—”

“It’s him.” Gavin could hear the fear in her voice.

The two of them stood in the center of the lobby as three women, talking animatedly, entered the building and walked past them to the elevator. Gavin had no idea what to do. It wasn’t that he disbelieved Thao, exactly, but her claim did stretch credulity, and he wondered if this might be some form of PTSD.

“Look,” he said. “I’ll go in and talk to the guy. Maybe they’ll let you sign the form out here or maybe⁠—”

Her grip tightened. “Don’t go in there. I don’t want you to go in there.”

He peeled her hand from his arm. “I’ll be fine. Even if he is who you say he is, he probably doesn’t remember you—and he certainly doesn’t know me.”

“He’s looking at us.”

She was right, Gavin noticed. The man at the desk did appear to be watching them, but since they were standing alone in the middle of the lobby, it made sense. The desk was facing outward. Where else was he going to look?

“This is a public place. Even if he wanted to do something, he wouldn’t be able to, and I’m not sure he even⁠—”

“I’m scared,” Thao said.

“Don’t worry.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t run for council.”

“Really?” he said, looking at her. “After everything, you think I shouldn’t run?”

“No,” she admitted.

“It’ll be fine,” he promised. “Just wait here a minute. I’ll be right back.”

Before she could reply, Gavin was carrying his packet of forms into the City Clerk’s office. “Hello,” he said, smiling at the man behind the desk. “My name is Gavin Barre, and I’m here to file papers to run for the vacant council seat.” He held out the packet. “I believe I’m supposed to turn them in to you.”

“Has your application been notarized?”

“No.”

“You’ll need to take those papers to the fourth floor and have them notarized before I can accept any submission.”

Rather than looking at him, the man was staring at Thao through the glass. Loudly, Gavin cleared his throat. “Excuse me.”

The man gave him a disinterested glance. “Bring them back once they’re notarized. Our office can’t accept anything until then.”

Pulling back his arm, Gavin carried his packet of filing forms back out to the lobby, where he explained to Thao what the man had said.

“Did he tell you his name?” she asked, glancing over at the City Clerk’s office.

He shook his head.

“Does he talk like an announcer? You know, one of those smooth insincere voices?”

“I’m not sure.” Gavin resisted the temptation to look back and see if the man was watching them. “Let’s just go up, get this stuff notarized, turn it in and get out of here.

Thao nodded. They got into the elevator along with a thin, nerdy-looking guy wearing an unfashionable checkered suit. A nametag pinned to his jacket said Butch. Gavin pressed the button for the fourth floor, and Butch reached in front of him and pressed the button marked 5. On the sleeve of his jacket, Gavin saw what looked like a wide smear of wet blood. He and Thao exchanged a glance, but neither of them said anything until they had gotten off the elevator and its door had shut behind them.

“That was blood,” she said.

“Or paint,” he offered.

“Come on. That was blood. Fresh blood.”

“Maybe he cut himself, maybe…” He couldn’t think of a plausible scenario. “I don’t know. Let’s just get this done and get out of here.” He looked around. A sign said this floor was home to Development Services, whatever that was. He was about to approach a long counter on their left to see if this was where he could get his filing forms notarized, when Thao grabbed his arm.

“It’s him again,” she whispered.

“Who?” he said, following her gaze.

“Him.”

She was right. Standing behind the counter, facing them, was the same man from downstairs. He was wearing different clothes, but there was no doubt that this was the same person.

It can’t be.

It was, though. Gavin knew it, Thao knew it, and from the smirk on the man’s face, he knew it too.

“Stay here,” Gavin told her. “Let me just get this done.”

She nodded, relieved not to be going any further, and he walked up to where the man stood, placing his packet of forms on the countertop in front of him. “I need to get these filing forms notarized,” he said.

“We don’t notarize documents here.”

“I was told that you did.” By you, Gavin thought.

“You were told wrong.”

“Is there someplace else on the fourth floor where I can get this done? I was specifically told to go to the fourth floor.”

“It’s not my job to help you notarize documents. Go to a public notary or a bank or something. How the hell should I know? Just get away from this counter.”

The other men and women behind the counter were looking at him with open hostility, and he turned back toward Thao. He said nothing to her as he approached, but on the opposite side of the elevator, through an open door, he saw a janitor in brown cap and uniform standing at the base of a step ladder, holding a long fluorescent light tube.

It was the same man yet again.

And he was smiling at them.

Gavin couldn’t look back toward the Development Services counter; he was too busy trying to block Thao’s view of the other office. The elevator door opened at their approach, though there was no one either inside or waiting for the elevator, and he quickly ushered her in, exhaling when the door slid shut.

They did not speak until they were outside the building, and she was still trembling as they approached the car.

“How’s that even possible?” he wondered aloud.

She was silent for a moment.

“Thao?”

“You’re going to laugh.”

“After what we just saw? I really don’t think so.”

She met his eyes. “My dad was not exactly a superstitious man. But he was traditional. He believed that there are forces from the other world that sometimes make their way into our world.”

“The other world?”

“Don’t make me say it.”

“The…spirit world?”

She nodded. “He never said anything to me directly, but I overheard him talking to my mom once, about the councilman and the cop, and it sounded to me like he thought he’d encountered them before, or a version of them before, back in Vietnam. He thought they were after him, and I realized that he wasn’t just scared of them because they were authority figures but because he thought they were something else. I think he believed he had done something that caused them to come after him. Despite what my mom tried to tell him, it seemed like he blamed himself.”

“And now you think this guy’s after you?”

She glanced quickly away. “Maybe.”

Gavin was silent.

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

“That’s not true. It’s no screwier than any explanation I might come up with.”

Thao smiled for the first time since they’d arrived at city hall. “Screwier? Who are you, Bugs Bunny?”

He was glad she was able to smile, but he still sensed her tension, and the truth was that he felt it, too. Getting into the car, he saw through the windshield that the two well-dressed men were still pacing on the sidewalk in front of city hall. He wondered if maybe he should just forget about trying to run for city council and stay as far away from here as possible.

No.

Someone needed to set Arovista on the right course, and he didn’t see anyone else stepping up to the plate. As the saying went, if you wanted something done right, you needed to do it yourself. There were problems in this city that affected residents and needed to be solved.

Besides, being on the council would place him in a position where he could find out exactly what was going on within the halls of city government.

The subject lay between them as they drove out of the parking lot and onto the street. He knew that Thao did not want him to run, but thankfully she said nothing about it, and when he told her that he was heading to their bank to get his filing forms notarized, she merely nodded.

He taught on Thursday, but on Friday Gavin had his friend Hugo meet him at city hall in order to act as a witness and sign the filing forms when he submitted them.

This time, there was a different man and a woman, both dressed in business attire, walking back and forth in front of the building. Every so often, one of them paused and appeared to think about going inside, but neither of them did. They simply kept pacing.

“What the hell is that about?” Hugo asked.

“You got me, but two men were doing the same thing the other day when Thao and I were here.”

“Weird.”

“That’s only the beginning.”

Apparently fascinated, Hugo kept his eye on the man and woman as he and Gavin approached the front doors. The woman was close enough for him to greet her with a “Good morning,” but she didn’t respond. Her eyes, Gavin noticed, were wide and staring, and seemed to be focused on something he couldn’t see.

The two of them walked inside. “Are you sure you want to do this?” Hugo said. “I’ll vote for you, of course. But it might be a pretty humbling experience if there’s, like, me, you, Thao, a couple of other people—and the entire rest of the city voting against you.”

“I can handle it,” Gavin promised.

“If you say so.”

The young woman was back in the City Clerk’s office, reading something on an electronic tablet atop her desk, and didn’t bother to look up when he and Hugo walked in.

“I’m submitting my filing papers for the vacant council seat.”

“Yeah. Right over there.” She gestured haphazardly to the left.

“I thought they had to be signed by a witness before I turn them in.” He nodded toward Hugo.

“We don’t really do that anymore.”

“It’s in the instructions.”

“Yeah, well…”

“I did get them notarized.”

The young woman giggled.

“I didn’t have to do that either? The guy who was here on Wednesday said I did.”

“That was Frank. He was joking.”

“It didn’t seem like he was joking.”

“That’s Frank.”

“So I wasted my time and money for nothing?”

“I guess so.” Still smiling, she pointed to a table against the closest wall on which sat a jumbled pile of papers. “Just drop it over there.”

Gavin placed his packet on the top of the pile. He turned back toward the young woman. “Is someone going to email me⁠—”

“Thank you,” she interrupted. “Come again.”

“Will I be sent some sort of acknowledgment⁠—”

“Thank you!”

He was getting annoyed. “I want to speak to your supervisor.”

“The City Clerk?”

“Yes.”

“She’s not in today. Thank you!” The young woman giggled.

“Come on,” Gavin told Hugo disgustedly. “I’ll call back later.”

“I’ll be the one answering the phone!”

Ignoring her, he walked out to the lobby.

“Well, that was fun,” Hugo said when they were outside the building.

“Thanks for doing this,” Gavin told him. “Even though it turned out to be a big waste of time.”

“No problem, dude.” There was a slight hesitation. “But are you sure you want to do this? Be on the city council?”

“Of course. You know what’s happening in this stupid city. Someone has to hold their feet to the fire.”

“You’re right, you’re right.” Another pause. “But…does it have to be you?”

Gavin frowned. “What’s all this about?”

“I don’t know, but when I walked into that place…” He shook his head. “To quote Han Solo and Indiana Jones, ‘I have a bad feeling about this.’”

Gavin looked at him. “You’re joking, right?”

“I’m not,” he said, and he wasn’t.

Gavin had a bad feeling, too, but he didn’t want to admit it, and after bidding goodbye to his friend in the parking lot, he walked quickly back to his car, not looking at the building behind him.
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ON MONDAY morning, Janice reported to Code Enforcement. She was finally out of the City Attorney’s office, and this time she would not be subbing as a secretary or file clerk but would be out in the field with veteran enforcement officers, performing inspections and making sure city codes were being followed. Since she’d never done anything remotely like this before and didn’t know if she was even qualified to do so, she couldn’t help wondering if it was her…meeting…with the developer to help the City Attorney in his negotiations that had led to this current assignment.

Quickly, she pushed the memory out of her mind. Just thinking about that encounter, as she preferred to label it, filled her with humiliation and an almost unbearable shame. She had a sudden desire to spit.

Wallace Deets, head of the Code Enforcement division, led her past several cubicles to a large assignment board on the back wall. She had been paired, Janice saw, with someone named Raul. “You two will be going out to check on vendors,” Wallace told her. “Raul will fill you in on the details. If he ever gets here.” She could hear the annoyance in his voice.

“So until then?” she asked.

“I don’t really have much for you to do. Familiarize yourself with the codes, I guess.” He pointed toward a low bookcase to the right of the assignment board. On its two shelves were a series of numbered white binders. “There’s probably an empty desk you can use. Otherwise, just find yourself a table and a chair.”

Janice was surprised. “Those are the codes? They’re not on the computer?”

“We haven’t had time to digitize them. Someday, maybe. In the meantime, everything’s in the books.” He bent down and withdrew a binder with a big number 3 stenciled on its side, handing it to her. “Here. These are the rules for food preparation and sales, which is what you’ll be investigating today. You can follow Raul’s lead, if he ever shows up.” Wallace scowled. “But it won’t hurt for you to know your way around the codes as well.”

Accepting the binder, Janice looked around for a place to sit as Wallace started talking to a young woman who had come over to ask him a question. There were no empty desks, but she found a small table between two sets of file cabinets and set up shop there.

The binder was thick—there were a lot of pages—and the type was small. She was amazed by how many city codes there were that governed restaurants, food trucks and other entities that sold prepared food to the public. There was no way she would be able to memorize even one percent of the rules, so rather than try, she flipped pages at random while waiting for Raul to show up. Her eye happened upon a regulation stating that within the city limits of Arovista, no human meat could be prepared or sold between the hours of noon and midnight.

Did that mean that it was legal to sell human meat between midnight and noon?

Janice frowned. There were always wacky laws and regulations still on the books from a hundred years ago that forbade dancing on Sunday or swimming after sunset, and were so obscure that they had not been rescinded. This was probably something like that. But then she turned to another random page and was confronted with Code 145-B: “Butchery of a Zebra may not take place on a Surface used to prepare Mango Salsa.”

Was that something that had ever come up?

She flipped to the last page of the binder. Code 678-C: “Blood-flavored ice cream may not be sold out of any cart or mobile unit but may be offered in restaurants that were established more than eight years prior to the sale and have a single dining room able to seat more than twenty people.”

There were plenty of normal and reasonable rules on the page before her, on all of the pages, in fact, but interspersed with the practical protocols were some truly incomprehensible regulations.

“Are you Janice?”

She jumped at the sound of the voice.

Standing next to her was a chunky, casually dressed man with dark skin and a slight Mexican accent. She’d neither heard nor seen him approach and wondered if her hearing and peripheral vision were going.

“I’m Raul,” he said. “Wallace told me we’re going to be working together.” He offered a hand that she didn’t want to shake, and she made a show of closing the binder and getting out of her chair, taking so long that his hand finally dropped.

“Glad to meet you,” she said, before walking past him and returning the binder to its shelf.

He followed her. “So you’re a temp?”

“Kind of.”

“Well, this is Code Enforcement. We find vendors who aren’t registered to do business in the city, or don’t follow health regulations, and shut them down.”

“I know what Code Enforcement does. I worked for the city for twenty years. In Transportation.”

“Oh.”

“Now I’m just helping departments that are shorthanded.”

“Good then.”

“You’re still going to have to walk me through his. Basically, I know what you do, but I don’t know how to do it.”

“No problem.” The two of them started walking. “If this was a normal day, we’d be following the monthly inspection schedule, but we had a report of a taco cart illegally set up on the corner of Schaffer and Washington, so that’s where we’re headed now.” He grinned. “Time to lay down the law.”

Raul gave Wallace the high sign as they walked by. “We’re off, boss!”

The division head nodded his assent, and Janice followed as Raul led the way to the stairwell. “Don’t trust that elevator,” he explained. “And exercise is good for you.”

She didn’t trust the stairs, but there were no incidents as they walked down to the first floor. They even encountered several people heading up. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen the stairwell this crowded.

Exiting through the rear of the building, they walked to the small lot between city hall and the police station where vehicles from the motor pool were parked. Raul had reserved a white car with yellow roof lights and full-color city insignia on both front doors. Different from but related to a police car, it strongly implied official authority.

Raul was a terrible driver, and didn’t even wear his seatbelt, but Janice said nothing as they sped toward Arovista’s generic suburban sprawl of a downtown.

“So how do we do this?” she asked. “Do you issue them a citation, fine them or…?”

“Personally, I play it by ear. There are many options at the disposal of your friendly local code enforcement officer.”

“So…?”

“We’ll see when we get there. I have a good feeling about this. I think it’ll be fun.”

Six stoplights later, they were approaching the corner of Schaffer Street and Washington Boulevard, where a sad-looking, dark-skinned older man in a dirty cowboy hat sat under a multicolored umbrella behind a metal pushcart. A whiteboard leaning against the cart displayed prices for various types of tamales. Raul drove slowly past, then circled the next block and came back around, parking across the street.

“So what’s the violation?” Janice asked.

“I’m pretty sure we’ll find more than one.”

“Are we going to give him a warning?”

“Hell no. We’re throwing the book at this guy.”

Janice glanced over at Raul, surprised. The vendor was one of his people, and she’d figured he’d want to protect the man, but it was unwise to openly say such a thing lest she be perceived as racist, so she kept her opinion to herself. Personally, she was happy. As far as she was concerned, these immigrants were a blight on the community, and it was about time the City cracked down on them. When she was little, Orange County had been almost entirely white and was a better place for it. Now Santa Ana was mostly Mexican, Vietnamese had taken over Garden Grove, and minorities were pretty much everywhere, in every city.

They got out of the car. Raul opened up the trunk, withdrawing a baseball bat which he handed to her before taking out a claw hammer for himself. “Ready to rock?” He smiled broadly, obviously pleased to be doing this.

Janice felt a little touch of excitement herself, and she walked with him across the street.

Raul nodded at the bat. “He threatens either of us in any way, you use that to hit him in the nuts. Otherwise, stand back and learn.” Still smiling, he approached the cart. “Hola, amigo!”

The vendor looked at him suspiciously.

“Habla Ingles?”

“Si.”

“We’ll do it that way, then.” Raul pointed to the cart. “Let’s start with your business license. Where is it? It’s supposed to be prominently displayed at all times.”

“Que?”

“I thought you spoke English.”

“Si. I do.”

“Okay, then. Where’s your business license?”

The old man stared at him blankly.

Raul lifted the claw hammer. “Is it here?” He brought the tool down on the top of the cart. “Is it here?” He swung hard at the metal cart’s front side.

“Stop!” the vendor cried.

“You don’t seem to understand, señor. If you want to sell in Arovista, you have to follow the rules.”

“I sell only tamales!”

“And if you want to sell them here, you need to follow the rules. Rule one: get a permit.” Raul hit the side of the cart with the claw hammer. “Rule two: sell only at appointed locations.” He hit the cart again. “Rule three⁠—”

“Stop!” Moving out from behind the food cart, the old man tried to grab Raul’s arm and stop him from swinging again.

Janice hit him with the bat.

The angle was wrong, and she couldn’t reach his balls, but the bat connected with his side and the left half of his butt, and he fell to the sidewalk screaming.

Raul kicked over the cart, and tamales and steaming water spilled out as the lid flew open. A finger of hot water flowed under the vendor’s bare arm, and he rolled away from it, his screams even louder.

“Now clean this mess up,” Raul ordered. “And if the City finds you operating illegally again, the consequences won’t be so mild. Comprende?” He motioned for Janice to follow, and the two of them started back across the street toward the car.

Behind them, she could hear the old man crying out in pain.

“Ahhh. It’s good to work for the City,” Raul said, smiling.

“Yes it is,” Janice agreed. She got in the front seat of the car and looked over at him. “So…what’s next?”
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She’d gotten a full night’s sleep, with no nightmares for once, but waking up Saturday morning, Janice was restless and ill-at-ease. It felt to her as though there was something she ought to do—needed to do—but she could not for the life of her figure out what that might be. All through breakfast, the sensation nagged at her, and it was not until she walked outside to check for her newspaper, and saw the lawn that the gardeners had not yet mowed, that she remembered the overgrown weeds on the street medians and other City property.

What she should be doing, she realized, was pulling weeds for the City.

Changing into jeans and a comfortable work shirt, Janice decided to start at the spot on Grove Avenue where she’d first noticed landscaping issues. Parking at a McDonald’s across the street, she waited for a pause in the traffic, then ran out. To her surprise, other men and women were already working along the length of the median, each of them, like her, an employee of the City. She knew some, recognized others, but none of them spoke or even acknowledged the existence of their coworkers. In their own bubbles, they knelt or squatted on the ground, single-mindedly devoting themselves to the task at hand. One woman from Purchasing had brought a trowel and a pair of gloves, but the rest were using their bare fingers to pull up weeds.

Janice chose a spot closer to the intersection than anyone else, and got down on her knees, yanking out, one by one, the oversized dandelions that had sprouted between the planted succulents. Like the other workers, she dropped the weeds she picked over the low cement curb onto the street, where one of the new sweepers could later vacuum them up.

She’d accumulated an impressive trail of plucked weeds and was nearing the end of the median when a horn honked next to her. Startled, Janice looked up to see a white Lexus, a confused Monica poking her head out of the open driver’s-side window.

“Mom, what the hell are you doing?”

“I’m helping maintain City property.” Several of the other employees, she noticed, had moved off the median and were weeding the small square areas around the trees the City had planted adjacent to the sidewalk.

“Is that part of your job?”

“No. I’m a volunteer.”

“What the hell is going on here? I’m on my way to see you, and you’re on your hands and knees in the middle of the street pulling weeds! I drove by twice to make sure it was you.”

A horn honked behind her, and Monica motioned for the driver to go around.

“Mom?”

“Go. I’ll be fine.”

“But I came to see you.”

“I need to finish this section.” She bent down and yanked out a strand of crab grass.

Another horn honked, and Monica said, “Stay right there. I’ll be back in a minute.” She drove forward, made a U-turn at the stoplight, parked her car in front of a laundromat and hurried across the lanes to where Janice was attempting to uproot a particularly stubborn dandelion. She squatted next to her mother. “Okay. What is all this?”

“What is what?”

“This! It looks to me like the city is trying to save money by cutting back on maintenance and forcing employees to volunteer their time to take up the slack.”

“Not at all. I just feel like I should…help.”

“You’re already back to five days a week. They can’t take your weekends, too.”

Janice looked at her daughter. How could she explain the need she had to do this when she didn’t understand it herself? She glanced across the street at her fellow workers, toiling alone on the busy street, knowing that they’d all woken up this morning with exactly the same compulsion.

“This is my city,” Janice said, in what was only a slightly exaggerated rationalization. “I want it to look nice. Volunteering to help beautify the City is no different than volunteering to pick up trash on the beach or collect canned goods for the homeless.”

Monica wasn’t buying it. “There’s something off here, something you’re not telling me.”

Her fingers finally freed the stubborn roots of the dandelion, and Janice yanked it out. “No there’s not.”

“You know, I had a dream about you last night. That’s why I was coming by to see you this morning⁠—”

Janice stiffened.

“Stupid, I know. But it scared the hell out of me. And then when I called and you didn’t answer the phone…”

“What was your dream?”

“You were trapped in city hall after hours. I don’t know if you were in the bathroom or got lost in whatever work you were doing, but everyone else left and the building was locked up, and they didn’t find you until morning.” There was a hitch in Monica’s voice. “You were in the basement, and you died. I got the phone call, and it was so real! I woke up, and I wasn’t sure if it had actually happened or not. That’s why I tried to call you, and why, when you didn’t answer, I decided to drive over. Only…you were here. In the middle of the street. Pulling weeds.”

The basement. Janice’s heart was pounding, but she forced herself to put on a reassuring smile. “It was just a dream. I’m fine.”

“Are you?”

“Of course!”

“Then why are you here on a Saturday morning?”

“I told you.”

Monica looked at her with a weird expression. “It’s city hall. There’s something wrong with that place.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not. It’s why you’re here. It’s why you don’t have time for me or your friends. Heck, it’s why you didn’t have time for Daddy.”

“Don’t you dare⁠—”

“It does something to you, Mom. Can’t you see that? It always has.”

She did see it, but that was not something she was willing to admit to her daughter. “Monica…” she began.

“You’re more loyal to the city than you are to your own family. I mean, you even went back after you retired. You couldn’t stay away, and that’s not normal.” She gestured around. “Even on your free time, even working for nothing, you’re still doing the city’s bidding.”

There was some truth in what she said. Janice recognized it but…she didn’t care. She was a City employee. There was nothing wrong with that. In fact, she was proud of it. And she should be proud! It was the city that had always been there for her, not her ne’er-do-well husband or her ungrateful daughter.

“Come on, Mom,” Monica said gently. “Let’s go home.”

So you can dutifully spend an obligatory morning with me and then forget about me and return in another two weeks? she wanted to say. But instead, she patted her daughter’s hand and said, “Why don’t I meet you there? You go and get some tea started. I’ll just finish up this section real fast.” And she bent down and grabbed the stem of another dandelion.
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Working for Code Enforcement was invigorating.

On Wednesday, she and Raul, following the monthly inspection schedule, checked in on a Chinese restaurant and discovered that there were three unrefrigerated Peking ducks hanging in a window at the rear of the kitchen. It didn’t matter that this was a centuries-old culinary technique, or that Janice had actually had the restaurant’s Peking duck before and enjoyed it without incident; health codes required that the meat be refrigerated, following specific regulations for the preparation of poultry sold to the public.

Ignoring the yammering of the kitchen workers, Raul cut down the ducks and took them out back, tossing them into a dumpster in the alley. “Violation,” he said when he returned. He knocked over a pot of broth boiling on one of the stoves. “Violation.” He used his arm to swipe a pile of chopped garlic and ginger onto the floor. “Violation,” he said.

“You do this!” The owner of the restaurant pointed at him accusingly. “We have clean kitchen!”

Raul pointed back. “Violation.” He began marking up a checklist attached to a clipboard he took from Janice. “You have one week to fix these problems. Otherwise, we’re shutting you down.”

“But we stay open?”

“You didn’t let me finish.” He made another mark on the checklist. “You are closed for the week. This will give you time to resolve these issues and make sure you don’t kill anyone with your unsanitary food preparation. If, in seven days, everything is not up to code, your restaurant’s permanently shuttered. Got it?”

The owner nodded.

“Now close up and kick out all your customers.”

They waited while the man did so, and when he returned, Raul cocked a finger, beckoning him to come closer. The owner approached warily, and Raul spoke into his ear. “If I ever see unrefrigerated ducks hanging in this kitchen again, I will chop off your testicles and hang them in the window. Do you know what I’m saying? Testicles—do you know what those are?”

The man nodded.

“Good. Then we understand each other.”

Raul helped himself to a handful of fortune cookies on the way out, and gave one to Janice as they walked out to the car parked in front of the restaurant. “Hey, I’ll be ‘offered an excellent opportunity,’” he read. “What’s your fortune say?”

She unwrapped and cracked open a cookie. “‘Your friendships are a blessing.’ And I have lottery numbers!”

“Play them. We’re having a lucky day so far.”

The day grew even luckier. On their way to a Japanese restaurant cited last month by a county health inspector for passing off previously frozen fish as fresh, they saw an ice cream truck parked in front of an apartment complex, with a crowd of excited children gathered on the adjacent sidewalk. “That doesn’t ring a bell,” Raul said. “Pull over.”

Janice was driving, and she parked across the street from the ice cream truck as Raul scrolled through his phone. “I thought so!” he said. “No sign of a business license or selling permit, and I’m willing to bet the freezer units on that vehicle are not up to code. Let’s walk over and introduce ourselves to Mr. Frosty.”

He was another immigrant, Janice was happy to learn. Spanish speaking. She was in charge of chasing away the kids, while Raul laid down the law for the man in his native tongue. The popsicle seller ended up following them to a dumpster behind a supermarket, where they oversaw the disposal of his entire inventory. Afterward, Raul spoke to him in harsh Spanish, and, visibly shaken, the man nodded silently and drove carefully away under their watchful eyes.

“So what’d you tell him?” Janice asked.

“I let him know that if I saw him selling in Arovista again, he would end up in that freezer. I’m pretty sure he got the message.”

“I’m pretty sure he did.”

Every day working with Code Enforcement was fun, and Janice regretted that she’d spent so many years stuck behind a desk in city hall. This is what she should have been doing all along. She loved being out here, cracking down on scofflaws, and if her time at the City Attorney’s Office⁠—

and her encounter in the conference room

—had led to this…well, maybe it had been worth it.

Even if her partner was a Mexican.
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HIS MOM brought it up.

It was a Sunday morning and Paul was helping her unload the week’s worth of groceries they’d just brought back after shopping, when she said, tentatively, “Now that you’re gainfully employed, have you given any thought to finding your own place?”

Surprised and a little thrown, he didn’t know how to respond and tried to turn it into a joke. “Are you kicking me out?”

“No,” she said quickly. “Of course not. And you shouldn’t make any moves until you pass that probation period. But I just thought you might be planning ahead and maybe thinking about getting an apartment or something.”

The truth was that he had been considering it, if somewhat guiltily. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the idea of living on his own and leaving his mom alone, but the fact that she was thinking about it, too, and seemed okay with the idea, definitely took some of the pressure off. “Eventually,” he told her.

“At your age, you might be needing a little more privacy…”

Paul groaned inwardly, recognizing the direction in which this conversation was headed. It was edging perilously close to the topic of female companionship—the subject he least liked to discuss with his mom—and he cut her off with, “There’s plenty of time to figure all that out.”

“You’re right,” she said. “You’re right.” And the subject was dropped.

Oddly, or maybe not so oddly, he’d actually had a potential romantic interest in mind when he thought his mom was going to go there.

Iolanthe.

It was far too early to even think about the two of them being together, but he was willing to admit to himself that he might be interested. Because the truth was that eating lunch in the park with Iolanthe had become part of his daily routine at work, and while he still pretended as though their meetings were little more than a matter of convenience, the truth was that he looked forward to seeing her. Lunch had become the high point of his workday, and on weekends he missed it.

His mom handed him a carton of orange juice, and he put it in the refrigerator.

If he did end up finding his own apartment, Paul thought, it would definitely be someplace closer to work. He had grown to hate the commute, even though he knew several people whose commutes were much longer.

He suddenly realized he didn’t know where Iolanthe lived. Was her home in Arovista? Did she live with her parents? Or a roommate? Or by herself?

He wondered how long it took her to get to work.

Maybe he should ask.

But it turned out to be a busy and confusing week, and he forgot to bring up the subject. On Monday, a delegation arrived from Aileen, Arovista’s sister city in Nebraska, and both Whit and Anita had long closed-door meetings with their Nebraskan counterparts, while Paul and Darcy were tasked with entertaining their assistants. He suggested the four of them go on a tour of city hall, but a clearly cowed Darcy said meekly that Anita had instructed her to go over a preprepared syllabus in her office. Whit, on the other hand, had left everything up to him, and Paul took one of the Nebraskans around to different departments, the two of them casually chatting about their jobs and respective city halls, while Darcy went over her assigned presentation with the other. Later, they switched. When Paul asked the second administrative assistant about his meeting with Darcy, the young man shook his head. “She’s a weird one.”

The next several days were taken up with writing a series of public announcements about the visit by Aileen representatives, as well as press releases and website entries about Arovista’s other sister cities and the sister city program in general. Whit, Anita and the City Manager himself provided many additional notes, which required a lot of extra—and, to his mind, unnecessary—work before he was allowed to send anything out.

But at least he was doing what he’d been hired to do.

On Friday, morning traffic was light, and he arrived at city hall a little earlier than usual. There were few vehicles in the parking lot, and rather than go inside, Paul remained in his car, listening to the radio. Moments later, a Mercedes pulled into the space next to him, and from the sedan emerged Dave Petris, the director of Administrative Services.

Wearing a bathing suit and flip-flops.

Paul stayed where he was, watching the shirtless man walk across the parking lot and into the building before daring to get out of his car. There was a tingle in the back of his mind telling him that maybe it would be a good idea to head home and call in sick today. Petris had not been carrying a gun and there was no place on his person where one could have been concealed, but the feeling that he had snapped and might do something that would end up on the nightly news was strong.

Stupidly, perhaps, Paul got out of the car and went into city hall. There was no sign of Dave Petris, but in the lobby waiting for the elevator, a man dressed as though he was attending a Renaissance Faire was standing next to a woman wearing only pasties and a g-string.

What the hell was going on?

The elevator door slid open, and both the man and the woman, chatting amiably, stepped inside. Paul thought about waiting for the elevator to take them to their floor and return, but at the last second got in with them, since there was no guarantee that if he waited, another even more strangely dressed person wouldn’t show up. He knew he could use the stairs instead, but six floors was a long way up, and the one time he had taken the stairs, he had felt very uncomfortable. The steps were steep, the stairwell dark and narrow, and he kept thinking that if there were an earthquake, he would be dead. The same was probably true if he got stuck in the elevator during a major quake, but somehow the elevator didn’t have that same oppressive feeling as the stairs.

Paul faced forward, staring at the door, with Robin Hood and the stripper behind him. They were talking about the city’s new payroll system, the most mundane matter possible, and when the elevator stopped at the third floor, the man politely said, “Excuse me.”

Paul stepped aside to let him pass. The woman exited with him, and as they walked to the left and out of his sight, he saw Iolanthe and her two coworkers in Central Services, all three of them wearing primitive animal masks.

Irrationally, Paul felt an instinctive rush of fear.

The elevator door was closing, but before it did, he stepped out, uneasily, watching the three animal-masked young women move between computers and copiers. Which one was Iolanthe? He couldn’t tell. None of them seemed like themselves, and there was something vaguely sinister in the way they shuffled about, cocking their heads as though listening for noises he could not hear.

He wanted to ask Iolanthe what was going on. As he approached the counter, the middle figure, wearing a white panther mask, separated from the other two and walked toward him.

“Iolanthe?” he said.

“Who else?” Her voice was not merely muffled but sounded lower than usual.

“What…” he began. “Why are you dressed like that? What’s going on here?”

“It’s Casual Friday,” she said.

He frowned. “Casual Friday? I’ve worked here for a while now, and there’s never been a Casual Friday before.”

“It’s infrequent,” she admitted.

“And no one told me about it.”

“Maybe they thought you knew.”

Was this Iolanthe? The voice didn’t seem right, but if it wasn’t her, that meant she was one of the other two, and why would she go along with such a pointless deception?

The uneasiness returned. “I’d better get upstairs,” he said. “See you later.”

The panther head nodded silently, and he moved back to the elevator, which had apparently not yet left since it opened as soon as he pushed the button.

On the sixth floor, he walked the gauntlet past inappropriately mini-skirted older women in Redevelopment, and what appeared to be a visiting farmer and his Grant Woodish wife strolling through the wide hallway. When he reached the assistant city manager’s area, Fiona, dressed in bizarre monklike sackcloth, told him, “HR needs to see you. Now.”

He wanted to ask why, but the secretary’s tone of voice did not invite a followup response, and Paul nodded, turning back the way he had come. What had he done? Was he being fired? He thought he’d been doing well, but he was still within his probation period, so the idea was not completely out of the question.

The HR department was packed with ordinarily dressed citizens as well as outlandishly attired employees, and Paul took a seat on the bench in the hallway, intending to wait until the crowd thinned out. Behind him, the department bulletin board displayed notices for job openings (wasn’t there supposed to be a moratorium on hiring?) and various wanted posters (shouldn’t those be posted at the police department?).

He was not forced to wait long. Elaine Mamo, who had clearly been expecting him, opened a door onto the corridor and called his name. Standing, he followed her into her office.

“Have a seat,” she said, gesturing to the chair in front of her desk.

He sat opposite her, and she seemed to examine him for a moment before speaking. “So why aren’t you participating in Casual Friday?” she asked.

This was why he’d been asked to come?

“I didn’t know about it,” he admitted. “No one told me.”

“It was an idea thought up by the City Manager’s Office, and you work for the City Manager’s Office—yet you know nothing about it.”

“That’s right.”

“Strains credulity, don’t you think?”

“No offense, but your Casual Friday looks less casual and more…like a costume party.”

“Different people have different interpretations.”

“And you don’t seem to be dressed particularly casually yourself.”

Elaine smiled. “But I am. Oh, I’ll admit that this skirt doesn’t seem especially casual, but underneath it, I am very casual.” She leaned forward. “No panties,” she confided. “I am sans underwear. Free in the breeze. Can’t get more casual than that.” She stood, preparing to lift her skirt. “Would you like to see?”

“That’s okay,” he said, embarrassed.

Elaine laughed. “Did you actually think I was going to flash you? This is the HR department. We handle harassment complaints and train people about sexual harassment. The last thing I would do is show you my big hairy pussy.”

Her words were as inappropriate as her actions, and Paul wondered what would happen if the HR director heard her talk like this. Against his will, he had a slight erection, and he surreptitiously pressed down on it, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

She sat again, smoothing her skirt.

The office lights flickered, and the room suddenly seemed colder.

“Uh oh. Feet up,” Elaine said. She swung her feet onto the desk, and in that brief second he saw that she hadn’t been lying. She wasn’t wearing any underwear.

Then one of those things appeared, speeding silently over the flat carpet of the office. He yanked his feet up. Maybe it was because he’d seen clearly its hideous form crouched near the sink in the first-floor bathroom, but the creature no longer appeared as indeterminate in shape as it had originally. Even as it sped past, its rodentlike body and primate features seemed obvious to him, and from within the tangle of dark hair, he thought he could discern a sharp-toothed smile.

Moments later, it was gone, and they both put their feet down.

“Was there anything else you wanted?” Elaine asked, as though he had called for this meeting.

Paul shook his head and stood.

“Next time a little more casual, then. Okay?” She motioned toward her lap, smiling at him.

Not speaking, he left.

On his way out, he glanced at the bulletin board in the corridor and saw, looking out at him from one of the wanted posters, the face of the woman he’d seen snatched on the alternate fourth floor.
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As always, he met Iolanthe for lunch. She had left her mask in Central Services, and seemed like herself again as they walked across the street to the park.

“Am I the only one who didn’t dress casually today?” he asked.

“No,” she said slowly. “I saw some others, too.” There was a pause. “But it’s frowned upon. Next time, you should really try to participate.”

“When is next time?”

“Hard to say.” She smiled at him. “But I’ll be sure to give you a heads-up.”

“Thanks.”

They sat down at the same picnic table where he had first talked to her—what he’d come to think of as their table—and unpacked their respective lunches. He tried to come up with a way to casually suggest that, one of these days, instead of brown bagging it at the park, they should go out and get something to eat at a restaurant. Well, maybe not a real restaurant. A fast-food joint of some kind. One they could drive to, eat at, and come back from during their allotted lunch hour. Although he didn’t want to specify that this would be a date. If she wanted it to be a date, it could be…but if she wanted it to be just a couple of friends hanging out, it could be that, too. Then she took out a sandwich, started talking, and he missed the opportunity to make any suggestion at all.

“There’s a rumor that they’re going to outsource the print shop,” Iolanthe said. “You’re in the city manager’s office. I was wondering if you’d heard anything about it.”

“I don’t hear anything about anything,” Paul admitted. “I work there, but I’m completely out of the loop. I don’t even know what the print shop is. I’ve never heard of it before.”

“They’re part of Central Services. The three of us girls do copying, paste-up and graphic design, but if agendas or flyers or bulletins or budget books need to be physically printed, the print shop does it. They have their own printing press and everything. It’s two guys, basically. Tang and Dang. They’re brothers, I think.”

“Haven’t heard anything about it.”

“I admit that with the push to go paperless, they don’t have as much work as they used to, but that printing press is still running an awful lot, and those two’ve been working at city hall forever. It’s not fair if the city’s going to start sending out that work when we can do it here. Especially since we already have the machines.”

“I guess I could ask,” Paul said tentatively.

Iolanthe smiled. “Could you? That would be great! We just want to know what’s going on. Because if they outsource the print shop, the next step might be us.”

“Okay, your turn.” He took a sip of his Coke. “What do you know about Darcy, Anita Farber’s assistant?”

She shrugged. “Not much. She never comes down to Central Services. In fact, she’s seldom off the sixth floor. You probably have more contact with her than I do.”

“I doubt that. Besides, you’ve been here longer. I thought you might have heard something.”

“She’s never exactly been a hot topic of conversation. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. I sort of had to work with her this week—or I was supposed to work with her—but we ended up splitting duties, and when I did deal with her, she seemed kind of off in her own little world. Besides, I’ve seen the way Anita treats her, and it’s…shocking, to be honest. I mean, if I was treated that way, I’d file a complaint or quit, but I definitely wouldn’t put up with it. So I was wondering what her story was.”

“I honestly have no idea.”

“I guess she’ll just have to remain a mystery.”

“Does that intrigue you?” she teased.

Not as much as you intrigue me, he wanted to say, but that wasn’t a line he could ever pull off, and instead he responded, “Not really.”

Then they switched subjects, really talking for the first time about life outside work, and he learned that she did live in Arovista, in an apartment she shared with her brother.

At least she didn’t have a live-in boyfriend.

Walking back across the street to city hall, Iolanthe reminded him again to ask about the print shop, and he promised he would.

“By the way,” he said, “where did you get that mask? Where did all of you get those masks?”

Her expression darkened. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Okay,” he said.

Weird.

They walked the rest of the way in silence. Saying goodbye once the elevator opened onto the third floor, he saw Beth and Yuko moving around in their animal masks behind the counter. Once more, he experienced an almost instinctive fear at the sight of them, and he was glad that the door closed before Iolanthe put on her mask.

Ordinarily, he and Whit did not have personal conversations, but later that afternoon, when the two of them had finished completing a state grant application, Paul casually asked the assistant city manager if the print shop was going to be contracted out. “I’ve heard rumors,” he said.

Whit fixed him with an uncharacteristically hard stare. “What rumors? From who?”

“Nothing. No one,” he responded lamely.

“You just told me you heard rumors about the print shop. What rumors? And who did you hear them from?”

“I just overheard someone in the elevator say that the guys in the print shop were going to be laid off,” he lied. “I was wondering if you knew anything about it.”

“Why do you care? What business is it of yours?”

“I was just curious.”

“Curiosity killed the cat. And whether employees are or are not going to be laid off is not your concern.”

“Sorry,” Paul said.

“Don’t you have something to do?”

Retreating to his desk, Paul buried himself in busywork, responding to a series of emails from one of his Nebraskan counterparts asking for details about minor differences between their cities.

After work, he waited outside the building, costumed employees passing by him on their way to the parking lot until, behind a man dressed as a hobo, he saw Beth, Yuko and Iolanthe. All three had removed their masks, and Paul waved Iolanthe over. She said goodbye to her friends, walked to where he stood, and he told her that he’d brought up the print shop with Whit.

“And?”

“He really didn’t want to talk about it. He told me to mind my own business and gave me a creepy lecture about how curiosity killed the cat.”

“Doesn’t sound good,” Iolanthe said.

“No, it doesn’t.”

She put a hand on his arm. “Thanks for trying.”

It was the first time she had touched him, and he tried to pretend as though it was no big deal as the two of them walked slowly out to the parking lot. “Let me ask you something,” he said. He was feeling close to her, and there was no one else to whom he could bring up this concern. “Have you ever had anything weird happen to you on the fourth floor?”

“Weird like what?”

That wasn’t exactly a no, and he decided to jump right in, telling her about seeing the middle-aged, well-dressed woman yanked into a side room on a fourth floor that looked like the hallway of a cheap hotel—and then seeing her face today on a wanted poster in the HR office.

Iolanthe looked at him. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Doesn’t sound familiar, huh?”

She shook her head, and Paul could not tell whether she believed him or not.

“Did the wanted poster have the woman’s name on it?” she asked hesitantly. “Did it say what she was wanted for?”

He shook his head. “That’s the thing. It was just her picture under the word ‘WANTED.’ And below that was a number to call if you see her, a police number, I guess. Some of the other posters are like that, too, although most of them list a crime the person is wanted for. And a name. You can go up there and see for yourself.”

Iolanthe nodded but didn’t say any more, and seconds later, they parted, saying goodbye.

Paul walked to his car and got in, sitting there for a moment, staring out the windshield at city hall. He thought he’d feel better after unburdening himself, but there was no sense of relief, only further recognition that the incident had happened to him and him alone.

That night, he had the first stress dream he could remember since struggling through a math class his first year of college. The woman from the fourth floor was in it. So was Elaine Mamo from HR. And Iolanthe, wearing her panther mask.

It had something to do with a basement beneath city hall.
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THE YANGS’ utility bill arrived in the mail on Saturday and was so unexpectedly high that Danny decided to pay in person in order to find out what was going on. Armed with his checkbook, he drove to city hall during his lunch hour Monday, and was directed to the Revenue counter, where he waited in line behind three other people before being able to speak with the clerk.

He placed his bill on the counter. “I got this in the mail the other day, and I think the city must have made a mistake. It’s twenty dollars higher than it should be, than it was last month. I was wondering if you could tell me what happened.”

The bored girl behind the counter ignored his request. “Are you going to pay your bill or what?”

“After I get this problem straightened out.”

“Look, you can pay your bill here, but for any questions, you have to talk to Public Services on the fifth floor. Next!” She motioned for him to step aside, shifting her attention to the woman in line behind him.

Annoyed, Danny went back out to the lobby and took the elevator up to the fifth floor. Following displayed signs and arrows, he found his way to the proper window. There was no line here, and he told the ornately mustachioed man behind the glass that he had a question about his utility bill.

“Did you bring it with you?”

Danny slid the rectangular piece of paper through the slot at the bottom of the window. “It went way up this month.”

“Let’s look at it.” The man typed something into his computer. “This bill is for trash, water and sewer.”

“Yes.”

“I see what happened. We recently started an effluent monitoring program, and your household flushes more solid waste than any of your neighbors, which is why your bill is higher. You’re being billed at the second-tier rate. If you want to get your bill down, I suggest you don’t defecate as much. Maybe eat a little less. If you evacuated your bowels at work instead of home, or your wife and kids went to a fast-food restaurant or someplace else with a public toilet…”

Danny could feel the heat of embarrassment flush his face. “I’m not having this conversation.”

The man pushed the bill back through the slot.

“So I need to pay the full two hundred and twenty dollars?”

“Two hundred and forty.”

“What?” He held up the bill. “It says two twenty. Right here.”

“Yes, but that’s before you talked to me. Questioning the amount you were billed means that you need to pay a twenty-dollar complaint fee. If you want, you can pay just the amount on your bill, and the complaint fee will be added onto your next billing statement, but there will be interest charged, so it’ll end up being more. If I were you, I’d pay the whole thing now.”

“So these new rates are permanent.”

“Until they’re changed again, yes.”

“Tell me, what are poor families going to do? Especially ones with kids and grandparents and other relatives all living under the same roof?”

“Oh, the city offers assistance to those with low incomes. I’m not sure you qualify—you’d have to provide us with your last year’s income tax statement—but the city does have a program where poorer residents can work off their debt.”

“That’s a joke, right?”

“Oh no, sir. Our Corp Yard always needs able-bodied men to help out.”

“And what, exactly, is a ‘Corp Yard’?”

“You may pay your bill downstairs on the first floor. Good day.” The man turned away from the window.

What the hell was going on? At the very least, this deserved an email to the city council and a letter to the local newspaper. An ‘effluent monitoring program’? Whoever heard of such a thing? Ridiculous! People needed to be informed about what was happening in their city so they could rise up and do something about it.

Returning to the first floor, Danny waited in a long line at the Revenue counter and paid his bill—including the extra $20 complaint fee.

He hadn’t had time to eat lunch and was going to be late getting back to work, so he decided to take a shortcut, driving through one of the poorer areas of the city. The street was narrow, the houses and apartments in disrepair, and he wondered as he passed by how many of these residents were going to end up paying off increases to their utility bills by performing manual labor for the city.
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April Corbett smoothed her son’s soft hair as he closed his eyes tightly and held his hands over his ears. “What is it, sweetie?”

But she knew the answer already. She knew exactly what was scaring him. It was the same thing that had been scaring him for the past three weeks.

The street sweeper.

It was far away, but she could still hear it coming.

For some reason, the city had recently switched out their old street sweepers for newer ones which were much louder. And not just louder. The noise was cacophonous in a way not merely mechanical or industrial, but somehow organic. The noise contained multitudes.

“Make it stop!” Colton cried. “Make it stop!”

She put her arm around him. “It’s okay,” she said calmly. “Everything’s all right.”

The truth was that she didn’t like the sound the sweeper made, either, although that was not something she would ever admit. She thought of Michael Keaton in Mr. Mom, telling his wife that he’d been spending so much time with the children that he was losing it, starting to like the same kiddie shows they did. Maybe the same thing was happening here, and she’d been spending so much time with Colton that she was picking up on his fears.

No. The sound was scary. And as she heard it growing closer and closer, she fought the urge to close all of the windows, grab Colton and hide in the back room of the house until it was gone.

Instead, holding onto him tightly, she walked up to the living room window and peeked outside.

The behemoth was across the street.

April had not noticed before how much bigger this street sweeper was in comparison to its predecessor. Black instead of white, with randomly placed bars of flashing yellow lights along its top and sides, it appeared nearly two stories tall and moved lumberingly up the street like an elephant, emitting that terrible ear-splitting noise. Also like an elephant, its shape was rounded rather than angular, with a gigantic vacuum hose resembling an oversized version of that animal’s trunk sentiently sweeping the asphalt before it in search of items to suck into its bowels. She watched as it hoovered up a bunch of leaves, a scrap of stray newspaper and a discarded plastic water bottle.

Directly in front of their house, Mrs. Mead’s cat Ginger was tightrope-walking along the edge of the curb, apparently oblivious to the street sweeper and its hideous cacophony. Suddenly and arbitrarily, Ginger decided to walk out into the street. April was glad the big machine was on the other side⁠—

Instantly, the street sweeper swerved.

For a brief moment, it was facing her house. She could see no one driving, only the black tinted windows of a too-high cab, and she immediately thought of the Steven Spielberg movie Duel. The huge vacuum hose whipped around and, before Ginger could get away, the cat was sucked up and gone.

Horrified, she put a hand over Colton’s eyes and turned his head. He hadn’t seen anything, his eyes were already closed, but her instinct was to protect him. She herself couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed. It had targeted Ginger. It had purposely killed the cat. Her heart was pounding as she watched the massive vehicle continue slowly down the street.

The sounds eventually began to fade a little.

Before growing louder once again.

It had turned and was coming back on their side of the street.

“Come on,” she told Colton. “Let’s go watch Sesame Street.”

He was still covering his ears, and she wasn’t sure he’d heard her, but it didn’t matter because the street sweeper had already returned. It must have greatly increased its speed to be back so quickly, though its black bulk did not appear to be moving any faster than before.

As the machine inched past their house, its gigantic hose swung out, the black maw facing her, and she saw Colton’s tricycle in the driveway start to wobble. Even from twenty feet away, the suction was strong enough to affect his trike, and a second later it was speeding down the driveway and into the vacuum.

Gone.

The street sweeper paused in place for a moment, as though celebrating its triumph.

“Make it stop!” Colton cried.

I wish I could, April thought.

And the two of them sat there until the street sweeper continued on, could no longer be seen, and its horrible noise was just a distant roar.
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The core of the third-grade social studies curriculum was local history, a statewide mandate that was reinforced by the Orange County Board of Education and the Arovista School District itself. At Kennedy Elementary, both of the third-grade classes ordinarily took a joint field trip to city hall during this unit, where they were taken on a tour of the building.

Sandy Taylor did not want to take her class on that tour.

She did not want to go back to city hall.

There was no way she could explain this to Kim, the principal, without sounding crazy—which was why she had put off bringing up the subject. But the field trip was in two weeks now, and permission slips were supposed to be sent home with the students tomorrow, so if she hoped to get out of this obligation, it was now or never.

Last year, on the field trip, when she’d had to use the restroom, Sandy had informed one of the parent chaperones, excused herself and after some searching, located the fourth-floor women’s room. When she emerged, the corridor was not the same one that had been there before. She had no idea how such a thing was possible, and she ended up walking down endless hallways that were far too long to be housed in the building, trying to find her way back. But she was all alone, there were no other people about, and all of the doors she encountered were closed and locked.

Until…

Even now, she didn’t like to think about it.

Because one of the corridors had ended in what might have been some sort of meeting room, only around the long table sat not professionally attired employees but a hodgepodge of humanity dressed in dirty, raggedy, ill-fitting clothes. They were laughing, all of them, and she thought for a second that someone had said something funny to which they were all responding, but the laughter did not wane. It continued unabated, steady and even, issuing from open smiling mouths that seemed eerily synchronized. As one, the seated men and women turned to look at her, still laughing as their heads swiveled in her direction, and she quickly retreated, hurrying back the way she’d come.

This time, the corridor led to an area of the building that seemed familiar, and within minutes, she had reconnected with her class—just in time to hear Lisa, the city employee who’d been recruited to be their tour guide, describe a shockingly horrific incident in which Arovista’s first mayor, an unrepentant racist and member of the Ku Klux Klan, had barricaded himself in the city’s lone elementary school (“which was in exactly the same place your school is today!”) and stabbed to death the three Latino students who had been in his son’s class. Lisa leaned forward, smiling. “He cut off their ears for trophies!” she told the kids. “And their private parts! Can you imagine that?”

Liz Ramos had started crying, and Sandy could see from the faces of several other students that they were not just horrified but frightened. She’d stepped in, putting a firm end to the discussion, but at their next stop, the IT department, a bearded, bearish man who looked more like a convict than the computer programmer he was, explained that the city’s computers had information about every household in Arovista. He grinned. “If hackers ever got that information, they would know where you live. They could find your home and kidnap you, or your brothers and sisters. Or do something to your parents, especially your mom.” He looked at her as he said this, and Sandy immediately decided to put a stop to this tour.

She clapped her hands. “Okay!” she said brightly. “Find your partners and stay with your group! And let’s all thank Miss Lisa for showing us around!”

Considerably more subdued than they were ordinarily, her students gave obligatory thanks to the woman for taking them on the tour, then followed Sandy to the elevator, lining up in front of the door. Her parent volunteers seemed confused, but at least one of them appeared relieved, and she resolved to talk to them once they were out of earshot of the kids.

They took the elevator down in groups, and once outside, she let the children play on the small lawn in front of city hall while they waited for the other third-grade class to finish their tour. Her chaperones had noticed the creepy inappropriateness of what the students had been exposed to, and like her, they were relieved to be out of the building.

So why, Sandy wondered, hadn’t she mentioned anything to the principal at the time? She hadn’t even brought it up with Ronette, her fellow third-grade teacher.

She regretted her reticence now, because it was going to make it that much more difficult to get out of the field trip, to convince Kim that it would be better for her class to remain at school.

But she did not want a repeat of last year.

During recess, she went to the principal’s office to make her case. Her initial impulse was to invent a reasonable-sounding excuse that would exempt her class from going to city hall, but she ended up telling the whole story, as insane as it sounded. She watched Kim’s face as she spoke. Was that a flash of recognition that passed over her features?

Had she encountered this before?

When Sandy finished speaking, the principal said, “This field trip is an important learning experience for our students. And they look forward to it. With our budget, they get few enough field trips as it is.”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“It’s fun. And it’s educational.”

“I assume that means you don’t believe my story.”

A flash of recognition again.

“You will take your class on that field trip,” Kim said, her mouth set. “It is a grade-level requirement. Do I make myself clear?”

Sandy nodded.

“You can handle it,” the principal said condescendingly.

Sandy left the office without saying goodbye, but not before noticing an odd expression on Kim’s face.

She knew something.

Sandy kept walking, not looking back at the principal’s office. She knew something, too. She knew that she was going to call in sick on the day of the field trip.

Because, grade requirement or not, there was no way in hell she was returning to city hall.
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RIGHT PLACE, right time.

Gavin and Thao were in downtown Arovista on a sunny Saturday morning, window shopping, when a crowd began to gather at the far end of the block. While there were only a handful of people visible when the two of them walked into an antique shop, by the time they came out, there was a genuine throng. The congregates were mostly young, and Gavin assumed it was some sort of flash mob preparing for a dance routine or something else that would be posted on social media, but then a young woman wearing a tight t-shirt and short shorts walked by with an older lady in a granny dress and sneakers, both of them carrying protest signs. The only word Gavin could read on the sign closest to him was “Trees.”

Someone must have alerted the media because moments later, a Channel 7 news van pulled onto the street, and the crowd instantly mobilized. Individuals from both sidewalks met in the middle of the street, hoisting signs, and in seconds there was a full-fledged demonstration. Neither Gavin nor Thao knew at first what the protest was about, but reading the homemade placards, it quickly became obvious that local residents were objecting to the city’s plan to cut down all of the shade trees currently in the downtown area and replace them with palms.

How did he not know about this?

Television cameras were quickly set up, and an attractive young woman holding a microphone stood in front of them as large round reflectors were arranged around her to light the scene.

They walked toward the gathering throng. “I didn’t know anything about this,” he told Thao. “Did you?”

“The media doesn’t cover it,” said a long-haired guy in a Greenpeace t-shirt as he passed by them on the sidewalk. “They never cover local issues. That’s why we’re doing this. To get some attention.”

Gavin looked at the leafy white-trunked ficuses that lined both sides of the street, thinking how bare Arovista’s downtown would look if they were replaced with palm trees.

The crowd of protesters had now completely blocked the street, and a red Lexus in the northbound lane was honking its horn, trying to clear the way. One of the activists nearest the sidewalk pointed at Gavin, grinning.

“Hey, you’re the guy from the council meeting!”

Gavin didn’t recognize the man but assumed he’d been at city hall on the night he’d complained about street work and unofficially announced his candidacy.

“Yes, I am,” Gavin said.

“And he’s running for city council,” Thao interjected. “To stop things like this!”

A cheer went up from the protesters closest by.

“Join in!” called out the man who had recognized him. “March with us!”

Before Gavin could even formulate a response, the reporter and her cameraman were right next to him. “Hello, sir. What’s your name?” the woman asked, tilting her microphone toward his face.

“Gavin Barre.”

“I understand you’re running for Arovista city council?”

He wished he were wearing better clothes than his old jeans and Hawaiian shirt, but an out-of-the-blue chance like this came only once, and he put on his best smile and said, “Yes, I am.”

“And do you support this protest against cutting down trees on Washington Boulevard?”

Gavin thought fast, praying that he sounded coherent, given how little he knew about what was going on. “I do,” he said, injecting a note of solemnity to his voice that he hoped would come off as sincere. “These trees are a fixture of downtown Arovista. They not only beautify the street, and give our downtown character, but they provide shade to pedestrians, inviting more walk-in traffic to the stores here. The goal should be to maintain our downtown and support our small businesses, not make Arovista look like every other generic Orange County city.”

The reporter smiled at him. “Thank you, sir.” She moved on to interview and elderly woman holding a SAVE OUR TREES! SAVE OUR CITY! sign.

Gavin turned to Thao, questioningly.

She nodded and smiled.

They watched themselves that night on the news. He wasn’t sure how many people the reporter had spoken to, but when the piece was edited, she summarized the situation, standing before the group of protesters, while the only interviewees were a spokesman for city hall, defending the tree removal, and Gavin, opposing it.

“You came off great!” Thao said.

“I do sound surprisingly eloquent for being completely unprepared,” he admitted.

“Now you have name recognition.”

“I’m curious how many people ended up running. I’m pretty sure the filing deadline was yesterday.”

“Six,” Thao said. “I looked it up.”

“Recognize any of the names?”

“No, but I don’t keep up with that stuff like you do.”

“You don’t happen to⁠—”

“Actually, I do.” Smiling, she held up her phone. He took it from her, scrolling through the candidates. He recognized the names of a perennial gadfly, a former councilwoman and a local real estate agent who left notepads with his name and photo on their doorstep every few months, but the others were unfamiliar to him.

He handed her back the phone, sighing. “Even I don’t recognize half those people. The problem is, with the decline of local journalism, very few people know enough about local issues or local candidates to be able to make an informed decision when it comes time to vote. National politicians are covered ad infinitum, but locally, you need a stunt like this to get into the conversation.”

“Yeah? Well, you got that stunt. This is great exposure. You need to capitalize on it.”

“Hey, who’s the political science instructor here?”

“Who’s your digital media strategist?”

“That’s what you’re calling yourself?”

“That’s my role, buddy.”

Gavin chuckled. “Yes, boss.”

“Now post your thoughts on that account I set up. I’ll link it to the TV footage and see what I can do to broaden our reach.”

He gave her a quick kiss. “I am lucky to have you.”

She smiled at him. “Yes, you are.”
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They were awakened in the middle of the night by pounding on their apartment door.

The noise was so loud that it sounded as though someone was using a battering ram, and Thao instinctively clutched Gavin’s midsection as he threw off the covers and sat up in bed. “Don’t!” she said.

He could hear the fear in her voice, and he felt it, too, but he had to find out what was going on. Still half-asleep, he stumbled out of the bedroom, thinking that maybe he should grab something he could use as a weapon. Just in case.

“Gavin!” Thao called behind him.

The pounding did not abate, and he unlocked the doorknob and deadbolt, leaving on the chain as he cracked the door open. Standing on their welcome mat was a bland-looking white man of average height, wearing gray slacks and a white shirt buttoned all the way to the collar, no tie.

The man smiled at him through the crack in the door. “City inspection.”

Gavin glanced at the clock. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

“You have more important things to do at this hour?”

“Who is it?” Thao called from the bedroom.

“Guy says he’s from the city!”

He heard no response, and knew Thao was thinking about her father, the councilman and the cop. His foggy brain sharpening, he wondered not only why an inspector would show up at this hour but what he was planning to inspect.

“Why won’t your lovely wife come out?” the man asked. He grinned. “Is she naked?”

“What’s your name?” Gavin demanded.

“Puddin Tame. Ask me again and I’ll tell you the same.”

Gavin started to close the door.

“I wouldn’t do that,” the man warned.

“Well, I would.” Gavin slammed the door and immediately locked it.

“You have failed your inspection!” the man announced in a voice guaranteed to wake up half of their neighbors. “You have failed your inspection!”

Gavin did not respond, but neither did he return to the bedroom. He remained where he was, expecting at any moment to hear the man pounding again on their door. But there was only silence, and after several minutes he moved over to the window and surreptitiously peeked between the shades. The area in front of the apartment was empty.

Still unsettled, Gavin made his way back to the bedroom.

“Is he gone?” Thao asked.

He nodded, getting back in bed.

“What was he supposed to be inspecting?”

“Who knows? But at this time of night? I consider this harassment. I’m calling the city in the morning.”

“Did you get his name?”

Puddin Tame. Ask me again and I’ll tell you the same.

“No, but it doesn’t matter. I’m complaining. Either the city sent someone out, or one of their employees is going rogue.”

“How do you know he really is from the city? Did he show you ID? He could just be some crazy man.”

“After what we saw in city hall, that guy, you’re really giving the city the benefit of the doubt?”

“No,” she said quietly.

It was a long time before either of them fell asleep.

In the morning, Gavin covertly checked outside while Thao was in the bathroom, making sure that the “inspector” hadn’t left anything on their door or doorstep. All was clear, and he closed the door quietly as he came back in, so she wouldn’t know he’d been out.

They analyzed the incident over breakfast, unable to come to any conclusions. The what and why of it eluded them, and they each left for work feeling unsettled.

Near the end of his first class, Sharon entered the room and stood against the back wall, watching him. Her presence was distracting, and though he was tempted to end the class early, he decided against it, figuring she would count that as another mark against him. The department chair waited until all of the students had left before approaching his desk. “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, her voice low.

“Teaching a class,” he said, having no idea to what she was referring, and choosing to be glib.

“You’re not funny.” She glanced around the empty room as though afraid of being overheard. Her voice was still low. “You can’t run for city council.”

“Yes, I can.” He met her eyes. “After all, I have plenty of free time, since one of my classes was cancelled.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing.” There was the hint of a quaver in her voice, and he wondered if what he had been taking as a threat was actually more of a warning.

“Yeah?” His tone was less hostile than it would have been a moment before.

“Stay out of Arovista politics. If you must run for something, try the county board of supervisors.”

Maybe she was threatening him. Maybe she or her husband were planning on running themselves.

“Just don’t do it.” She turned away.

Gavin gathered up his books and materials from the desk while Sharon left. Even though he taught another class after this, he was forced to switch rooms with Judy, who taught classes at the same time. If Sharon had planned ahead and possessed better organizational skills, he could have stayed in his room and Judy in hers, but instead he had to go up a floor and she had to go down a floor as they participated in this unnecessary exchange.

Judy walked in just as he was zipping up his book bag.

“I just saw Sharon coming out. Did you and she have words?”

“Not exactly. She just tried to warn me off running for Arovista city council.”

“Why? What does she care?”

Gavin shrugged. “You got me. Maybe it has something to do with her husband. He works at city hall.”

“Oh,” Judy said. “You didn’t hear?”

“Hear what?”

“Her husband passed away last week. He had a heart attack. At work.”
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PAUL RETURNED from lunch to find Whit waiting for him. The assistant city manager was sitting at Paul’s desk, looking at his computer⁠—

reading his emails?

—and he glanced up as Paul entered the office, making a point of looking at his watch, although, as usual, Paul was back five minutes early from lunch. Slowly, deliberately, Whit stood, walking over to his own desk.

Paul sat down.

Displayed on his computer was a hardcore porn site.

He immediately exited the screen, wondering if Whit had done this before while he was at lunch so as not to have anything traced back to his own computer.

“I have an assignment for you,” the assistant city manager said, motioning him over.

Paul stood again and walked up to Whit’s desk.

“It’s directly from the City Manager. He wants you to be part of the committee determining the city’s new general plan.”

“Me?”

“He thought you did a good job at the department head meeting. He liked the fact that you injected a note of common sense into their discussion of carpool incentives.”

How could the City Manager even know that? Paul wondered. Had he been spying on them?

As though confirming his suspicions, Whit said, “He’s been watching you for some time. He has his eye on you.”

“I don’t even know what a general plan is,” Paul told him. “I don’t see how I’m going to be much help.”

“The general plan is basically a blueprint for the City, showing where we want to go, what we want to get done and how to accomplish our goals. We update ours every decade or two, and it’s that time again. The City Manager thinks if you’re involved, you’ll be able to keep the discussion grounded.” Whit’s voice dropped. “I can’t say that I entirely agree with him, but…” He trailed off.

Paul wasn’t sure how to respond to that.

“Anyway, a copy of the previous plan is on file with the City Clerk, if you want to get a head start.”

“Can’t I just access it online?”

“The general plan is too important to risk it being hacked or ransomwared. So there is no version online. The City Clerk keeps a physical copy in her office for reference. The City Manager has the original.”

“So when’s this meeting and who else’ll be there?”

“Day after tomorrow, and you’ll find out when you go. But I suggest you head over to the City Clerk’s office and study up first. The City Manager will not be happy if you’re not up to speed.”

Paul nodded. He wasn’t sure exactly what he was supposed to do or how he could possibly contribute to revising the “general plan,” whatever that might be, but he knew from experience that talking to Whit wasn’t going to get him anywhere. The best idea was to be as unobtrusive as possible at the meeting, but familiarize himself with the current general plan, so he’d be able to fake his way through a discussion if he had to.

“I’ll go now,” Paul said.

Whit nodded his assent, and Paul grabbed a notebook and pen from his desk before heading downstairs. Once on the first floor, he walked into the City Clerk’s office. There was no one at the front desk, although the sound of voices drifted out from down a short hallway. He waited for several moments, hoping someone would come out, but when it became clear that was not going to happen anytime soon, he took a chance and walked toward the voices. They were clearly coming from an open doorway at the end of the brief corridor, and Paul slowed as he approached, frowning. The language being spoken was not English…or any language he had ever heard. It was incomprehensible gibberish, and when he stopped in front of the door, he saw Hettie Chandler, the city clerk, apparently conducting some sort of meeting with the handful of employees in her office. She was seated behind a big wooden desk, three men and two women sitting or standing before her.

Looking over at him as he stood in the doorway, she said something in that unintelligible tongue and stared as she waited for a response.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t quite catch that,” he told her.

One of the other women, Sylvia, turned to face him and said something that sounded like “Coruph ip.”

“Potik clamph lye ilt,” one of the men said.

Paul could not understand a word they were saying.

It was like being in a Twilight Zone episode.

“I need to see a copy of the general plan,” Paul said, speaking slowly and receiving only blank stares in return.

He had talked with the city clerk before, as well as with a couple of her underlings, but now it was as if they had all forgotten how to speak English.

The weird thing was that it made him feel out of place, like he was the one speaking an alien tongue.

He tried again, speaking even more slowly. “I need to see the general plan,” he told the city clerk.

She frowned, not seeming to understand, and turned to Sylvia, both of them jabbering nonsensically before the city clerk looked at him and shrugged in bewilderment.

What was going on here? Was this some sort of practical joke? He didn’t think so, but the thought that this could be something real frightened him. He quickly left the office the way he’d come, feeling a welcome sense of relief as he entered the city hall lobby—although when he glanced toward the door of the men’s room and thought of that thing he’d seen crouched in the corner near the far sink, the feeling of dread quickly returned.

Something was wrong with Arovista city hall.

It was an inescapable conclusion. The evidence that had been mounting was now almost impossible to ignore. But what to do about it, though? Quit? Paul wasn’t sure the situation was serious enough for that. It had been hard for him to find any sort of employment, and the thought of sitting at home sending out résumés again and filling out application forms while his mom gently pressured him with well-meaning expressions of support made his stomach knot with tension.

Things might be weird here…but he could handle it.

For now.

On his way back upstairs, he stopped off at Central Services to ask Iolanthe what she knew about the city’s general plan. Central Services, as its name implied, was the only department that had regular contact with almost all of the other departments and divisions within city hall, and he thought she might be able to give him some insight.

“Sorry,” she said. “That one’s above my pay grade, although we did make a copy of the original manuscript for the city clerk last year.”

“Yeah, I was supposed to be downstairs looking at it. But…something happened.”

“I could ask around.”

“Would you? That’d be great.”

“Are you free after work today? Maybe we could get a bite to eat and discuss it.”

Was she asking him out?

Iolanthe’s face was slightly red, and Paul noticed that Yuko and Beth had stopped what they were doing in order to listen in. This seemed to be something that she’d planned and that they knew about. Her eyes were focused on his, awaiting an answer, and there was a vulnerability in her expression that both touched and excited him.

“Sure,” he told her, feigning the same casualness she’d shown. “Meet you in the lobby?”

Her smile was relieved. “I’ll be there.”

Whit, thankfully, was out of the office, and on impulse Paul asked Fiona to contact the city clerk and see if she could schedule a time for him to look over the general plan. He’d never asked her to do anything for him before, and wasn’t sure if he even could, since she technically wasn’t under him, but the secretary picked up her phone, and after a short conversation⁠—

in English

—informed Paul that a copy of the current general plan would be available for viewing in twenty minutes. “Do you know where the study room is?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“It’s on the third floor, near the conference room. Hettie said she’s going to leave a copy of the general plan there for you and whoever else needs to look at it.”

“So…you could understand her?” Paul said carefully.

Fiona glared at him. “You think just because I’m a secretary I’m dumb or something?”

“No!”

“Listen to me, college boy⁠—”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“You better start showing some respect around here. Your probation period isn’t up, you know.”

“I wasn’t saying anything about you!” he assured her. “I went down to the city clerk’s office, and they were all speaking some weird language. I couldn’t understand a thing anyone was saying. That’s why I wanted you to contact them for me⁠—”

“That is the lamest excuse I ever heard.”

“It’s true!”

“Get out of my sight,” she said. “And don’t ask me to do anything for you again.”

He slunk back to his desk, working on a memo he’d been assigned to write until Whit returned.

Seeing Paul at his desk, the assistant city manager frowned. “You went through the general plan that quickly?”

“No, I haven’t seen it yet.” He decided not to go into detail. “But the city clerk’s putting it in the council’s study room so I can check it out.”

“Why are you still here, then? Get over there and start studying.”

Paul nodded, shutting down his computer and heading out. He walked quickly past Fiona, not daring to look at her. Passing by Redevelopment on his way to the elevator, he thought he smelled smoke, but none of the employees he saw seemed concerned, and after a quick glance in their direction, he kept walking.

On the third floor, he asked Iolanthe where the study room was, and she came out from behind the Central Services counter and guided him around the corner, down the narrow corridor that led to the conference room and opened an unmarked door in the concrete wall. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” he said.

She smiled. “See you later.”

He smiled back. “Looking forward to it.”

Was that too cheesy? Apparently not, since her smile grew, and she gave him a quick wiggly-fingered wave as she left.

The study room was not much different than the conference room, although this space had a slanted floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the courtyard between city hall and the library. The dominant feature was still a long table, and on that table was a leather-bound book that Paul assumed had been left for him. Sure enough, gold-engraved letters on the book’s cover identified its contents as: General Plan of the City of Arovista.

He was not sure whether this was public information or not. If so, why was this the only available copy of the plan, and why did it require jumping through so many hoops just to get a look at it? If not, what was it doing unattended in an unlocked room that was easily accessible to any passerby?

Like too many things in city hall, it made no sense, and Paul sat down in front of the book and opened it. On the first page were the names and accompanying signatures of the mayor and the rest of the city council. Following that, handwritten in intricate calligraphy, was the general plan itself. The words were so small that he had to press his face close to read them, and the phrasing was archaic enough to match the presentation. Paul flipped through the pages to the end, having no idea how he could hope to get through this. It was an impossible slog, and there was no way he’d be able to familiarize himself with the plan within the next two days. Still, he was determined to learn what he could, and for the next two hours, he sat in the study room and pored over the bound document, skimming over sections that did not seem relevant.

There appeared to be a lot of filler. Like the interminable genealogies that took up numerous pages of The Bible, the general plan bogged down with endless descriptions of each and every position within the city hall organizational structure. The portions that Paul assumed he would be expected to comment upon were the statements of intent, the goals and strategies the city intended to pursue over the next twenty years, and he took notes on these, though his plan was still to remain silent unless asked his opinion.

On his break, he went outside the building and, making sure no one else was around, called his mom to tell her that he wouldn’t be coming home for dinner because…he had a date. Her excited response (“I won’t wait up for you!”) left him feeling embarrassed, and he told her he needed to get back to work before quickly hanging up.

He checked in with Whit before returning to the study room—just in case something had come up that required his attention—then spent the remaining two hours of his workday in the study room, reading. He’d barely made a dent in the massive document by the time he had to stop, and he was beginning to think that the prose had been made purposely dense in an effort to obfuscate what the general plan actually was. But the impression he’d formed while skipping around from page to page was that the city’s top priority was to “revitalize” the west side of Arovista by basically condemning a bunch of homes and businesses and then encouraging, through tax incentives and fast-track permitting, the building of more upscale shops and houses in their place. There was also mention of constructing a performing arts center in the city, but he had not yet been able to discover any details about that project.

Although he’d worked here for a while now, Paul’s knowledge of how local government functioned was still only slightly more sophisticated than what he’d learned in high school social studies class. Reading the general plan, he was surprised to learn the extent of city hall’s involvement in the daily life of Arovista. Things like the appearance of a new restaurant, that he’d assumed just sort of happened, turned out to be facilitated by city hall, and he felt more than a little discomfited by this glimpse behind the curtain, by the realization that what happened in the city was to a large extent determined by people in this building.

Iolanthe was waiting for him in the lobby when he finally came down, after returning to the sixth floor to make sure Whit knew he’d been here the entire time and had not skipped out early. They walked together out to the parking lot. Paul let Iolanthe take the lead, and while he was hoping that she’d suggest taking one car to wherever they were going, perhaps dropping her car off at her apartment and letting him drive, she proposed that they each drive themselves to the restaurant.

“What restaurant?” he asked.

“Do you like Chinese food?”

“Sure.”

“Then how about Jade Palace?” she suggested.

“I don’t know where that is. I live in Placentia, so I’m not that familiar with this area.”

“Just follow me,” she told him.

The restaurant turned out to be not the small family-run takeout place he expected, but an upscale dining establishment located in the same retail center as an AMC movie theater and a Whole Foods market in an area of the city he had not yet visited. Guided by a hostess past a gigantic aquarium filled with brightly colored fish, they were offered a booth in a low-lit annex to the main dining room, and Paul started wondering how much this dinner was going to cost.

“Very reasonable prices here,” Iolanthe said, as though reading his mind. “It’s why I like this place. Good prices, nice atmosphere.”

Paul nodded. He wasn’t sure yet whether this was an actual date and he should offer to pay, or merely a friendly get-together where they were going dutch, but decided that he’d make that determination later.

“So what’s going on with the general plan?” she asked after they ordered. “I tried to find out what I could, but no one in Central Services is really familiar with it, and none of the people who came in today from other departments seemed to know anything either. All I remember is that it wasn’t a normal copy job. The pages were, like, handwritten on parchment, and we had to make the copy on special paper before taking it to the print shop where they bound it into an actual book.”

“And I saw that book,” Paul said. “I was reading it almost all afternoon. Or trying to read it. Those calligraphy letters are pretty challenging.”

“That’s what I remember.”

“I couldn’t make heads or tails out of a lot of it. I could follow most of the stuff about building a performing arts center and widening streets and creating new ‘commercial zones,’ but there were references to restructuring city government and things that I had no clue about.” He took a sip of green tea. “And what’s this corp yard? Which was something that came up several times.”

Iolanthe turned pale. “Don’t even mention that.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“But—”

She shook her head.

“What’s so⁠—”

“Don’t.”

Paul nodded slowly, dropping the subject. Weird, he thought. They were in a restaurant. After work. Nowhere near city hall. Yet she still seemed nervous.

What was the corp yard?

The conversation stalled for a bit after that, but in fits and starts they managed to move the topic away from city hall, and even before the food arrived were comfortably talking about more general first-date subjects.

Not that he even knew yet whether this was a date.

Eventually, the discussion did return to city hall, but there’d been enough of a gap that it was no longer uncomfortable. Iolanthe was genuinely interested in what he was doing, and he decided to open up to her a little bit more. “Have you ever noticed anything strange about the city clerk’s office?”

She laughed. “Everything’s strange about the city clerk’s office.”

“This is different. I went there to see about getting a copy of the general plan, and everyone was talking some sort of crazy language. Not a real language either, as far as I could tell, but a made-up language.”

She looked thoughtful. “Maybe they were speaking in code. Trying to hide something from you.”

“No, it wasn’t that, because they didn’t know I was there at first. They were just talking among themselves. In Hettie Chandler’s back office. And she was giving them orders or instructions or something. But it was like I’d been transported to a foreign country. They couldn’t understand me when I talked, and I couldn’t understand them.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

He looked at her. “But you believe me, right?”

“Definitely. I’d believe almost anything about that place.”

“The city clerk’s office?”

“City hall.”

He wanted to ask her then about the corp yard, but after his last attempt did not think it was a good idea. If she had something she wanted to tell him about it, she would.

He was hoping she might have her own strange stories that she’d like to share, but the conversation drifted away again from city hall—or rather she steered it away from city hall—and for the rest of the dinner, they talked about things entirely unrelated.

Iolanthe paid the check (“I invited you.”), but let Paul take care of the tip. In the parking lot afterward, they stood awkwardly behind his car, which was closer to the entrance than hers. “I’m glad we did this,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes. “I had fun.”

“Me, too,” he told her.

There was a moment’s pause, and then she leaned forward, giving him a quick kiss. Pulling away, she hurried toward her car.

Surprised, he stood in place, watching her go. She turned to look back at him, smiling shyly. “See you tomorrow.”

Returning her smile, he waved. “See you tomorrow.”

It was eight o’clock by the time Paul arrived home, and his mom was waiting for him, opening the front door before he’d even taken out his key.

“So how was it?” she asked eagerly. “How did it go?”

He wondered if he looked as happy as he felt. “Very well,” he said. “I think it went very well.”
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The meeting of the general plan committee, like most multi-departmental meetings, it seemed, took place in the third-floor conference room. Even after stopping by to say hi to Iolanthe, Paul was still the first person there, and it was several long minutes before the second arrival, a young man approximately his own age, walked in and sat down across from him.

“You got suckered into this too, huh?”

Paul nodded.

“I’m Craig.”

“Paul.”

“What department?”

“Assistant city manager’s office.” He smiled. “I’m assistant to the assistant city manager.”

“Well, at least you have a reason to be here. My supervisor just told me to show up, said they were going to be updating the general plan and that I should be involved.” He snorted. “I have no idea what that means. I know shit about the general plan.”

“I didn’t either, really, but they let me take a look at it to prepare. Basically, it’s like a blueprint for what the city wants to do over the next year. Or next few years.”

“And what do they want to do?”

“It wasn’t actually that clear,” Paul admitted. “So my plan is just to shut up and not embarrass myself.”

Craig laughed. “What a coincidence. My plan, too!”

Slowly, the room began to fill up. Paul had assumed that the participants today would be the same department heads who’d attended the previous meeting, but the men and women who sat down at the table were mostly unfamiliar to him. The only people he recognized were Helen Bishop, the finance director, and Joel Mitchell, one of the development services managers.

As before, there were no introductions—it was assumed that everyone knew everyone else—and the tall, well-dressed man who’d installed himself at the head of the table stood up to begin the meeting. “Good morning,” he said. “We are here today to discuss updating Arovista’s general plan, which, as you know, addresses issues of land use, and maps out a long-term strategy for the city. If you have not yet had a chance to look at the current plan, don’t worry. We’ll be going over relevant sections in detail in order to get all of your input.”

Determined to take notes this time, especially since he was here on behalf of the city manager, Paul withdrew a pen from his pocket and opened the notebook he’d brought.

“We are going to be having a series of meetings on this subject, so if we don’t get to your particular concerns today, don’t worry about it. We’ll have plenty of time.” In the man’s hand was what looked like a TV remote control, and he clicked a button, dimming the room’s lights. On the bare wall behind him appeared a lighted square and, within it, a projection of the leather-bound General Plan of the City of Arovista that Paul had reviewed.

Another click and the first page of the plan was displayed.

“The City’s priorities have not changed since our most recent plan was adopted,” the man said. “Highest priority is still construction of a new performing arts center, which will make Arovista a destination within Orange County, giving us prestige as well as bringing in visitor dollars. This will, of course, be an important part of our discussions.

“In addition to the performing arts center, the City Manager’s suggested revisions to the plan—” He nodded toward Paul, acknowledging that he was from the city manager’s office. “—emphasize further leveraging the natural partitions of the city in order to foster animosity and antagonism between low-income and middle-class residents, specifically the Mexican neighborhoods on the west side and the whiter and wealthier mid-town. This, hopefully, will lead to an exodus of undesirables, allowing us to refashion that section of the city, bringing in new businesses and thus expand our tax base.” He chuckled. “My own personal preference would be to pawn our Hispanics off on Santa Ana.”

The suggestion was greeted by supportive laughter, and Paul noticed for the first time that everyone around the table was white, including himself. Even so, he could not believe such racist talk was out in the open. Usually, the quiet part was not said out loud, was merely implied, but apparently the people at city hall had no fear of repercussions. Was this the way all cities were run? Was this what really went on behind closed doors?

For the next hour and a half, the gathered committee focused primarily on the performing arts center, and whether there should be underground parking or a multi-story parking structure. It was noted that the presence of the Orange County Performing Arts Center in nearby Costa Mesa might make Arovista’s development superfluous, and there was talk of ways in which Arovista might not only compete with but actively sabotage the other city’s theatre district, a topic that was treated not as a joke but with the utmost seriousness.

Supposedly, the city manager wanted Paul here to inject some “common sense” into the debate, but he remained quiet, listening and writing notes, although he wasn’t sure if the notes were for Whit, for himself…or for some future reporter/investigator who might want to understand how this general plan was formulated.

There was a short discussion about whether Arovista should access several acres of unincorporated county land on the city’s south side, as advocated in the existing general plan, but it was decided that the issue was too complex to fully go into today, and the meeting adjourned.

“Next meeting next month,” the man at the head of the table announced. “Be there or die!”

Everyone laughed.

Paul didn’t laugh, and he wondered how long this general plan revision was going to drag on. Returning to the sixth floor, he reported back to Whit, who asked him to write up his notes and email them to the city manager.

“How long does this process take?” Paul asked. “The guy in charge said we’re going to meet again next month.”

“Oh, it takes years to determine a proper needs assessment and formulate a general plan. If it’s just a revision, the timeline might be a year or so. But if it’s an entirely new plan, you’re looking at maybe a decade.”

Paul wasn’t sure he would be here in a decade, wasn’t sure he wanted to be here in a decade.

As though he’d spoken aloud, Whit frowned at him and said, “The City Manager’s committed to this, which means that I’m committed to this, which means that you’re committed to this. Understand?”

There was an implied threat behind his words, and while Paul didn’t understand what he was being threatened with, the insinuation came through loud and clear, and he found himself feeling unaccountably nervous.

“Do you understand?” Whit demanded.

Paul nodded.

The frown relaxed into a smile⁠—

a relieved smile?

—and Whit nodded dismissively, turning his attention back to his computer, as Paul walked over to his own desk and his own computer to write up his notes in an email.
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FIDGETING, JANICE looked over at the kitchen clock.

Monica had shown up this morning just before seven, inviting herself over for breakfast and asking Janice to come with her on a day trip into L.A. “All I have to do is drop some abstracts off at the museum, get a couple of signatures, talk to a guy for ten minutes, then we have the day free. We can check out The Grove, go to Farmer’s Market for lunch, maybe even hit The Citadel on the way back and look for bargains. It’ll be fun.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“Come on, Mom.”

“No, really.”

“Just call in sick,” Monica said. “It’s not like this is still your job. You retired. Now you’re just helping them out. What are they going to do, fire you?”

“I can’t.”

A note of exasperation had come into her daughter’s voice. “You know, city hall will go on without you.”

That was true, Janice realized. Almost no one who’d been working for the City when she first started was still around, and once she and the other people she knew retired permanently, quit or were fired, there would be a group of completely unknown employees running things.

And City Hall would continue on as always.

Because it didn’t matter who worked there, who the individual employees were. They were replaceable, cogs in the machine. City Hall itself remained unchanged no matter who staffed it.

Still…

She wanted to be there.

She needed to be there.

That was not something her daughter would ever understand, and Janice glanced again at the clock, patted Monica’s hand, and said, “I’d better get ready to go.”

The disappointment on her daughter’s face should have given her second thoughts. But it didn’t, and Janice pushed herself away from the table, carrying her dishes to the sink. “You can stay if you want, just make sure you lock up after you leave.”

Monica stood, leaving her half-eaten breakfast on the table, and when she spoke, there was anger in her voice. “No, I’m going. Have fun at work, Mom.”

Moments later, she was gone, and Janice felt only a slight twinge of regret as she cleaned up her daughter’s dishes then went into the bathroom to brush her teeth.
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Driving to work, Janice was gratified to see that the medians she passed appeared pleasingly well-manicured. Arovista once again had public landscaping of which it could be proud.

Thanks to loyal volunteers like herself.

As she passed in front of the park across from City Hall, she spotted a city truck and two groundsmen trimming bushes. The maintenance crews were back on the job apparently, and Janice tried to remember whether she’d seen any homeless people on the streets of Arovista over the past few days.

She didn’t think she had.

Next door, the library was conducting a book burning. The City Council, acting on staff recommendation, had last week passed an ordinance to remove controversial books from the library, in particular those that referenced slavery, racism, the Holocaust, sexuality or gender issues. The main librarians, including the old dyke and the black bitch who’d been causing so much trouble, were standing disapprovingly to the side of the bonfire. They’d lost and they knew they’d lost, and Janice was gratified to see their slumped postures and defeated countenances. As she passed by, another volume was tossed onto the fire, and a cheer went up from the gathered activists who’d lobbied for the ban.

Smoke from the burning books actually smelled pretty good (like a fireplace, she thought), and Janice had a smile on her face as she entered the City Hall lobby and prepared to take the elevator upstairs to the Parks and Recreation department. She missed her weeks at Code Enforcement, but Parks and Recreation was definitely better than the IT department, where she’d spent a dreary two days sitting at a central secretary’s desk surrounded by the cubicles of computer programmers who barely spoke to each other, let alone her. She’d also been forced to take a trip up to Quality Control with a recovery disc for a malfunctioning PC, and although Janice had not been sure she’d be able to find that office again, Denton, the lead programmer, assured her, “City Hall will guide you.” Sure enough, the elevator stopped at that second floor, where the hatchet-faced woman with the blood-soaked bandage on the back of her head was still behind the window, and, as if on cue, the man with one eye passed behind her. Neither of them seemed to recognize her, and Janice had the unsettling feeling that everything happening here was on a loop, like a scene in Disneyland’s Haunted Mansion that repeated for each passing doom buggy. The idea that throughout the day, whether someone like her was there or not, the man with one eye would pass by the woman with the bandaged head over and over again in exactly the same way caused goosebumps to ripple across her arms, and she quickly handed over the disc and headed back downstairs.

At least she was out of IT, and Janice greeted Amy, the Park and Rec secretary, on her way back to the cubicle she was occupying this week. She would have much preferred helping out with senior exercise programs in the park, or assisting with adult-ed and preschool classes at one of the community centers, but she was stuck here, tracking down parents who had not paid athletic fees for their children’s sports teams, and as she turned on her computer, she wondered if maybe she should have called in sick and spent the day with her daughter.

No.

The City needed her. No task was unimportant, and Janice pulled up the list of delinquent accounts and called the first name on her list.

It took all morning just to straighten out the soccer leagues, and she finished right before heading out for lunch with Ruth Ann and some of the other gals from Transportation. The gossip today was about the division’s new assistant director, who was single and attractive and therefore had to be gay. Ruth Ann said that she’d heard him arguing with the director behind closed doors on only his second day on the job, which they all took to be a good sign. “Anybody who stands up to Roger is A-okay in my book,” Lily joked, and the rest of them laughed.

After lunch, Amy stopped Janice on the way back to her cubicle. “I got a call from HR. Irma’s coming back tomorrow, so they’re not going to need you here anymore, but Barb wants you to check in with her. I think she has another assignment for you.”

“Thanks,” Janice said.

Amy smiled. “Good luck.”

The other assignment was graveyard shift work at the PD.

“You’re free to decline,” Barb told her. “I know I would.”

She thought for a moment. “No, I think I’ll do it. I’ve had some sleep problems lately, and maybe a change in schedule will help. Besides, the City needs me there, right?”

“We need someone there.”

“Well, it might as well be me.”

But when she arrived at the police station at nine o’clock that night, after a short nap and a quick dinner, Janice wondered if Barb’s hesitance might have been justified. City hall appeared as dark and empty as it had in her dreams, as did the library. It was only the PD that showed any sign of life, and even its exterior lights did not seem as bright as they should.

The uniformed officer manning the front window was not anyone she recognized—not that she knew that many people at the PD—and when Janice introduced herself and gave the reason why she was here, he stared blankly, saying nothing. Was he dumb or just tired? He looked almost like a criminal himself, she thought, with his shaved head, cauliflower ear and protuberant brow. “Can you call Sergeant Kennedy?” she prompted. “I’m supposed to report to him.”

With a grunt, the man pushed a button in front of him, and a door to the right of his window, flush with the wall so it was nearly invisible, clicked open, accompanied by an obnoxious buzz. He gestured for her to enter, without explaining how she might find Sergeant Kennedy, and Janice stepped into a dimly lit corridor that made her think of nighttime at the hospital after she’d given birth to Monica.

“Park Surveillance, Room Six, down the second hall to your right,” said a voice over a hidden speaker that had to belong to the officer at the front window.

“Thanks!” Janice shouted, although she was unsure if he could hear her.

She followed those vague directions, looking for a doorway marked “Park Surveillance” or “Six.” All of the PD hallways were underlit, the weak fluorescents in the ceiling giving off a diffused sickly glow. They were also curiously empty. Where were the policemen and women? There had to be quite a few of them on night shift. What if a crime was reported? Who would go out to investigate?

Most of them were probably on patrol, she reasoned, although it still seemed as though there should be more cops here at the PD.

She finally found a series of doors that were numbered, and stopped in front of one with a “6” on it, knocking. The door was opened by a blond man about her height. Were it not for the haircut and mustache, she would not have identified him as a cop, and the same was true for the casually dressed man seated behind him. The room—the Park Surveillance room, apparently—was small and dark, with one wall above what looked like a control panel divided into four large screens. “Are you Janice?” the blond man asked. “I’m Sergeant Kennedy.”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve been assigned here temporarily.”

“I know.” The sergeant stepped aside to let her in. He motioned toward the seated man. “This is Lon.”

“Lon?”

“Lon.”

The other man turned around, grinning. “That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.”

Janice looked from one man to the other. “So…exactly what is it that you guys do? And what do you need me for?”

They both chuckled. “We don’t need you,” Lon said. “But the administration thinks we do.”

“Our job is to monitor the City’s parks for illegal activity,” Sergeant Kennedy explained. “Well, his job. I’m just here temporarily.”

“As punishment.” Lon snickered. “How the mighty have fallen.”

The sergeant ignored him. “We have night-vision security cameras watching each of the parks, six per park, and Lon here can toggle back and forth between them. If we see suspicious activity, we monitor it, and should intervention be required, we dispatch a unit to handle the problem.”

“So I’ll be…watching with you?”

“Basically. I guess they figure three pairs of eyes are better than two, although I think we pretty much have it covered.”

“It’ll be easier to take breaks now,” Lon pointed out.

“True.”

“So I’m not subbing for someone who’s sick or was fired or…”

“No.”

“Then why⁠—”

“Who the hell knows,” the sergeant said. “I guess you’re here until you’re not.”

He showed her the seat and section of counter that had been set aside for her, and he and Lon ran through all of the cameras in each of the parks. She was surprised at the clarity of the video. “Night vision” usually implied blurry black-and-white or fuzzy green footage, but the scenes shown could have been filmed in daylight they were so colorful and sharp.

“Screen one!” Lon announced, backtracking through camera angles on the upper left display. “I think we have a winner. Check it out.”

Janice looked up as Lon adjusted controls, making the camera zoom in. A naked older woman, her clothes piled next to her on the baseball diamond of Pullman Park, was on her hands and knees, grimacing, while behind her knelt a much younger man with his pants pulled down.

Lon laughed raucously. “He’s fucking that old broad’s ass.”

Stone-faced, Janice watched the scene unfold, her muscles tensing involuntarily.

“She’s taking it like a champ,” Sergeant Kennedy said admiringly.

The woman remained stiff and unmoving as the man behind her thrust vigorously.

Lon looked over at the sergeant. “Should we alert a patrol? Have them taken in?”

The blond man shook his head. “Let the old broad have her fun. Besides, they’ll be done and gone before anyone arrives. Buttfucking’s usually pretty quick.” He pointed to another screen. “I’d like to see what’s going on there, though.”

They shifted their attention to the display directly below. At first, Janice couldn’t tell what had interested the sergeant, but then, on the far left side of the screen, she saw movement. A man appeared to be dancing on the lawn. Lon played with his controls, and the camera pulled in. Now she could see a man with one leg hopping in a circle, sprinkling some type of yellow powder on the grass from a small cloth bag.

“What is that?” she asked.

“That is the type of thing we’re supposed to be looking for.” Sergeant Kennedy picked up a phone receiver connected by a curly cord to the console. “Dispatch?” he said. “This is Park Surveillance. We need a unit sent to Vanderhoof Park, east side. Three-fourteen in progress.”

“What’s a three-fourteen?” Janice asked.

“Illegal performance of occult ritual on public property.”

The one-legged man had already completed two circles and was still hopping. The powder in his bag seemed inexhaustible.

From the right side of the screen came an alternating red and blue light.

“Must’ve been a patrol nearby,” Lon said.

Seconds later, two uniformed officers jogged into frame. Both of them had batons out, and while they may have been shouting something to the hopping man, ordering him to cease and desist, it didn’t appear to Janice as though they were doing so. Whatever the case, the officers did not hesitate as they approached, and one of them pushed the man down, causing him to drop his bag of powder. He fell to the ground, and they began beating him, yellow powder flying as their feet obliterated his carefully composed circle. Janice felt a small tingle of satisfaction as she watched the City’s emissaries deliver justice to the scofflaw.

“Kick ass!” Lon shouted.

“Yeah!” Janice said.

All three of them were laughing as the one-legged man, limp and bloodied, was yanked to his feet and hauled off. Lon pulled the camera out for a wider view. She expected to see him being put in the back of a police car, but instead the officers picked him up and dumped him in a trash bin at the edge of the parking lot.

“Classic,” Lon said.

After the excitement of two consecutive incidents, there was a long period of inactivity, and for the next few hours, they watched static shots of playgrounds, parking lots, sports fields and picnic areas. Eventually, Janice left the room to use the restroom, and sometime after that, Sergeant Kennedy took a break, returning fifteen minutes later with a paper cup of coffee. A wild collarless dog chased a squirrel across the lawn of Pioneer Park, and they watched its antics, but Janice quickly got bored, and her attention wandered to the adjacent screen, where she encountered a wavering shadow on the white side wall of a restroom. A shape that was almost—but not quite—human, it had an oval head atop a bulky body, but there was no neck, no arms were visible, and the bottom third did not separate into legs but remained a solid rectangle. The wavering gave the otherwise still form an appearance of being underwater.

Most unnervingly, the shadow did not seem to have a source; there was no figure or object to which it corresponded.

Still, there was something almost familiar about the undulant silhouette, and Janice tried to recall where she had seen either the shape or something similar before, but recognition remained poised on the tip of her brain, and she couldn’t quite place it.

What was that shadow?

“Hey,” Lon said, pointing to the screen on the upper right, “recognize him?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sergeant Kennedy said.

Almost blending in with the bushes, a dark figure was slinking along the edge of the lawn. The slouching form entered a beam of moonlight, and Janice saw a shirtless man with a bald tattooed head start across the grass. Lon made the camera follow him.

“I can’t believe he’s back again. I killed that guy.”

Both officers laughed, and Janice wasn’t sure if that was a joke—or if Sergeant Kennedy really had killed that man, and he had somehow returned. Part of her knew that even entertaining the likelihood of such an occurrence was crazy, but this was the City, and she’d seen enough unexplainable things over the years that she no longer dismissed any possibility.

The man on the screen looked directly at them. Picking up a rock off the ground, he threw it at the camera.

“Fucker,” Lon said.

The rock missed, but the man found another, and this one hit its target, throwing the camera out of alignment. Suddenly, all they could see was the dark night sky.

“I’m going to have to kill him again,” the sergeant said ominously.

Janice looked back at the screen showing the restroom. The shadow was gone, and in its absence, she suddenly realized where she had seen it before.

In the City Hall stairwell, on one of the dull green walls, in the flickering light, as her footsteps echoed, making it sound as though someone else was walking with her, just before escaping from the stairwell onto the fourth floor that was not supposed to be.

Even sitting in this surveillance room with two policemen, the recollection made her shiver, and though they saw nothing else unusual for the rest if the night, the tone of this temp assignment was set.

The next night, a group of eight children, up far past what should have been their bedtime, invaded the city’s smallest park, located next to a school in Arovista’s nicest neighborhood. Dressed in pajamas, they ran in a pack to the playground, where they separated. Their actions seemed pre-planned, and two of the girls ran directly to the sandbox, where they lowered their pajama bottoms, squatted down and defecated. One boy stood in front of each of the four swings, urinating on the seats, while another grabbed handfuls of garbage from a metal trash receptacle, throwing the refuse between the bars of the adjacent jungle gym. Still another boy had a hammer in hand, and used the clawed end of the tool to chisel holes in the sheet metal of the slide. The final girl stood alone in the center of the playground, staring up at the sky and screaming.

Janice found herself thinking about Monica, remembering the time her daughter had snuck out of the house at night to meet her friend Jillie when she was supposed to be asleep. The two girls had planned to meet a couple of boys from their class at the school field, but the boys hadn’t shown up. There were two older teenagers in the field instead, and when the older boys had approached, making graphic suggestions, Monica and Jillie had run away, screaming. It was those screams that had awakened half the neighborhood and brought Janice and Harlan out of the house to discover what was going on.

She didn’t like working for the PD, Janice decided. It was forcing her to confront things she did not want to confront.

The pajama-clad kids on the playground ran away as quickly as they had arrived, and Sergeant Kennedy said, “Well, now we know who they are.”

Apparently, this had happened before.

Sometime later, Lon spotted a naked, grotesquely overweight man in Vanderhoof Park who had brought with him a dead cat and was dipping his forefinger in the cat’s blood, using it to draw symbols on his ample chest. The sergeant called in another three-fourteen in progress, and they watched the screen as the same two officers from the night before beat the man senseless and left him on the grass, mashing the dead cat into his face for good measure.

“Is this a typical night?” Janice asked.

Both Lon and Sergeant Kennedy nodded. “Pretty typical,” Lon said.

“I would say so,” the sergeant agreed.

The weekend, when it arrived, was difficult. Janice’s body had already adapted to a graveyard-shift sleep schedule, and her intention was to maintain that schedule on Saturday and Sunday so she wouldn’t be a zombie when she returned to work Monday night. But Jackie stopped by Saturday morning when Janice was napping, the loud doorbell waking her up, and since she hadn’t visited with her friend since she’d started working again for the City, Janice felt obligated to see her. Unable to fall asleep in the afternoon, she ended up returning to her usual nighttime sleep pattern, and though she tried to remedy that on Sunday, a long visit from her daughter ended that plan, and, against her will, she slept through the night.

Wide awake Monday morning, Janice tried unsuccessfully to take an afternoon nap but spent an hour on top of the mattress staring at the bedroom window before finally giving up—so while she was plenty alert when she went to work at nine, she had already started to fade by midnight.

And that’s when all of the screens went black, accompanied by an electronic beeping that sounded as though it was coming from a digital alarm clock.

Instantly wide awake, Janice looked from Lon to Sergeant Kennedy. “What’s going on?”

Neither of them answered at first.

“Guys?”

“They’re doing training exercises,” the sergeant said. “In the parks.”

“And we’re not allowed to watch,” Lon added.

“Why? Is it because of me? You’re both cops. I’m sure you can watch police training.”

“It’s not the police,” Sergeant Kennedy said, and Janice heard something in his voice that she didn’t expect.

Fear.

“Then who is it?” she asked quietly.

“The Corp Yard.”

And the three of them sat silently in the Surveillance room for the next two hours, not leaving even to get a drink or go to the bathroom, until the beeping finally stopped and, one by one, the screens winked back on.


[image: ]


IN AN attempt to familiarize himself with city government and its business—and get his name out to voters—Gavin had begun attending all Arovista meetings that were open to the public. There’d been one city council session and one planning commission meeting so far, with several more to go before the election, and he seemed to have made inroads with the handful of activists and gadflies who frequented almost all official gatherings. He was becoming known not only to the city’s decision-makers but also to those who held their feet to the fire, and his comments on issues seemed to have endeared him at least to the more rational among them.

Tonight, there was an early Transportation committee hearing—in order to suppress public comment, it had been scheduled for late afternoon rather than early evening—but since Gavin wasn’t teaching today, he was at the council chambers even before the doors opened. Two of the regulars were there as well, and that gave him the chance to do a little campaigning before the meeting. The discussion concerned widening First Street in order to add an extra lane and went longer than scheduled because, even with the early start time, there was a healthy turnout of citizens opposed to the proposal. They kept arriving, to the consternation of the committee, and by the time everyone had had their say, and a vote on the issue was postponed to the next meeting, it was well after six o’clock.

Thao was waiting for him when he came home. He smelled crock pot pho, but she was on the couch rather than in the kitchen, and she jumped up the second he walked through the door, waving a piece of paper at him.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“It’s a notice from our apartment owners. I think we have to move.”

“What?”

“Here. You read it.” She handed him the paper. “From what I can tell, the city’s rezoning this block commercial, and the owners of these buildings are going to raze them and build some sort of entertainment zone. With theaters!” she said sarcastically. “And restaurants!”

“How long has this been in the works?”

“For a while, apparently.”

“There was no mention of it at any of the meetings I went to.” He started reading the page. “No,” he said firmly before he was halfway through. “No way.” He looked up at her. “We are not going to let the city walk all over us. Those crooks are obviously in the pockets of the developers, and they’re selling out the people who actually live here. They’re already gutting the poor area on the west side and now they want to destroy our neighborhood? No way.”

“That’s why we need you on the council.”

“Damn right.”

“You could stop this, right?”

“I’ll sure as hell try.”

She looked at him. “I was thinking. Do you think this could be the bitch’s husband?”

Gavin shook his head. “I’m sure Sharon would like nothing better than to get me kicked out of my apartment, but her husband worked in Traffic and Transportation, not making policy.”

“The city council, then? Maybe they’re trying to keep you from joining, trying to derail your campaign.”

“I don’t think it’s that personal. It’s probably just part of their plan to increase commercial development and squeeze out residential space so they can get more money.”

“So what do we do?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Do we need to start looking for a new place to live?”

“Eventually maybe, but I’m not giving up without a fight.”

He sounded more confident than he was, but he also thought that politics was the art of the possible, and while that bromide usually referenced the weakness of politics and the necessity of settling, he also took it to mean that it was possible to get things done. If studying the careers of career politicians like Lyndon Johnson, Mitch McConnell and Nancy Pelosi had taught him anything, it was the effectiveness of horse trading, and that in pursuit of the greater good, strong-arm tactics were sometimes necessary.

Gavin handed back the notice Thao had given him. “Hold onto this. It’s going to be ‘Dewey Defeats Truman’ by the time I’m done with these assholes.”

“If you win.”

“If I win,” he agreed.

“Then we’d better get busy and make sure you do.”

The next day, Gavin was in the university library, finishing up a quiz for today’s class on his laptop, when Burt walked over from the Reserve Book Room. “I thought that was you,” he said.

Gavin looked up. “It is.”

“Fancy meeting you here.”

“I was hoping to find some privacy.”

Burt laughed. “Not in the cards.”

“Then pull up a seat and distract me even more.”

His friend remained standing. “How goes the campaign? I assume with no budget you have no yard signs.”

“Nope.”

“Door hangers?”

“Nope.”

“Well, you’re off to a rousing start.”

“I know.”

“Come on,” Burt prodded. “You’ve got to at least put in a little effort.”

“Thao’s given me an online presence.”

“You’re not running for president. You know as well as I do that momentum in local races is generated by yard signs. They get your name out there and let people know you’re a serious contender. They provide legitimacy. Have you seen any other signs yet?”

“A few.”

“For who?”

“Some guy named Morris.”

“See? Even you know his name. That’s your main rival. My advice? Donate a couple thou to your campaign and make your own signs.”

“A couple thou? I don’t have fifty bucks. I’m a class down this semester, remember? We’re skating on thin financial ice as it is.”

“Find some local business to prop you up. You must have a single, simple, easily addressable issue that you care about. Hook up with someone who has the same interest, promise to fix the problem and ask for support.”

Gavin looked down. “I’m not good at that.”

“Really? I never would’ve guessed.” Burt chuckled. “Look, I don’t have a lot of free time, and I’m definitely not throwing away any of my money by supporting you⁠—”

Gavin smiled. “Gee, thanks.”

“But I’m willing to help you seek out donors.”

“Hugo!” Gavin said suddenly.

“What?”

“My friend Hugo. He works for this small company where they design and make orthotics, prosthetics and other medical appliances. The company’s got a tiny parking lot, and half the workers have to park on the street—which only has two-hour parking. So people are always getting ticketed. Hugo got, like, three tickets within the past year. He said the owner’s been trying to get the regulations changed so workers can park all day, but the city won’t do it.”

“You can make it a priority. And helping small businesses fight city hall is always good politics.”

“If Hugo can convince his boss to pony up.”

“If not, say hello to new councilman Morris.”

“But you’re still going to help me find donors, right?”

“I am. There’s no guarantee, though. And at least get yourself out there knocking on doors. There’s nothing like the personal touch.”

“Oh, we’re already planning on that.”

“And don’t forget the most important thing to remember about contemporary politics: never admit defeat. If you lose, follow the modern playbook and say the election was rigged, you was robbed.”

Gavin laughed.

“I only wish I was joking.”

“I will win,” Gavin said. “And if somehow I don’t, I will gracefully concede defeat.”

“The retro tactic. I like it.” Burt clapped him on the back. “Now I’m off to the races. Good luck to you my boy. You’re going to need it.”

Gavin watched him go. His head was suddenly swimming with new ideas for the campaign.

But right now, he needed to finish writing this quiz before class.

He looked at the swirling screen saver that had popped up on his laptop screen, then pressed the space key to bring back his quiz.
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Hugo’s boss was not willing to invest in his campaign, even after Gavin talked to the man personally. Hugo offered to fork over fifty bucks of his own money, but that wouldn’t help much, and he knew his friend couldn’t really afford it, so he said thanks, but no thanks.

“You’re still going to help us out with street parking, though, right?” Hugo asked.

“Even if the end result is parking permits, I’ll make sure that you guys can park on the street during work hours without having to worry about getting a ticket.”

“You’re the man.”

This was not how Gavin had expected this would go. In his fantasy, he’d had a campaign office, with staffers making phone calls and photocopying fliers while other volunteers canvassed and handed out pamphlets. But in reality there was only him and Thao, in their apartment, meeting virtually with Hugo and Burt and a small handful of parents Thao had rounded up from the preschool. They had very little time before the election to get the word out and drum up enthusiasm for his candidacy, and he was increasingly convinced that that was not going to happen.

He was on his laptop, typing up an email to The Register in an attempt to convince the editor to write about the candidates in Arovista’s special election, when Thao said, “Oh my God.” She turned up the volume on the television. “Look at this.”

It was downtown Arovista. On the screen, yellow bulldozers were pushing into a crowd of people. A fallen protester was scooped up like road debris.

“This is unbelievable.”

“It’s like Soylent Green,” he said.

She pushed his shoulder. “You need to get yourself over there. Get on TV.”

“The piece is almost over.”

“It’s only the four o’clock news. There’s still five and six o’clock.”

“You’re right. They’ll cover it again.”

“Every half hour. And if a candidate for city council can speak forcefully against it on camera…”

“I’m out of here,” Gavin said.

“Talk to whatever station you can find!” she called out. “I’ll monitor all the channels!”

By the time he found a parking spot on a side street and hurried over to Washington Boulevard, the bulldozers were gone. But protesters were still there, as were news cameras. Once one station started covering an event, others swooped in like vultures for fear of missing out, and while the original Channel 7 reporter was talking to what appeared to be a local shopkeeper, Gavin saw the crews from channels 2 and 4 setting up. Channel 4 probably had the more popular newscast, but Channel 2 partnered with Channel 9, so if he talked to them, he’d get on two stations.

And he could still try to speak with 4 and 7 afterward.

He approached the Channel 2 news crew.

“Hey!” someone yelled. “It’s that guy running for council!”

Gavin saw the young man who had recognized him at the previous protest, and as he waved back, the young man hurried over. “You missed the fireworks!”

“I saw it on TV. That’s why I came over here. To support you guys.”

“What’s your name again?”

“Gavin. Gavin Barre. What’s your name?”

“Dylan.” The young man waved his arms. “Over here! City council candidate!” He was calling out to his fellow protestors, but the two of them were close enough to the news crew that a man Gavin recognized as Channel 2’s Orange County reporter heard him and strode over.

Moments later, he was standing before a line of protestors, next to the reporter and in front of a camera, waiting to be interviewed. The positioning made it look as though he was leading the protest, which was advantageous, but he wished he’d changed into a suit before coming over here. It would make him look more serious. Although, it would also make him appear more establishment. The casual clothes he was wearing might actually provide him with a regular-guy, man-of-the-people quality that could help him in the election.

The reporter took down Gavin’s name and some basic information about him. Just prior to going on air, a light above the camera switched on, shining in his eyes, and he had only seconds to adjust before the reporter was smiling into the camera, introducing himself and briefly describing the reason for today’s protest.

He turned to Gavin.

“I’m here with Gavin Barre, Arovista resident and candidate for city council. Mr. Barre, I understand that you are here to support those who object to cutting down the downtown trees.” He shifted his microphone toward Gavin.

“Yes, I am. But what I really want to talk about, what shocked me to the core, is the fact that bulldozers were used earlier this afternoon against the crowd here. People were actually being scooped up—like dirt. What is this? Alabama in the 1960s? Such an egregious abuse of power and complete disdain for the wonderful folks in our great city is typical of Arovista’s out-of-touch city government. And treating citizens with legitimate concerns as though they were less than human is something that should never happen anywhere, let alone in a peaceful suburban community like Arovista.”

Behind him, the protestors cheered.

Apparently, on TV, Channel 2 began running video of the bulldozers because the reporter said, “Here is footage from earlier, showing city construction vehicles being used as crowd control devices…”

Gavin remained in downtown Arovista for the next hour and a half, eventually speaking to reporters from each station as his support from the crowd—thanks to Dylan—grew increasingly vocal.

He called Thao as he walked back to the car. “I talked to Two, Four and Seven,” he said.

“I saw Channel Two and Seven, but I DVR’d all of them. You can watch them when you get back.”

“So how’d I come off?”

“You did great!”

“It sounded like I knew what I was talking about?”

“Definitely. And you sounded like you were ready to kick ass and take names, or however that saying goes. We couldn’t’ve asked for a better introduction to the voters. If I didn’t know you and saw that? I’d vote for you.”

“All right.” He relaxed a little. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Thao threw her arms around him the moment he stepped through the door.

“It must’ve been good.”

“Oh, it was. You’ll see. And I’ve already added links to our website and Facebook page. We’re getting this out there.”

He had to admit, after watching himself on all the channels, that he had come off rather well. Channel 2 and its sister station 9, especially, with their juxtaposition of his vocal condemnation and the sight of the bulldozers picking up the fallen man, were going to be really helpful. Thao checked the website and excitedly reported that traffic had jumped four hundred percent this evening. In truth, that meant the site’s unique viewers went from ten to forty, but in a local race with low turnout, numbers like that could make a difference.

They celebrated that night with sex, raw uninhibited sex, the kind they hadn’t had in a while, and afterward, exhausted, they both fell asleep instantly.

Thao awoke first, and when Gavin opened his eyes and sat up, he smelled eggs and hashbrowns cooking. She was happy and wide awake when he stumbled into the kitchen, and immediately informed him that even more people had gone onto their website since the last time she’d checked. “There’s something else,” Thao said, grabbing his hand, and pulling him out of the kitchen and across the living room. She opened the front door and pointed. “Look.”

On the small piece of grass in front of their apartment was an orange and blue yard sign. In big block letters were the words:

GAVIN BARRE

THE PEOPLE’S CANDIDATE

In front of the apartment complex across the street was another sign.

Gavin stepped outside, looking first to the left, then to the right. Orange and blue signs were visible up and down the street.

“What is this?” he asked, bewildered.

“I don’t know,” Thao said, “but it’s great!”

Still in his slippers and bathrobe, Gavin stepped off the cement onto the small patch of grass to look more carefully at the sign. Crouching down, he saw, in small white letters along the bottom, Arovistans for Barre.

“Who’s that?”

Thao bent down next to him, looking at the words. “Beats me. Do you have a PAC we don’t know about?”

“I have no idea who’s behind this.” He stared at the sign, mystified. If there was a PAC supporting him, it would be illegal for the committee to coordinate with his campaign, so it made sense that he would not be notified, but the idea that unknown people were promoting his candidacy and working on his behalf made him more than a little uneasy.

“Maybe people were inspired by your TV appearance. Or maybe Burt came through for you.”

“He would’ve told me. And this had to’ve been in the works for a while. It takes time to have these things printed and attached to stakes and all that.”

“And someone had to put them on lawns,” Thao mused. “I wonder who that could be.”

Gavin had no idea. But even though it was to his advantage, the thought of people he didn’t know going around town and putting up signs on his behalf did not sit well with him, and he glanced up and down the street as though hoping to spot someone doing just that.

Thao touched his shoulder, and he jumped.

She laughed. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said.

“Then let’s go back in,” she told him. “I think I smell my hashbrowns burning.”
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IT WAS a warm Sunday morning, and following a light breakfast, Paul decided to mow the lawn before taking a shower. Re-wearing yesterday’s clothes, he cut and edged the grass, working up a sweat. The shower afterward felt refreshing, and it was not until he had dressed and dried his hair that he finally saw his mom, who tended to sleep late on weekends. She was sipping coffee in the living room, reading the newspaper and listening to “Breakfast With the Beatles” on the radio, and she glanced up as he entered. “I thought we could drive over to Arovista this morning.”

“For what?”

“I want to see where you work.”

Paul frowned. “Why?”

“This may sound stupid. But I had a dream…”

He suddenly felt cold. It didn’t sound stupid, he thought. It didn’t sound stupid at all. He, too, had been having dreams about city hall, and the one last night had been particularly vivid. He’d been in a meeting about the city’s general plan, in a windowless room he’d never seen before but that felt to him like a basement. The other men and women around the conference table were wearing animal masks similar to those worn by Central Services on Casual Friday. Instead of speaking, they whistled, each of them in turn, and he had the feeling that they were communicating with each other, though he had no idea what any of them were trying to say. He’d awakened feeling uneasy—as he always did when he dreamed about Arovista—and it wasn’t until several moments after waking that the mood slowly began to dissipate.

The fact that his mom had also dreamed about city hall was definitely disconcerting, and the last thing he wanted to do was take her over there.

“It’s Sunday,” he said. “City hall’s closed.”

“It doesn’t matter. I just want to see the outside.”

The thought of wasting at least an hour of his weekend—and driving to Arovista six out of the seven days this week—was not appealing, but there was a chance that if he didn’t do it, she would simply show up on a weekday. He could think of few things more embarrassing than having his mom visit him at work and check up on him in front of his coworkers.

Especially Iolanthe.

“Okay,” he acquiesced. “Let’s go.”

The parking lot was empty and city hall closed when they arrived, but there were four men dressed in business attire, carrying briefcases and laptop bags, standing next to the building, facing it as though they’d been walking and the barrier of the wall had stopped them from proceeding further.

Even in the mid-morning light, it was an odd and eerie sight, and rather than get out of the car, Paul indicated the different floors to his mom from the window, describing each. His desk was on the sixth floor, he explained, pointing out the window of Whit’s office.

“Who are those people?” she asked, focusing at the men facing the wall. “What are they doing?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“Is something wrong with them?”

Paul started the car. “I’m pretty sure there is. But the police station’s right next door, so we’ll let them deal with it.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw her looking at him. “This place isn’t dangerous, is it? You feel safe working here, right?”

“Of course,” he said, although that was not entirely true.

“I don’t have a good feeling about this. First my dream, and now these weirdos…”

“There are weirdos everywhere, Mom. And dreams aren’t real.”

“I know, hon, but still…”

The trip home was spent reassuring her about his job and workplace, although he had to admit that when she suggested he could apply for positions elsewhere, he felt something like relief. She was right. He wasn’t wedded to this place. And while the pay was nice, and he liked working with Iolanthe, it might be possible to find an even better job, especially since he could list this one on his résumé. He had education and experience now.

Monday morning, his usual parking spot was not available. In fact, the whole middle of the parking lot had been taken over by a dump truck and other construction vehicles. A temporary chain-link fence enclosed a square area that was filled with building materials and equipment. None of this stuff had been here yesterday, and Paul was forced to park near the library and walk across the civic center courtyard to city hall.

Inside, the floor of the lobby had been torn up, and the back wall was in the process of being demolished. Paul spotted Craig from the general plan committee waiting for the elevator, and he hurried over. “What’s going on here?”

“They’re putting in a café.”

“For the employees?”

“No, for the public. At least, that’s what I heard.”

“They honestly think people are going to come to city hall to eat breakfast or lunch or whatever?”

Craig shrugged. “You got me. Maybe they figure the people who are stuck here for meetings, or come in on their lunch hour for dog tags and have to wait in a long line, will want to grab a bite to eat or get an espresso or something.”

That made more sense, but Paul still thought it was a stupid idea. There were far more pressing matters that needed funding. Building a café in city hall should not even be on the list.

Craig said something to him, but the sound of sledgehammers tearing apart the white brick wall drowned out his words, and Paul was surprised when he got into the elevator and Craig waved goodbye, walking toward the city clerk’s office.

Thankfully, the noise of construction could not be heard on the sixth floor, and he hurried down the too-long corridor, aware that he was slightly late due to the parking situation. As he passed Redevelopment, he smelled something unpleasant and glanced to his left in time to see what looked like a derelict pushing a wheelbarrow into an office. It made no sense, but he didn’t know enough to place it in context, so he put it out of his mind.

Things were still awkward between him and Fiona, and Paul was grateful that she was on the phone when he arrived. He hurried past her, keeping his eyes focused straight ahead. The phone on his own desk was ringing as he entered the office, and he quickly reached over and picked it up. “Hello?”

“Paul? Is that you? Paul?”

A chill passed through him. It was the man who had called before, and once again, he sounded drunk.

“Who is this?”

“Paul? Is that you? Paul?”

It could not possibly be his dad, but that was the thought in his head, and his honest instinct was to slam the phone down and back away from it as quickly as possible. Instead, heart hammering in his chest, he remained on the line. “Yes,” he said. “This is me.”

He half-expected the same phrase to be repeated⁠—

Paul? Is that you? Paul?

—like a recording, with no acknowledgement that he had responded, but to his surprise, the old man’s voice on the other end of the line said, “Why?”

He experienced an involuntary shiver. “Why what?” he found himself asking.

“Why?” The voice was fainter this time, as if the speaker were fading away, and before Paul could reply, the man said it again, his voice even weaker. “Why?”

“Hello?” Paul said, trying to reestablish contact. “Can you hear me?”

“Why?” Barely louder than a whisper.

“Are you—?” Paul started to say.

And then there was only a dial tone.

Was his dad…dead? Paul wondered. Because that was the sense he got from the voice on the phone. It sounded like a ghost and had the creepy quality of a dead man’s voice in a horror movie.

Before he had time to speculate further, Whit arrived, slamming the satchel he was carrying hard on his desk, clearly annoyed with something or someone. He scowled at Paul. “We need you to help with damage control today. We want you to write a piece about this tree protest debacle that we can post online and send out to local media. Say something about how it was a mistake and is being investigated, and the person responsible will be held accountable. Pin it on some peon if you can. I’ll have Fiona get you a list of names, street maintenance supervisors who could plausibly have given the order. Just make sure blame stays away from anyone at the administrative level.”

Paul had no idea what Whit was talking about, but he nodded as though he did, figuring he could look up whatever information he needed.

“Oh, by the way,” Whit said, “you’ll be happy to know that the print shop is gone.”

The print shop was gone?

Paul had plenty of questions about that but did not want to engage with the assistant city manager while the man was in this mood, so he merely nodded and went over to his desk, where he searched “Arovista Tree Protest” and discovered that on Saturday, a group of people had been picketing to protest the city’s plan to cut trees in the downtown area, and a city bulldozer had gone into the crowd and scooped up at least one person. A video of the incident had gone viral, and one of the candidates for the vacant council seat had gone on TV to blast Arovista’s city government.

Still unsure of exactly what he was supposed to do, Paul spent the morning writing a press release based on emails he received from several different departments, including one from Whit and one from Anita. Why Whit was emailing rather than talking to him, when they were literally only feet from each other in the same room, Paul had no idea. He assumed the assistant city manager was covering his ass by leaving a paper trail, and that made Paul wary. He decided he needed to cover his own ass by getting everything approved, and with each new pass at the press release, he emailed Whit a copy of the latest revision and asked for feedback. By the time noon rolled around, he was on the fourth draft and had yet to receive final approval.

He met Iolanthe in the lobby at lunch. “They’re gone,” she whispered. “Tang and Dang.”

“I know. Whit⁠—”

“Not here,” she said quickly. “Wait ’til we get to the park.”

There was no one near them, and the construction noise was loud, but there were security cameras, and if Iolanthe was worried about being overheard, Paul was worried about being overheard.

His mom was right. He wasn’t wedded to this place, and he decided that maybe he would start sending out his résumé. His job here was not only getting too weird, it was getting too⁠—

—dangerous.

Yes, dangerous. And he started wondering not only whether he should quit but whether he could quit.

The City Manager’s committed to this, which means that I’m committed to this, which means that you’re committed to this. Understand?

The sound of Whit’s threat echoed in his mind, and there was a palpable sense of relief when he and Iolanthe walked out of the building and started across the street.

They did not speak until they were in the park.

“It’s gone,” she said as they approached their table. “It’s all gone. There’s no print shop anymore. Just an empty room. Friday, those printers were running nonstop. Today? Nothing’s there.”

“It is weird,” he admitted.

“Weird? How’s it even possible? Those printers were huge. There’s no way they could fit through the doors. I’m not even sure how they got them there in the first place. But to take them out, they had to be dismantled, broken down into parts that could fit through the door and then fit in the elevator. They must’ve worked all weekend.”

“All that construction in the lobby started this weekend, too.”

“For a café?” She shook her head. “What is that?”

Iolanthe sounded stressed, and Paul understood. He sat down, taking out his sandwich.

She sat across from him. “Didn’t I tell you that people from city hall disappear?”

“I don’t think the print shop guys disappeared. They were just laid off.”

“Are you sure about that?” She leaned forward. “If you went over to HR and asked about Tang and Dang, are you sure that they wouldn’t just look at you blankly and say, ‘No one named Tang or Dang has ever worked here. And we’ve never had a print shop.’”

No. He was not sure. And the thought sent a shudder of cold passing through him.

“I wonder if we’re next.”

Paul’s heart lurched in his chest.

She saw the expression on his face and favored him with a half-hearted smile. “Not everyone disappears,” she said. “Some people really are fired or laid off. And Central Services interacts with almost every department. The print shop only interacted with us, mostly. People would notice if we were gone. I think we’d just have to find new jobs.”

“Thank God,” he said. I hope so, he thought.

They ate for a moment in silence.

“Maybe you should preempt them,” he said. “Quit and find another job before they get rid of you.”

“I’ve thought about it,” she admitted. “But, no. I’m sticking it out. Who knows? We might not even be on the chopping block.”

“Besides, you’d miss me too much,” he teased.

Iolanthe looked at him. “I would,” she said.
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He arrived early the next day, hoping to get a decent parking spot, but the area in the center of the parking lot that housed construction materials and equipment had grown larger, and an armed guard was walking around the chain-link fence. Once more, Paul was forced to park near the library.

Although he was earlier than he had been yesterday, Craig was again standing before the first-floor elevator. He hadn’t yet pressed the call button, and Paul moved next to him and did so.

Craig nodded hello. “I saw you talking to that chick from Central Services yesterday after work. The copy girl.” He gave Paul a nudge with his elbow. “She’s a party, huh?”

Paul felt his stomach drop. Not responding, he pushed the elevator button again.

“I had her in the men’s room there.” Craig nodded, smiling to himself at the memory. “Many, many times.”

The elevator door opened. This time, they both stepped in.

“What about you? You had her yet?”

Paul shook his head.

“Dude! You don’t know what you’re missing. Bitch is wild. Jason from Traffic said she was the best he ever had. Said she begged him to do things no other chick would even let him do.” Craig grinned. “Bad things.”

Paul pressed the button for the sixth floor.

Craig was about to say something else, but Paul cut him off. “When’s our next committee meeting?” he asked. “Do you know?”

Craig shook his head.

“Me either,” Paul said quickly. “I think maybe they’re once a month.”

The elevator had reached the sixth floor, and he walked out. “See you later.”

“Later.”

The door slid shut behind him, and Paul suddenly realized that Craig had not pressed a button for any of the floors. He had not gotten off at the sixth, either. Was he taking the elevator all the way down again? Something was wrong here.

Or maybe that’s just what he wanted to believe.

Because of what the man had said about Iolanthe.

I had her in the men’s room

Paul didn’t believe it…although he didn’t disbelieve it, either. There was no way he was going to bring it up to her—how would he even do that?—but unfortunately he didn’t know anyone else in the building well enough to ask whether or not it was true.

And he wouldn’t trust the answers of the few people he did know.

For the first time, meeting her in the lobby at lunchtime was awkward. The discomfort was all on his side, though. Iolanthe didn’t seem to sense anything amiss and as they walked to the park, she told him about a meeting Central Services had had this morning with representatives from the company to which they would be contracting out the city’s major printing projects from now on.

Paul was only half-listening, but he nodded at the appropriate places, and when they reached their picnic table and sat down, he paused for a moment before taking out his lunch.

“Do you know a city employee named Craig?” he asked carefully.

“Craig?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so. What department’s he in?”

“I’m not sure,” Paul admitted.

She shrugged. “The name doesn’t sound familiar. Why?”

“Nothing. I met him at that general plan meeting, and he talked like he knew you.”

Bitch is wild

Iolanthe thought for a moment, then again shook her head. “Not to my knowledge.”

She sounded sincere, and he wanted to believe her—did believe her, for the most part—but there was still that small nagging doubt in his mind, and while Iolanthe talked about a variety of topics as they ate, Paul’s mind was elsewhere. What department did Craig work for? he wondered, and he found himself checking the employee directory as soon as he got back to his desk.

He checked it once, checked it twice.

No one named Craig worked at city hall.
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To his knowledge, there’d been no additional meeting yet about the general plan, but Whit called him over after a final version of the tree protest apologia had been approved and emailed out to various media entities, as well as different departments within city hall and the PD. “I want you to go over the tentative General Plan with Lynn Chen in Redevelopment. Her department needs to know what’s going on if they’re going to get anything done.”

“There isn’t a general plan at this point,” Paul explained. “Not even a tentative one. I mean, we barely discussed anything⁠—”

“I’m going to stop you right there.” Whit fixed him with a hard stare. “There is a tentative plan, because you’re still working off the existing plan. If no changes have been made yet, then no changes have been made. But a plan is still in place, and I want you to discuss it with Redevelopment.”

Paul was pretty sure that the department was aware of the current general plan since it was apparently functioning normally and had been all year, but he merely nodded and said, “I’ll email over a copy⁠—”

“They’re right down the hall for God’s sake!” Whit sounded angry. “Show some class and talk to Lynn in person.”

Paul nodded again, not bothering to point out that he and Whit emailed each other all the time, even though they shared the same office and sat within speaking distance of each other.

“Should I⁠—”

“Jesus Christ! Do I have to do your job for you?”

“No, I’ll take care of it,” Paul assured him. He had no idea why the assistant city manager was so worked up today but was determined not to get on his bad side.

He walked back to his desk, wondering how he was going to do this. Did Redevelopment have its own copy of the general plan? Should he see if he could get the city clerk’s office to bring their book up to the council’s study room again? The man who’d run the committee meeting had shown slides of the book’s pages, and maybe he could get those slides, but Paul didn’t even know the man’s name.

Fiona had helped him last time, but he did not feel comfortable asking her to do so now, and he finally decided that the best course of action would be to just walk down to Redevelopment, meet Lynn Chen in person and talk to her about it.

Paul could hear noise coming from Redevelopment when he was halfway down the corridor. Above the generic “beautiful music” radio station that was broadcast throughout the building came a series of squawks and squeals that made it sound as though the department was home to some sort of menagerie. That was followed instantly by a mechanical clanking. None of this clamor had any place in city hall or any white-collar workplace, but he was so focused on figuring out a way to “go over” the general plan with Lynn Chen that it barely registered.

That changed as soon as the corridor widened and he came to the area where the Redevelopment secretary sat at her large desk. The open offices behind her each seemed to be illuminated by different colored lights—green, red, yellow, purple, blue—and they were filled with far too many people, all of them oddly dressed.

He recognized the derelict with the wheelbarrow, who was using a trowel to scoop dirt out of the wheelbarrow onto the floor.

The secretary was staring at him, and he realized that though he passed by every day, he had never formally been introduced to her. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Paul Wardlow. Whit Murdoch’s assistant. I’d like to speak with Lynn Chen.”

“Speak to her about what?” she asked flatly.

“I’m on a committee⁠—”

“Speak to her about what?” she repeated.

He felt uncomfortable. “Arovista’s general plan.”

“Do you, by chance, play the banjo?”

What the hell?

“Uh, no,” he said.

“Good. Ms. Chen does not like the banjo. You may go back.” She gestured behind her.

Paul looked toward the multi-hued rooms. “Where…? I mean…which office is hers?”

The secretary glared at him. “Are you a half-wit? Because Ms. Chen does not like half-wits.”

“I’m not a half-wit.”

“You’ll find her, then.” The secretary began shuffling papers on her desk, papers that Paul could see from this vantage point were covered with childish scribbles.

He walked past her into Redevelopment.

It was the smell that hit him first: a rank odor that reminded him of spoiled milk. There were people everywhere, men and women, overdressed and underdressed, walking back and forth from blue room to red room to green, like background extras in a movie who had been told to stay in random motion behind the film’s stars. The employees were either talking to each other or muttering to themselves, and Paul wondered if, from down the hallway, those sounds could have coalesced into the animal noises he thought he’d heard—or if the squeaks and squawks had been made by something else.

The mechanical clanking, loud enough to drown out everything else, still rang out periodically, and it seemed to be emanating from the one closed door in the warren of Redevelopment offices. He thought at first that behind the door lay a closet, but as he drew closer, Paul saw a small gold nameplate attached to the polished brown wood: Lynn Chen.

There was a tap on his shoulder, and he turned to see a short rotund man holding forth a coffee cup filled with sand. “Would you like a drink?”

Paul shook his head and turned away.

A spray of sand hit his hair and neck, falling under his collar and trickling down his back.

Whirling around, he found the stout little man holding the coffee cup out like a weapon. “You want to tangle with me, monkey boy?”

“Travis!” someone called angrily, and, giggling, the man darted between a tall woman talking on her phone and a shorter woman wearing glasses who was counting on her fingers.

Turning around again, Paul knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

The door opened before him. At the opposite end of a narrow office, a blond-haired Asian woman stood behind a tall, clear plexiglass desk, typing on a computer keyboard.

“Hello,” he said. “Are you Lynn Chen?”

She looked up from her computer. “You may call me Ms. Chen.”

“Sorry. Ms. Chen. I’m on the committee looking to update the city’s general plan, and Whit Murdoch sent me down here to discuss it with you.”

Behind him, there was a loud conversation in what sounded like the same made-up language he’d heard in the city clerk’s office.

Ms. Chen smiled at him. “Will you close that door, please?”

What’s going on in this department? he wanted to ask, and as if reading his mind, she said, “Redevelopment is allowed some leeway in the way we conduct our business as we have a more direct impact on the shaping of the community than most of the other departments.”

He closed the door and heard it lock automatically, a sound he found disconcerting.

“Sit down,” she offered.

There was no place to sit down, except the floor, so he shook his head and politely said, “I’m fine.”

“Then let us discuss the General Plan.”

“Okay.” Having no specific information to impart, he’d decided to let her ask questions and respond to them.

Ms. Chen paced in the narrow space behind her standing desk. “I must say that I am a little put out that the City Manager is revisiting the General Plan when we’re in the middle of such a comprehensive overhaul of the west side. I also think that a representative from Redevelopment should have been appointed to the committee.

“Not that I’m questioning the City Manager’s decisions,” she added quickly, and Paul realized that she was afraid of the city manager.

He cleared his throat. “Well, we’ve only had one meeting so far, so obviously we’re just in the early stages. Nothing’s been decided yet.” He noticed for the first time that she had an opened copy of the general plan book on top of her clear desk, though he could not tell if it was the same one he had looked at in the study room.

“So you have nothing new to tell me.”

“Uh, no,” he admitted.

“Goddamn that Whit,” she muttered. “I wish Anita…” She looked up at him. “What are you still doing here? Get the fuck out of my office.”

There was a click as the office door unlocked, and when he turned around, it was open. He strode through the mêlée of the department, past the smirking secretary and walked back down the hall to the assistant city manager’s office. Whit glanced up as Paul walked in. “Did you go over the General Plan with Lynn Chen?” he asked.

Paul sat down at his desk. “Yes, I did,” he said.

The afternoon dragged, and it took forever for the clock to reach 5:00. As always, he waited for Whit to leave first, and it was nearly five-fifteen before he finally exited the office.

Iolanthe was not in the lobby—apparently she hadn’t waited for him—but walking out of the building in front of him, Paul saw…

The woman who had been snatched from the fourth-floor hallway.

The woman from the wanted poster.

She looked exactly the same as the last time he’d seen her—meek, nice dress, clutching a purse—and she had the same tentative air about her, as though she was unfamiliar with her surroundings and looking for someone.

Who was she?

Curious, Paul followed her at a distance as she walked slowly toward the parking lot. Most of the vehicles were already gone, and he could see that she was heading toward a gray Toyota Camry, parked near the fenced construction materials. His own car was in the library parking lot, and he ran through the civic center courtyard, hoping to reach it before she left. She got out of the lot before he did, but, luckily, her car was stopped at a red light just a block away from city hall, and when the light changed he followed her down the street and onto the freeway.

Not sure why he was doing what he was doing, or what he hoped to discover, Paul sat behind her in heavy traffic, and when she got off at the McFadden exit and turned toward downtown Santa Ana, he trailed her from a safe distance. Maybe, he thought, when she arrived home, he could introduce himself, and let her know that he’d seen what happened to her on the fourth floor and had followed her to make sure she was okay. It was kind of stalkerish, and he didn’t want to frighten her, but he was pretty unthreatening, especially in his work clothes, and he thought he’d be able to gain her trust.

Stupid, he thought. This is stupid.

He pulled behind her into a parking structure between two rundown buildings, and when he saw where she was going to park, drove past her and parked at the other end of the first level. It was only then he realized that there were no apartments nearby, and definitely not any houses, which made him think that the woman was not going straight home. Still remaining circumspect, and still not sure why, he waited in his car, looking out the side window to see what she would do.

It was several minutes before she finally emerged, and when she did, she was barefoot and her dress seemed to have shrunk; it was lower at the top and higher at the bottom. She had left her purse in the car.

Paul fumblingly opened his door, getting out, and by the time he did, the woman was walking out of the far end of the parking structure onto the sidewalk. He hurried after and exited the structure just in time to see her stop in the center of the block. She stood there for a moment, as though trying to get her bearings.

Then started screaming.

“My husband was eaten by rats! They chewed off his fingers! They gnawed off his balls!”

Paul was startled. Whatever he might have been expecting, it was most definitely not this.

“They came out of the floor!”

There were not many people on the sidewalk—downtown Santa Ana was not exactly a hub of pedestrian traffic—but those few who did pass by gave the woman a wide berth. She was clearly crazy, and no one wanted any interaction with her. Paul’s half-baked plan had been to introduce himself and let her know that he’d seen her being pulled into the room on the fourth floor of city hall, and that he’d also seen her on a wanted poster in HR, but he was not about to approach her now.

“There was nothing left but his bones! His bones!”

She stomped her bare feet on the sidewalk, looked up at the sky, howling⁠—

—and crumpled to the ground as a shot rang out and the front of her dress exploded in a splatter of red.

“Jesus Christ!” Paul yelled.

A dark-skinned man ran past him, ducking down and covering his head, and from somewhere, a woman screamed, but Paul remained where he was, his eyes focused across the street.

Where he saw Whit calmly placing a rifle in the trunk of his car before getting into the driver’s seat.

Other vehicles continued to pass by, their drivers blissfully unaware of what had occurred, and in moments, Whit had merged into traffic, heading south.

Paul’s phone was out, and he was calling 911 even as he jogged down the sidewalk to where the bloodied woman lay still. Someone else must have already called for help, because he heard the sound of approaching sirens as a dispatcher took his call. Now that it was clear this was a single event and not a mass shooting, a small crowd of both pedestrians and people from nearby businesses had started to gather around the body.

No one was attempting to give first aid, because the woman was definitely dead. Her eyes were wide open in her blood-spattered face, and her dress was completely soaked through with red. No one could look at her for long, but no one left, either, and the assembled men and women kept repeating to each other what they had seen and heard, as though they still couldn’t believe what had happened and were trying to convince themselves that it was real. Paul said nothing until the police arrived, and when a uniformed officer asked if anyone had seen what happened, Paul said, “I did. And I know who shot her.”

That shut the others up.

“Who?” the cop asked.

He glanced quickly at the woman’s body and took a deep breath. “His name’s Whit Murdoch. And he’s the city of Arovista’s Assistant City Manager.”
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“AT LEAST you tried,” Gustavo Perez said dejectedly.

Next to him, Arn Needleman was furious. “This is an outrage!”

The two of them were standing across the street from La Panaderia Perez, which Arn and the rest of the Arovista Historical Society had been trying to protect by having it designated a California State Historic Landmark. Gustavo’s family had owned both the bakery and the property it sat upon for three generations, but the city, citing eminent domain, had decreed that both their building and the laundry next door were to be torn down to make room for a multi-use development that was part of a larger effort to provide more public space in the railroad district.

“They were supposed to wait until the hearing,” Arn said. “No demolition until after a decision had been made. They lied. They lied straight to my face.”

To Gustavo, that was not a surprise. The city had been trying for years to “clean up” this neighborhood (in the words of one former councilman) by putting legacy shops like his out of business, and had never dealt fairly with the people from his community. That was why, despite Arn’s assurances that it wasn’t necessary, he had followed the city’s instructions to the letter, moving out the ovens, display cases and other equipment. He’d expected something like this.

A crew of workmen wearing hard hats were walking around the building, examining it. In their trucks, parked on the street, Gustavo could see what looked like some pretty heavy-duty machinery.

“I’m filing an injunction,” Arn promised. “We’ll nip this in the bud.”

Gustavo shook his head. “By the time you do, the panaderia will be gone.” He meant that merely as a statement of fact, but as he reached the end of the sentence, he was filled with a sharp and sudden sense of loss. Half of his life had been spent inside that building, hanging out when he was a little kid, helping out when he got a little older, working part-time as a teenager, taking over as an adult. It hadn’t hit him until now how entwined he was with this place, how much he would miss it, and he suddenly realized that he’d forgotten to take a picture of the storeroom at the back of the building where he and his sister had carved their names in the cement that papa had poured when he’d constructed the add-on.

Sadly, he looked up and down the street. Whether they liked it or not, and however hard they fought back, the neighborhood was changing. Down the block, Juan’s tire store was shuttered, as was the pharmacia. And though she wasn’t yet under threat, Isabella was already looking for a new location for her hair salon, maybe in Santa Ana.

The word “gentrification” had not really meant much to him until now. In fact, most of the neighborhoods he’d seen that had been “gentrified” had been dangerous, gang-ridden areas that had been made much safer by replacing rundown buildings with newer, more upscale businesses. But experiencing it firsthand, Gustavo understood what was being lost.

What was he going to do now? The panaderia had only survived this long because their family owned the land and building. There was no way he’d be able to pay the rent on a new place with what he made selling his breads. He’d probably have to sell off all the equipment and get a job…doing what? Working for someone else’s bakery?

“I’m still filing that injunction,” Arn said. “We can’t let this stand.”

Gustavo nodded, resigned. “Fight the power,” he said.
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Alex Mieger was grateful that he’d been the one to take the call. There were two of them assigned to the Orange County cities beat, and if Rachel, the other reporter, hadn’t been in the bathroom when the call came in, she’d be the one working on the big Arovista exposé, and he’d be the one covering the owl’s birthday at the Santa Ana Zoo.

And it was a big exposé.

The tip had been anonymous, although common sense told Alex that it came from someone within the city’s IT department. The caller had definitely been male, and he told Alex that the City of Arovista was spending a hundred thousand taxpayer dollars buying a personnel package from Automated Interface as part of a sweetheart deal, rather than using the city’s computer programmers to create a new personnel system, which would have basically cost the city nothing, since the programmers were already on staff. The caller not only provided details of the computer system, but the name of the contact at Automated Interface and the date of the conference at which the city’s finance director had made the deal without even putting it out to bid, as required by law. This thing was a goldmine—not just a single article but a series—and Alex saw awards and promotions in his future.

In the days since that initial call, he’d done the legwork, meeting with city programmers, interviewing the finance director and a spokesperson for Automated Interface, looking up public records pertaining to the use of discretionary funds, and speaking with representatives from other cities in order to find out whether or not this was S.O.P.

Not.

Smiling to himself, Alex deleted a place-holding paragraph and replaced it with a mealy-mouthed justification of the expenditure from one of Arovista’s assistant city managers.

This was going to be a good one.

And when the news hit, he’d be there to cover the fallout.
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Lyle had been living on the streets for as long as he could remember, and he spent all of his nights and many of his days in a blue tarp tent on the sidewalk in front of De Luca’s, a vacant Italian restaurant where a small community of other unhoused people now made their homes. Lately, however, there’d been a weird feeling in the city, a different vibe. All of them felt it.

Something was going on.

The encampment near the old Mexican market was gone, as was the one in Kirchner Park. Yesterday, he’d spent the afternoon holding up his PLEASE HELP/GOD BLESS sign by the freeway onramp, earning himself a few bucks, and when he returned home, the tent next to his, where Big Ray staked out, was no longer there.

It was the government, it had to be, but no one on the street knew anything about the disappearances, and the feeling of fear that had been fueled by this free-floating sense of uncertainty intensified.

Lyle’s section of sidewalk seemed lonely with Big Ray not there, and it creeped him out a little to have such an empty space next to him at night. He felt exposed in a way that he had not before and wondered if he shouldn’t move his digs to a more populated part of the city.

In the morning, he glanced over at Big Ray’s spot and felt unexpectedly blue. The two of them had never spoken much and hadn’t been friends exactly, but they’d both always been there, and Big Ray’s absence affected him much more than he would have thought. The day was bright and sunny, which ordinarily would have cheered him up, but the only thing he experienced was a gloomy sense of loss. He felt sad, an emotion he came by naturally. His mom had always been sad. Throughout his childhood, until the day she died, there’d been something sorrowful about her, and he thought how much sadder she would have been if she’d known that he would end up like this.

He’d obviously inherited her disposition, and he wondered now if that was one of the reasons he’d had such a difficult time keeping his life on track.

The day was nice, but he did not want to go out, and rather than staking out one of the intersections or the freeway onramp, he stayed in his tent, drinking the last of the water from a crumpled Arrowhead bottle and eating the last half of a chocolate chip cookie he’d been saving. He put out his PLEASE HELP/GOD BLESS sign next to an empty McDonald’s cup, but at the end of the day no one had dropped in any coins, and he fell asleep early, feeling hungry and depressed.

They came at night. The workers from the city. He heard them before he saw them, and by the time he poked his head out from between the flaps of his tarp, there were four men in brown coveralls and work boots standing on the sidewalk. Had Big Ray known this was coming? Was that why he’d left? If so, he hadn’t said word one to Lyle, and Lyle cursed that worthless piece of shit, hoping he died.

Two of the men grabbed his arms, yanking him to his feet, while another pulled a cloth bag over his head and tied it tightly around his neck. He was dragged out to the street and placed into what had to be a van. There were other people in the van, although he could not tell how many. They were all shoved close together, and he could feel, hear and smell those to either side of him. An elbow poked into his side, and a wheezing man next to him exhaled breath so foul that the bag offered no protection. It was all Lyle could do not to throw up.

“Where fuck ah wee?” someone kept muttering. “Where fuck ah wee? Where fuck ah wee?”

“Shut up!” someone else screamed.

Lyle said nothing, kept his hands to himself and tried to breathe only through his mouth.

Soon the vehicle stopped, and after several minutes, more people were shoved into the space where they sat. It was impossible to tell how many there were, but from the voices, he knew one of them was a woman.

A while later, they arrived at what was apparently their destination and were herded out, the bags removed from their heads. Lyle looked around. They were surrounded by the square hulks of unlit buildings. Aside from the headlights of the van, the only lights he saw were on poles attached to a high chain-link fence that seemed to enclose the area they were in. Past the fence lay darkness.

A door opened in one of the buildings, revealing an illuminated space beyond. A silhouetted figure stood in the doorway, waved, and a harsh authoritarian voice nearby said, “All right, recruits! Follow me!”

Recruits?

A man with a flashlight started across what turned out to be asphalt, heading toward the open doorway. Lyle felt someone prod him on the back, and along with his fellow pick-ups, he followed the flashlight.

Inside, they were ordered to sit on the hard cement floor, facing a giant of a man in some type of military uniform, who was standing ramrod straight with his hands clasped behind his back. Other men and women were already asleep on the floor, most of them naked. Lyle estimated that there were thirty or forty of them, and, although he couldn’t be sure, he thought that one at the far end was Big Ray. How they could be sleeping with the lights on, and all of this hustle and bustle going on around them, Lyle didn’t know, and for a brief worrying second, he thought the people might be dead. Then one rolled over, and he relaxed.

When all of the new

recruits

were seated, the uniformed man addressed them. “Welcome to the Arovista Corp Yard. You are here because the City has determined that, as residents who are unemployed, homeless and taking advantage of city-provided park space and sidewalk camping locations, it is time for you to give back to your community. To that end, you have been brought to this location, where you will be provided with proper instruction and thereafter be required to perform your civic duty.

“So I suggest you try to get some sleep, because in the morning, your training will begin. We’ll be putting you through your paces. You are going to drill, baby, drill until you are in fighting shape. By the time we are through training you, you will be fit—or you will be dead. Am I understood?”

Lyle looked around. He didn’t understand any of this, and he was pretty sure none of the others did either. In fact, he wasn’t sure the guy next to him even knew his own name. Clad in a dirty army blanket and shirtless underneath, the man had nodded off and was drooling into his beard. None of them had any idea what was going on, and that was not only confusing but somehow frightening.

“By the time we’re done,” the man said, “you’ll be ready for battle. Believe you me.”

Smiling to himself, he nodded at them, then strode briskly out of the room.

Battle? Lyle thought.

Who would they be battling with?

The others who had brought them here, including the man with the flashlight, followed the uniformed man outside, locking the door behind them. Seconds later, all of the lights went out and the room was thrown into darkness.
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PAUL WAS nervous about going to work and almost called in sick but reasoned that it would only be worse if he postponed going in for an extra day. It was better to just rip off the Band-Aid.

Or he could quit.

The idea definitely held some appeal, but something—his work ethic, a sense of responsibility—kept him from exercising that option, and he found himself waking up, getting dressed and eating breakfast the way he always did.

He’d told his mom nothing, though he wasn’t quite sure why, and neither had he called any of his friends. In his mind, he supposed, this was an in-house matter, not to be shared with anyone outside of city hall, and he wondered how he had so quickly become such a company man.

The question was: would Whit be there today, or was he in jail?

And how much did Whit or anyone else at city hall know about Paul’s involvement? Were they aware that Paul was the one who had turned him in? He hoped not. It was the right thing to do—the assistant city manager had shot and killed a woman, for God’s sake—but it still might have been a stupid decision. The man was dangerous. And there was no telling how closely the other people at city hall would stick by him. Besides, the dead woman had been kidnapped on that weird fourth floor, and HR had her on a wanted poster. Maybe the people at the city had wanted her killed. Maybe they’d sent Whit out to do the job.

How could he think that was even a remote possibility?

He didn’t know, but the most frightening thing of all was that he honestly believed it was possible.

He definitely should quit.

“You’d better get ready to go!” his mom called. “You’re going to be late!”

“I am!” he said, and started for the front door. “See you later!”

Why was he pretending that everything was normal?

Arriving early, he found a spot in the city hall parking lot away from the area used to store construction equipment. A couple of employees had ended up with flat tires over the past week, due to bolts and pieces of metal that had dropped onto the asphalt, and now there seemed to be an unofficial buffer zone around the fenced section where no one parked.

He was just getting out of the car when Iolanthe pulled next to him. Paul felt awkward and wasn’t sure he was ready to see her right now, but it would be rude to leave, so he stood by the trunk, waiting.

“Hi,” he said.

She gave him a suspicious look. “Okay, what’s going on? You’ve been acting weird since yesterday, and just now it looked like you wanted to bolt.”

Paul feigned ignorance. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come on. I’m not dumb. What’s wrong here?”

He thought of what “Craig” had told him.

Jason from Traffic said she was the best he ever had. Said she begged him to do things no other chick would even let him do.

“Do you know a guy named Jason from Traffic?”

“Sure.”

“Did you used to go out with him?”

Iolanthe fixed him with an appalled stare. “Heck no! Jason? He skeevs me out.”

Her reaction was genuine, and Paul found that he was relieved.

He wondered again who “Craig” was and why the man would say such things.

She laughed. “Is that what this is about? You thought I was going out with Jason?”

He was about to come clean and tell her everything he’d heard, but at that moment a police car sped into the parking lot, screeching to a halt right in front of them, lights and siren on. Two uniformed officers quickly emerged from the vehicle, and Paul and Iolanthe looked at each other, mystified. The taller one approached, hand on his nightstick. “Step aside, miss,” he ordered.

The shorter cop stood behind him, nightstick already out.

Iolanthe refused to budge. “What’s this about?” she asked.

The officers ignored her. “Are you Paul Wardlow?” the tall one inquired.

“Yes.”

Before he understood what was happening, Iolanthe was pushed aside, and both men were on him. Paul was shoved hard against the trunk of his car, his arms yanked behind his back. Handcuffs were snapped painfully onto his wrists, and he was jerked upright before being hauled over to the police car. The short cop opened the rear door.

“What are you doing?” Iolanthe cried.

“Stay out of this, miss.”

A big hand pushed down on Paul’s head, and he was forced into the back of the patrol car.

“What’s he done?” she demanded. “Paul! What⁠—”

The door slammed shut. The officers got in, and the car took off, driving far too fast through the parking lot. Through the meshed window, he saw a stunned Iolanthe watch them go. For a brief paranoid moment, he thought they were going to take him to an abandoned field and beat him. Or kill him. Then he thought that maybe they weren’t even real cops. But the car sped around the parking lot behind city hall to the police station, pulling to a halt next to a rear entrance. He could not for the life of him figure out what he might have done, and, numbly, he followed orders as one of the cops opened the car door, letting him out, and told him to come with them into the station.

It did not appear that he’d been officially arrested, since he wasn’t processed. His picture wasn’t taken nor was he fingerprinted. He didn’t even have to empty out his pockets or sign any forms. He was simply taken down a long hallway and led into what looked like a small conference room. Elaine Mamo, the personnel manager, was there, as was her boss, Ricky Bryce, the HR director. Both of them were seated behind a dark wood table next to a beefy police officer, and Paul was forced into a chair opposite them by the two cops who’d brought him in.

“Do you know who I am?” the officer asked. “I’m Captain Reynolds. And the last thing I want to do is start my day by dealing with a little pissant like you.”

Paul remained silent, wondering if he should ask for a lawyer.

“Do you know why you’re here?” Elaine asked.

He shook his head.

“You have broken your NDA.”

Paul was confused. “I don’t understand.”

Elaine spoke slowly, as though addressing someone with comprehension problems. “Remember the non-disclosure agreement you signed in Mr. Bryce’s office when you were hired? You agreed, as an employee of the City of Arovista, not to reveal privileged information to anyone outside the City Hall family. This includes the names of other employees, as well as any actions taken by them on or off the Civic Center premises.”

“And you,” Captain Reynolds said, “identified Assistant City Manager Whit Murdoch to members of the Santa Ana PD as the individual who shot and killed a woman.”

“Because he did. I saw him.”

“We have been in contact with the Santa Ana PD,” Bryce rumbled, “and we made it clear to them that your so-called eyewitness account is invalid due to the NDA.”

“I wasn’t the only witness,” Paul said.

One of the cops behind him slapped a hard flat palm against Paul’s ear, and he cried out.

Bryce leaned forward. “But you are the only one who could supply a name.”

Steeling himself for another blow, he said, “They have the name now, however they got it. And⁠—”

“You think that’s enough for them to charge a member of Arovista’s management team?” Elaine interrupted.

There was no slap this time.

“He’s not in jail?”

“Nor will he be. There is no proof that the Assistant City Manager committed any crime.”

“He killed a woman!”

Bryce leaned forward. “A woman justly designated as an enemy of the City. As I see it, part of our problem here is that you’ve gotten yourself involved with things you don’t understand. Come to think of it, how did you just happen to be in that particular place at that particular time? Were you, against City policy, tracking your immediate supervisor after hours?”

“No!” Paul said.

“Then what?”

He wasn’t going to say anything more without a lawyer present. Not that he had any idea how to get a lawyer. Or enough money to pay for one.

Captain Reynolds sighed, looked over at the HR director. “It’s obvious he’s guilty. The question is, what are we going to do about it?”

Paul could not remain silent. “I’m guilty? Whit Murdoch shot a woman on the street!”

Bryce fixed him with a hard stare. “Yes, but you violated your NDA.”

“And he killed someone!”

Elaine stepped in to defend him. “I’m not sure Paul here was aware of the severity of his offense. It’s my fault: I’m afraid I didn’t fully explain about the NDA during orientation.”

This was crazy. He felt as though he’d entered some bizarro world where everything was turned inside out.

“So what do you suggest?” the captain asked.

“We’re not at war with Santa Ana; our cities have a mutually cooperative relationship. They were kind enough to inform us of this breach of protocol, and now all is as it should be. The only loose end is this, as you called him, ‘pissant.’” Elaine nodded toward Paul.

He held up his hands. “Look, I quit, all right? You won’t have to deal with me anymore. I’m out of here.”

The HR director gave him a thin smile. “You’re not getting off that easy, boy.”

“So…what? You’re going to throw me in jail?”

“No. You are going to abide by the rules of your employment contract. You will not be allowed to quit. I want you where we can keep track of you. If you do attempt to resign or get yourself fired, then you will be apprehended, and I guarantee you that you will be buried so deep in this building that no one will ever find you. Isn’t that right, Captain?”

The uniformed man grinned.

Bryce stood. “Now get this piece of shit out of here. He’s wasted enough of our time today.”

The cops who’d brought him in pulled him to his feet and Paul was led out of the room and back down the long hallway. Once outside, they let him go with a slight shove. The taller officer gestured toward city hall. “Get back to your building. And if we catch you here in our neck of the woods…you’ll wish we hadn’t. Now fuck off.”

Stunned, Paul walked across the rear parking lot toward city hall. He was going to be late for work but made no effort to hurry. What had just happened? It was clear he’d been threatened, but why? Because he’d given the Santa Ana police an honest account of a murder he’d witnessed?

Apparently so.

Had Arovista city officials approved the killing? It sure seemed that way. And now they’d either made some sort of deal with Santa Ana to hush it up, or convinced the other city that Whit had been mistakenly identified as the shooter.

Paul felt trapped. Whatever was going on, they were using it to bully him, and now if he dared to leave his job he’d be…what? Something worse than arrested, Ricky Bryce intimated, and Paul had no doubt that was true. The scariest part of it was that he had no idea where he could go to report what was happening. The police were in on it, for God’s sake, and if he went above them to some state or federal agency with his story—which the cops and the city would obviously deny—then, sometime while the investigation was being performed, he would probably just…disappear.

He could see no way out of this.

The city hall lobby was empty save for three hard-hatted café construction workers, and Paul got into the empty elevator, pressing the button for the sixth floor. He stared at the closed door as the elevator ascended, not knowing what to expect when he reached the top. Would Whit be at work today? If he hadn’t been arrested, was he at least on leave? The thought of having to interact with the man made his stomach knot up.

As always, the door to the room where he thought he’d seen a naked person was closed, and for once, Redevelopment was quiet. Fiona was at her desk, and when he approached the secretary on his way into the office, she glared at him. “Traitor,” she muttered. Already nervous and sweating, Paul walked past her.

Whit was sitting at his desk, calmly watching as Paul walked in.

Smiling broadly, the assistant city manager made a gun out of his hand, thumb sticking up and index finger pointing toward Paul. He jerked his arm upward, pretending to shoot.

“Pow,” he said.
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Welcome to hell.

Whit’s catchphrase had never been more appropriate. Every second of every minute of every hour, Paul was on edge, and he invented busywork for himself, remaining at his desk, eyes on his computer, desperately trying not to interact with the man. It took an eon to reach noon.

At least he and Iolanthe were back where they should be, and at lunch he told her everything, beginning with “Craig” and ending with his encounter this morning at the PD.

“I warned you about this place,” she said when he was finished. “You didn’t believe me.”

“Oh, I believed you. I just…”

“Didn’t know that it could happen to you?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

They were both silent for a moment.

“So,” he said in an exaggeratedly cheerful voice, “how was your morning? Anything exciting happen?”

“Actually, something did happen this morning.” She leaned in. “We were asked to make copies for the Corp Yard.”

“What’s with this corp yard?” he asked. “Everyone’s always so freaked out about it, but I still don’t know what the hell it is.”

“Be grateful.”

“Come on. After all I went through this morning? At least you can give me that.”

There was a pause. “Okay. But you didn’t hear it from me.”

“My lips are sealed.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, first of all, my information’s secondhand. No one’s ever told me anything about the Corp Yard officially. I’ve just picked things up by keeping my ears open. In fact, you’re probably in a better position to find out concrete information about it, being on the general plan committee and working for the city manager’s office and all. But supposedly, the Corp Yard is located in an undeveloped area on the east side of the city, on open land. It’s home to Facilities and Equipment, which basically means that it’s where street sweepers, maintenance trucks, bulldozers, whatever are stored. The men they hire to work there—and they’re all men, I hear—are, like, criminals, recruited from prisons and whatnot.”

“That can’t be true.”

“It’s what they say. And not just that, the City juices them, hops them up on steroids to get more work out of them. And that’s another thing: the work is not just maintenance and repairs and stuff like that. They’re sent out to take care of things.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that people who cross the city, people who can’t be dealt with legally by the police, are visited by the guys from the Corp Yard. And sometimes taken there.”

“After this morning, I’m not sure the police are all that legal.”

“Well, the guys from the Corp Yard are even worse.” She held up a hand. “At least that’s what I’ve heard. I don’t know what, if any of it, is true, but I do know that everyone at city hall stays away from there.”

“And someone from the corp yard had you copy something this morning.”

“That’s the thing. It was delivered in an interoffice envelope and we’re in charge of interoffice mail, which means that someone from Central Services had to pick it up from the corp yard and drop it off on the third floor. Only no one will cop to it. Charlie’s our usual mail guy, and there’s an intern named Sed, but both of them said it was in the box when they arrived. Beth, Yuko and I’ve been trying to figure out how it got here. Because no one from the Corp Yard ever comes to city hall.”

“So what did you have to Xerox?”

“We made a single copy. Of a single page. And in the center of the page it said, ‘I pledge allegiance to the Corp Yard of the City of Arovista.’ And under that was a line, like where someone’s supposed to put their signature.”

“Weird.”

“Right?” Iolanthe looked away. “Anyway, we made the copy, put it back in the envelope, and sometime mid-morning Sed the intern took it out to deliver. He still hasn’t come back. I mean, I’m sure he’s fine, but…”

Paul heard the worry in her voice, and it was that, more than anything else, that brought home to him how afraid she was of the corp yard. She didn’t think Sed was fine, and though the air was warm, he shivered.

“It’s almost one,” he said, standing. “We’d better head back.”

The two of them tossed their trash into a nearby barrel and began walking across the grass. “By the way,” Iolanthe said, “in case no one’s told you, it’s Casual Friday this week. You should probably wear something⁠—”

“Casual?” He smiled wryly. “So what kind of Halloween costume do you think I should put on? I’m thinking black and white prison stripes.”

She lowered her voice. “I know it’s crazy. But just go along with it. It’s safer.”

He heard her genuine concern for him—as well as a palpable fear.

Paul felt the same fear himself, and though there was no one else in this part of the park, he still glanced around to make sure they were alone. He nodded reluctantly. “Okay. What do you think I should wear?”

“I don’t know. There’re no real guidelines. Be creative, I guess. Just think of it like high school. Pretend you have team spirit.”

“Vague, but all right.”

“As long as you show that you made an effort, you should be fine.”

They reached the street, and Paul looked over at city hall, a feeling of dread washing over him as his eyes focused on the sixth floor. “Back to hell,” he said.

Although there were still two days until Friday, he spent that evening going through his wardrobe, trying to figure out what to wear. Still unsure, he enlisted his mom’s help on Thursday, telling her that there was a “dress-up day” at work, and between the two of them, they came up with what he thought was a pretty good choice: ripped jeans that had been destined for Goodwill, a tie-dyed shirt that his mom had bought him in high school and that he’d never worn, some Mardi Gras bead necklaces that they had left over from an elementary school carnival, and a cowboy hat that he suspected had belonged to his dad but whose origin his mom claimed not to know.

“You’re a hippie!” she said cheerfully, looking at him.

His smile was more like a grimace, and he thought he looked ridiculous, but he wasn’t about to put any more effort into this stupid endeavor. “It’ll do,” he said.

Friday morning, he walked into city hall wearing his hippie attire, and all of the other employees were dressed…casually. In jeans and short-sleeved shirts rather than the slacks, white shirt and tie of an ordinary day. No one had on bizarre costumes or extravagant outfits.

His face reddened with embarrassment. Had Iolanthe done this to him on purpose?

Was she working with them?

He didn’t think so, but he didn’t know what was going on, and there were snickers as he entered the elevator. Walking into the assistant city manager’s office, past a smirking Fiona, he saw Whit at his desk, wearing ordinary casual clothes, speaking with the finance director. Whit glared at him with disapproval, and Paul sheepishly took off his cowboy hat and sat down, slumping in his chair, trying to hide behind his computer.

It was going to be a long day.
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JANICE WAS going stir-crazy. She’d been home for nearly a month and was not happy about it. After two weeks at the PD, she’d been taken off that assignment (someone had probably figured out that they didn’t really need her), and while she’d expected to be transferred elsewhere, Barb informed her that there was no job for her at the moment. No one was currently sick, and many departments with vacancies had learned to adjust by shifting duties, which meant they no longer needed a floater.

“But I’m sure something will come up soon,” Barb said.

So far, nothing had.

Was she being punished?

Janice didn’t think so, but, intentional or not, there was no doubt that being separated from the City was a punishment for her. At this point, she’d even be grateful to be back at the City Attorney’s office.

No.

She wouldn’t.

A wave of shame passed over her as she remembered what she’d submitted to in the conference room.

Still, at least she’d been useful. She’d been a valued part of the City instead of just…nothing.

Well, maybe she wasn’t nothing. She was still volunteering to beautify Arovista by picking up trash and pulling weeds. But she wasn’t getting paid and wasn’t working in City Hall, and that severance from the City was more painful to her than she would have imagined.

Her daughter was relieved, and expressed her opinion in no uncertain terms. “That place is bad for you, Mom,” Monica said. “It’s done nothing but tear this family apart. I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with it.”

Janice didn’t know why either, but she was. So it was with a sense of relief and gratitude that she received a call from Barb, asking her to come in. It was mid-morning, and she’d been planning to go to the weekly farmer’s market with Jackie, but she happily called her friend to cancel and sped over to City Hall. Barb hadn’t said where she’d be working or for how long, but that didn’t matter. She was happy to do anything.

She thought of the City Attorney’s conference room.

Well, almost anything.

Construction of the café was still going on, so it was hard to find a parking spot, and she ended up in back of the building halfway to the PD. There were three men in business suits facing the wall on the east side of City Hall as she walked up, like a trio of Energizer bunnies that had been stopped by a barrier, and Janice wondered what was going on with them. It was an odd sight, and she recalled seeing something similar before, although once past them, she did not give the men another thought.

On the second floor, she met Barb in the hallway and discovered that, at least for the next week, she would be temping at the Communications department. Janice didn’t know much about Communications, only that it oversaw the phones and fiber optics for City Hall, as well as the 911 systems for the Police and Fire departments. It was actually located in its own building, a squat nondescript structure located unobtrusively at the rear of the Civic Center between City Hall and the PD. She’d seen the small building many times, had even walked past it this morning, but hadn’t known what it was and had always assumed it was connected with the library, because of its location.

After all these years, the City could still surprise her.

Barb walked with her to Communications, opening the smoked-glass entrance and motioning for Janice to enter first. There was no front desk or front counter, only a short narrow hallway ending at a locked metal door. Barb pressed the green button on an adjacent intercom, said, “Barb from HR, here with your temp,” and a moment later there was a buzz and a click as the door unlocked.

Behind the door was a large room that looked more like the bridge of a starship than a City department office. The lights were low, the ambience high tech, and a dozen men and women were seated at computer stations arranged in two concentric curving rows, facing a wall-sized screen showing a map of Arovista dotted with blinking red lights. Fitted with headsets, they were talking to callers, their low voices combining into a soothing background drone.

“Dispatchers,” Barb whispered in her ear. She motioned for Janice to follow, and the two of them made their way along the padded back wall to an open doorway that led into another short hallway and then up three steps to another large room. This looked more like the City Hall she knew. Half of the space was taken up with cubicles, the other half by shelves and cabinets filled with electronic parts and equipment. Employees in both sections were busily working.

A tall bald man emerged from somewhere. “Hello, Barb,” he said. He smiled at Janice. “I’m Hal Nichols. And you must be our temp.”

“Janice Kaminsky.”

“Wonderful! I’m not sure if Barb told you, but we’re a little shorthanded around here, and we need someone to maintain a record of calls. Those morons in IT saddled us with two incompatible systems, and until they come up with a workable interface program, we need to input names, phone numbers and call times manually.”

“I’ll give it a shot.”

“Nothing to it. We’ll set you up at your own station, and you just log in the calls as they appear on your screen. We’re required by the state to keep all phone records archived for legal reasons.”

“I’ll see myself out,” Barb said. She smiled at Janice. “Good luck.”

“Thanks!”

“So the 911 calls are no problem,” Nichols said. “The audio recordings are automatically saved, as well as all identifying information. But calls going in and out of City Hall are a different story. These must be input by hand. Now, we don’t actually have your station set up yet…” He chuckled. “That Barb works fast; we didn’t expect you ’til tomorrow. But give us forty-five minutes and we’ll have everything ready. Al!” he called.

A dark squat man wearing a tool belt and looking down at some type of handheld electronic device wandered over. “What is it?”

“We have our new archivist. I need her systems set up.”

“You’ll have to get Jin to do it. The third floor’s having connectivity problems. I need to go over to the Hall and check the fiber-optics, so I’ll be in the basement for a couple hours.”

The basement

Janice sucked in her breath. The thought of the City Hall basement sent a chill racing through her. There suddenly seemed something familiar about Al, and she wondered if she had encountered the man before in her dreams.

Or maybe she’d just seen him working around City Hall.

“Get over to the Hall, then,” Nichols said. “I’ll have Jin do it.” There was a note of disapproval in his voice, and Janice saw Al hesitate, but then the man nodded and left.

To her, Nichols was all smiles. “Now, let’s introduce you to Communications.”

There was a tan floor-to-ceiling curtain running along the wall to their left, and at the push of a button, it slid open, revealing one-way glass and a view of the darkened dispatchers room. At a console facing the window sat a severe-looking woman with short gray hair. She wore an audio headset and was typing quickly on the keyboard in front of her.

Nichols gestured toward the outer room. “The nerve center of the city,” he said proudly. “This is where the magic happens. Rita there is our dispatch supervisor. She oversees the 911 operators and handles any problems the dispatchers can’t. She’s gotten our response time down by a full minute. There’s no telling how many lives she’s saved.”

He pressed a button to close the curtain just as a slightly built Asian man came up to them. “Al says you want to see me?”

“Our archivist is here,” Nichols told him. “Make sure her station is set up. We need a monitor with adjustable scrolling and a delay feature that captures all calls in and out of the Hall, as well as a connected PC with independent storage capacity so she can record the data for us.”

“Give me fifteen minutes, Boss.”

“Thanks, Jin.” He turned to Janice. “While we’re waiting, let’s continue the tour.” He led her through the warren of cubicles, introducing her to various employees along the way, most of whom did not bother to look up from their work. Reaching the far end of the room, they stopped in front of a woman wearing a headset and seated before a console identical to that of Rita the dispatch supervisor. “Janice, I’d like you to meet Cate. Cate here oversees and manages City Hall communications. You’ll be archiving what she’s monitoring in real time, although she has access to far more than just names, numbers and call-time length.”

“And this is for all the phones in City Hall?”

“All the phones.”

“Does she ever listen in on any of the calls?” Janice asked.

The woman looked up at them. “Maybe,” she answered cryptically. Suddenly, she stiffened, typing something on the keyboard in front of her.

“She’s on the case,” Nichols said, grinning.

The console emitted a series of low electronic tones as Cate continued typing before finally pressing a button and leaning back. “Someone’s been making prank calls to Revenue,” she explained. “Might be some kid, might be some asshole who didn’t get his business license. We tracked that fucker down, and now I’m sending some men out to his place to take care of the problem.”

“Police?” Janice asked.

“Corp yard.”

Was that a thrill or a chill that passed through Janice’s body? Whatever it was, the thought that men from the Corp Yard would be sent out to seek retribution gave her a satisfying shiver.

“What are they going to do to him?” she asked.

“What they need to do.”

Janice found herself smiling, and looking over, she noticed that Nichols was smiling, too. As was Cate.

I’m going to fit in here just fine, Janice thought. Just fine.
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You could learn a lot about people by discovering who they talked to on the phone.

The Cape, for instance, not only made numerous calls to various law firms and other city attorneys, but once a day, every day, he phoned a number whose description on her screen was listed as Mistress Lisa. Which she dutifully noted in her log.

And her friend Ruth Ann apparently had a lover, the improbably named John Denver, whom she called obsessively four to six times a day. That was not something Janice ever would have expected. Nor could she have guessed that someone close to Helen Bishop was incarcerated in San Quentin, which was clearly the case, as the Finance Director received a call from that prison every Thursday afternoon at exactly 1 p.m.

There were trends that could be discerned as well. Lately, various people throughout City Hall, at various times, had been making calls to a Los Angeles radio station that was sponsoring a phone-in contest with a first prize of $50,000. And a whole host of employees from Development Services had recently been calling El Coyote, the new Mexican restaurant over on Franklin Street, presumably to order lunch. Janice thought she might check the place out; if so many people were eating there, it was probably good.

While she could not personally listen in on calls, could only note who was calling where and how many minutes they were speaking, her station was close enough to Cate’s that she could sometimes hear the other woman intercepting inappropriate conversations, or informing the Police or the Corp Yard about a problem caller, once even issuing the exhilarating order, “Take him out.”

Although most of the employees in Communications seemed nice, she hadn’t really gotten a chance to know any of them. Unlike most of the other City departments, the work here was nonstop and never-ending, so shifts, breaks and lunches were staggered. She took her breaks alone, and more often than not found herself tagging along for lunch with her old friends from Transportation.

Returning from lunch on the Wednesday of her second week in Communications, she found a pink call slip on her desk.

A summons from Anita Farber.

Assistant City Manager Anita Farber.

Daunted, yet honored at the same time, Janice picked up the call slip and called the return number. It was answered by a secretary, who forwarded her call to the Assistant City Manager herself. “Yes?” came an icy voice over the phone.

“This is Janice Kaminsky. I got a note to call you?”

“I was wondering if you could come to my office.”

“Now?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Are you too busy?”

“No,” Janice said quickly. “I just didn’t know… I mean, I wasn’t sure when you wanted to see me. I thought there might be a specific time.”

“That time is now.”

The Assistant City Manager hung up, and Janice wondered if she was about to be fired. She found Hal Nichols, explained that she’d been summoned to Anita Farber’s office, and promised to stay late if need be in order to catch up with the calls made during both her lunch and whatever time it took to see the Assistant City Manager. The supervisor seemed annoyed but gave his okay, and she hurried out of the Communications building and over to City Hall.

She could not remember the last time she had been on the sixth floor, but it was just as intimidating as she remembered, far bigger than any of the other floors, its wide central hallway wood-paneled and plushly carpeted, unlike the institutional white of the other City departments.

She strode quickly down the corridor, ignoring the raucous chaos of Redevelopment as she walked past and heading straight to the Assistant City Manager’s office, where she was apparently expected. The secretary whose desk abutted the hallway pointed her to the left. “Ms. Farber is expecting you.”

Inside the impressive office, a woebegone twentysomething girl, with lank black hair and shapeless clothes, sat silently in a tiny plastic chair at an elementary-school desk, looking down.

“That’s Darcy. Ignore her.”

Anita Farber sat behind a clear L-shaped ergonomically designed desk in a high-backed leather chair, and she motioned Janice over. There was no chair on this side of the desk, no place for her to sit, so Janice stood awkwardly, waiting to be told why she was here.

“Darcy,” Ms. Farber said. “Leave us. Take a break or take a shit. Find something to do with yourself. But be back here in exactly ten minutes or there will be consequences.”

The miserable girl left silently, and as soon as she was gone, the Assistant City Manager got down to business. “We have a problem that needs taken care of, and I’ve been told that you can be relied upon to act with discretion.”

“Always.”

“Ordinarily, this is not something that I would entrust to a Transportation secretary.” The words were said with clear disdain. “But apparently you’ve acquitted yourself well at the PD and Code Enforcement, and I think you’d do a good job here.”

“Thank you.”

“So, here’s the situation. As you may or may not know, our local rag has published a story about the City’s new Personnel package, a very defamatory story implying that we purchased the program in a sweetheart deal with Automated Interface when we could have and should have had our own IT department do the work. The reporter who wrote the article, Alex Mieger, is an unethical, underhanded troll who would sell his sister’s ass on slut street if it would boost his career. He’s come after the City only because he sees it as a shortcut to bigger and better things. And that’s where you come in.” There was a meaningful pause. “The City needs him gone.”

Janice blinked. “What?”

“We need him gone.”

She was still not sure she’d correctly grasped the other woman’s meaning. “You want me to…kill him?”

A small smile played about the Assistant City Manager’s lips. “We don’t kill reporters here at the City,” she said, although her amused tone implied otherwise, and Janice was personally aware of several employees who had…disappeared. “What we need you to do is discredit him, make it so that the veracity of his reporting is called into question and not believed.”

“How?”

“Do whatever it takes. The City will back you one hundred percent. If you want to Photoshop him enjoying intercourse with a Great Dane, or tell the world that he butchers babies and roasts their teeny little genitals on wooden skewers before eating them, that will be fine with us.” She fixed Janice with a hard stare. “But we want this problem solved. We want him out of our hair. Permanently.”

Permanently

Was that a way of telling her, without spelling it out, that the City wanted him dead? Janice suspected that was the case, and though she wanted to ask for clarification, she did not. The City, she knew, might need plausible deniability.

But if they wanted the man dead, why didn’t they just send the police? Or someone from the Corp Yard?

Maybe they really did just want her to discredit him.

“Don’t worry,” Janice said. “I’ll take care of it.”

Ms. Farber smiled. “Good.” She was about to turn away, when she suddenly seemed to think of something. “Oh, and we need you to find Mieger’s source. He has a contact here in the building, someone who works for the City and who fed him these lies.

“That person needs to die.”

This was no hint or insinuation. No plausible deniability here at all. This was a direct order.

Her mouth was dry. “Should I—” Janice began.

The Assistant City Manager leaned in, her tone no-nonsense. “I don’t care how you do it. Just get it done.”

Meeting those intense eyes, she found herself nodding.

“And,” Ms. Farber said, smiling, “keep me in the loop.”

Dismissed, Janice walked numbly out of the office and down the hallway. From the corner of her eye, she saw flashes of bare flesh through the crack of a half-opened office door, what she took to be one naked person riding on the back of another who was bounding about on all fours, but it barely registered as she got into the elevator and, still in a daze, pushed the button for the first floor.
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Why, Janice wondered, had Anita Farber picked her to go after the reporter? There had to be people more qualified, employees with advanced computer skills who could easily come up with a way to publicly discredit the man. This was all new to her, and performing such a task did not come naturally. Although she’d been given no deadline, no timetable, she assumed the City wanted this done as quickly as possible, and as soon as she got home that night, she went online to look up possible ways to disgrace both Alex Mieger and his paper.

Discrediting the reporter was going to be tough enough. The more difficult assignment was going to be discovering Mieger’s City Hall source.

And killing him.

Or her. Because it could be a woman.

What if it turned out to be someone she knew?

She’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

Internet research turned up nothing helpful, but that night Janice had a dream, and in it she was a detective in New York who had broken into the high-rise penthouse of a wealthy businessman, looking for evidence that he was a pedophile. She found it in a sealed box beneath his bed: a pile of little girls’ panties. Trophies from his victims.

When Janice awoke, she had an idea.

At work, she called Anita Farber’s office and told the Assistant City Manager that a plan was in place but that it would take a few days to implement. If she’d expected encouragement or a pat on the back, she was out of luck, because Ms. Farber reacted to the news with stony silence before saying, “Just get it done,” and hanging up.

That weekend, Janice went to the Arovista Goodwill and Salvation Army stores, looking for little girls’ underwear. She found over a dozen small used panties decorated with cute animals and cartoon characters, and brought them back to her house, wondering how she was going to plant them. She definitely wasn’t skilled enough to break into Mieger’s house or car, but she needed to find some way to get them into his possession. It occurred to her that she could send the panties to him in a box through the mail. In care of the newspaper. And then alert the police to its arrival, so they could catch him in the act.

It was easy enough to find the address of the newspaper, but then she wondered what she should put for a return address, since she knew the post office would require one. She also wondered where she should mail it from, and eventually decided to pick a post office outside the city where she couldn’t possibly be recognized.

So Sunday morning, she placed the panties in a flat rectangular box, wrapped the box in brown paper and addressed it to Mieger at the Bulletin, writing in a fake return address along with Mieger’s name, as though he was sending the panties to himself at work.

She mailed the package during her lunch hour the next day, driving to a post office in Santa Ana, paying in cash and barely making it back to Communications in time. On the receipt, which she immediately tore up and threw away, the estimated delivery date was listed as Wednesday, so Wednesday at lunch, she drove away from the Civic Center to make an anonymous call to the police.

Was there a pay phone she could use? Janice wasn’t sure, but she thought there might still be one at an empty gas station she drove past on her way to work each day. She definitely didn’t want to call from her house, City Hall, her cell or anything that could be tracked back to her.

As it turned out, there was a pay phone near the side wall of the abandoned gas station, a decrepit one, but it still had a dial tone, and she used it to call 911. The second a dispatcher answered with a flat “Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?” (was that woman’s voice familiar? Was it someone she worked with in Communications?), Janice started shouting.

“Alex Mieger raped my daughter! He’s a child molester!”

“Calm down, ma’am⁠—”

“Calm down? That pervert raped my daughter!” she screamed. “And kept her underwear for a souvenir!”

“If you could describe what⁠—”

“He works for the Arovista Bulletin! He’s a reporter and he was pretending to do a story on my daughter’s nursery school and he raped her in the bathroom! You better arrest him before I cut off his balls and kill him!”

She hung up the phone, her hands shaking as she wiped off the receiver with Purell and a McDonald’s napkin before putting it back in its cradle. Was that going to be enough for the police to investigate or would they just write her off as a psycho? She’d given his name, his place of work and the crime he was supposed to have committed, and if they did their job, they’d find the box of used children’s underwear. But there was no guarantee that they would⁠—

The phone rang, making her jump.

They’d tracked down the source of the call.

Quickly, she got back into her car and drove away, heading in the opposite direction from which she’d come, praying that there were no security cameras on this block. Taking a roundabout way back to City Hall, she determined that it would be a good idea, for extra insurance should the police fail to act, to notify the newspaper about what Mieger had at his desk. As it happened, she passed an empty strip mall in the path of redevelopment that had a pay phone in front of a former liquor store. Not only that, but the phone worked, she discovered after going around the block and coming back.

Her luck was holding out.

Using her cell, she looked up the phone number of the Bulletin, then used her last three quarters to call the paper with the pay phone. A woman answered, and Janice had no idea whether she was a secretary, a reporter or the editor, but she put on her hysterical voice again and yelled that she was suing the paper because their reporter, Alex Mieger, who’d raped her daughter, was allowed to keep his stash of stolen panties at their office. “I’m calling the police!” she finished, and hung up.

Would this work? She wasn’t sure. It all depended on the timing, and whether or not the police and the paper made an effort to investigate her charges rather than just writing her off as a loony. Driving back to City Hall, though, Janice felt good. She debated whether or not to contact Anita Farber and let her know what was going on, but decided to wait until there were actual results to report.

The Assistant City Manager obviously had her own contacts, because before Janice had heard a word, Ms. Farber was calling her cell, sounding pleased. “Good job,” she said admiringly. “My faith in you appears to have been justified. I don’t think we have to worry about Alex Mieger anymore.”

“I’m glad.”

“Now you just need to find his City Hall contact.”

“I will.”

“And make sure that person dies.”

Janice felt a little tingle of…anticipation?

“I will,” she said.
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ELECTION DAY.

Gavin awoke with a headache. Stress, he assumed. The past week had been a whirlwind of activity, his “campaign” making up in energy what it lacked in funding. He, Hugo, Burt, his other friend Andre, as well as Thao and a couple of her friends, had walked street after street, placing their cheaply Xeroxed flyers in mailboxes and making the case for his candidacy to those few people who answered their doors. He’d also talked to a reporter from the Arovista paper for over an hour, and although the woman had used only a single quote from him in her very short article on the election, at least he was quoted—and his name was spelled correctly.

They’d done all they could, and now it was up to fate.

He was supposed to be teaching, but he’d cancelled classes for the day, and while Thao spent the morning online, using every email contact she had, urging people to vote, he paced nervously, watched TV and was generally useless. Finally, he took a trip to the grocery store to pick up some snacks for what would no doubt be a pity party tonight when he lost. Along the way, the number of yard signs he saw with his name on them slightly tempered his pessimism.

Where had those signs come from?

He still didn’t know, and while their existence continued to make him feel slightly uneasy, he had to admit that the extra exposure increased his chances of at least not embarrassing himself.

Their small group gathered to await election results, crowded into his and Thao’s small apartment. No TV or radio station seemed to be covering the special election, not even Orange County’s UHF channel, but the registrar of voters, in the interest of transparency, began posting a tally on its website once the polls closed at eight o’clock, a tally that was updated periodically as batches of votes were counted.

Not that there were that many votes. Arovista was a mid-sized Southern California city, and participation in a special election like this was bound to be low.

Still, it took a lot longer to find out results than it should have, and, surprisingly, they found out the winner of the election not from the registrar’s website but from Channel 5’s local news at nine, where it was the second story after a car crash in downtown L.A.

Gavin had won.

A spontaneous cheer went up from the gathering, their enthusiasm far greater than it would have been had any of them actually thought this would be the outcome. Gavin stared at the TV, stunned, as the station switched to a story about a smash-and-grab at a jewelry store. Thao hugged him. “We did it! We did it!”

They checked the county registrar’s website to make sure.

The counting was officially closed and Gavin had won by one hundred and nine votes.

“So how does this work?” Thao asked. “Does someone from the city call and let you know it’s official, you’re in?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I thought you taught history and government?”

“It’s a little granular,” he said defensively.

She laughed. “Burt?”

“He’ll be officially notified by mail. As for whether you’ll get a call…” He shrugged. “You got me.”

Their celebration lasted well past midnight.

Someone from the city did call two days later, presumably after all votes were legally certified by the registrar, and invited Gavin to a meeting at city hall with the other councilmembers. He assumed there’d be some sort of orientation, an introduction to city staff, a tour of the different departments, but when he arrived, there was only an informal gathering of the other four elected officials in the council chambers. A coffeepot and box of donuts sat next to paper cups, plates and napkins on a table near the door.

The other councilmembers were standing in the center of the chambers, and all eyes turned toward him as he entered. Feeling self-conscious, Gavin poured himself a cup of coffee. A councilman he recognized as Ross McClure stepped over and introduced himself.

“I know who you are,” Gavin assured him. “I’ve attended your meetings before.”

Ross chuckled. “We’re well aware of that, Mr. Barre. But now that we’re going to be working together, it’s time for more formal introductions. This is Verna Williams.”

The councilwoman nodded politely.

“Feenan Baur.”

The thin man held his hand out, and Gavin shook it.

“And, lastly, our mayor, Ted Finley.”

“I saw you on TV,” the mayor said. “With those protesters downtown.”

Gavin smiled thinly. “Where the city was scooping people up like they were dirt? The first thing I intend to do is find out who was responsible for that.”

“Oh, the City was responsible for that,” the mayor said. “It was done for you.”

The remark didn’t quite register. “What?”

“The City did that for you. I don’t know all the details, but as I understand it, the directive came straight from the City Manager himself. I guess he’d seen you on TV at an earlier protest, thought you came off well, and believed you’d make a good councilman. So he arranged for you to have another photo op to help you along.”

Gavin was incredulous. “That makes no sense.”

“Sure it does.”

“You’re telling me that wasn’t a mistake? Or something done by a rogue employee? That the city manager purposely had bulldozers scoop people up in order to…help my campaign?”

“Well…yes.” Smiling, the mayor elbowed him gently. “I scratch your back, you scratch mine, huh? That’s how things are done around here.”

“And you’re okay with this?”

“Like I said, it’s how things are done.”

Gavin had a sudden insight. “What about those yard signs? Put out by ‘Arovistans for Barre’?”

The mayor smiled. “Those Arovistans happen to work for City Hall. And you’re welcome.”

“I didn’t ask for that!”

“But you wouldn’t’ve won without it.” The mayor met his eyes. “The City helped you, now it’s your turn to help the City.”

“I intend to. That’s why I ran for this office. It’s why I’m here.”

“I’m not sure you quite understand,” the mayor said patiently. “The City selected you to be a councilmember. Your job is to further the City’s objectives not pursue your own agenda.”

“Your predecessor did not play ball,” Verna said ominously. “He thought he knew what was better for the City than the City did.”

“And look where it got him,” Feenan chimed in.

The mayor held up a hand. “All we’re saying is that there’s a system in place. The City is patient, and you will be given leeway. You’ll be provided time to learn the ropes and get yourself acclimatized. But there will come a point where you will be expected to support specific policies and objectives for the good of the City, and I hope, for your sake, that you will do the right thing. Having to conduct another election this year would be…inconvenient.”

The mayor turned away from him, began speaking to Verna, while Ross and Feenan each picked a donut off the table. Still off balance from the revelation that he had been helped⁠—

selected

—by the powers that be, Gavin addressed Ross, hoping to get information about the practical aspects of being a councilmember. “So how does this work? Do I get an office? A city email address? How do we interact with staff? Is there some sort of liaison? What about reports?”

Those were the questions he’d thought would be answered today, and for a second, it appeared as though Ross was going to do just that. But then the other man smiled and, before taking a bite of his donut, said simply, “Your first meeting is this Monday. Be there or be square.”
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“It creeped me out,” Gavin admitted.

Thao was quiet. He could see the expression on her face and knew she was thinking about the councilman from Westminster. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“No, it was,” he said, “but I can tell already that I’m going to have more luck drawing attention to issues than doing something about them.”

“Baby steps.”

“I guess so.”

She kissed him. “You’re a good talker, though. Maybe you can recruit some of them to your side. Are there any who might be persuadable?”

“I don’t know any of them well enough to tell yet. But my gut feeling? No.” He sighed. “I’m telling you, that Stepford council made me feel very uncomfortable.”

Thao was silent.

“But it’s nothing I can’t handle,” he assured her. “Nothing we have to be worried about. I mean, it’s not like…” His voice trailed off before approaching what they were both thinking.

“We saw him in city hall,” Thao said softly.

Gavin didn’t respond.

“And it was impossible. You know it was. He was downstairs, then he was upstairs in different clothes, and he looked exactly the same as when I was little.”

“I know.”

“What can you do against something like that? It’s great that you got elected, and I’m really proud of you, and maybe you can actually get something done to help the people in this city, but…”

“It’ll be okay,” he promised. “Our meetings are public. There’re lots of people around.”

Thao said nothing, but she did not seem reassured.

He dreamed that night of her councilman. He was the mayor of Arovista, and he sat in the center seat before an empty chamber as the council prepared for its meeting. “Where’s the real mayor?” Gavin asked. “Mayor Finley?”

The man leaned past Verna, addressing Gavin at the far end of the dais. “I understand your wife still does not have an American name. This is not Vietnam, Mr. Barre. She has had plenty of time to assimilate properly, but she has not. Something needs to be done about that.”

The door to the council chambers opened, and in the entrance stood a policeman, threateningly smacking a nightstick against his palm and smiling.
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He had no office within city hall, not even a designated parking space, but he did receive a city email address, and was assigned a cubby on the third floor in Central Services where the post office could deliver mail. He was advised to check his email daily and his cubby at least once a week. On the Friday prior to his first council meeting, both were filled with staff reports, the minutes from various committees, and assorted agenda items. That left him only a weekend to go over everything, but with Thao helping, he managed to get up to speed for the most part, although he anticipated doing more listening than talking this first time around.

The meeting was scheduled to begin at seven o’clock Monday evening, and Gavin was there an hour early for a study session. If he’d hoped to catch any of his fellow councilmembers violating open meeting or public access laws, he was out of luck, and after a short general discussion about the agenda in their private conference room, they entered the council chambers and took their seats.

Thao was there to take photos of his debut as a member of the council, and having her in the audience gave him a confidence he might otherwise not have had. So, after old business was dispensed with, when Feenan made a motion to ban overnight parking on Arovista’s residential streets Monday through Friday and it was seconded by Verna and they voted on it without discussion, Gavin was the only one to vote no. This earned him some applause from the audience and glances of hostility from his fellow councilmembers.

He took the opportunity to make a statement before his vote: “I don’t know how we can decide on this without significant debate and input from the public. Such a policy affects literally everyone who lives in the city and is blatantly unfair. Not everyone has a garage or a driveway where they can park their vehicles. Some families have more than one car. Residents need some flexibility.”

But the topic was quickly pushed aside without further discussion as the council immediately proceeded to the next agenda item, which was this year’s Founders Day parade and celebration.

It was a measure of how uninvolved Gavin had been in city affairs until recently that he had never before heard of an Arovista Founders Day. In fact, he could not recall reading anything about prior years’ parades or celebrations in the local newspaper, though he and Thao had subscribed since they had moved here.

“This year,” the mayor announced after reading a proclamation recognizing the date as a city holiday, “the actual Founders Day lands on a Wednesday, so celebrations have been scheduled for the following Saturday. We’ve budgeted for security and cleanup, and have contracted with H.M.D. Carnivals to set up rides and games in Pullman Park. The parade itself will start at nine in the morning and go down Washington from Schaffer to Ninth Street. All of the high school and junior high school marching bands will be participating, and some of the elementary schools will have students dressed up in pioneer clothes. Several local businesses, as well as the historical society, are sponsoring floats or decorated vehicles. So it should be a good time.”

“What are we doing about publicity?” Ross asked.

“Signs and banners downtown. And it’s on the City’s website. We also bought an ad in the Bulletin, and they’ll be doing features before and after. I think we’re covered.”

An elderly man in the audience raised his hand and stood, though he hadn’t been officially recognized. “I’m Avery Miller from the Arovista Historical Society,” he announced. “And for anyone who’s interested, we have a new Founders Day display at the Peralta Hacienda. Open weekends, free to the public, although the suggested donation is five dollars.”

Although he’d never been there, Gavin knew that the Peralta Hacienda was the first home in the city, built when the region was part of a Spanish land grant, and that it housed Arovista’s lone museum. It would probably be a good idea to go there, he thought, and familiarize himself with the displays now that he’d been elected to the council.

They went through the remaining agenda items before opening the meeting for public comment. As always, an array of citizens got up to speak, some on the topics under discussion, although most simply brought up their own specific concerns. For the first time, he was experiencing this from the other side of the fence, and while he felt no real kinship with his fellow councilmembers, looking out at the attendees, he could not help seeing most of them as slightly ridiculous. He hated having such an elitist attitude when just last week he had been one of them, but the truth was that’s where he found himself.

Power corrupts.

A woman stood and suggested that the city reduce the amount charged for dog tags, and the mayor and Verna berated her for wanting to take money away from children’s sports programs, which were partially funded by income generated by license fees. A man and his son asked that the council look into installing a stop sign at the intersection of Grayson and Monterey streets, which was on their way to Pioneer Park, and where they claimed they were almost hit by a speeding car while walking. They were condescended to by Feenan, who told them that their evidence was merely anecdotal, and that a traffic analysis by the Public Services department indicated no such need. Gavin sat there in silence.

The council adjourned shortly after nine-thirty, retiring to their private conference room. Behind the scenes, the arrogance exhibited by councilmembers in the meeting was tempered. Their public displays of power were mostly for show. It was clear now, if it hadn’t been already, that they did not call the shots but were only following orders, and in this closed aftermeeting, where they were supposed to be discussing legal matters, the talk was about whether they had accomplished everything they were supposed to address tonight.

“We didn’t get to that street-widening thing,” Feenan said.

“Don’t worry,” Ted told him. “It’s first on the agenda next time.”

Verna looked at Gavin with hostility. “And who the hell do you think you are?”

The mayor chuckled tolerantly. “Now, Verna…”

“Don’t you ‘Now, Verna’ me. You know how we were supposed to vote on overnight parking.” There was a touch of fear in her voice.

“He’s new. Give him some time.”

“I don’t like him.”

“What a coincidence,” Gavin said. “I don’t like you, either.”

“Shut up! I don’t want you talking to me!”

“I believe the City is instituting a new playbook,” the mayor said, “and I think that’s why he was brought in. To make sure we pass what we need to but our votes are not always unanimous. So it looks like there’s some real democracy going on.”

“Then why is Jim gone, huh? Tell me that. This is exactly why the City got rid of him. Because he wouldn’t vote the way he was supposed to.”

Ted shrugged. “The City works in mysterious ways.”

“And who told you this?”

“No one told me. No one had to tell me. I’m the mayor. I feel it. I feel it to be true, and it is.”

That put an end to the conversation, and after a few more minutes of cowed discussion about making sure they followed directions and did what “The City” wanted them to do, they said their goodbyes.

Thao was waiting for him outside the council chambers. “We’re going on a field trip this weekend,” he told her. “To learn more about our great city.”

“Doing your due diligence,” she said. “I’m glad I voted for you.”

Saturday morning, they drove to the Peralta Hacienda, which was adjacent to Pioneer Park. White-painted adobe with a Mexican red-tile roof, it was long and low-slung, flanked by pepper trees. The man from the city council meeting—Avery Miller—was seated at a desk just inside the doorway, and Gavin wondered if he was the Arovista Historical Society. There were only a few one-dollar bills in the wood-and-plexiglass donation box on the desk, and Gavin dropped in a five.

The old man’s face lit up as he stood. “Hello! Welcome to the Peralta Hacienda! Is it just the two of you today?”

“Just us,” Thao said.

“Perfect! I’m one of the docents here. My name’s Avery, and I would love to take you on a tour of the house and grounds, and tell you a little bit about the history of our wonderful city.”

He’d thought this would be a self-guided tour and wished now that he’d come alone. There was nothing Thao loved more than asking tour guides questions, and her presence was bound to double his time here. Still, if he hoped to be an effective councilman, it would behoove him to know as much about the city as possible, so maybe it was good that she’d come along.

Standing in the vestibule, the docent started his history at the very beginning, with the Spanish acquisition of California, detailing the macro-history that led to the Peralta family building this hacienda at the heart of their three-hundred-acre rancho. They went from room to room, learning a lot about the Peralta family but nothing about the founding of Arovista as a town.

In the last room, however, an addition at the rear of the building that had been constructed in the early 1900s by a white doctor who had owned the house long after the Peraltas were gone, a Founders Day exhibit had been set up. Consisting of posters and pictures from previous years, as well as decades’ worth of items in display cases that ringed the room, the exhibit documented the history of Arovista Founders Day celebrations. There was virtually nothing on who the founders of the city actually were, however, and Thao asked about that just before Gavin was going to bring it up himself.

“The truth is, no one really knows who the Founders were,” the docent said. “Most Orange County cities have definitive origin stories. Germans founded Anaheim in order to grow grapes. San Juan Capistrano sprang up around the mission. But Arovista’s founding is a little murkier. The hacienda here was definitely the first house, but who came after and how we got from a single Spanish rancho to an actual town, has been lost to the mists of time. It seems that sometime in the mid-1800s, a group of people settled here. Whether they were refugees from other cities, or came here to farm, ranch, forage, fish or just set up businesses to serve nearby communities, we’ll probably never know. But the town sprang up, grew, became an established part of Orange County.”

“Then why do they call it ‘Founders Day’?” Thao asked.

“That’s a good question, young lady. It could just as easily have been called Heritage Day or Arovista Appreciation Day or almost anything. But in 1957, the then-city council decreed that it would be called ‘Founders Day’ and arbitrarily decided that each year it would fall on the fifteenth of this month. So here we are.”

On the way home, Thao said, “Did you find it weird that we have a Founders Day and no one knows who the Founders of our city are?”

“Definitely.”

“I’ve watched that Finding Your Roots show on PBS. They dig through archives and find ship manifests with the names of specific families from the 1600s. They locate county birth records and property taxes and land deeds. Not to mention tracking ancestors through DNA testing. Are you telling me our historical society can’t find out who put up the first buildings here and who owned the land and when the town was incorporated?”

“There’s nothing about this city that seems normal,” he admitted. “And the more I learn, the weirder things seem to get.”

She smiled at him. “But you’re on the case.”

“Damn right. I am on the case.”

“Then the city’s in good hands,” she said.
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THE CAFÉ was open.

Paul had expected there to be some sort of announcement, maybe even a Grand Opening ceremony, but he and Iolanthe simply walked into city hall one Monday…and there it was. Surprisingly crowded, the finished café had a long open counter, with chairs and small tables positioned around the open space of the city hall lobby. The air was filled with the mingled scents of chocolate and freshly brewed coffee. There were employees he recognized both seated and standing in line, as well as several men and women he had never seen before.

Sitting at one of the tables was

Craig.

Paul reached over, grabbed Iolanthe’s hand and pointed. “Do you know that guy? That’s Craig.”

“He looks kind of familiar,” she admitted. “But I don’t know where from.”

They were both whispering, and the lobby was filled with ambient noise, but the man turned his head to look at them, lifting a coffee cup in salute.

“We’re still a few minutes early,” Iolanthe said. “I’m going to talk to that asshole.”

She started toward “Craig’s” table, Paul beside her, and until they reached it, he kept expecting a rush of people to come between them and block his view, like in a movie, and for “Craig” to disappear. But the man was still seated when they reached him, and he smiled up at Paul. “Hey, how’s it going? When’s our next general plan committee meeting?” He nodded toward Iolanthe, his smile widening. “I told you, dude. A party, right?”

“Who the hell are you?” Iolanthe demanded.

“Don’t be that way, babe.”

“I’m not your babe!”

She said it loud enough that other people looked over, and Paul stepped forward. “Who are you, really? Do you even work here? Because there’s no one named Craig who works for the city.”

The man put on an expression of false surprise. “There isn’t? Huh.”

“I have seen you before, though,” Iolanthe said.

“You bet you have. You’ve seen a lot of me. And I’ve seen even more of you.” He grinned.

“No.” She turned to Paul. “He was an intern. For Revenue, I think. I remember seeing him around Finance a year or two ago.”

“Good memory.”

“And I don’t think your name is Craig.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“The question is,” Iolanthe said, “why are you still here? Obviously, you weren’t competent enough to be hired. So why haven’t you moved on, gotten another job? Why are you still hanging around city hall?”

For the first time, “Craig” seemed serious. “The City wants me here. I may not work in City Hall, but I have been called to duty.”

“You’re a loser,” Iolanthe said. “And I’m calling the police on you. You’re loitering.”

“Craig” took a sip from his cup. “I’m enjoying my coffee. In a public space open to everyone.” He gestured around him. “I’m not loitering any more than they are.”

“Let’s go,” Paul said, giving Iolanthe a small nudge.

She nodded, mouth set.

He pointed at “Craig.” “This café may be public, but the general plan meeting is not. And if I see you there, I will have the police remove you.”

Taking Iolanthe’s arm, he led her toward the elevator, neither of them looking back. They did not speak until the door had closed and they were alone.

“The guy’s a psycho,” Paul said.

“It’s not as unusual as you might think around here,” Iolanthe said quietly.

The door opened onto the third floor and Central Services.

“Are you going to be okay?” Paul asked.

She smiled and patted his shoulder. “Just another day at the office. See you at lunch?”

“See you then.” The door closed, and he stared up at the numbers, wondering how long “Craig” was going to sit at his table and what he was planning to do afterward.

Paul got off at the sixth floor, and while he wasn’t here any earlier than usual, somehow Redevelopment was dark. And quiet. No one was there. The usual chaos was missing, and while ordinarily that would please him, he found the absence of employees unnerving. Walking past quickly, he thought he detected movement in the darkness, and when he glanced in that direction, he felt a cold draft. A dark hairy blur detached itself from the shadow and ran silently toward him.

You see them sometimes

He knew the tactic was to raise his feet off the ground to protect himself from these things, but that was not possible at this moment, and since there was no way he could move fast enough to outrun it, the only thing he could do was stand in place and hope for the best. It ran over his feet, quickly circled around him, then sped back into the darkness. Through the tops of his shoes he felt a feathery tickle that, with only a slight shift in emphasis, could easily become slashing pain.

Paul hurried away, up the corridor, wondering what was going on with Redevelopment and where everyone was. Had they been killed? Had those things gotten them? The thought wasn’t as ludicrous as it should have been, and he headed quickly toward the assistant city manager’s office, grateful to find Fiona at her desk and talking calmly to someone on the phone.

He nodded neutrally at her as he passed by.

For several days, Paul had been compiling information about population trends in cities adjacent to Arovista, and he was supposed to deliver a report of his findings to Whit this morning, but when he walked into the office, the assistant city manager wasn’t there. In his place, at his desk, was an older man typing something on his computer. The man glanced up as Paul entered. “So, do you have that report for me?”

What was going on here?

He stood there for a moment, tongue-tied, wanting to ask Who are you? but knowing that he shouldn’t.

Fiona walked in, handing the man behind Whit’s desk a blue sheet of paper. “Here’s the memo you requested, Mr. Campbell.”

Mr. Campbell?

Iolanthe had told him that sometimes city hall employees…disappeared, and he recalled what she’d said about his own predecessor: One day he was here, and the next he wasn’t. And no one in administration has said word one about it. They just took it in stride.

If ever there was an incentive to quit, this was it.

But Whit, the cops and HR had all but threatened that he could not do so, Ricky Bryce specifically saying, “You are going to abide by the rules of your employment contract. You will not be allowed to quit.”

Did that still apply if Whit wasn’t here anymore?

Aware that the man behind the desk was looking at him, Paul said, “I’ll print out the report right now…Mr. Campbell.”

The man nodded, read the memo Fiona had given him, then returned his attention to the computer.

Paul headed over to his own desk. What had happened to Whit? Could this be because of the shooting? The police had practically arrested him, and he’d been told in no uncertain terms that Whit was immune from any prosecution, but maybe someone somewhere in the police or city hall hierarchy had found out what had happened and made a different determination. He thought of Anita; he wouldn’t put it past the other assistant city manager to sabotage her rival.

Turning on his computer, he found the population report and sent a copy to the printer. Whit always liked hardcopies of reports. Did this new guy? Maybe he should have asked first. What if he just wanted Paul to email him a copy?

It was too late to turn back now, and once the double-sided report was printed, Paul put the pages in a binder and walked it over to the assistant city manager’s desk.

“Thanks,” Mr. Campbell said. “Oh, and don’t forget, you have a General Plan Committee meeting this morning. I want a full accounting of everything that’s discussed, so make sure you take plenty of notes.”

“I will,” Paul said.

Notes?

That was one thing that had definitely changed, and he walked back to his desk, wondering what else would be different now that Mr. Campbell was assistant city manager.
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There was no sign of “Craig” when the general plan committee met in the third-floor conference room. Paul was grateful for that, but the meeting itself got off track almost immediately. Once everyone had gathered and was sitting around the conference table, Helen Bishop, the finance director, stood and said, “I don’t think this committee is the proper forum to make changes to the General Plan. Long term or short term, all City goals require financing, so any changes to the plan will need to be fully funded. Which is why the Finance Department should be solely responsible for any modifications.” She looked at Paul. “And I’m sure the City Manager’s Office agrees with me.”

“Bitch,” someone muttered.

Paul had no idea how to respond. All eyes were on him, and he awkwardly cleared his throat. “I’m just here to listen,” he said.

The Public Services director nodded. “Exactly so. The City Manager wants us—all of us—to go over the current General Plan and suggest revisions. He will make the ultimate decision. Not you, Helen.”

“The funding⁠—”

“This isn’t about funding. It’s about mapping out the City’s future.”

Around the table, the other committee members were nodding, murmuring in assent.

The finance director sat down, sullenly refusing to speak as the rest of them spent nearly an hour and a half going over a disputed border with the city of Costa Mesa. Apparently, a surveyor had determined that Arovista’s boundary line for a mile along the city’s southeast corner was actually twenty feet into Costa Mesa. Paul wouldn’t have thought that a big deal, but according to everyone else, those ten extra feet affected everything from street maintenance and sewer costs to tax assessments.

They adjourned having accomplished absolutely nothing, but he went back to his desk and typed up his notes. He emailed them to his new supervisor, who did not acknowledge receipt or respond in any way.

“I don’t know about this guy,” Paul told Iolanthe at lunch.

“He can’t be worse than Whit. At least he’s not a murderer.”

“That we know of. But you’re right. I’m still not getting any read off this guy, though. I have no idea where I stand with him.”

She smiled. “Welcome to city hall.”

After lunch, Paul stopped by Fiona’s desk. The two of them were still not exactly friendly, but they seemed to have reached a sort of truce, and he was hoping she’d have some insight into their new boss. But before he could even ask her about Mr. Campbell, Anita emerged from her office. “Fiona?”

The secretary turned instantly away from Paul. “Yes?”

“Darcy died. Let HR know that we’re going to need a new assistant up here.”

Fiona frowned. “Did a call come through about it? I didn’t⁠—”

“Oh, no. It just happened. In my office.”

Paul and Fiona practically fell over each other as they dashed across the hall.

Darcy was indeed dead. It was impossible to tell what had happened to her, but she lay sprawled on the floor, legs akimbo, loose skirt pulled high enough to reveal Hello Kitty underwear. A sheaf of papers was spread out on the floor in front of her open outstretched hands, soaking up the blood that was pooling from beneath her head.

Anita came up behind them. “Call for an ambulance, please,” she told Fiona. “We can’t just leave the body in the middle of the floor.”

The body.

Paul wasn’t surprised by her indifference—there was no reason to expect anything else from her—yet such callousness still appalled him. Her assistant was dead, bleeding in front of her, and it was apparently no more than an inconvenience.

“Call Maintenance, too. Someone’s going to have to clean up this carpet.”

Fiona was already rushing back to her desk.

Turning away from the horrific sight, Paul found himself face to face with the assistant city manager.

“I’d like you to work for me,” Anita said. “I have seniority. This newbie—what’s his name? Campbell?—can make do with whoever HR hires, but I think you and I would be a good fit.”

Paul met her eyes. “I can’t work for you. I’m too big for my britches.”

Anita smiled. “Clever.” She leaned forward. “That’s why I want you.”

There was something vaguely sexual in not just her words but her delivery, and he felt as though a cold finger was tracing a line down his spine. Turning sideways, he attempted to edge past her in the doorway, and she leaned forward, making sure their bodies touched. “You may be tough to break,” she said in his ear as he passed, “but I’ll train you. I enjoy a challenge.”

Paul said nothing as he crossed the hall and went into Whit’s—Mr. Campbell’s—office, gratefully sitting down at his own desk.

Paramedics arrived moments later, and the sixth floor was abuzz with activity for most of the afternoon. He expected to be called as a witness, assuming he would have to make a statement to the police, but he sat in front of his computer for the next two hours, working, and no one ever came in to speak with him. Mr. Campbell had never returned after lunch, but it was not until the police and paramedics left and Darcy’s body was taken away that Paul actually took notice. Was the assistant city manager at a meeting? Wherever he’d gone, he’d said nothing about it to Paul, who, after some thought, walked out to see if Fiona knew anything.

“I was wondering if you knew where Mr. Campbell was?” he asked.

She didn’t bother to look up. “If he wanted you to know, he would have told you.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Fiona smirked. “That’s for me to know and you to find out. Now why don’t you get back to work.”

Gathering his courage, he slammed his palm down hard on her desk, causing her to jump. “You are the secretary,” he told her, putting as much disdain as he could into his tone. “I am assistant to the assistant city manager. You don’t tell me what to do—I tell you what to do. Are we clear, or do I have to speak to the city manager about your performance?”

Fiona paled. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I don’t care what you meant. You have overstepped your boundaries for the last time. If you speak to me again in such a disrespectful manner, I will have to speak to the city manager about you. Do you understand?”

Fiona nodded.

“Say you understand.”

“I understand.”

“I understand, Mr. Wardlow.”

“I understand, Mr. Wardlow.”

“Very well.”

He turned away, experiencing a smug satisfaction at having put her in her place, even as a small part of him felt terrible about pulling rank like that. He returned to the office, and when he left for the day an hour or so later, Fiona was still at her desk and said meekly, “See you tomorrow, Mr. Wardlow.”

He smiled to himself. “See you tomorrow, Fiona.”

The guilt hit him in the elevator. Who was he to throw his weight around? He’d been here a matter of months. Fiona had worked here for years. He had no right to treat her like that.

Then again, she had no right to treat him the way she had.

He met Iolanthe in the lobby, and the two of them walked out to the parking lot together. She already knew what had happened—news of Darcy’s death had spread quickly through the city hall grapevine—but he let her in on the details, including Anita’s shocking indifference to what had happened to her assistant.

Looking around to make sure no one else was close by, Iolanthe kept her voice low. “Do you think she had something to do with it?”

“The thought occurred to me.”

“What was the cause of death?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea. And if someone’s figured one out, they haven’t told me.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

“You got me. I guess it looks like a heart attack or stroke, because she just fell down on the floor, but she’s only in her twenties, so that doesn’t seem likely. She could’ve tripped, I suppose, and hit her head. There was definitely blood leaking out. But I honestly have no idea.”

They had reached Iolanthe’s car. She looked around again to ensure that no one else was within earshot. “Even if Anita was involved, you know there’s not going to be an investigation.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“The thing is, when you turned Whit in for shooting that woman, they came after you, told you to keep quiet, tried to shut it down, but eventually he was gone. They did the right thing.”

“That’s because I went outside the city. They couldn’t contain it. This one’s completely internal.”

“Maybe, maybe not. For sure, Anita and the new guy aren’t going to do anything, but what I’m thinking is that you should go over their heads, talk directly to the city manager.”

“The city manager? I’ve never even met him.”

“I don’t know anyone who has,” she admitted. “There was even a rumor floating around that he doesn’t exist, that he’s a Wizard of Oz kind of character and his office is empty, and someone does his work remotely. From their home or something.”

“Seriously?”

“Well, it was just a rumor. But the fact that people didn’t immediately dismiss it should tell you something.”

“You know, he didn’t come out when Darcy died. The place was swarming with people, but his door stayed closed. He wasn’t even curious enough to investigate what was going on.”

“That’s definitely weird,” Iolanthe admitted.

“It is.”

“But that’s my point. Maybe he’s so out of touch that he doesn’t even know what’s going on. Maybe he needs someone like you to bring it to his attention.”

“I don’t know,” Paul said doubtfully.

“Supposedly, he likes you. He’s the one who put you up for that general plan committee, right? He’s keeping his eye on you.”

“Somehow that doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Still, he might listen.”

“I’ll take it into consideration.”

“That’s a no.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he admitted. “That’s probably a no.”

She sighed. “I understand. I’d probably do the same thing.”

He smiled. “You are doing the same thing.”

“True. But I wasn’t there. My words wouldn’t carry as much weight. You’re right, though. When it comes to the city, it’s best to just keep your head down, mind your own business and stay out of the line of fire.” There was a pause. “But I would like to see Anita Farber get hers.”

“You and me both.” He gave her a quick kiss. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

The idea that the city manager could act as some type of savior was a ridiculous fantasy, but on the drive home, he couldn’t help wondering again if Iolanthe was right. If the man was so isolated that some of the things that happened in city hall were not relayed to him, and that if he only knew…

After all, on a practical level, he did have to run a city. And deal with logistical matters. It was reasonable to expect that he would not condone the murder of his employees.

Paul told his mom nothing, but the sight of Darcy’s bleeding body haunted him, and by morning he’d decided that Iolanthe was right. He should go to the city manager and see if he couldn’t get some justice for Darcy.

He wondered what her family had been told—and who had contacted them.

Not Anita, he was willing to bet.

Texting Iolanthe, Paul let her know that he was going to work early today to talk to the city manager. He’d see her at lunch.

Good luck! she texted back.

He got off the elevator at the sixth floor a full twenty minutes earlier than usual. The hallway was quiet and empty, Redevelopment dark, but Fiona was already at her desk, and he wondered what her hours were. She was definitely surprised to see him, starting a bit when she looked up from her phone to see him approaching.

“Hi, Fiona,” he said.

“Hello, Mr. Wardlow. How are you today?”

There was nothing sarcastic about the greeting, and a pang of guilt almost made him suggest that she call him “Paul,” but he knew that would undercut the authority he had recently gained, and he said, “Fine. How are you?”

“As well as can be expected for a weekday.”

He smiled politely and glanced down the corridor. “What time does the city manager get here in the morning?” It occurred to him that he had never seen the city manager or anyone from that end of the hall walk past in either direction.

“He doesn’t get here,” she said. “He is here.”

What did that mean? Did the city manager live at city hall? That couldn’t be true, could it? He nearly asked the secretary what she meant but decided against it. Her answer might deter him from making the effort, and right now he needed all the courage he could muster.

“I have something I need to discuss with him,” Paul said. “I’ll be back.”

The shocked expression on Fiona’s face said more than a verbal response ever could, and his confidence wavered as he started down the hallway. He had never gone beyond the assistant city managers’ offices, and he wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but the corridor seemed to drop in temperature the further he progressed. There was also a subtle increase in air pressure that he could feel in his ears.

He could see the grand doors at the end of the corridor that led into the city manager’s office but it seemed to be taking longer than it should for him to get there, and with each step it became more difficult to walk. He felt as though he were trudging through water.

The pressure in his ears had graduated to pain, and his steps slowed until he was barely moving, but he forced himself to continue on, finally reaching the end of the hallway. Knocking on the oversized double doors, Paul was reminded of the entrance to the Emerald City in The Wizard of Oz.

He wasn’t quite sure what to expect. He didn’t think the city manager himself would open the doors to greet him but figured a secretary might come out to see what he wanted.

That’s a horse of a different color! Come on in!

Nope. The doors remained closed. He knocked again, even as he looked for a buzzer or intercom or some way to announce his arrival. It seemed odd that the assistant city managers had a gatekeeper like Fiona, while there was no one monitoring visitors for the city manager himself.

He waited a moment, two, before turning and heading back the way he had come. Almost immediately, the air felt lighter, and both the headache and earache faded away as he moved further from the end of the hall. The walk seemed shorter, too, and he decided to email the city manager and ask for a meeting—which was probably what he should have done in the first place.

He said nothing to Fiona as he walked past her into the assistant city manager’s office.
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JANICE WAS sitting in her living room, staring at a blank television screen, when she heard the sound of a key turning in a lock, and glanced over to see Monica opening the front door and walking into the house. Her daughter seemed even more put out than usual and strode directly into the kitchen before discovering that Janice was not there and returning to the living room.

“What’s up with you, Mom?” Exasperated, Monica stood in front of the couch. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for two days! You don’t answer your phone, you don’t return texts. I’ve left about a dozen voicemails—no response. Again, I have to drive over here in person!”

“Well, I’m here now. What’s so important?”

“What’s so important is I don’t hear from you! I don’t know if you’re alive or dead. I don’t know if you had a heart attack in your sleep and never woke up, or simply aren’t answering your phone. For all I know, you’ve keeled over dead while trying to fill potholes in the street! I have no idea what’s going on with you lately, but this is not acceptable. I even tried to call city hall yesterday⁠—”

Janice sat up. “You called City Hall?”

“I had no idea where you were. I was trying to get ahold of you.”

“Never call City Hall.”

“Don’t worry. Not only wouldn’t they connect me with you, they wouldn’t even acknowledge that you work there.” Monica sat down next to her, taking her hand, and there was a slight hitch in her voice as she spoke. “I’m worried about you, Mom.”

Janice was touched. Such emotional honesty was uncharacteristic of their family, and she knew it took a lot for her daughter to open up like that. But the fact that Monica had tried to call City Hall was concerning. Janice tried to tell herself that it was because she didn’t want to mix home and work, but that wasn’t the real reason. No. She didn’t want Monica contaminated by the City. Janice was City through and through—she loved it with all her heart and her loyalty lay nowhere else. But deep down, she knew something about that was not quite right, and her instinct was to keep her daughter as far away from the City as possible. It always had been. And while that might have contributed to the sometimes strained relations between them, it had kept Monica safe.

Janice squeezed her daughter’s hand. “I’m fine,” she said. “And I’m sorry I’ve been so unavailable. But the Assistant City Manager’s given me this big assignment, and it’s taking up a lot of time, and I guess I let the stress get to me more than I thought. But I’ll do better. I promise. When you call, I’ll answer, and when you text, I’ll respond.”

Monica smiled. “Thank you, Mom. That’s all I ask.”

Janice glanced over at the clock. “It’s almost dinnertime. Would you like to stay? I can make that lemon pepper pasta you like.”

“Actually…” Monica began, then caught herself. “You know what, Mom? That sounds great. I’d love to have dinner with you.”
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There was a definite advantage to working in Communications.

While it was her job to archive calls going in and out of City Hall, she personally had no way to access previously archived information or cross-reference anything. She was, however, able to provide Hal Nichols with both Alex Mieger’s cell phone number and the phone number of the Arovista Bulletin, letting him know that obtaining this data was important to Anita Farber, and the supervisor quickly supplied her with all of the City employees who had made calls to or received calls from those numbers.

It was one guy.

His name was Ib Lassong and he worked in Accounting. That was a surprise. She, and probably everyone else, had assumed the culprit was from IT.

Janice stared at the name on her screen. Ib? What the hell kind of name was that? There were eight contacts by phone over a period of two months: three calls out, five calls in. No doubt the two had also met in person, and Janice assumed that facts and figures had exchanged hands. As a member of the Accounting division, old Ib obviously had access to names, dates and numbers, and he’d probably given Mieger everything needed to make his case.

Janice leaned back in her chair. The funny thing was, she was sympathetic to Ib’s point of view and understood why he had contacted Mieger. Oh, she didn’t like the fact that the City was being disparaged in the press, but she firmly believed that work should be done in-house rather than farmed out to strangers. Whatever another company could do, City employees could do better, and it seemed disloyal to pay outsiders to do work they couldn’t possibly care about as much as devoted City workers who would do it out of love, putting their hearts and souls into any project assigned them.

She contacted Barb from Personnel—HR—and asked her to email over a photo of Ib Lassong, letting her know that it was for an assignment from Anita Farber.

Ib, it turned out, was a clean-shaven young man of indeterminate ethnicity who looked barely old enough to have a driver’s license. Granted, the photo was taken three years ago when he was first hired, but he still looked very young to her. And nice. He had a kind face and a pleasant smile, and it was a shame, Janice thought, that she was going to have to kill him.

The only problem was that she didn’t actually know how to kill anyone.

That was a challenge, and while Janice knew she couldn’t put it off forever, she thought it only prudent to think before she acted, and decided to take some time to formulate a plan.

Nothing came to her, though, at least not right away. She was a follower, not an initiator, and mapping out this sort of intrigue did not come naturally to her.

After mulling it over for a day, she had an idea. Not wanting a call between herself and Anita Farber to be archived, she took an early lunch and walked over to City Hall to talk with the Assistant City Manager personally.

As she might have known, Ms. Farber was not thrilled to see her, and once the secretary escorted her into the Assistant City Manager’s office and closed the door behind her, Ms. Farber frowned at her. “And why are you here?”

“Thank you for seeing me, Ms. Farber.”

“And why are you here?”

“I’m keeping you in the loop, as you requested.”

“Then I assume you have news for me.”

Janice nodded. “I know who it is.”

“And who is it?”

“His name’s Ib Lassong, and he works in Finance. Accounting.”

“Then do what you need to do.”

“I don’t exactly know how to go about…doing what I need to do. I thought maybe I could get some help.”

The Assistant City Manager offered her a steely look.

“Like the Police,” she said quickly. “No one from outside. Just someone who’s used to this kind of stuff.”

“Not the Police.”

“Maybe you have a suggestion? I don’t know if I⁠—”

“The Corp Yard,” Ms. Farber said.

Janice sucked in her breath.

The Assistant City Manager smiled. “I cannot get involved, of course. You will have to approach them yourself. But if you really feel…out of your depth? The Corp Yard might be able to offer assistance.”

“I wouldn’t even know how to⁠—”

“You would have to go there. And ask.”

“But I can’t just blurt it out. I can’t spell out what I need to some stranger without knowing if he’d keep it to himself.”

“It’s the Corp Yard.”

Her knowledge of the Corp Yard consisted primarily of rumors and secondhand anecdotes, but Janice could tell from the Assistant City Manager’s insinuation that those rumors and stories were true. “I’m not exactly sure where the Corp Yard is,” Janice admitted. “And how do I get in? Is there a specific person I should talk to?”

A cold stare. “I am not doing your job for you. Get what you need from the City Clerk. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Dismissed, Janice bowed obsequiously, thanked her and backed out of the office.

Downstairs, the new café was crowded as she walked across the lobby to the City Clerk’s Office. The café always seemed to be crowded, and while she recognized a couple of faces she’d seen elsewhere around City Hall, the majority of customers were unfamiliar to her. She’d originally thought that having a café inside City Hall was a stupid idea, but apparently she was wrong. This was becoming quite the hangout.

As always, the City knew best.

She walked through the open doorway into the City Clerk’s. No one was at the front desk—not unusual—and Janice continued back toward Hettie Chandler’s personal office. Sitting behind her desk, Hettie was lecturing to her underlings who were seated on the floor. She was speaking in Clerkese, the private language used by employees in her office, and Janice waited in place until she was finished and the others were dismissed.

“Coruph ip,” Hettie said.

“I’m here on behalf of Anita Farber,” Janice told her. “I’m going to need you to speak English.”

“What can I do for you?”

“Ms. Farber wants me to speak to someone at the Corp Yard about a matter that needs attending to.” She did not want to be more specific than that. “She suggested you might be able to point me in the right direction and tell me who to see.”

“Anita, huh?” A slight smile played across Hettie’s lips. “Does this ‘matter’ involve wet work?”

Janice was confused. “Wet work?”

“Will there be blood?”

She looked into the City Clerk’s face and knew it was time to be honest. “Maybe so.”

“Then you’ll want to talk to Mike.”

“Okay.”

She expected there to be more, but the other woman sat there, saying nothing.

“So…who is this Mike? And how do I find him?” Janice decided to put all of her cards on the table. “I know nothing about any of this. I don’t even know how to get to the Corp Yard. I’m here because Ms. Farber said you’d be able to help me.”

Reluctantly, the City Clerk nodded. “Okay,” she said. There was a long pause. “I’ll be up front with you. I don’t like dealing with the Corp Yard. I’m only doing this because Anita’s requesting it. But if I were you, I’d have as little to do with them as possible.” She leaned back in her chair. “So what do you need?”

“First of all, where is the Corp Yard?”

“It’s on the east side. You know that area off Viejo Road, where they built that new Costco and Home Depot? It’s past that, where they had that superfund site in the eighties. It’s the only thing out there. You won’t miss it.”

“And how do I find this Mike, whoever he is?”

“Mike’s the Corp Yard Supervisor. And don’t worry—he’ll find you. I’ll call the Corp Yard and let them know you’re coming.” There was an almost imperceptible pause. “It’s always good to let them know you’re coming.”

“If he’s the Supervisor, who’s the Division Manager? Shouldn’t I talk to him?”

“Chain of command’s different at the Corp Yard. You need to talk to Mike.”

Janice nodded.

“There are no cell phones allowed at the Corp Yard. You’ll have to leave yours in the car. And they won’t make you sign an NDA, but one is definitely implied. And enforced. If you speak to anyone about what you see or hear or learn, there will be consequences. Even Anita can’t protect you if you cross the Corp Yard.”

She nodded again, not trusting herself to speak.

“And that’s about all I can help you with.” Hettie smiled unsympathetically. “Good luck.”

Her lunch break was nearly over, though she hadn’t eaten anything, and Janice walked back to the Communications building, trying to figure out a time to visit the Corp Yard. That problem solved itself, as Hal stopped her before she even reached her work station and told her that Assistant City Manager Farber had called and requested that Janice receive the rest of the afternoon off.

The City Clerk must have contacted her.

“Apparently, she has an assignment for you,” Hal said.

Janice nodded.

“Anything we can help you with?”

She smiled wistfully. “I wish,” she said. “But no.”

The supervisor nodded. “Have fun, then.”

Fun

Hettie Chandler’s directions were easy to follow, and ten minutes later, she was driving past Costco and Home Depot into the open area where the toxic waste site had been. She’d always assumed this was unincorporated land and was surprised to learn that it was part of Arovista. She was even more surprised when she saw the size of the Corp Yard. She’d been expecting a handful of Quonset huts and maybe a garage, but there was a large complex of concrete buildings behind a prisonlike chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. The buildings were old and dilapidated, many with peeling paint, and around them were parked various city vehicles and pieces of outsized construction equipment.

Contrary to the rumors, there was a parking lot, although it was not only empty but appeared long abandoned. Weeds grew from cracks in the faded asphalt, and once clearly delineated parking spaces were identified only by broken and barely extant white lines. Parking as close as she could to what appeared to be a gate, Janice got out of the car. The air was still and hot, and she realized that if she screamed, no one would be able to hear her.

Why was she thinking that?

Because the place was creepy. Even if she’d never heard anything about the Corp Yard and was coming in cold, she would find the place unnerving. Cautiously, she walked up to the gate. A sign affixed to the chain link said simply, in black letters on dirty white background: CITY AROVISTA CORP YARD. Further along the fence was a red NO TRESPASSING sign.

The gate seemed to be unlocked, and it looked as though she could simply lift the latch and walk in, but she hesitated. Supposedly, this Mike knew she was coming, but Janice would have felt better if there’d been some sort of buzzer or intercom to announce her arrival. “Hello!” she called, but her voice died flatly in the stillness.

She tried again: “Hello!”

There was no response, no one came out to greet her, and, hesitantly, she lifted the horseshoe latch, swung it out and opened the gate. Walking in, she closed and latched the gate behind her. There were no signs of life, and she headed toward the nearest building, feeling nervous. There were no signs, nothing seemed to be marked, so she chose a door at random and knocked. The door did not open, and she heard no sounds behind it, so she continued on, walking halfway down the building to the next door.

Which opened at her approach.

Standing in the doorway was a heavily muscled man who looked more like a criminal than a City Hall employee. Black hair pulled into a ponytail, he was wearing orange coveralls that reminded her of a prison jumpsuit. On his forehead was a blue tattoo of a cross. A line of red tears was tattooed on his right cheek from the corner of his eye to his chin.

“You Janice?” he said in a rough voice. “I’m Mike.”

She licked her suddenly dry lips, nodding.

“Come in. Let’s talk.” He stepped aside to let her through.

From outside, the interior of the building appeared dark, but it was an optical illusion. While the lights might not have been turned on, enough illumination came in through high windows and the opened door that she could clearly see everything in the room—although she had no idea what the chamber’s purpose could be. Instead of the office she’d been expecting, Janice found herself in what looked like a cross between a barn and a laboratory. She and Mike were the only ones here, but there were empty animal stalls along one side of the room and, along the opposite wall, a long white counter on which sat various types of old-fashioned electrical equipment, one of which was topped with a red light that blinked on and off every few seconds. In the center of the concrete floor was a random mixture of differently sized cages and a large metal cabinet, as well as a hospital gurney piled high with bloody towels.

Mike closed the door, locked it, then walked toward the right side of the room, motioning for her to join him. In the center of the right wall was a screen door that had been hidden from view by the cabinet. Looking like something that had been stolen from a Kansas farmhouse, the screen was totally out of place, but Mike opened it and bade her enter.

The room beyond was an office, but one that might have been in City Hall rather than the Corp Yard. Instead of the dingy, dusty workspace implied by the rest of the building, the room was clean and orderly. In place of the women-in-lingerie-lounging-on-car-hoods calendar she might have expected, there was an up-to-date map of the City on the wall above a glass-topped desk, and on the opposite wall was a whiteboard on which were written the names of different cities. A quick glance at a well-organized bookshelf showed volumes on battle strategies, weapons and human anatomy.

Mike sat down behind the desk, and as there were no other chairs in the room, Janice stood before him.

“My understanding is that you need help with a job.”

She nodded, not sure exactly how to bring up what she was doing. It felt weird saying aloud that she was supposed to kill someone, but she knew that if she wanted Mike’s help, she had to be honest.

She cleared her throat awkwardly. “There’s a traitor in City Hall, a man who sold us out to the press. Anita Farber, the Assistant City Manager⁠—”

“I know Anita.”

“—wants me to…take care of the man. But I don’t really know how to do that kind of stuff. I was told you could help me.”

Mike smiled widely, and she noticed for the first time that his front teeth had been filed into vampiric points. “We have a lot to talk about, then.” He stood. “Let me get you a chair. We’re going to be here awhile.”
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RONNY ROLSHEIM did not like the Founders Day parade.

He had never liked the parade.

His parents had been dragging him to it every year since he was little, but now that he was in third grade, he was hoping to get out of going. He liked the city’s Thanksgiving parade, and the Christmas parade was fun, but the Founders Day parade was even scarier than the Halloween parade, and in the week leading up to it, he had nightmares almost every night.

He was not sure how to bring it up to his parents, or when, but at lunch the day before, Ronny suddenly announced to his mom, “I can’t go to the parade tomorrow.”

She smiled at him. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not!” he insisted. “I can’t go this year!”

“Of course we’re going. You love the parade. Now eat your sandwich.”

He didn’t know how to explain to her that he didn’t love the parade, he didn’t want to go, but she obviously wasn’t going to listen to him, and he thought he’d try again tonight once his dad came home. That might give him time to come up with a better reason.

But the only thing Ronny could come up with was that he had to work on his science project, and his dad said, “You have the whole weekend for that. Taking off an hour or two to relax and enjoy the parade will be good for you.”

There was no way he was getting out of it.

Saturday morning, the three of them drove downtown, parked in the CVS parking lot and joined the crowd on the sidewalk. Ronny sat on the curb, while his parents stood behind him. Around them, people were talking excitedly, and across the street, he saw Devon Sanchez from his class, standing with his parents and his sister. Ronny waved, trying to get Devon’s attention, but his classmate either didn’t see him or pretended not to see him.

There was a cheer from the crowd further up the street and then the faint sound of music as the parade began. The kids sitting next to him on the curb stood and leaned forward, trying to look around the adults and see what was coming, but Ronny remained seated. He didn’t want to see the parade, and as the cheers and music drew closer, he stood and moved back from the street, taking his mom’s hand.

And then the parade was passing by.

At its front, behind a FOUNDERS DAY PARADE banner held by two girls only a little older than he was, a man in an old-time costume rode on a horse cart. Ronny stepped back, still holding onto his mom’s hand. The man was shifting in his seat, waving to all the people on both sides of the street, but when he saw Ronny, he stared hard at him, just as Ronny knew he would…and smiled.

His mom squeezed his hand. “He’s waving at you!” she said. “Wave back.”

He didn’t want to wave back. He didn’t want to be here at all, and he held his breath, not exhaling until the horse cart had passed by.

The music that had been faint but growing louder was now at nearly ear-splitting volume as a marching band trooped past them. The players were good, the music happy, and the song must have been popular because people in the crowd were clapping and singing along. Ronny actually enjoyed this part of the parade, but after it came the first float, and that was nowhere near as nice. There was a jail on the float, and in the jail was a woman dressed in rags and crying as she shook the bars, trying to get out. Was that Ms. Malamud, the librarian who used to read stories at Bedtime Books? He thought so, but he couldn’t figure out why she would be there or what she was supposed to be doing. Most of the floats in the Founders Day parade usually had something to do with the city’s history, and this wasn’t anything he recognized.

Luckily, there seemed to be another band behind the float, although they must have been between songs, because he heard no music.

It wasn’t another band, though. It was a bunch of businessmen marching in unison, all dressed in suits, all carrying briefcases.

His dad laughed. “It’s like the Doo-Dah Parade!”

“What’s the Doo-Dah Parade?” Ronny asked.

“It’s a silly parade,” his mom said. “They have it each year. In Pasadena, I think. Or Burbank. I forget.” She elbowed his dad. “We should take Ronny there sometime. It’d be fun.”

Ronny’s eyes were on the businessmen. His parents were wrong—there was nothing silly about the marchers. These men were deadly serious, and there was something about the intensity of their coordinated movements that frightened him. Some of the other spectators must have felt the same way, because there was very little cheering or clapping for the group, and one of the kids who’d sat next to him on the curb ran back to his parents, crying.

Stuff like this was why he didn’t like the parade, and still holding tightly to his mom’s hand, he stared down at the ground so he wouldn’t have to look at the things that were passing by. The crowd’s interest ebbed and flowed, but finally, after a long time, some of the people around them started leaving, and it felt like the parade was nearing its end.

His mom shook his hand excitedly. “Look, Ronny! It’s the Founders’ float!”

He glanced up. Moving down the street in front of them was a float so big that from this angle he could not see the end of it. Although the scenes depicted on the float seemed to tell a single story, he could not figure out exactly what that was. In the front, he saw a woman dressed up like a princess with a sash that said “Miss Arovista” who was sitting on a chair and waving at the crowd. Behind her stood some important-looking men, and behind them was a wall painted to look like the street they were on. In back of that was a long mural of an older city, with a lady teacher standing in front of a fake red schoolhouse ringing a bell. At the rear of the float was a gigantic mechanical woman. She was hugely fat and rocking back and forth on her big butt, laughing.

She was totally naked!

The people around him were laughing, even his parents, but Ronny saw nothing funny here. The woman was horrible, and her laugh was so loud and crazy that it frightened him. Even pulling his hand from his mom’s and plugging his ears with his fingers, he could still hear her.

He closed his eyes, waiting for the float to go by, not wanting to see that grotesque mechanical woman or hear her crazy endless laugh.

Then his dad was pulling his hands away from his ears and telling him it was time to go. The other spectators were gathering up their things and leaving, edging their way through the crowd on the sidewalk. Two kids ran into the street, looking on the ground for anything that might have been left behind from the parade. His mom was looking down at him, smiling. “Did you have fun?”

“No,” he said.

She laughed. “Oh, Ronny! You’re so funny!”

But he was being completely serious.

And he hoped more than anything else that they would not make him go to the parade again next year.
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Carnivals were supposed to be fun, but this one wasn’t.

Sherrie wasn’t quite sure why. After nearly a semester of shy smiles and surreptitious glances in Social Studies class, Clara Cardenas had asked if she wanted to go to the carnival with her, ostensibly as a friend, although they both knew it was more than that, and Sherrie had happily accepted. So this should have been a special night.

But nothing seemed right here. The lights were too dim, the rides too loud, the crowd too rowdy. The carnival seemed to have drawn out the very worst elements of the community, and even the handful of families she saw were sullen and hostile.

Clara had gone to get them tickets for the rides, telling Sherrie to wait here by the Founders Day information booth, and she wondered now why the two of them hadn’t gone to get the tickets together. It seemed strange in hindsight, and she kicked herself for just remaining here passively.

Sherrie looked around. Clara should have been back by now. Had something happened to her? A woman walked past, two men following close behind and loudly ridiculing the woman’s chest size. It was not a big leap to think that Clara had been accosted by some weirdo, and Sherrie hurried past the tilt-a-whirl and the Ferris wheel, looking for the ticket booth. She found it, and while there was a short line in front of the window, Clara was not one of the people waiting.

She glanced about, not seeing her date, and feeling anxious, walked around the ticket booth looking for her. A man was relieving himself in the dirt behind the wooden stand. Burly and bearded, he had unbuckled, unzipped and opened the front of his jeans, pointing his penis at the ground, apparently unconcerned with who was watching. Sherrie stepped back, shocked, and the man grinned, changing position and arcing his stream in her direction. She hurried away, her pulse racing. If before the carnival had made her feel uncomfortable, now it was downright threatening, and she wanted nothing more than to get out of here as quickly as possible.

Where was Clara?

She scanned the constantly moving crowd, trying to spot the bright pink top Clara was wearing. In front of the mirror maze, there was a flash of bright pink amidst the sea of black t-shirts and blue hoodies, and she pushed her way through the throng, but by the time she reached the house of mirrors, the person was gone.

It occurred to her that this whole evening might have been one long prank. Clara had been the one to drive them here. Maybe she’d intended all along to abandon Sherrie and see how long it would take her to figure it out. She didn’t quite believe that, but it was no less probable than any other explanation, and as she angrily wiped her eyes, Sherrie wasn’t sure if the tears starting to sting were from fear and frustration or a sense of betrayal.

Taking out her phone, she tried to call Clara, but the call went immediately to voicemail. She headed back toward the Founders Day information booth, just in case Clara had returned and was waiting for her. Approaching the booth, she could see immediately that Clara wasn’t there, although standing in the spot where she had been waiting was a tall bearded man. A man she recognized. He had been a substitute at her school, and the rumor was that he’d had to be escorted off campus after locking all of his students in the classroom and lecturing them about God. Coming around the side of the information booth and moving next to him, out of uniform, was the cop who had spoken to her health class about the dangers of drugs. Officer Monroe? Officer Monteith? The two of them spoke for a moment, heads together, then scanned the crowd. The policeman’s eyes met hers, he nudged the man next to him, and then both of them were looking at her.

Quickly, Sherrie punched in her dad’s number and held her phone up to talk. “Daddy?” she said when he answered. “I’m at the carnival. Can you come and pick me up?”

“I thought your friend drove you.”

“I can’t find her. And I want to leave.” She was near tears again. “Can you come and get me?”

“Sure, pumpkin. I’ll meet you in the front.”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

She’d kept her eyes on the two men, preparing to lose herself in the crowd if they started coming toward her—cop or no cop, she didn’t trust either of them—but she must have looked down at her phone for a second because the substitute was now holding something in his hand. A piece of cloth. A pink piece of cloth.

Clara’s top.

Sherrie suddenly couldn’t catch her breath. The cop crooked his finger at her, beckoning her forward, and maybe he just wanted to inform her that something had happened to her friend and the police were investigating, but she didn’t think so. Unless the men had been spying upon them, there was no way they could know that she and Clara had come here together. And the creepy way the substitute was fondling the pink top made it seem more likely that they had done something to Clara.

Sherrie ran.

She ran back toward the rides and games, losing herself in the crowd, not daring to look back to see if she was being followed. Racing around the Ferris wheel, she circled past the ring toss toward the front of the carnival, then dashed onto the sidewalk and hurried across the street into the 7-Eleven. Heart pounding, she pretended to be looking for something on the shelves of the front aisle while keeping her eye on the carnival across the street. There was no sign that she was being chased—she saw neither the substitute nor the cop—and she remained safely in the convenience store for the next fifteen minutes until her dad drove up and parked on the opposite side of the street to pick her up.
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There’d been no customers for over an hour, and Scott Sato decided to close early. He locked the front door, flipped the Open/Closed sign and turned off all but the security lights. Heading down the short hallway that led to the back door, he thought he heard a noise, a kind of muffled thump, and immediately turned around to investigate. Everything in the shop was all right, but through the front window, on the sidewalk outside, he saw two silhouetted figures.

Two of the businessmen from the parade.

Scott hesitated. They were peering through the glass. Did they want to come in? The shop was closed, and ordinarily he would just pop out and tell them to come back tomorrow, but the figures made him feel uneasy. He’d thought there was something weird about the businessmen when he’d seen them marching, but now they seemed downright menacing. One was pressing his forehead against the glass, while the other stood shoulder to shoulder with him, unmoving. Both of their faces were in shadow, which gave them the appearance of not having faces at all. He was struck by a sudden certainty that more of them were outside the shop’s back door, and, grateful that he hadn’t gone out there, he reached for the phone on the front counter and dialed 911.

“What is your emergency?” the dispatcher answered.

“Two men are trying to break into my shop,” he told her. “My name’s Scott Sato, and my store is located at thirteen thirty-one Washington.”

“And where is the location?” she asked.

“I just told you! Thirteen thirty-one Washington!”

“I don’t appreciate your attitude,” the dispatcher said. And the line went dead.

What the hell?

Angrily, Scott redialed 911. Another dispatcher answered, a man, and Scott again said that two men were trying to break into his store. He gave his name and address, and this time the dispatcher said, “We’re sending out a unit. Stay where you are.”

Grateful, he hung up, still watching the front window. Neither man had moved, and even their stillness was creepy. He thought of turning off all the inside lights so he could see them better, or even shining a flashlight into their faces, but fear kept him from it. These men were not behaving rationally, and he didn’t want them breaking the window and coming into the store.

Retreating into the shadows where he could see without being seen, Scott waited for the police to arrive, ears open to any sounds that might come from the area by the back door. All was silent, and the only noise he heard was his own breathing.

Why was he so scared?

He wasn’t sure, but he was, and when the man on the right leaned in and pressed his forehead against the window like his friend, Scott jumped.

Seconds later, the street behind the figures was illuminated by alternating red and blue strobes as a patrol car pulled to the curb. A cop emerged from the vehicle and, relieved, Scott opened the front door of the shop and stepped outside. This close, he could see that the businessmen’s faces were blank, their eyes glazed over as though hypnotized. Both were still carrying the briefcases they’d held while marching in the parade.

“Those are the men, officer,” Scott said. “They’ve been loitering here and casing the place. I wouldn’t’ve even known they were there, but I was about to leave and heard a noise and⁠—”

The policeman held up a hand, and Scott stopped talking. “Sir,” he said, “let me handle this.” He walked up to the two men and tapped one on the shoulder. Both turned dully around to face him. “Is this man bothering you?” he asked, gesturing toward Scott.

“What?” Scott said.

The cop ignored him.

Neither man responded, and the policeman walked over, frowning. “I’m going to let you off with a warning,” he said. “This time.”

Scott was incredulous. “What are you talking about? These guys were trying to break into my shop! Okay, they didn’t actually break in, but they’re⁠—”

“Sir,” the cop said, “don’t make me regret my decision. Now leave these gentlemen alone and get on with your business.”

He didn’t know what to say to that, and without a word, he reentered the shop, closing and locking the door behind him. Quickly, he walked down the short hallway and out the back door, locking it behind him. He’d been afraid there might be others in the rear of the building, but there was only his car, and he hurried over and got in. Driving around to the front, he saw that the police car was gone but the two businessmen were still peering into his shop. Taking out his phone, he rolled down the window and snapped a photo.

If anything happened to his place, he was going to tell the insurance company what had happened here tonight and encourage them to sue the city.

Rolling up the window, he turned right onto the street—where other men carrying briefcases and dressed in business suits were standing on the sidewalk looking into other stores.

He drove away feeling troubled.
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GAVIN WAS awakened from a sound sleep by the ringing of the phone—not his cell but the landline—and he sat up instantly. Any call at this hour could only be bad news, and his first thought was that the nursing home was phoning to tell him that his mom had died.

It was not the nursing home, though. It was Ted Finley, Arovista’s mayor. In the background, as the mayor spoke, Gavin could hear conversational voices. “A special session of the Council has been called,” Finley announced. “Your presence is required.”

He looked at the clock, its numbers glowing in the darkness. “It’s two o’clock in the morning!”

“We are about to be attacked.”

Gavin was confused. “Attacked? I don’t understand.”

The mayor was done being polite. “Get your ass over here. Staff intelligence reports say that it’s one of the mid-county cities. Santa Ana, maybe. Garden Grove. Or Stanton. We’re not sure yet. But an attack is imminent.”

None of this made any sense, and for a brief second, Gavin thought he might be dreaming.

“Get to the Council Chambers now!” the mayor ordered. And hung up.

Thao was awake, and she looked at him, worried. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “That was the mayor. There seems to be some type of emergency, and they want me to go over to city hall.”

“What kind of emergency?” She looked at the clock. “And why would the city council need to meet at two o’clock in the morning?”

“He said we’re about to be attacked⁠—”

“Oh my God!” she sat up instantly. “Is it a nuclear war? Is this a disaster preparedness thing? Are you guys supposed to⁠—”

“No,” Paul said, shaking his head and waving her down. “Nothing like that. Finley said Arovista’s going to be attacked by…Santa Ana or something. Another city.”

“What? That’s crazy!”

“I know it is. But I’m supposed to go down there and…help them strategize? I don’t know. Something. Anyway, I’m heading over to city hall to see what’s what.”

Untangling herself from the covers, Thao awkwardly got out of bed. “I don’t like this. Either these people are crazy or another city actually is going to war with Arovista.” She shook her head. “Even saying that sounds insane.”

“It is insane.”

“Whatever the case, you need to publicize this and let people know about it. If they get shamed for this, maybe the public will start calling them on their other bullshit, and we can get this city back to normal.”

That made perfect sense. He had run for city council because he wanted to effect change, wanted to stop the gentrification that was destroying the west side and threatening his own neighborhood. He’d assumed it would be a long hard fight that he’d probably lose—at least until the next election, when they could hopefully change the makeup of the council. But this might be an opportunity he could turn to his advantage.

He kissed Thao’s forehead. “Back to bed.”

“Wake me up when you get back. I want to know what happens.”

“If I’m back in time. Otherwise, I’ll tell you in the morning.”

“It’s a weird world,” she said.

He got dressed, ran a comb through his hair, said goodbye to Thao, locked the front door behind him and left. The streets at this hour were almost empty, and he drove from their dark, silent neighborhood, past the quiet and low-lit downtown toward city hall. Nearing the civic center, a street sweeper drove past in the opposite direction, and he was shocked by the size of it. The monstrous black vehicle was like nothing he’d ever seen before, and with the absence of anyone else on the road, he felt as though he’d been transported to some other place and some other time.

There were three cars adjacent to each other in the city lot close to the public entrance of the council chambers, and Gavin parked next to a silver Lexus. The door to the chambers was locked, but he had a key and let himself in. He half-expected to see his fellow councilmembers seated behind the dais, but the room was dark. The door to the conference room was open, however, the lights on inside. He heard voices, though he could not tell what they were saying, and when he walked into the room, he saw all of the other councilmembers huddled around a computer monitor.

“So what’s going on?” he asked.

“Nice of you to show up,” Verna said. “Very white of you.”

The mayor turned to him, mouth tight. “It’s not Santa Ana, Garden Grove or Stanton,” he said. “It’s Clarkson. Our sources have confirmed it.”

“We’ve established that. But what do we do now?” Feenan asked.

“Call up the army,” Verna said.

Gavin wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “The army?”

“Not the army,” Ross explained. “Our army. The City’s army.”

“We have an army?” Gavin said incredulously. “I never⁠—”

“Because that’s on a need-to-know basis,” the mayor told him. “And you didn’t need to know until now.”

So Arovista had some sort of secret army—not the police force—that was used to protect it from attacks by other cities? If someone would have told him this yesterday, there’s no way he would have bought it. But standing here with the other councilmembers at two-thirty in the morning, he believed it utterly.

Moving forward, he joined the group around the computer. On the screen was a blurry black-and-white photo of a man holding an assault rifle. Beneath the photo was a chronology of actions. Gavin leaned forward to read the text, which said that the man, a member of the Clarkson City Manager’s armed guards⁠—

Their city manager had armed guards?

—had led a series of raids on Arovista that had resulted in over a million dollars’ worth of property damage.

“He and three other Clarksonians were in the process of draining the municipal pool in Vanderhoof Park, when a team from Park and Rec caught them,” the mayor said. “We captured his compatriots and they’re being held, but he escaped. Now Clarkson’s out for blood. They’re sending him out again to hit a high-profile target in Arovista.”

“How do you know all this?” Gavin asked.

“One of the City’s operatives.”

“Our cold war’s not so cold anymore,” Ross said.

“How come I don’t know about this? How come everyone doesn’t know about this?”

“We keep it quiet,” Feenan said shortly.

“Because these skirmishes are reported as crime statistics,” Ross explained, “buried in reports with regular murders and assaults⁠—”

“Murders?”

The other councilmembers nodded solemnly.

“Enough with the baby’s hand-holding,” Verna said. “We need to make some decisions here.”

“Right you are,” the mayor said. “The big question is: reactive or preemptive?”

“Offense is always better than defense,” Verna opined.

“We don’t need a full-scale assault at this point,” Ross said. “No reason to escalate that quickly. Let’s just fire a warning shot, let them know we mean business and, hopefully, avoid a major confrontation.”

The mayor nodded. “I’m inclined to agree. I suggest we pick a few targets—jewelry stores, pharmacies—and organize some smash-and-grabs.”

“But make sure they know it’s not some random flash mob,” Verna said, “that Arovista’s behind it.”

“Of course. And if they don’t back down, we marshal our forces. Sound good?”

Ross, Feenan and Verna nodded.

“All right, then. Let’s put it to a vote. Show of hands. Jewelry store smash-and-grab. All in favor?”

The other four raised their hands.

“All opposed?”

Gavin raised his. “We can’t⁠—”

Finley cut him off. “The ayes have it.” There was a long tense pause. “I guess it’s time to run this by the City Manager.”

No one said anything.

Gavin looked from one to the other. “Why would you have to run this by the city manager?”

Verna looked at him as though he was a moron. “He’s the City Manager.”

“Feenan?” the mayor said. “Contact Mike at the Corp Yard. Get it done.”

Nodding, Feenan looked up a phone number, then called as the rest of them stood around. Gavin could hear only one side of the conversation, but it was clear from the lack of explanation needed that this had happened before. Nodding at something he was hearing on the other end of the line, Feenan used the computer to call up a street view of Clarkson’s old downtown. Between an antique shop and a used bookstore was Ben’s Jewelers. “Yeah, that’ll be fine,” Feenan said into the phone. “How about a pharmacy?”

Nodding again, he punched up a view of a chain pharmacy on a major street corner. “Looks good, but do you think you’ll be able to pull it off? …All right, then. Do it. Let us know when it’s finished.” He hung up and looked back at the rest of them. “It’s set.”

“Now all we have to do is wait,” Ross said. “Anyone want some coffee?”

For the next two hours, they waited, with individual councilmembers occasionally strolling outside to stretch their legs. Gavin asked a ton of questions, trying to find out as much as possible about how things really worked around here. He thought at least he might be able to learn something about this mysterious Corp Yard, but no one seemed willing to talk. “This is not the time or place,” the mayor said finally—although Gavin thought it was exactly the right time and place. He was reminded of politicians who said after a mass shooting that it was not the right time or place to talk about gun regulations.

The waiting did allow him to learn something about his fellow councilmembers, however. Ted Finley, the mayor, was a realtor in Newport Beach, although he lived in Arovista. The good part of Arovista. He had three kids who lived with their mom in Murietta, rather than with him and his much younger wife, also a realtor. Reading between the lines, Finley had run for office in order to have the inside track on zoning changes that would affect the real estate business. Feenan owned a small kitchen cabinet company that he had inherited from his dad. He admitted flat out that he was in office in order to smooth the way for the expansion of his business. Ross, who seemed to Gavin the most normal, worked for a consulting firm in Irvine and did not seem to have joined the council with any agenda—although exactly why he was there and had already served two terms, Gavin could not figure out.

Verna remained something of a mystery. It was clear that she did not like him, but he also got the sense that she was not fond of the other three men either. Her limited interactions with her fellow councilmembers were always negative or sarcastic, her attitude that of someone who thought she was always right and anyone who disagreed with her was wrong.

She also seemed to be the most hardcore in her attitudes.

She was the one he had to be wary of.

The confirmation, when it arrived, was not a phone call, as they were expecting, but a series of images that popped up on the computer screen: figures in hoodies smashing the front windows of Ben’s Jewelers, wrecking the inside of the shop, somehow breaking into a walk-in safe at the rear of the store and making off with garbage sacks filled with jewelry. Then the same sort of destruction at the pharmacy, the hooded figures knocking down aisle displays and trashing shelves of over-the-counter medications before smashing the glass that separated the pharmacist’s area from the rest of the store and, once again, dumping their spoils into garbage bags before taking off.

“I guess that’s that,” Ross said.

It was close to five by the time they finally left city hall. Before shutting off the lights and closing up the conference room, the mayor said, “We’ll meet back here tonight to evaluate the situation. Once we learn the effectiveness of our strike, find out if there’s been any retaliation and receive guidance from the City Manager, we’ll be able to plot our next course of action.” He fixed Gavin with a hard stare. “And the code of silence applies. You don’t say anything to anybody. This is Council business and City business. Period. You can’t tell your friends, can’t tell your relatives, can’t tell your wife, can’t tell anyone. Do you understand?”

Gavin nodded.

“It’s a sacred duty, being a Councilmember. We are entrusted with the safety and well-being of the City. It is our responsibility to protect the City from all enemies without and within. That is what you have sworn to do.” He pointed a finger at Gavin. “And you cannot violate your oath.”

“I understand.”

Dawn was breaking as they exited the building, and though there was a lightening in the east, the skies above Arovista were still dark. Gavin thought he saw a shadow swirling around the underside of his car as he approached, but it disappeared as he drew near. Feeling uneasy, he quickly got in, started the vehicle and drove away.

“It’s real,” he told Thao when he got home. She was up, in the kitchen making coffee, and he wondered if she’d been awake since he left.

“The war?”

“Turn on the local news. Any channel. They’ll be covering robberies in Clarkson—they love covering robberies—but no matter what they say, it’s not criminals who did it. It’s the city of Arovista. A jewelry store and a pharmacy.”

She looked at him. “You’re joking.”

“I wish I was. But apparently this is a tactic they’ve used before. They were all familiar with it. I was the only one not in on the plan.”

“So crimes on the news are being committed by…cities? Instead of criminals?”

“Some of them, yeah. The point here, I think, was to let Clarkson know that Arovista’s serious and willing to fight. I’m supposed to go back tonight, and if it didn’t work, they want to escalate.”

“What does that mean?”

“They have some sort of army. I don’t know who these guys are or how they’re recruited or how all this has been kept so secret, but apparently Arovista has its own trained fighting force. The council hasn’t voted to deploy them yet, but they did vote to do these smash-and-grabs.”

She looked at him. “How did you vote on this?” she asked.

“Against, of course. But I was the lone dissenter. According to them, I’m not even supposed to talk to you about it. But my impulse is to go public and let everyone know what’s really going on behind the scenes.”

“Good idea. Why don’t you?”

He hesitated. “The threat was real. The city of Clarkson was actually going to attack Arovista. A cyber-attack, I thought at first, but there was a photo of a guy with an assault rifle, and apparently they were actually going to quote unquote, ‘hit a high-profile target in Arovista.’ So it’s not just our city that’s doing this kind of thing, it’s Clarkson, too. And probably a lot more, since at first they thought it could be Santa Ana or Garden Grove.”

“That’s crazy!”

“I know.” He met her eyes. “The mayor also reminded me, very sternly, that my oath of office forbids me from talking out of school. The implication was that there would be some form of punishment if I did. I’m guessing more than censure.”

Thao sat down heavily. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

They were both silent for a moment.

“We’ll think on it,” Gavin said finally. “Maybe something will come to us.”

“Well, at least eat a good breakfast,” Thao told him. “You got no sleep last night and you have to teach today.”

“Then go back to city hall tonight to see what’s what.”

“Run this by Burt. See if he has any ideas. I know you’re not supposed to tell anyone, but…”

“I thought the same thing.”

Thao stood. “I was going to make myself some oatmeal. You want some, too?”

He shook his head. “I’ll just have toast.”

“It’s the most important meal of the day.”

“I’ll survive.”

They went over and over what had happened—what was happening—as they ate, getting nowhere, reaching no conclusions. Gavin had farther to drive, but Thao had to be at work earlier, so she took the first shower, while he flipped channels and watched how different reporters covered the Clarkson crime spree.

On campus, he met up with Burt in the quad, not wanting to talk in Burt’s office or the department lounge, where they might be overheard. As students passed disinterestedly by, he told his friend about the 2 a.m. wakeup call, the subsequent meeting with his fellow councilmembers—and the preemptive strike.

“Wow,” Burt said. He took a deep breath. “Wow. I thought I was cynical about government, but it just goes to show that you can never be cynical enough.”

Gavin was grateful. He’d been afraid his friend might not believe him, and it was a relief to know that he had another ally besides Thao.

“You say one of them referred to it as a ‘cold war’?”

Gavin nodded. “That’s turning into a hot one.”

“This is wild. I actually saw a report on the news this morning about that jewelry store robbery.”

“A warning shot off the bow.”

“And you’re trying to find a way to get this out to the public without suffering any negative consequences.”

“That’s the euphemistic way of putting it.”

“Contact the media. Be an anonymous source⁠—”

“They’ll know it’s me.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Come on. This stuff has been going on for God knows how long and now, all of a sudden, right after I find out about it, it’s leaked to the press?”

“You have a point.”

“What I really want is to put a stop to all this. I mean, it’s crazy, right? There must be some way to get the law involved.”

“From what you say, the law is involved. Isn’t that who’s fighting their wars?”

“Maybe. Partially. But there’s also these corp yard people, although I don’t exactly know what that’s all about.”

“Maybe you need to gather more intel before you make a move.”

Gavin sighed. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I usually am.”

“But remember: I’ve been sworn to secrecy. I’m not even supposed to discuss any of this with Thao. So you can’t say anything. To anyone.”

“I’ll Go-Gos it.”

“What?”

“My lips are sealed.”

“Showing your age much?”

“With age comes wisdom.” Smiling benignly, Burt leaned in, his voice dropping. “Don’t be obvious, but there’s a weirdo over by the planter in front of the Music building. Doesn’t look like a college student. Maybe I’m just being paranoid, but he’s been watching us for a while.”

Casually, Gavin shifted position, glancing toward the Music building. He had expected to see some bearded, wild-haired guy in scroungy clothes, but the man stationed behind a jasmine bush and looking in their direction was exactly the opposite. He seemed almost too clean-cut. Short hair, light green polo shirt. Only the intensity of his gaze marked him as being slightly off. He actually looked like an off-duty cop, and Gavin wondered if that’s what he was.

Maybe Arovista had had someone following him.

“You’re not wrong,” he said, speaking quietly.

“You know what?” Burt said, straightening up. “Let’s go talk to this guy. See who he is. What’s he going to do? It’s a public place. In fact, places don’t get more public than this.”

His friend was right. There were plenty of students in the quad, and while Gavin wouldn’t have been brave enough to confront the man on his own, he was emboldened by having Burt here. There was strength in numbers.

Together, the two of them started toward the Music building. He didn’t know if there would be a confrontation, and he half-expected the man to slink away into the crowd once he saw Gavin and Burt heading toward him, but he was not prepared for what happened.

The man ran.

As he and Burt started to approach, the man took off like he was being chased, darting through the crowd and heading toward Menzies Hall and, presumably, the parking lot beyond.

Neither of them were about to take up pursuit, and they stopped, watching as he dashed away.

“He obviously was watching us,” Gavin said.

“But maybe he’s not from Arovista,” Burt mused. “Maybe he’s from Clarkson. You’re on the council now. Maybe they know it and are keeping tabs on you.”

“Well, that makes me feel safe and secure.”

“I’m not sure you should feel safe and secure.”

“So back to the original question: what the hell do I do?”

“Sleep on it?”

Gavin looked at him. “Sleep on it.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Burt admitted. “This is far beyond my area of expertise.”

“It’s beyond your expertise? How do you think I feel?”

“Like you never should have run for city council? Like you’d rather be like everyone else and have no idea what’s going on?”

“Actually, no,” Gavin said, and that response even surprised himself. “I’m glad I ran. I’m in a position to do something about this. And I am going to do something about it.”

“Once you figure out how.”

“Once I figure out how.”

“Well, good luck, buddy. You’re going to need it.”
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He was on his way home, stuck in traffic, when a trill on his phone let him know that he’d received a text. It was illegal to text while driving, but technically he wasn’t driving, he was sitting in place, and whether or not that would hold up in court, he considered it a loophole and checked the message.

It was from Ed Finley. Tonight’s follow-up meeting of the council had been cancelled. Apparently, there’d been no retaliation by Clarkson for the smash-and-grabs, and while everyone was to remain on alert, the city manager had decided that no further action was warranted at this time. “Our message was received,” the mayor wrote. “Thank you all.”

He told Thao as soon as he got home.

“So it’s over?” she said. “That’s it?”

Gavin nodded, looking into her eyes. “For now.”
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PAUL WAS surprised when Iolanthe called him late Saturday morning. Surprised and pleased. The truth was that he’d been thinking about her a lot lately, and more than once, he’d been tempted to call her at night or on the weekend, but he hadn’t been brave enough. She’d taken the initiative, though, and the fact that this was a real phone call and not just a text made him feel good. No, not just good. Hopeful.

Excited.

Yes. Excited. But the two of them were not at a stage where he felt comfortable enough to acknowledge that, so he played it down, remaining casual. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I don’t know if you’re busy or not,” she said, “but I’m heading over to South Coast Plaza to do a little aspirational window shopping, and I was wondering if you’d like to come with me. I figured we could get a bite to eat, hang out…”

“Sure,” he said.

“Great! How about we meet in front of the carousel. In an hour?”

“I’ll see you then.”

He’d had no real plans for the day, probably would have ended up playing an online game with Kevin and Yung, but he happily told his mom that he was going out and was not sure when he would be back.

She smiled broadly. “Is this another date?”

“Why would you think that?”

“I know you, Paul.”

“All right,” he admitted.

“Wonderful!” she said, beaming. “When are you going to bring her by so I can meet her?”

“We’re not quite at that point yet.”

“Right. You’re right,” she said. “You don’t want to scare her away by having your crazy mom fawning all over her.” She gave him a big hug. “But I’m so proud of you! Things are well, right?”

“I need to get going,” he said, pulling away.

“Have fun!”

South Coast Plaza was a high-end mall in Costa Mesa. Paul had heard of it, although he’d never been there himself. There was even valet parking, which seemed to him a little one-percentish, and he had to drive around for a while until he found a parking space that he was sure he could use. The last thing he wanted was to come out and find that his car had been towed.

He had no idea where the carousel was, but a You-Are-Here map just inside the entrance pointed him down a wing that led to the far end of the massive structure.

Iolanthe was waiting for him near the small ticket booth, and she had clearly dressed up for the occasion. In fact, nearly all of the shoppers he saw were wearing nice clothes, and Paul felt like a shlub as he walked up to her in his t-shirt and jeans. She said nothing about it, though, giving him a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek in greeting.

“I’ve never been here before,” he said, looking around.

“Oh, I can spend all day wandering around this place. I actually come here a lot in the summer. It’s air conditioned, and I kind of use it as my cooling center.”

“So where do you want to start?” he asked.

She took his arm. “Let’s head thisaway.”

There were a lot of clothing stores—and he hated clothing stores—but thankfully she didn’t walk in and try things on, simply looked at the window displays, as they strolled leisurely around the first floor, periodically stopping at shops that looked interesting to both of them. Lunchtime came up quickly, and while nearly all of the restaurants and cafés looked expensive, this was still a mall, and they found a McDonald’s where they decided to have lunch.

“South Coast dining at Arovista prices,” she said.

He realized as they walked into the crowded dining area that during the first lunch they’d had together, in the park, she’d been eating McDonald’s. They ordered their food, sat down, and he looked at her across the table. He was still not sure where their relationship stood. He supposed they were dating. Sort of. But he had never been to her apartment or met her brother, and she had never been to his house or met his mom, and aside from today, their occasional “dates,” if that’s what they could be called, generally consisted of dinner after work. The two of them were definitely taking things slowly, and Paul didn’t know if that was because he thought she wanted to go slow—or she thought he wanted to go slow. Either way, there had not been much progression. On the other hand, there’d been no problems either. Everything up to this point had been pretty smooth sailing.

He brought it up as they ate. “So,” he asked, “what are we? Friends with minimal benefits? Boyfriend and girlfriend? Exclusive? Non-exclusive?”

“I consider us exclusive.”

“So I assume we’re more than friends?”

“I assume we’re more than friends.”

“It’s just that…” He didn’t know exactly how to put it. “I like you, you like me, but we basically have a work relationship. I’ve never been to your place. You’ve never been to mine. Or, technically, me and my mom’s.” He smiled. “Count yourself lucky on that. But it’s vague, you know? I’m never sure where we stand or how things are going.”

She smiled. “Considering where we work, I think things are going pretty well. I mean, for all you know, my brother could be a pair of pants and shirt that I stuffed with newspaper, plopped a paper-mache head on and propped up in a chair. And, no offense, but your mom could have died years ago and you’re still living with her desiccated corpse.”

He couldn’t help laughing.

“I think we’re remarkably well-adjusted for two city hall employees.”

“Maybe so,” he said.

“Would you like to see my apartment? My brother’s actually gone for the weekend. He and his girlfriend are on a camping trip somewhere by Big Sur.”

Paul pretended to remain calm, although inside he was anything but. “Sure.”

“We’ll have the place to ourselves.”

Not sure if that was some type of invitation or how he was expected to respond, he simply nodded, drinking his milkshake.

Iolanthe still wanted to continue window shopping, so they stayed at South Coast Plaza for a few more hours before he followed her back to her apartment in Arovista. It was a part of the city he’d never been to before, and the complex was much nicer than he’d been expecting. The apartment building was new and modern, located next to a fitness center, and across the street from a Starbuck’s and Whole Foods. She led him into an adjacent parking structure, and he pulled into a space next to her on the second level.

She was still in her car, and he walked over. Through the window, it looked to him as though she was thinking about something, and it took her a moment to get out, but then she smiled and took his hand. “Let’s—” she began, and then said, “Oh,” pointing to a white Acura across from them. “It looks like my brother’s back. Things must not have gone well. He wasn’t supposed to be here until tomorrow afternoon.”

Paul stood awkwardly in place. “What do you want to do? Maybe I should…”

“It’s probably better if you go,” she conceded. “He’s not going to be in a good mood, and even under the best of circumstances, he’s…an acquired taste.” She smiled wryly. “Okay, he’s a jerk. And we only live together because my parents want me to keep an eye on him and him to keep an eye on me.”

“That’s all right,” he said.

She gave him a quick kiss. Then gave him a better kiss. Pressed against him, she had to feel his erection, but she did not move back. “I’m sorry about this,” she said, finally pulling away. “See you Monday?”

“See you Monday.”

Smiling, she waved goodbye and started toward the stairwell as he got back into his car.

“So…?” his mom said when he returned home.

“We had a good time.” He could tell she was about to pursue that avenue further, and he held up his hand. “That’s it. I’m not talking about this anymore. If there’s something to tell you, I’ll tell you.”

She raised her arms. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

She smiled. “But I have a good feeling about this.”
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Monday morning, Paul met Iolanthe in the city hall parking lot. The fenced-in section where the café’s construction crew had stored its materials was gone, but it hadn’t been properly cleaned up, and there were still occasional screws and nails on the asphalt, so neither of them used that part of the parking lot. Instead, they pulled into adjacent spaces near the back of the building.

Iolanthe seemed to have something on her mind, and after a quick hello, she said, “I have a confession to make. My brother didn’t really come back early on Saturday.”

Paul frowned, confused.

“He was still on his camping trip. That car I pointed to? It wasn’t even his car.” She dropped her voice, though there was no one else nearby. “I…I guess I wasn’t quite ready.”

He felt a sudden surge of tenderness for her. “That’s okay,” he said.

“You don’t understand⁠—”

“I do,” he assured her.

Iolanthe took his hand. “My situation is…more complicated than it seems.”

What did that mean? he wondered.

Maybe her brother wasn’t her brother.

He pushed those thoughts aside as they walked through the parking lot toward the building. At this point, it was none of his business. Besides, he trusted her. When she was ready to tell him, she would.

“I had a good time on Saturday, though,” she said, smiling. “We should do that again.”

“Go shopping?”

“Go out. Spend time together. Away from work.”

“I’d like that,” he told her.

“Are you busy this weekend?”

“I guess I am now. What do you have planned?”

“Your choice. I picked South Coast Plaza. Now it’s your turn.”

“I’ll come up with something,” he promised.

Since taking over for Whit, Mr. Campbell had been coming in early; each day, he was at his desk before Paul even arrived. Today, however, Anita was sitting in his place, and she smiled at Paul as he walked in. “Hello, sweetie.”

Ignoring her, he walked over to his own desk and sat down, turning on his computer.

“Mr. Campbell and I have decided to play musical chairs today. I’m in his office and he’s in mine.”

Paul stood. “Then I guess I’d better get over to⁠—”

“You’re not going anywhere. We’ve switched assistants for the day, too. You’re working for me.”

He sat back down.

“Now I’m not sure what Mr. Campbell has you working on…” She let out a short laugh. “That dipshit. Won’t even tell me his name. Expects me to call him Mr. Campbell just like everyone else. And I thought Whit was a jerk…” She snorted. “Anyway, I’m not sure what he has you working on, but I want you to be my eyes and ears on the fourth floor today.”

“Development Services?”

“Not the department. The fourth floor. I’m looking for something there, but I don’t have time to do it myself.”

“What do you want me to⁠—”

“You’ll know it when you see it.”

That made no sense whatsoever. “So I’m supposed to, what? Stand around and wait for something that I’ll somehow recognize when it appears?”

Her face hardened. “Don’t get snide with me, young man.”

“I’m not. I’m just trying to figure out what you want.”

“If you’re not up to helping me find what I need on the fourth floor, you can take over Darcy’s duties. How adept are you at sensual massage?”

“I’ll go to the fourth floor.”

Anita smiled. “I thought you might.” She picked up a sheet of paper from the top of the desk, holding it up. “Here,” she said, and he walked across the office to take it from her. On the paper was a detailed pencil sketch of an elderly Asian man with bizarre Lyle Lovett hair. “When you see this man, I want you to follow him and see where he goes. Write down the number of the room underneath his picture and bring it back to me. Do not go into the room. Just write down the number. Do you understand me? You cannot follow him into the room.”

Paul nodded. “I understand.”

“I’m not sure how long this will take or when he will show up. You may be there all day—and you may have to skip your lunch—but he will show up eventually, and I need the number of that room.”

He looked at the drawing. “So…where on the fourth floor do I find him?”

“He’ll have to come up the elevator, so stake out that area. Now get going. He could be on his way there now.”

Taking a pen from his desk and attaching the sheet of paper to a clipboard, Paul left the office and headed down the hallway to the elevator, which he took to the fourth floor. He tensed up as the numbers above the door counted down, unsure of which fourth floor he would find, but when the door slid open, he saw the long front counter of Development Services to his left, while to the right was an unmarked office where a janitor in brown cap and uniform was standing at the base of a step ladder, holding a long fluorescent light tube. Feeling a sense of relief, Paul stepped out. There was no place where he could hide unobtrusively as he staked out the area—and definitely no place where he could sit—so he stood against the wall opposite the elevator, waiting.

And waiting.

Occasionally, people would exit the elevator or get on the elevator, but there was a lot of downtime and the minutes passed excruciatingly slowly.

Paul felt embarrassed. He was conspicuously loafing, and he could tell that the woman behind the Development Services counter was starting to get suspicious. He wondered if she or someone else might call security, and he started planning what he would say if confronted.

It was nearly ten o’clock, the Asian man had not arrived, and Paul was starting to wonder if he had been sent on a snipe hunt. Maybe Anita was sitting at Mr. Campbell’s desk, laughing at him. Or even watching him on a security camera.

Then the elevator door slid open, and a man with crazy hair who looked exactly like the drawing on his clipboard emerged onto the fourth floor. He scanned the area, met Paul’s eyes⁠—

Was that suspicion he saw there?

—then went in the opposite direction of Development Services. The janitor with his ladder was long gone, and the man walked directly into the unidentified office. Once inside, he turned to the right and was lost from sight. Paul quickly followed and discovered that what he’d taken for an office was actually a sort of hub from which three different hallways extended. Two of the hallways were empty, but he could see the man walking down the one on the right. Moving as quietly as possible, Paul followed him.

This might not be the weird fourth floor that he had encountered previously, but it was definitely a close cousin. The inset lights in the institutional ceiling were of an odd bluish hue and irregularly staggered, creating areas of intermittent shadow, and the ostensibly white floor was stained with dark splotches of…something. A closed door on his left was marked with not a number or a letter but a red square that was painted onto the faux wood at eye level. The only identification on another door to his right was a small metal eagle that had been affixed just above the handle.

Ahead of him, the man looked back, saw him, then immediately increased his gait, and Paul almost broke into a jog trying to keep up. Anyone watching them would have thought it was a chase—and perhaps it was—but all he wanted to do was find out where the man was going so he could report back to Anita and be done with this.

The hallway was far longer than it should have been. He had already walked what had to be half the length of the building and still it continued. They passed several doors and an occasional side corridor. He kept expecting the oddly coiffed man to stop at one, but he did not.

Until he did.

Nearly running now, the man suddenly stopped, shot a quick look back at Paul, then opened a door in the right wall and slammed it shut. There was no pneumatic device to ensure the door closed slowly and softly, and the sound of the slam echoed throughout the hall. Reaching the location, he took note of the number on the door—and it was a number, 3—and wrote it down on the piece of paper below the man’s picture.

Anita had ordered him not to go into the room, and he had no intention of doing so, but from behind the closed door he heard loud moans and screams. People were either having sex in there or being tortured. Neither should be occurring in a city hall, and he hurried back the way he had come, breathing easier once he was off the fourth floor.

Taking the paper from his clipboard, Paul handed Anita the drawing with the room number.

She smiled. “Thank you. I will take care of this.”

The generic music that was always playing over city hall’s speakers at a barely audible level suddenly stopped, and for the first time since he’d started working here, an announcement was made. “Attention all City employees,” a woman’s voice said, and Paul was pretty sure it was Elaine Mamo from HR. “The IT Department is being punished for crimes against the City. You are required to assemble in the Civic Center Courtyard in ten minutes to bear witness. Repeat: ten minutes. Do not be late.”

Paul looked to Anita for direction.

“You’d better go,” she said. “Attendance at punishments is mandatory.”

“What about you?”

“I need to take care of this first. But I will be there.” She grinned. “I never miss a punishment.”

Fiona was already gone, and down the hall, employees from Redevelopment, in their usual chaotic manner, were strolling, dashing, shuffling, walking toward the elevator, although a rather large contingent was streaming through the open stairwell doorway. Paul wasn’t about to wait in line for group after group to go down and then cram himself into a crowded elevator with those weirdos from Redevelopment. With so many people taking the stairs, he figured it had to be safe, and he followed the line of employees down to the first floor, then through the lobby and out to the civic center courtyard.

Outside, he looked for Iolanthe, but the area was so crowded that he could not find her. He had not realized before how many men and women worked at city hall, but seeing them all together like this, he was stunned. There had to be a hundred, maybe two hundred people here.

What do they all do? he wondered.

Uniformed police officers were making their way through the assemblage, herding people toward the library and the police station, positioning them in specific positions and handing out items from office supply boxes they were carrying. When one of the cops reached Paul, she directed him to move to the right and stand with a group of employees he recognized from the city clerk’s office. They were talking amongst themselves but in English this time.

The policewoman handed him a rubber band and several paper clips from the box she carried. “Use these when the time comes,” she instructed.

He had no idea what that meant, but saw the woman next to him place the rubber band she’d been given over her spread index and middle fingers, then bend open one of her paper clips, thread the rubber band through it, and pull it back like a slingshot. Everyone around him was doing the same thing. He supposed he was expected to follow suit, but he held off, an uncomfortable feeling growing within him.

They were now in what he assumed were their proper positions. Two rows of policemen stood facing each other in the center of the open courtyard, while he and the other city hall employees were gathered at the far end. Wearing only their underwear, a column of men and women emerged from city hall, heads down, shoulders slumped, and began walking barefoot through the gauntlet.

The same female voice—Elaine Mamo?—issued from the hidden speakers of an outdoor PA system. “The employees of the City of Arovista IT Department are guilty of harboring seditious thoughts, as well as aiding and abetting the distribution of false and defamatory information about City Hall. They are to be punished under the terms established by the City Charter’s Code of Conduct.”

“What does that mean?” Paul asked the woman next to him.

“Get your paper clips ready,” she said.

When the first programmers reached the end of the line of officers, the gathered employees began using their rubber bands to fire paper clips at them. One shot into an overweight man’s open mouth, causing him to choke and spit and yowl in pain. Another hit a braless woman’s breast, drawing blood.

All of the IT employees were under heavy fire, the little wire projectiles hitting and cutting into their mostly bare bodies. Apparently, they were not allowed to either duck or run, because they remained upright, walking at an even pace before joining a large circle and, once they had all arrived, turning around and heading back between the lined officers the way they’d come, flinching and crying out.

This time, as they passed through the gauntlet, the police officers spat on them.

Finally, the IT employees reached city hall and walked back inside.

“Let this be a warning to all,” said the voice over the loudspeaker. “Because of their seditious thoughts and their aiding and abetting the distribution of false and defamatory information about City Hall, the employees of the City of Arovista IT Department will now be branded as traitors, this brand to be burned into the flesh of their buttocks. Having been so punished, any further infraction will result in immediate termination.”

Termination?

Paul was not sure that meant being fired from their jobs.

“Return to work,” the announcer said.

The twin lines of officers dispersed, and the rest of the crowd walked back across the courtyard toward city hall. He spotted Iolanthe with Beth and Yuko from Central Services, and he made his way over to them. “What the hell,” he said.

Iolanthe shot him a warning look.

Beth shrugged. “Treason has consequences.”

“Yeah,” Yuko agreed. “It’s not like they didn’t know.”

Paul looked at her. “I didn’t know.”

She laughed. “Well, now you do.”

“Really? Would you put up with that? Walking in your underwear while everyone shot paper clips at you and cops spit on you?”

“I wouldn’t do it in the first place.”

“I’d quit first. There are other jobs.” But he realized even as he said it that he had thought of quitting and it had been made very clear to him that that wasn’t possible.

The other three were silent, and he was possessed by a sudden claustrophobic feeling of being trapped as they funneled with the rest of the crowd through the open double doors into city hall.
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At lunch, in the park, he and Iolanthe talked about the “punishment” of the IT department.

“Everyone has to know that’s not legal,” he said. “If someone reported this to the state—or the feds—this whole house of cards would come tumbling down. There’d be lawsuits, arrests, prosecutions, consent decrees…”

“Don’t bet on it,” she said quietly.

Paul was silent.

“Remember what happened when you reported to Santa Ana that Whit killed a woman? The city came down on you. Sure, he’s gone now, but that’s just sweeping everything under the rug, erasing all traces that it ever happened. Anyone who narcs on today? They’d disappear before the first complaint form was filled out.” She paused. “It’s happened before.”

It did not seem possible that such things could occur at all, let alone without any repercussions, but he knew it was true.

Paul took a bite of his sandwich. “There are a lot of things that people don’t even talk about. At city hall. They just happen and are ignored. Or forgotten.”

“Ever hear that phrase, ‘Hear no evil, see no evil’? Sometimes that’s the best policy. The safest policy.”

“Have you ever been through anything like that before?”

“A couple times.”

He looked at her.

She looked back. “Ask me what you want to ask, Paul.”

“Did you shoot paper clips at those people?”

Iolanthe shook her head.

He leaned forward. “Those people were bleeding. They were in pain. Someone could’ve gotten their eyes damaged. Permanently.”

“I know.”

“This place is just so…freaky. When I heard that announcement this morning to go outside, I decided to take the stairs because I didn’t want to get stuck in the elevator with those lunatics from Redevelopment. But I was almost afraid to take the stairs because I wasn’t sure where I would end up.”

“Everyone feels that way.”

“So let’s have it. No rumors. What have you personally seen?”

She was silent for a moment. “We don’t get out much at Central Services. People usually bring in the work they want done then pick it up when we tell them we’re finished.”

“But…?”

“But…sometimes we need to pick up or deliver. And sometimes when we do, there are floors that aren’t supposed to be there.”

“I know,” he said.

“The worst, I guess, is⁠—”

“The fourth floor.”

Iolanthe nodded. “The fourth floor.”

“That’s where I first saw the woman that Whit killed.”

“If Central Services needs to pick up or deliver something there, we usually send Beth. I don’t know if it’s because she’s such a gung-ho employee or because she has no imagination, but she’s never seen anything weird. Yuko and I have. The scariest time was a month or so after I started working here. I had to drop off copies of a new form, several boxes of them, and I put them on a cart and took them up to the fourth floor, only it was a different fourth floor. It looked more like a hallway in a crummy motel. I should have left right then, but I was stupid, and I pushed the cart down the hallway, looking for the Planning division. Halfway down the hallway, the lights went out. It was pitch black. Then a door opened at the far end, and I saw this shadow. Or silhouette, I guess. The room was all lit up, so bright that I couldn’t make out any details, but the guy standing in the doorway, the figure…” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it before or since. It’s the single scariest thing I’ve seen in my life. His head…I mean, the arms…I can’t even describe it. It scared me so bad, though, that I left the cart and ran back to the elevator. It was still dark, but there was a little light coming from the open door, so I could kind of make things out.

“Then I tripped over something, and the floor was soft. Soft and sticky. And I got right back up and ran to the elevator and didn’t look back. I just left the cart and the boxes, and when I got back to Central Services and told Yuko and Annie, who worked with us then, neither of them believed me. Especially when Planning called and thanked us for delivering the forms.” She spread her hands. “And that’s my experience with the fourth floor.”

“You’ve never gone back?”

“Oh, I’ve had to. But not alone.” She thought for a moment. “And I’ve still seen things. Even with Yuko. That’s why we send Beth now. She’s the newbie and, as I said, she’s never encountered anything. Or if she has, she hasn’t told us.”

“You didn’t think of quitting after that?”

“I did. But then I didn’t.”

Paul smiled wryly. “How did we end up working for such a place?”

“I don’t know. But at least we’re both here.”

His smile broadened. “This is true.”

She reached across the table, took his hand in hers and squeezed it.
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On Friday, Iolanthe was too overwhelmed with a sudden influx of copy orders to meet for lunch, which was fine with Paul because he was behind on a bunch of busywork Mr. Campbell had thrust on him this morning, and if he ate at his desk, he’d be able to get it done and over with.

Over the past few weeks, Fiona had reverted back to her old attitude, and the two of them were barely speaking. She was eating in today as well. Apparently, Anita had set her some task with a short deadline, and when Paul took a short break to wash his hands and use the restroom, the secretary looked up at him as he passed by. “Going to take a shit?” she asked.

“Smells like you just did,” he said, not stopping.

It was a childish retort, not something an assistant city manager’s assistant should say to an underling, although it made him feel good. At some point, he was probably going to have to do something to reassert his authority, but until then, he just needed to hold his own and make sure he didn’t let her get away with snide remarks.

Screw that.

He turned back. “Hey!” he shouted.

She had swiveled away from him and jumped at the sudden sound of his voice.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and fixed her with the hardest stare he could muster. “What did you just say to me, Ms. Townsend?”

“I—” she began.

“What did the secretary just say to her immediate superior? Because it sounded to me like disrespect, a reportable offense that is not tolerated at Arovista City Hall.”

“I—”

“I’m pretty sure we had this conversation before, and I was under the impression that you had seen the error of your ways. Apparently, Ms. Townsend, you have not. So I’m afraid I have to⁠—”

“I’m sorry!” she said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

There was panic in her voice, and he was gratified to hear it.

“I trust we will not have to have this conversation again?”

“No!”

“Because if we do…”

“We won’t. I’m sorry.”

“Then I will hear no more inappropriate comments? I will not have to put up with a hostile attitude?”

“No, I swear it.”

He nodded. “I hope so.”

He doubted it, though. Leopards didn’t change their spots, and there was no way a lifer like Fiona was going to treat someone as young and new to city hall as he was with respect. He had no doubt that, in another month or so, they’d be going through this all over again.

He didn’t see Iolanthe until after work. They met in the lobby as usual, and she immediately said, “I have news,” although she would say no more until they were outside, in the parking lot next to her car.

“They want us to come in tomorrow.”

“But it’s Saturday.”

“I know, but Finance has been dithering even though they’re supposed to submit a preliminary budget by Monday. It’s still not done. But apparently your office—the city manager himself, I heard—ordered Helen Bishop to have it in by eight Monday morning or else.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I’m coming in to work tomorrow. And it means that the new finance director just found out how things really work around here.”

“What do you think they threatened her with?”

“I’m not sure we want to know.”

“Well, how long does it take to make copies? Ten minutes? Couldn’t you just come in early Monday morning?”

“First of all, those numbers nerds in Finance have no idea how to make a good-looking budget book.” She batted her eyelashes comically. “They need our expert graphic design skills. But you’re missing the bigger picture. I’m going to have access to this place when no one else is here.”

“Hardly anyone else.”

“Okay. Hardly anyone else. But that means that you can have access, too. And it means we can do a little snooping if we want.”

Paul was not sure he did want. Alarms were going off in his head, and he thought about how much he enjoyed spending his weekends away from work. He didn’t want to think about city hall between Friday and Monday.

But she was right. They’d talked a lot recently about the weird floors, all the things about the building and the departments and the people that didn’t add up, and this was an opportunity to explore some of the more puzzling parts of city hall without worrying about being stopped or caught.

He wasn’t sure he was brave enough to do it, though. Yes, there were a lot of questions both he and Iolanthe wanted answered, but city hall was a dangerous place. This wasn’t a Hardy Boys adventure or a Scooby Doo mystery. This could very easily go Blue Velvet wrong. The smartest and safest thing was to just do his job with blinders on: see nothing, hear nothing, simply work each day and go home.

But Iolanthe seemed so excited about the two of them investigating the secrets of the city.

“This is our big chance,” she said.

And it was an opportunity to spend time alone with her—even if it was at city hall.

“Meet me here tomorrow?” she said.

Paul nodded. “What time?”

“Nine o’clock?”

“I’ll be here.”

And he was. He even beat her by a couple of minutes, and as he waited, Paul walked around to the front of the building. A man in a business suit, holding a laptop bag, was standing with his forehead pressed against the concrete wall.

Was this one of the guys who’d been here when he brought his mom over to see where he worked? Paul wasn’t sure, but the sight was unsettling, and he carefully backed up and returned to the parking lot just as Iolanthe was pulling in.

The security code she’d been given allowed them to enter through a side door, so they didn’t have to go anywhere near the weird guy at the front of the building. Once inside, they strolled through the dimly lit corridors of the finance department on their way to the lobby, and he told her what he’d seen, and how there’d been four such men when he’d brought his mom here one Sunday to show her city hall.

“It seems like the police would be all over that,” Iolanthe said. “So much for security.”

The unoccupied lobby, deathly quiet and illuminated only dimly by a minimum of after-hours lights, seemed spooky, although he wasn’t about to admit that to Iolanthe. Their footsteps echoing, the two of them walked to the elevator, which opened instantly when the button was pressed, and headed up to the third floor so she could work on her copies.

As the number 3 lit up, the elevator door slid open.

She grabbed his hand. “This isn’t the third floor.”

No, it wasn’t. Before them was a large open office. Only this was not the sort of eerily empty space he had previously encountered. It was crowded. Some men and women sat at desks, while others walked around carrying forms and documents. The room was very nearly silent. No one was speaking, and the soft music ordinarily pumped onto the regular floors was nowhere to be heard. The only sounds were keyboards clicking and shoes shuffling.

Iolanthe poked him with her elbow, and he followed her gaze. “Oh my God,” he whispered. “That’s Whit.”

Indeed, the former assistant city manager was standing at a counter carefully counting out pages. He was dressed in his usual manner, but there was a blank expression on his pale face, and his movements were unsettlingly slow. He had not seen them—he was not even looking in their direction—but Paul wasn’t sure Whit would recognize him even if he had been.

“Are all these other people⁠—”

“I don’t know about all of them,” she whispered back. “But I see a woman from Planning and a man from Revenue and…” She gestured toward a balding middle-aged guy sitting at one of the desks and writing something on a piece of paper. “That’s Jonas,” she said. “Your predecessor.”

They had not exited the elevator, and when the door started to close, neither of them made any effort to stop it. Iolanthe repeatedly pressed the button for the lobby.

“Jesus,” he said.

She looked at him, her expression solemn.

The elevator opened onto the empty lobby and she immediately pressed the button marked 3. The door closed again.

This time, they did end up on the real third floor. Iolanthe led him behind the counter, and he stood and watched as she turned on all of the copiers and prepared multiple print jobs. There was a floor-to-ceiling window to the right of the copiers, and he walked over to it, looking out. Expecting to see the courtyard and the library, he was surprised to find himself looking down at the parking lot, where their cars sat alone in the rectangular grid of white lines that delineated city hall’s parking spots.

How did that happen? He’d noticed before when looking through windows here that they very seldom ended up facing where he thought they should. Something about the design of the building made it very difficult to gauge direction.

The room was filled with the rhythmic mechanical sounds of three copiers working at once.

Iolanthe walked over. “I need to use the restroom,” she said, pointing. “Can you guard the door for me?”

“There’s no one else here.”

She looked at him, and he thought of that other third floor. “Sure,” he said.

They walked over to the women’s room.

“You can come in if you want. Guard it from the inside.”

He suddenly thought of “Craig.”

I had her in the men’s room

“That’s okay,” he said. “I’ll wait outside.”

“Your choice. Hello!” she called, opening the door. “Anyone here?”

There was no answer, and she walked inside. “Be back in a minute.”

He stood there for several moments, wondering what he would do if another woman arrived to use the restroom. He was pretty sure the two of them were alone in the building⁠—

apart from Whit and Jonas and…

—but it was always possible that a female maintenance worker, or someone from another department of whom they were not aware, was working on Saturday, and he tried to decide how he would react. Would he tell the woman to wait until Iolanthe came out? Would he let her in or not based on how normal she looked? Would he⁠—

“Paul!” Iolanthe called out. “Come in here!”

Instinctively, he pushed open the door. She hadn’t sounded frightened, and there was no real urgency in her cry, but⁠—

Iolanthe was leaning against one of the sinks wearing only panties.

Paul stopped short, shocked. The flush on her face might have been from embarrassment, but there was also a visible excitement, and he stood awkwardly in place, keeping his eyes on hers, though she clearly wanted them focused elsewhere. Her pants and shirt were nowhere in sight and had to be in one of the open stalls, which indicated to him that this whole scene was premeditated.

Was this the real reason she’d invited him here today?

He could think of nothing more uncomfortable than having sex in an institutional restroom⁠—

I had her in the men’s room

—and while he’d imagined them getting together many, many times, this was definitely not the scenario he wanted.

“Come here,” she said, holding her arms out to him.

Her body was beautiful, and he was suddenly self-conscious about his own appearance, knowing that this harsh lighting would not flatter him. Still, he walked toward her, thinking how weird and wrong this whole thing seemed, even as his stiffening penis pressed against his jeans.

She moved forward, putting her arms around him, pressing her bare breasts against his t-shirt and kissing him.

Abruptly, she pulled away.

“I can’t do it,” she cried, and ran into an open stall.

What was happening?

“I’m…sorry,” he apologized, although he was not sure what he was apologizing for.

“It’s not you! It’s me!” She was shouting, and he didn’t know why.

“O…kay.”

There was a note in her voice that he didn’t understand, although to his ear, it sounded surprisingly close to shame. “Could you please leave? You shouldn’t be in here.”

“I don’t understand⁠—”

“They want me to consummate our relationship in city hall, but I can’t do it! I won’t! It’s wrong!”

They?

He had no idea what the hell was going on, but he understood in that instant that their “relationship” was not what he’d thought it was.

Iolanthe was sobbing. “Go!” she shouted. “Get out of here!”

He did just that, not simply leaving the restroom but striding past Central Services, where the copiers were running full force, and taking the elevator down to the lobby. He had no idea whether he would be able to get out of the building without Iolanthe’s code, or if opening the door would set off an alarm, but the side door they’d walked through did open, and he sprinted across the parking lot to his car. He felt as though he’d been punched in the gut, and he went over in his mind all of the interactions he’d had with Iolanthe, from that first lunch at the park to today, trying to figure out what signs he had missed.

They want me to consummate our relationship in city hall

What the hell did that mean? Had she been assigned to him? Directed to fake a relationship and then…what? Fuck him in city hall? None of it made any sense, but it left him feeling like a fool. He’d liked her, and he’d thought she liked him, and his eyes were blurry as he pulled out of the city hall parking lot onto the street.

On Monday, he did not go to work. He also did not call in sick, and his hope was that after a few days of this, he would be fired. His mom asked him what was wrong, and, not ready to tell her the truth, Paul lied and said that because of construction on the sixth floor, he would be working from home for a while.

“It’ll be nice to have you home for lunch again,” she said.

It was mid-morning and his mom was out when the doorbell rang. Paul was in his bedroom, on his laptop, looking for job openings, and he considered waiting for the person to get tired and go away, but then he thought that it might be his mom. Maybe she’d forgotten her keys or something. Pausing the screen, he walked out to the living room and opened the front door.

Elaine Mamo from HR was standing on the porch next to a uniformed police officer.

Startled, he instinctively took a step back.

“You did not show up for work today,” she said.

“I—”

“Unexcused absences are not permitted.”

“I’m sick,” he lied.

“Then we will need a note from your physician confirming that. Otherwise, your absence is unexcused.” She fixed him with a hard stare. “Unexcused absences are not permitted,” she repeated.

Paul experienced a flash of anger. “Stop harassing me. I know damn well you don’t go to the house of every person who calls in sick.”

“But you didn’t call in sick,” she pointed out. “In fact, I think your plan was to stop coming to work in the hopes that you would be fired.”

How could she have guessed that?

Elaine leaned forward. “You will not be fired. And you will not be allowed to quit. You work for the City of Arovista and you will continue to work for the City of Arovista until such time that the City is no longer in need of your services.” She smiled. “Now are you going to come back to work on your own, or does Officer Gomez here need to forcibly restrain you and bring you in?”

He wanted to slam the door in her face and lock it, thought of calling the police to report an attempted kidnapping, but instead he nodded obediently. “I’ll come.”

“You have thirty-five minutes to be at your desk.” She indicated his t-shirt. “And please wear appropriate clothing. You work in City Hall not at the city dump.”

Elaine and the officer turned away, walking toward an Arovista police car parked by the curb.

Defeated, Paul started to close the door.

Elaine turned around. “Oh, and your pay will be docked for the hours you did not work. There will also be a penalty fee and recalculation fee subtracted from your paycheck. See you at City Hall.”

He closed the door, not responding, feeling a heavy dread in the pit of his stomach.

He was never going to get out of this.
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NEARLY TWO weeks had passed since her trip to the Corp Yard, and not for the first time, Janice wished that Mike had offered to take care of Ib Lassong for her. That option, however, had not even been on the table. He was willing to help only if she was a part of it, and before she left, he’d said, “I’ll come up with a plan, but be ready when I call, because we may not have much lead time. Are you okay with that?”

After all she’d seen and heard, the only thing she could do was swallow and nod her head.

She’d been waiting for his call ever since, and finally, this morning, in the midst of transcribing phone numbers and call times, her cell rang, and when she looked at the caller ID, it said MIKE. Hands trembling, she answered.

“Hunting time,” a rough voice said.

The line went dead.

Janice finished her current transcription, then found Hal, letting him know that she needed to take an hour or so to continue working on that project for the Assistant City Manager. The supervisor let her go, no questions asked, and she hurried over to City Hall. “Hunting time” was their signal, and she knew that meant that she was supposed to meet Mike somewhere by the café in the lobby.

He was already there, standing alone next to an empty table for two. His long hair was still pulled into a ponytail, and while he had substituted the orange coveralls for a more traditional collared shirt and slacks, the facial tattoos marked him as someone who didn’t belong in City Hall. He spotted her instantly and strode over. “What took you so long? I told you to be here when I called.”

“I work in another building. I got here as fast as I could.”

Grabbing her arm, he steered her toward the elevator. Even through the material of her blouse, she could feel the rough strength of his fingers. “We need to work fast here. Maintenance has been monitoring his schedule, and on Thursdays at this time, your victim always uses the men’s room. Except he doesn’t use the one near Accounting. He goes up to the third floor and uses the one at the other end of the building, not the one next to IT. He stays in there for a while, which means he’s either shitting or masturbating, and that gives us time to do what we need to do.” He looked at his watch. “But we need to get moving. He’s already there.”

The elevator door slid open as soon as he pushed the button, and they got in.

“So what do we do?” Janice asked once the door was closed. “What’s the plan?”

Mike smiled. “I’ll walk you through it.”

The elevator opened in front of Central Services, and Mike led her quickly down one corridor and then another until they reached an alcove where men’s and women’s restrooms faced each other in opposite walls. A team of three tough-looking maintenance workers lurked in the open doorway of the women’s room next to a couple of yellow rubber cones on which the words CLEANING IN PROGRESS were stamped in black letters. Ignoring them, Mike walked into the men’s room, Janice following. It was empty save for the man behind the single closed stall door, and Mike kicked the stall door open.

Ib was masturbating, kneeling in front of the toilet. And while she supposed that was preferable to the alternative, it was still disgusting. He deserved what he was going to get just for doing something like that at work.

“What the hell—?” he shouted.

Mike grabbed his hair, yanking him to his feet. Somehow there was a small syringe in his hand, and he plunged the needle into Ib’s neck before dropping him. The man slumped to the floor, his head nearly hitting the toilet.

Mike flushed the syringe. “All right,” he said, taking a boxcutter out of his pocket and handing it to her. “Make your mark.”

Janice was confused. “What?”

“Make your mark. Initials, sigil, whatever. You can carve it into his cheek or his ass or his stomach or his cock, for all I care. But you need to mark him so that everyone knows he’s yours, this is your kill.”

Kill

It hit home then, and for a brief second, she almost felt like throwing up. Then she pushed up the blade of the boxcutter and looked down at Ib’s crumpled, half-naked body. Fear and whatever drug Mike had shot into him had turned his erection into a small soft nub, and she really didn’t want to do anything below his waist, so she crouched down and lightly carved a “J” into his cheek. She didn’t press hard, and while blood seeped out, the shape of the letter still remained. She stood, handing Mike the boxcutter. “Is he…dead?”

“Not yet.”

Leaving the body in the stall, he led her out of the men’s room, gesturing to the maintenance crew as they emerged. “Clean this up,” he ordered. “And bring him to the Corp Yard ASAP. Don’t let anyone see.” He turned to Janice. “We’ll wait until you get off work. See you there.”

Was that a hint of a smile on his face? She thought so, and though she had a million questions, she let him go while she got a drink out of the water fountain. She didn’t want to ride down in the elevator with him. He made her uncomfortable—he scared her—and she waited until the elevator door had closed and he was gone before walking over there.

So she had to go to the Corp Yard after work.

To kill Ib Lassong.

Janice took a deep breath. She could just not show up. If she wanted to, she could quit working for the City and never come back. She was officially retired. This was just a favor she was doing for her old employer.

No, that wasn’t true.

This was her home, these were her people, and if some of the duties she had to perform were unpleasant, well, that came with the territory. And the question remained whether she would be allowed to quit. Anita Farber had tasked her with a specific assignment, and Janice knew full well that the City did not tolerate failure. If she did not do what she said she would do, the consequences could be dire.

No, she would go to the Corp Yard after work today.

And kill Ib Lassong.

Returning to the Communications building, she continued transcribing call numbers.

Because it was in charge of all emergency and public safety communications, the building was staffed twenty-four hours a day. As the afternoon dragged on, she’d begun to dread her trip to the Corp Yard more and more. If she could have gotten away with it, she would have volunteered for a second shift, but that would have only postponed the inevitable. Janice knew what she had to do, and when her shift ended at five o’clock, she shut down her computer, gathered her stuff and headed out the door.

Driving across the city to the Corp Yard, she wondered what was going to happen. She assumed the execution would have been planned out by Mike, but she was the one who would actually be doing it.

Execution

The reality of it sank in as she pulled into the empty parking lot. The sky was already darkening and, as before, she walked across the cracked, weedy asphalt to the chain-link fence, lifted the horseshoe latch and opened the gate.

She was headed toward the same building as last time when she heard Mike call out her name. “Janice!”

Looking about, she saw a shadowy figure near a low concrete structure situated between two larger buildings, waving to her.

“Over here!”

Passing two small steamrollers, she wished that the Corp Yard had more lights. Night was falling, and only a single antiquated lamp atop a skinny wooden pole offered any sort of illumination.

Mike was little more than a silhouette, and as she drew closer, she saw that he was standing in front of an open doorway in the bunkerlike structure. There were no lights on in the room behind him, but there was still enough light for her to see that inside the doorway a naked man was hanging upside down suspended by chains from the ceiling.

“You got here just in time,” Mike said. “It’s almost dark. Our butcher room has no lights.”

Butcher room

The bluntness of the name almost made her back out of this whole thing. What she wanted more than anything else at that moment was to leave the Corp Yard, get in her car and drive straight home.

But she did not.

“Come on in,” Mike said. “We’ve prepared him for you.”

Walking through the doorway, she instantly understood the “we.” For around the edges of the small square room, not visible from outside, were a dozen or so men in orange Corp Yard coveralls. The room was dim, so she could not clearly see their faces, but the mixture of shaved heads, thick beards and long hair gave them the same criminal air as Mike.

“He already pissed, so you don’t have to worry about getting sprayed or anything. Just the blood.” Mike handed her a long pointed piece of metal with a black plastic handle that looked like a cross between a fencing sword and a fireplace poker. “Better do it quick. It’s getting dark.”

Ib Lassong uttered a low moan. The chains clanked as he stirred, and his naked body swayed a little.

She looked into his upside-down eyes, barely visible in the increasing gloom. “Please,” he begged.

“What do I do?” Janice asked Mike, holding up the weapon, tool or whatever it was he had given her.

“You can stab him anywhere. Head’s a little low, so maybe midsection. One hard thrust, maybe two, should do it.” He pointed. “If you really think he deserves it, you can spear his cock and balls first, if you want. Make him suffer.”

She stabbed him through the stomach. She put a lot of force behind it, and the pointed tip sank easily into his flesh, the rest of the thin metal rod following, but that didn’t do the trick. At least not right away. He was writhing and screaming, blood gushing down his chest and over his face, and, panicking, she pulled out the weapon and stabbed him through the neck.

He stopped moving instantly, and the room was silent save for the wet splashy sound of draining blood.

She staggered back, and Mike pulled out the weapon, wiping it with a rag he pulled from a pocket before handing it to one of the other men.

“You are part of the family now,” Mike said. “You are one of us.”

The other Corp Yard employees lining the room⁠—

the Butcher Room

—clapped and cheered.

“We’ll take it from here,” Mike said. “You can go now.” He grabbed her arm as she started to leave. “But you owe us.”

Janice ran outside and back to her car in the darkening twilight, not wanting to know what was happening in the building behind her.
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It was beginning to seem to Janice as though her job in Communications might be permanent. There’d been no talk of hiring someone else or transferring over another employee, and when she contacted Barb in Personnel—HR—to ask about it, she was told that no openings for the position had been posted. Probably, Janice assumed, because it was cheaper to keep her on, since she was being paid an hourly wage instead of a salary and there were no benefits involved.

That was fine with her. She’d discovered that she was not really suited to retirement.

Besides, the City was her home.

You are one of us

She tried not to think about what had happened at the Corp Yard. She’d reported to Anita Farber that the deed was done but had put it out of her mind after that, save for last week when she’d examined her pay stub and saw that her check had an extra hundred dollars added on to it for “Hazard Pay.”

She wondered if Mike and his workers had received Hazard Pay, too, or if such actions were just part of their job descriptions at the Corp Yard.

Friday, after work, she found Mike waiting for her in the parking lot, leaning against the trunk of her car.

Heart pounding, she walked up to him. “Hello.”

He got straight to the point. “I need a small favor from you.”

You owe us

Janice nodded. “Okay.”

“I need you to come to the Corp Yard tonight.”

“Tonight? For what?”

“War’s brewing. We’ve been recruiting and training for months now. And our soldiers need…relief. It would be a favor to the City if you could service our servicemen.”

Her eyes widened, and she suddenly felt sick to her stomach. “Service them?”

“Yes.”

“All of them?”

Mike laughed, revealing a gold tooth she had not noticed before. “Of course not. We’ve recruited a bunch of women—and a couple men—to take care of our brave fighters. But there’s a shift open from nine to midnight tonight, and we need someone to fill it. The City Attorney says you come highly recommended.”

Her heart was pounding so hard she thought it might burst through her chest. “I’m too old⁠—”

“Our men don’t care.”

This wasn’t a request, she realized. It was an order.

He met her eyes. “Nine o’clock.”

Janice hesitated.

“Nine o’clock.”

She nodded. “I’ll be there,” she promised.

At home, she heated up a Lean Cuisine and ate alone at the kitchen table, the house silent around her. After dinner, she called her daughter—she and Monica were talking daily now—and both of them shared the details of their day. Monica wanted the two of them to have lunch tomorrow at the Crab Cooker in Newport Beach. Neither of them had been to the restaurant since it had reopened, and Janice thought that was a great idea. It had always been one of her favorite places.

Monica sounded happy. “I’ll pick you up around eleven, then.”

“Okay.”

“Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too,” Janice told her, and while they never used to end their phone calls that way, they had recently started doing so, and she had to admit that it felt good.

Hanging up, she watched the news and an entertainment show on TV, then went to the bathroom, douched, gave herself an enema, took a shower, brushed her teeth and got dressed. It was a ten-minute drive from her house to the Corp Yard, but she left at eight-thirty, giving herself plenty of time to get there.

The Corp Yard was more active than it had been during her previous visits. It seemed to have come alive, and strings of lights made the collection of old buildings look exotic somehow, as though they were part of a foreign village. There were people walking around as well, although as she drew closer, she saw that some carried guns and others didn’t, giving the place more of a prison or concentration camp air.

She approached the gate, and was about to call Mike to find out where she was supposed to go, when a shadow separated itself from the darkness.

Mike.

There was no greeting, no preamble. “This way,” he said, and she followed him into the Corp Yard, past a group of men walking in a line followed by another man with a rifle, past parked vehicles and equipment, between two buildings, to another larger building she had never seen before. The double doors were wide open, and inside it was like a warehouse. Rows of men in identical gray uniforms, heads shaved, were marching in place, chanting something she could not understand. There must have been a hundred of them, and to her eye, many did not appear quite right.

Janice thought of the homeless conversion Ruthie had told her about.

That was how this City army had been created.

Her muscles tensed as she saw the way that the ones closest by were looking at her.

“This way,” Mike said roughly.

She followed him around the wall of the building to the opposite side of the cavernous room. Here was a row of small glass cubicles, each barely bigger than her workspace in Communications. In front of each was a small line of eager-looking men.

“Move!” Mike shouted, and the entire queue in front of one cubicle moved aside.

With a flourish, Mike swept his arm toward the open doorway, bidding her entrance. Within, Janice saw a square of old shag carpet on the otherwise bare cement floor. Next to the carpet was a box of tissues and a metal wastepaper basket.

“Strip,” he said.

She felt uncomfortable and self-conscious taking her clothes off in front of him, but knew she had to do it, and he stood in the doorway as she moved onto the carpet square, took off her shoes, removed her blouse and bra, pulled down her pants and panties, placing all items of clothing in a corner of the cubicle.

Mike nodded approvingly.

“Hands and knees,” he ordered, stepping out of the doorway as the queue returned.

She got into position, closed her eyes and braced herself.

For the City, she thought.
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GAVIN CHECKED his various emails during lunch. On his school email, there were the usual students begging for extensions on their assignments, explaining that they were sick, had family emergencies, had car problems, whatever. On his personal email, there was nothing but spam. But on his city council email were over two hundred messages.

Surprised and more than a little daunted, he scrolled down the list. Judging from the subject lines, nearly all of them concerned the “entertainment zone” that had been proposed for his neighborhood, the one that had hardened his resolve to run for office. Residents were upset and angry at the prospect of losing their homes for the benefit of developers and the city’s coffers, feelings he shared.

It was odd that all of these emails should come at once, though. Had something occurred that he was not aware of? Some new action that Redevelopment or another city department had taken? Because, if so, no one had run it by the council.

“How goes it, buddy?”

Burt walked into the lounge, followed a moment later by Sharon. Gavin ignored the department chair, who ignored him and headed to the refrigerator, but he motioned Burt over. “Check this out.” He held up his phone, scrolling through the list of messages.

“What am I looking at?”

“I got all these emails today from people like being displaced by Arovista’s gentrification. Previously, it was just the city’s west side, but redevelopment has spread even to our neighborhood.”

“You told me.”

“Yeah, well, these are people like me and Thao who are going to lose their homes. I’m not sure if something new happened, if they just found out about it or if someone’s finally organizing the community against these projects, but there’s over two hundred messages here. To me, and I assume the rest of the city council.”

“So what are you going to do? That’s the reason you ran, right?”

“There’s nothing he can do,” Sharon said loudly, closing the refrigerator. “Progress marches on.”

Gavin didn’t respond. Ever since he’d learned of her husband’s death, he’d been wary around her, unsure of how to act or what to say. In a weird way, he thought she might blame him, since her husband had died in Arovista city hall and Gavin was now a city councilman and part of the city establishment.

“He can block this if he can get enough concurring votes,” Burt told her.

“Civics 101,” Sharon said sarcastically as she walked past them, heading back to her office. “Mansplain to me more about how local government works.”

Gavin ignored her. “I actually do take it as a good sign that so many people are complaining. I’m hoping it will swing some votes on the council. But I’m just wondering why all of a sudden? Thao and I haven’t gotten word from anyone. And I haven’t heard anything officially.”

“You’re probably right. Someone’s organizing them.”

“Then why not tell us? We’re in the redevelopment zone, too.” He sighed. “Everything about that city is…fucked.”

“What about that war situation? Any news on that?”

“Not at the moment, but who the hell knows?”

“I tried to do a little research myself. One of my former graduate assistants works for the city of Santa Ana. That’s supposed to be one of your enemies, right? I asked her if she knew anything about the sort of hostilities you were telling me about, and she seemed totally confused.”

Gavin looked at him. “I’m not lying.”

“I know that. But it seems to me that this is one of those things that’s too high clearance except for those at the very top.”

“Like me.”

“Like you. Oh, I’m assuming their city manager is in on the secret. And of course the people doing the actual…what is it they do? Vandalizing? Pranking?”

“Fighting,” Gavin said. “That’s why they call it an army.”

Burt shook his head, grinning. “You have to be dying to document this. There’s a whole conference of papers that could come out of it.”

“Oh, I want to do more than write an academic paper. This is something everyone needs to know about. But at this point, until I get a clearer picture of what all this entails, I’m keeping my mouth shut. I’m afraid if I go off half-cocked, no one’ll believe me and the city will be able to cover its tracks.”

“And they might send that army after you.”

“The thought has occurred to me.”

“You’re in the inner circle now. Tread carefully, my boy.”

“Oh, I am,” Gavin said. “I am.”

There was no way possible that he could individually answer all two-hundred-plus emails, but he did compose a form-letter response stating that he was looking into the problem and would see what he could do. He sent it as a global reply to all of them. He thought about also emailing his fellow councilmembers to see if they were aware of any new decisions or actions concerning the “entertainment zone,” but decided it would be better to speak to them in person. There was a council meeting next week, and he could bring it up then.

Judy was at a conference in New York this week and had asked him to take over two of her classes, offering some much-needed payment for both, so instead of getting home earlier than Thao, he was at the apartment an hour after her. Placing his key in the front door lock, he heard a startled yelp from within.

“Thao?” He quickly unlocked and opened the door. She was standing in front of the couch, having obviously just jumped out of her seat, and he hurried over to her. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I thought you were him.”

“Him?” Gavin said, but he knew exactly who she meant.

“He was outside, casing the place.”

“Are you sure?”

She shivered. “I’m sure.”

“Why—”

“I don’t know! And I don’t know how he found out where we live! And⁠—”

He put his arms around her, hugging her close. “It’ll be all right.”

“No, it won’t.”

“I’ll look into this,” he said. “I’m a councilman. I can find these things out.”

“How? We don’t even know his name.”

“But we saw him in city hall, so he has to…”

“We saw him in city hall in places he shouldn’t have been. Couldn’t have been.” She wiped away a tear. “And he looks the same as he did when I was a little girl. You know that’s not possible. But it’s true.” She looked up at him. “Maybe you shouldn’t have run. Maybe this was all a mistake.”

“No.”

“We’re going to get evicted anyway. Why don’t we move to another city? Tustin or Anaheim. Brea! You work there anyway.”

“But you work here.”

“I don’t want to work here. I don’t want to have anything to do with this city.”

He pressed his forehead against hers. “Don’t give me that. You love those kids.”

She was silent for a moment. “Yeah. I do.”

“There you go.”

“But I don’t love Arovista. This city scares me.”

“It scares me, too. But if I don’t do something about it, who will?”

Thao didn’t respond.

“Those kids love you, too.”

She allowed herself a small smile. “Yeah, they do.”

“Of course they do.”

“But what if he shows up again? What if he follows me to work? What if I see him at the store?”

“Treat him like he’s some creep who’s harassing you. Scream like you’re being attacked. Yell, ‘Stop following me!’ Tell the people around you to call the police. Call the police yourself. Take your key ring in your hand, make a fist, and stick those keys out between your fingers so you can scratch up his face if he dares to come close.”

She smiled. “I’d like to scratch his face up.”

“There you go.”

“Okay. See what you can find out. But be careful. I know you don’t believe, but my dad was right. There are forces we don’t understand. Dark forces.”

“Actually,” he said. “I think I do believe.”

“Somehow,” she told him, “that scares me even more.”
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A special non-public session of the city council was called on Wednesday, and Gavin arrived early. He had some things he wanted to discuss privately with Ross before the meeting officially began. Ross had always been the one who seemed the most normal, and Gavin was hoping to get some off-the-record answers and maybe some help.

No reason had been given for the special session, and that was unusual. The other two times this had happened, he had been emailed an agenda, so he knew what they would be discussing. This time, however, he was going in cold.

Being a councilman had turned out to be nothing like he’d thought it would, Gavin reflected. For one thing, he’d assumed he’d have a lot more power and be able to get a lot more done. But very little happened at their meetings, and what was accomplished was maintaining the status quo, approving actions that staff had already determined. He had never received a clear picture from any of his fellow councilmembers, but it seemed to him that the city manager was the one really calling the shots, although Gavin had yet to meet him.

Then there was all the weird shit…

City hall was closed and empty when he arrived, all of the employees having gone home, but in front of the building he saw, standing in a row and facing the lobby entrance, six men in business suits, each carrying a briefcase. They were completely unmoving, and he was reminded of a man made up to look like a statue that he and Thao had seen at Universal Studios. The man would stand in place, frozen, until someone walked by, then make a slight movement, frightening the parkgoer. These men were like that, and it made him wonder who they were and why they were here.

Fortunately, the entrance to the council chambers was far away from the spot where the six men stood. There was something creepy about them, and he was glad not to have to go anywhere near that area.

To his surprise, he was the first councilmember to show up. When he unlocked and opened the door to the chambers, it was dark and the door to the conference room was closed. He flipped on the lights, closed the door behind him, and took his usual seat on the dais to wait. Luckily for him, Ross was the second to arrive, and before the others came, he told Ross about their apartment being under surveillance by a man he and his wife had seen working in city hall. “Has anything like that happened to you?”

There was a slight hesitation. “Not to me.”

“But?”

“It’s not unheard of.”

“Is there any way I can find out who this guy is? Does the police department maybe have a book of employee photos I could look at?”

“Not that I know of, but you could check.”

“There’s something else,” Gavin said. “During the campaign, someone came to our apartment in the middle of the night for what he said was a ‘city inspection.’ He was a weird guy, spouting nonsense, and I slammed the door on him. I assume he works here somewhere, but I don’t know where.”

“Did he give you a name?”

Gavin thought back. “I don’t think so.”

“And you don’t know which department?”

He shook his head.

“Then there’s not much we can do.”

“I’ll check with the police on that, too.”

Another hesitation. “The PD is not always as cooperative as you might think.”

“What do you mean?”

Before Ross could answer, the door to the chambers opened, and the mayor walked in. He nodded. “Gentlemen.” Directly behind him was Feenan, and the two of them headed toward the closed door of the conference room rather than the dais where Gavin and Ross were seated. Ross immediately got up, and Gavin stood as well. Ted switched on the lights in the conference room, and Gavin and Ross followed Feenan and the mayor inside.

“All right,” the mayor said, turning on a computer. “Let’s get started.”

Ross glanced toward the door. “But Verna’s still not here.”

“That’s one of the reasons for this meeting.” He paused. “We need to have another special election.”

Ross frowned. “What?”

“As you know, as we’ve discussed, Arovista is changing. It’s always changing. And when the City decides to go in a new direction, well, adjustments need to be made. And Verna…she was going in the wrong direction.”

Was

Feeling cold, Gavin glanced at Ross and Feenan, wondering if they were drawing the same inference he was. “Where is Verna?” he asked. She had always been his least favorite councilmember, but…

Ted gave him a short smile. “That’s not your concern.”

“I’m one-fifth of this council. I think it is.”

“It has been decided that the City’s Redevelopment approach has been too top-down. It has come to the City’s attention that revitalization of the west side, as well as further efforts to rejuvenate the downtown and other areas of Arovista, might benefit from a more laissez faire attitude on our part. New business interests are being called to the City by the City, completely irrespective of any policies or actions on our part, and the decision has been made for us to step back rather than take the lead on this.”

“Who made that decision?” Gavin asked. “We’re the council. I certainly didn’t vote on it. Did it come from the city manager? Is he the one calling the shots?”

Ted looked at him flatly. “It was the City.”

Gavin held his gaze. “Too vague. Who made this decision?”

Feenan and Ross glanced at each other, then at the mayor. Ted stepped forward. “Listen, newbie, we’ve all been pretty damn patient with your endless learning curve. But it’s time for you to catch up. We’re not going to baby you forever. So put on your big boy pants and do what you’re told.”

“That’s not what I was elected to do.”

“Oh yes, it was. And if the City wants a reset, that’s what we’re going to give it.”

“All of us except Verna.”

“Her day is done.”

He came right out and asked. “Is she still alive?”

The mayor seemed surprised by the question.

Too surprised?

“Of course she’s alive! Why would you even ask that?”

Ross and Feenan were being uncharacteristically quiet, and he wondered where they stood on all this. Were they standing back, tolerating his naïve questions, or was he asking what they were curious about as well?

“Then where is she?”

Ted shrugged. “How would I know? Home, I guess.”

“Maybe we should call her. Do any of you have her number?”

“She’s no longer part of this council.”

“Did she officially resign? Or did you tell her she was out?”

“The City made that decision.”

“How? How did ‘The City’ communicate with her? How does it communicate with you? Who do you talk to—or who talks to you?”

“I’ve had about enough of this,” the mayor said.

Gavin took a chance. “You said the city is changing and that’s why Verna’s out, why the council is being remade, right? Isn’t that why I’m here? Because the city wanted me?”

That seemed to throw him.

“You said Verna was one of the reasons you called this meeting,” Ross broke in. “What’s the other reason?”

Glad to move on to another topic, Ted bent over to type on the computer’s keyboard. “We have some new intel. Our sources report that Clarkson has made a move on El Modina, blocking a freeway offramp with an overturned semi, knocking out power to their downtown and vandalizing city hall itself.”

“El Modina!” Feenan said. “That’s not even in Orange County. That’s L.A.”

The mayor nodded. “I’m not sure what their game is, but they’re definitely upping the ante.” He pointed to the screen. “That’s the traffic jam on the freeway.”

Gavin had lost his chance. Whatever had happened with Verna, he was not going to find out about it tonight, and reluctantly he engaged with the topic at hand. “Why would they want to block a freeway offramp?”

Ted ignored him, clicking the computer’s mouse and bringing up a new photo. “That’s their dark downtown.”

“Bold,” Ross said admiringly.

“Do you think some of this is for our benefit?” Feenan asked.

“No doubt,” the mayor said. “They’re flexing their muscles. They want to show us that they can even go across county lines. We’re their real target, and they’re letting us know that the stakes are raised.”

“I still don’t understand what their problem is with Arovista,” Gavin said.

“It’s mostly the performing arts center,” Ross explained. “They’ve wanted one for decades, but Costa Mesa beat them to it, beat all of us to it, and now our plans are coming to fruition and there’s no way Orange County can support a third one, so they’re out in the cold. That’s why they’re trying to stop us.”

“It’s all the redevelopment,” Feenan added. “We’re pulling ahead of them and they’re jealous. Federal funds, state funds, tourist dollars, broader sales tax base. We’re leaving them in the dust.”

The mayor cleared his throat. “There’s something else you need to see. The real reason I called you here.” He clicked the mouse, and a new photo appeared onscreen. It was the vandalized El Modina city hall. Black plastic trash bags overflowing with garbage were piled against the front of the building, and the glass in the double doors and front-facing windows was either cracked or smashed. Ted clicked on another photo: the identifying sign on the small lawn between the building and the street had been defaced, the “A” in “CITY HALL” replaced with an “E.”

CITY HELL

Below the words was an elaborately graffitied circle in which was depicted a palm tree, a seashell, a Spanish-style building and a pelican.

“Holy shit!” Ross said. “That’s the seal of Las Palmas!”

The mayor nodded. “They’re working together. Clarkson and Las Palmas.”

“So we⁠—”

“Better be on high alert. They’re coming after us. Both of them. We don’t know when or how, but we need to be ready. I’ve already notified the cops and the Corp Yard.” He paused. “But we need to go on offense immediately. A preemptive strike to show them we’re not fucking around. Any suggestions?”

The other three looked at each other. “How about vandalizing their city halls?” Ross offered. “Painting our seal over theirs to show them who’s boss.”

“Or pick off their tree maintenance crews or someone else the public would notice,” Feenan suggested. “We could capture them, hold them hostage or…” He shrugged.

The mayor turned to Gavin. “Any ideas?”

Gavin held up his hands. “This is out of my league. Besides, I’m not sure about a preemptive strike. Nothing’s been done to us—and maybe they attacked El Modina because they wanted to attack El Modina. It’s arrogance to think that was meant as a warning to us. It’s in L.A. County, for God’s sake.”

“You’re right,” the mayor said. “This is out of your league.” He turned to Ross. “I like your tit for tat. It’s an appropriate response, a proportional response. But we need to up the ante. Strewn garbage, broken windows and graffiti isn’t going to make a strong enough statement. I say we cut off electricity to both city halls and destroy their backup generators. Then we firebomb each fleet of parking enforcement vehicles.” He looked around the room. “Agreed?”

Ross and Feenan nodded.

“Maybe we should discuss—” Gavin began.

Ted ignored him. “Let’s do it.”

As though this was a contingency they had already prepared for, Ross and Feenan immediately picked up phones while Ted pulled a chair in front of the computer. Gavin stood there, having nothing to do. From the sound of it, Ross was calling the police department and Feenan was contacting the corp yard. Ted wasn’t talking to anyone, was busy typing on the computer’s keyboard, and Gavin moved over and stood behind him, watching the screen. Messages were being sent, apparently to tech guys, asking them to disable security systems at Clarkson and Las Palmas city halls.

“Uh, what should I be doing?” Gavin asked.

“Staying out of the way,” Ted snapped.

“Then I might as well go home.”

The mayor swiveled his chair around. “You will remain here. Whether you like it or not, you’re part of this Council. And we are going to monitor this operation in real time. You are here for the duration.”

Soon Ross and Feenan were off the phones, and Ted was through typing on the computer. Instead, he switched to a screen that was divided into four quadrants, each showing an abstract black-and-white image.

“Now we wait,” the mayor said.

They waited.

Eventually, after drinking several cups of bad coffee, Gavin had to go to the bathroom, and he exited the conference room into city hall proper, walking across the deserted lobby to the men’s room on the other side of the café. He did not like city hall at night. There were strange creaks and groans that might have been caused by changes in temperature or the building settling—but might not have been. The dim lights created odd shadows, and he was aware, in a way he wasn’t during the daytime, that city hall was a peculiarly designed structure, with offbeat angles and uncharacteristically sized wall surfaces that would not have been found in a more conventional building.

The restroom was well-lit but empty and echoey, and he thought he heard whispers issuing from the vent in the ceiling. He knew he was being childish, but, like a little kid, he was scared, and he went to the bathroom quickly and left without washing his hands. Emerging from the men’s room, he jumped as something small and dark sped away from him and dashed silently under one of the café tables. Too big for a rat, it moved far faster than any animal he’d ever seen, so fast that he could not get a handle on its shape. Peering into the half-light, he thought he saw another one racing about, zooming from behind a potted palm into the dark corridor that led to the Finance department.

Or maybe it was the same one.

What the hell was it?

He didn’t want to know. He just wanted to make it safely back to the city council’s conference room. Aware of how ridiculous he must look, Gavin sprinted across the lobby to the conference room door, opening it quickly, and slamming it behind him as he rushed inside. He was breathing hard and sweating, but no one noticed, as the other three councilmen were gathered around the computer.

Moving forward, Gavin looked over Feenan’s shoulder at a screen where the images from four different body cams were being displayed. One showed a team of bald men in dark clothing that blended in with the night cutting power lines that went to Clarkson city hall. How they hadn’t been seen and why there were no Clarkson policemen making an effort to stop them was unclear, but the square next to that footage showed the same thing happening at Las Palmas city hall.

The other two body cam feeds were recording a mixture of Arovista police officers and more of the bald men setting fire to Clarkson and Las Palmas vehicles inside fenced enclosures.

Moments later, the vehicles began exploding.

All of the scenes grew blurry and jumpy as the officers wearing the body cams, as well as the others participating in the raids, took off.

One by one, the squares on the screen went blank.

Smiling, Ted leaned back in his chair. “Let’s see how they like them apples.”

The mayor said that he would remain at city hall to monitor the situation and keep the city manager informed, but the rest of them could leave. “I’ll text you updates. Be prepared for an escalation.”

“I’ll stay awhile longer as well,” Feenan said.

“Kiss ass,” Ross said under his breath as he and Gavin exited the conference room.

Gavin laughed.

There were questions he wanted to ask, and he figured Ross was the one most likely to answer them honestly, but he decided to wait until they were out of the building and away from the others before bringing anything up.

Outside, there were shadows congregated around the cars in the parking lot that should not have been there. The shadows were moving, and Gavin turned toward Ross to find out if he was seeing the same thing. Both of them had stopped at the edge of the sidewalk, and Gavin could tell from his fellow councilman’s face that he was seeing this.

Several of the nebulous forms separated themselves from the swirling mass and advanced jerkily toward them.

“Stay here,” Ross warned him. “Don’t move. If they get too close, we’ll head back inside.”

“What are they?”

“I don’t know. But I’ve seen them before and they’re dangerous.”

This was his chance to broach a bunch of related subjects he had questions about, but the shadows were suddenly gone, sinking into the asphalt before their eyes, and Ross said, “Go!” running to his car. Gavin hesitated only a second, then ran to his own car. He half-expected to see the shadow-things return, to feel a soft silky slithering against his arms and legs, but that did not happen, and he made it safely to his car and quickly locked himself inside.

Looking to his left through the window, he saw Ross in his own car giving him a thumbs-up, smiling as though the two of them had been through a battle together. Gavin waved and backed out, heading toward the street.

It was after midnight when he finally arrived home. He’d texted Thao earlier in the evening, so she’d known he wouldn’t be on time, but he was so late that she was already in bed, and Gavin wondered if she was mad at him.

He had just turned on the living room light, closing and locking the door behind him, when a knock at the door made him jump. He’d seen no one out on the street other than himself, and he didn’t know how anyone could be there unless they’d come from the next apartment over.

The knock came again.

He opened the door. A conservative-looking man in white shirt and tie was standing on the porch.

“May I help you?” Gavin said.

“I’m from city hall. May I come in?”

“It’s the middle of the night!”

“I’ll make it quick.”

“Sorry,” Gavin said. “I just got back, my wife’s asleep, and I need to go to bed.”

“How about a drink of water? Can I have a drink of water?”

“I think you’d better go.” He started to close the door.

“I was hoping to see your wife’s underwear.”

Gavin froze, glaring at him. “What did you say?”

“May I use your phone?”

“That’s not what you said.”

The man smiled. “No, it’s not.”

“You’re not from the city⁠—”

“Yes I am.”

“—and if you are, you won’t be working there any longer. I’ll see to that.”

The man looked over Gavin’s shoulder, smiling slyly. “Mrs. Barre knows who sent me.”

Gavin turned to see Thao in her pajamas standing behind him.

The man grinned at her. “Your daddy says hi from hell!”

Gavin slammed the door in his face.

Thao was shaking and in tears. Locking the door, he hurried over, drawing her close, feeling the convulsive sobs shaking her body. He expected the knocking to start again, but there was nothing, and he softly said, “It’s okay.”

She looked up at him. “Is it?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t know.”

“Should we call the police?”

“I’m not sure it will do any good, but we could.”

“That’s okay. Just hold me,” she said.

And he did.
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PAUL HAD taken to parking near the library, on the other side of the civic center, just so he wouldn’t run into Iolanthe. He ate lunch each day at his desk. Iolanthe had texted him many times and left several voicemails, but she hadn’t come up to the sixth floor and tried to talk to him, and for that Paul was grateful. He didn’t know if he could handle seeing her in person.

He missed her, though. While her feelings for him might not have been real, his feelings for her most certainly were. And they had not entirely gone away. They were mixed with anger and humiliation and a sense of betrayal, but beneath it all they were still there, and he knew it was going to take some time to get over her. Complex emotions that had been gradually accumulating over several months did not instantly disappear.

He wondered now if “Craig” had been telling the truth. Maybe he had had her in the bathroom. Maybe a lot of people had. She might be the Mata Hari of city hall, seducing whomever her bosses told her to.

But who were her bosses? He was higher up on the food chain than she was. He was assistant to the assistant city manager. Two steps down from the very top. Was the city manager himself behind this?

Maybe it was Anita.

That he could believe.

But he was not sure he did. He’d gone over what had happened many times in his mind⁠—

They want me to consummate our relationship in City Hall

—and he had never been able to get away from the idea that their “consummation” was part of some ritual. There seemed to be no other explanation. It made no sense as part of any blackmail scheme. He was an inconsequential target; he had nothing and knew nothing. What could be gained from blackmailing him? And any other possibility was just flat-out absurd. Did some pervert want to watch them do it? Was a well-meaning benefactor attempting to matchmake them? All of the options were ridiculous.

And then there was the mysterious “they.”

They want me to consummate our relationship

Who could that possibly be? Unless it was some powerful non-binary sicko, the implication had to be that there was more than one person behind this.

He was well aware of the irony that the person who could answer these questions for him was Iolanthe, but that still did not give him the courage to face her. While he might be harboring some residual feelings, he never wanted to see her again.

There was another meeting of the general plan committee. A few members were either too busy or didn’t care enough to show up, and theoretically that should have made things run more smoothly, but committee meetings were never smooth, and the people who did come seemed to belong to departments and divisions with competing interests. The man leading these meetings, Paul had learned, was Jerry Grant, the Assistant Director of Development Services, and he seemed to foment dissent, encouraging those around the table to press for inclusion of their own particular requests even if it conflicted with the interests of others. The leather-bound book itself was opened before him, and, unlike in their previous meetings, the pace was brisk.

“The winds of change are blowing through City Hall,” Grant announced at the beginning. “The City wants us to be more business friendly. And that has to be reflected in the General Plan.”

The city wants? How was that decided? Paul wondered. Who handed down that edict? It had to have come from the city council or the city manager, but he worked for the city manager and had heard nothing of this. As far as he knew, the council had not expressed any such preferences, either. Which begged the question: how had Jerry Grant found out about it?

He had no idea, but the assistant director was firm and focused.

“What this means,” Grant said, “is no more parking space requirements for new construction. No more affordable housing mandates. And green space? Gone. The City’s butting out, stepping aside to let business do what business does best: build. So what we need to do is go through the plan and create a blueprint focusing on long-term strategies that will allow Arovista to meet its goals over the next decade.”

The representatives around the table advocated for proposals that would specifically benefit their own departments and divisions, while promoting a more pro-business attitude overall. Paul took it all down, but his notes were such a muddled jumble that he doubted Mr. Campbell—and presumably the city manager, once they were passed on—would be able to make heads or tails out of them.

Not for the first time, he wondered how long it was going to take to come up with a revised general plan. There didn’t seem to be any hard and fast deadline, but he now had the impression that there might be an expectation that it should be completed within a reasonable time. Although who would do the actual writing of it? he wondered. Jerry Grant? All of them together? Or would they pass on their recommendations to someone else?

Would Iolanthe and Central Services print the physical book?

It suddenly occurred to him that the leather binding might not be leather but…something else.

Now he was just being crazy.

Or was he?

He wished he had never applied for this damn job.

His mom was waiting for him in the living room when he got home from work, and initially the look on her face made Paul think that he’d done something wrong. But that expression was worry not anger, he saw almost immediately, and when she picked up a letter from the small pile of opened mail on the coffee table, he tensed up.

“Paul!’ she said, standing and holding the letter out to him. “What is this?”

Saying nothing, he took the paper from her. At the top was the letterhead of the City Attorney’s Office for the City of Arovista.

“They’re saying you broke some sort of rule, and I have to vouch for you and put up some sort of collateral so you won’t get into trouble. It didn’t make any sense…”

He was reading the letter as she spoke. Addressed to his mom, it did state that he had violated a clause in his employment contract (identified as only “Clause 138-C”) and that he would be subjected to “the designated and agreed upon Punishment” should she not sign the enclosed “Statement of Support” and “submit as Collateral the Amount of $5,000 against the potentiality that the Offender violate in the Future said Clause or any other Rule or Prohibition in the Employment Contract.”

“What are we going to do?” his mom said.

“Ignore it,” he told her.

“It sounds serious.”

He smiled reassuringly, though he felt nowhere near as confident as he was attempting to project. “I work for the city manager’s office. I’ll have it taken care of. Someone’s obviously made a mistake.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said, relieved. “But it seemed so official.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

He had a nightmare while he slept about the Arovista police arresting his mom and throwing her into a dungeonlike cell, and in the morning he left for work early, bringing with him the letter, in the hopes that he could get this problem sorted out.

He did not have the sort of relationship with Mr. Campbell where he could ask the assistant city manager to look into it for him—he did not have any relationship with Mr. Campbell—and, strangely enough, he had decided to approach Anita. He did not like the other assistant city manager, was more than a little afraid of her, but for some reason he felt as though she might be able to help him.

Fiona was not yet in, but Anita was, and he gathered his courage and walked across the hall to her office. She was seated behind her expansive desk, watching him as he entered, almost as though she’d known he would be coming. Her new assistant was standing silently in the far left corner, facing the wall, a dunce cap on his head. She put on a fake sweet smile. “How may I help you, Paul?”

Awkwardly, he walked up to her desk and handed her the letter. “Can you make this go away?”

“Why, Paul!” she said in mock shock.

He refused to react.

She quickly scanned the correspondence.

“I don’t even know what it is I’m supposed to have done,” he said. “I’m pretty sure nothing.”

She looked up, her mouth tightening. “The City Attorney, huh? That arrogant asshole thinks he can fuck with our office? I’ll have his head on a platter.”

“So my mom doesn’t have to⁠—”

“She doesn’t have to do dick. I’ll see to this.” She snapped her fingers twice and her assistant in the corner turned around.

“Yes, mistress?”

“Eat something that will make you shit. I need to send a message to the City Attorney.” She glanced over at Paul. “Are you still here? Get out of my office.”

He left gratefully, not sure what Anita intended to do but encouraged by her apparent determination to get back at the city attorney.

Fiona had just arrived, and the secretary nodded politely at him as she settled into her workstation. “Good morning, Mr. Wardlow.”

“Good morning, Fiona.”

Mr. Campbell, somehow, was already at his desk, and he did not even bother to look up as Paul entered the office. “We’ve been getting some more complaints from residents on the west side. I want you to take care of it.”

Some more complaints? That was an understatement. There were literally hundreds of emails waiting for him, more than Paul had seen for any issue since he’d started working here. Clearly opponents of the west side redevelopment had organized themselves to fight the city’s policy. He read through the first three emails, then scrolled down to read another at random. The language of all four was substantially similar, as though they were following a template, and he wondered who the mastermind behind this operation might be.

It didn’t matter. His job was to send out a blanket response to all of the emailers, defending the city’s position, and he spent the morning doing just that. He ran it by Mr. Campbell and, once it was approved, sent it out. Maybe it didn’t answer every concern brought up in every email, but it did spell out the city’s side of the argument in a way that made it clear there would be no compromise.

He was at his desk, eating a peanut-butter-and-jelly-sandwich lunch, when Anita strode into the office looking irritated. “Sorry,” she told him, handing back the letter his mom had received. “This wasn’t just the City Attorney. It was the City. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

“What do you mean?”

“The City is unhappy with you.”

“What does that mean?”

“I guess you’ll find out.” She smiled, wiggling her fingers at him as she turned to go. “See you later, big boy.”

Paul was on edge the rest of the day. It was a normal afternoon filled with normal work, and nothing unusual happened, but he felt as though he were under a guillotine and the blade was about to fall. He couldn’t help thinking that he was being secretly watched and judged.

So did his mom have to put up five thousand bucks to keep him from being punished? And what kind of punishment would he receive? They should probably contact a lawyer. It would scare the hell out of his mom, but the two of them were in way over their heads here. They could use some professional advice.

He stayed later at his desk than he needed to, giving Iolanthe plenty of time to leave the building. Even so, he left by the side entrance that opened onto the civic center plaza and made his way quickly to his car.

His mom was waiting for him when he got home, pacing the living room.

“The police came,” she said as soon as he walked in, and he heard the worry in her voice, saw the fear on her face. “When you were gone. They didn’t have a warrant, so I didn’t let them in, but they said they’d be back.”

Paul felt chilled. “Where were they from?”

“Arovista. They were Arovista police.”

“They don’t have jurisdiction here!” But even as he said the words, he knew that made no difference.

“What are we going to do? Are they after you? I thought you were going to take care of this.”

“It’s a little harder than I thought,” he admitted.

“I don’t have five thousand dollars to spare.”

“I know, Mom. Don’t worry about it.”

“That’s not all,” she said. “Right after they left, someone called. A man. He just kept saying, ‘Paul? Is that you?’” She shivered. “I hung up on him.”

Paul’s heart was thumping loudly in his chest. “Did his voice sound familiar?” he asked carefully.

She shook her head. “Never heard it before.”

He relaxed a little. Maybe the calls he’d been receiving weren’t from his dad.

“But I’m telling you, it was creepy. This whole day’s been creepy. What in the world is going on?”

“I don’t know,” Paul said, and though he could have been more specific, he decided to leave it at that. The last thing he wanted was for his mom to get involved in any of this.

“Maybe…” she said tentatively. “Maybe you should get another job, work someplace else.”

I can’t, he thought, but he nodded and said, “That’s not a bad idea.”

There was a knock at the door.

“Don’t answer it!” his mom whispered.

Paul put a finger to his lips, warning her to keep quiet, and opened the front curtain a crack, peeking out.

It was Iolanthe.

This was definitely not what he’d expected, and seeing her again, his heart started pounding. She spotted him through the glass, giving him a tentative wave. His first instinct was to let the curtain drop and hide inside the house, pretending she wasn’t there. But the timid uncertainty on her face made him realize that he could not be so cruel, and he went over to the door and opened it.

She gave him a hesitant smile. “Can we talk?” she asked softly.

His mom had walked up behind him. “Is that your friend?” she said. “Come in, come in!”

Paul turned. “Can you give us a moment, Mom?”

She beamed, the fear of a few moments before seemingly gone. “Of course. I’ll just be in the kitchen. Call me if you need anything.” She poked his shoulder. “Invite her in,” she whispered.

Paul waited until his mom had gone. Standing in the doorway, he addressed Iolanthe, not willing to meet her eyes. “Why are you here?”

“Just let me explain. If you don’t want to see me after that, I’ll understand. But at least hear me out.” She spoke quickly, as though afraid he might cut her off, and Paul realized he had never seen Iolanthe so nervous before.

He nodded. “Go ahead.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“Sorry. I can’t help you there.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m going to go way back. My parents bought a house in Arovista in the late nineties when my dad got a job at Automated Interface in Irvine. My brother and I were born here. He’s a year younger than me. A few years ago, my dad retired early and my mom quit her job so they could take care of my grandma, my mom’s mom, who has Alzheimer’s. The whole family was supposed to move to Phoenix, but I was going to UC Irvine and my brother was going to Orange Coast College, and both of us wanted to stay, so after my parents sold the house, they set us up in an apartment. I got a job at city hall to help pay our expenses. It was supposed to be part-time, with flexible hours to accommodate my school schedule, but…” She paused. “That didn’t happen.”

“Anyway, my brother got into some trouble. Police trouble. Because I worked here, the problem was taken care of. He swore he’d be good, and I vouched for him, and everything was taken care of. We didn’t have to involve my parents, and he’s had no trouble since. I think he learned his lesson. It was made clear to me, though, that I had been done a great favor. I owed them. And when you were hired, they called in that favor.”

“So they made you pretend to like me.” Paul felt numb.

“No! Well, not exactly. When I met you at the park that first time, that was real. And I did like you. But someone somehow knew what had happened, was watching me or you or both of us, and after I went back to work that afternoon, it was suggested to me that if I pursued a relationship with you…well, that it would be a good idea.”

“Who suggested it to you?”

“Yuko.”

“That bitch.”

“It’s how things work at city hall. At least with this kind of stuff. Word kind of filters down. You don’t get a direct order. Someone tells someone, who tells someone else, and eventually someone lets you know that this is what the city wants.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Why don’t they…?”

“Why did they want you to go out with me, to pursue a relationship?”

“I didn’t do it. Well, I did do it, but not for the reasons they wanted. I mean, I like you. I really, actually like you. I would’ve done the same thing on my own, even if they didn’t ask me to⁠—”

“But they did ask you to.”

“Which is why I put a stop to it. You didn’t deserve that.”

“Why?”

“Why didn’t you deserve it?”

“No, why would anyone at city hall care about us getting together?”

“That place is like a cult. City hall is a religion to some of those people.”

“What does that have to do with⁠—”

“Us? It’s like some kind of fertility rite,” she said. “At least that’s the way I figure it. You know how old communities used to choose a young couple to have sex as an offering to their god?”

He looked at her blankly.

“Did you ever see Midsommar or The Wicker Man or one of those kinds of movies?”

“Weren’t those people sacrificed?”

“Yes, but in real life that’s not always how it worked. Sometimes, they just needed a couple to…couple.”

He eyed her suspiciously. “How do you know all this?”

“I don’t know it. But after they asked me to do…what they asked me to do, I did a little research.”

“Don’t believe everything you read on the internet,” he told her.

“I don’t. But you’re missing the point. I’m a virgin, okay? Technically. And my guess is you are, too. Which is probably why they picked us.”

He reddened.

“In those old religions, those rituals were supposed to make the crops grow better or whatever. And I think they wanted us to…do it…to make a better city. I’m not sure what that really means,” she added quickly, “a better city. But that’s my guess.”

“So what are they going to do now?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But they’re going to have to do it without me.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond.

“I’m telling you the truth.”

“I believe you.”

“But you don’t forgive me.”

“I didn’t say that.”

Timidly, she reached for his hand, and he let her take it.

“I missed you,” he admitted.

“I missed you, too.”

He was not a natural hugger, but he wrapped his arms around her and it didn’t feel awkward. It felt good. It felt right.

He pulled back, taking her hands in his. “So I’m assuming you can’t quit, either?”

She shook her head.

“So what do we do?”

“Our jobs.”

“And hope we don’t end up on that fourth floor.”

His mom poked her head out of the kitchen. “We have ice cream,” she said brightly. “Would you like some ice cream?”

Iolanthe smiled. “Thank you, Mrs. Wardlow. Yes, I would.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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GAVIN WAS in the middle of teaching his Tuesday morning 101 course when the classroom door opened and two bald men in identical gray uniforms strode up the central aisle to where he stood at the lectern. Gavin took a step back, not knowing who they were or why they were here. “Can I help you?” he asked, a stupid thing to say, but since he was in teacher mode, at least it came out authoritative.

The skinnier one on the right spoke. “We’re here for your protection, sir.”

This close, he saw that both had patches on their uniforms displaying the seal of the City of Arovista.

The few students who did not have their phones out and weren’t filming this exchange looked shocked and frightened.

“Professor Barre?” Marjorie Kwan said anxiously. “What’s going on?”

“It’s okay,” he assured the class.

“Why do you need to be protected?” someone asked.

“Yeah. What’s going on?”

“Protected from who?”

Everyone started chiming in, and Gavin held up his hand. “I’ll explain everything next class. When I’ll continue my lecture. Until then, make sure you read this week’s monographs. I’ll be posting questions on Canvas, and I’ll expect you to be ready for a discussion next time we meet.”

Several of the students looked worried, and he understood how they felt. He was worried, too, but he waited until he and the two men were outside before asking, “What’s happening?”

It was the skinny one who spoke again. “We don’t know. We were just ordered to escort you back to City Hall and make sure you got there safely.”

“I’m driving my own car,” Gavin said.

“That’s fine,” the other one said, finally speaking. “We’ll escort you. Where are you parked?”

Twenty minutes later, they were pulling into the parking lot of Arovista city hall. The civic center wasn’t crowded, but there were people going in and out of the library, as well as the police station and city hall. The lot itself was filled with the vehicles of both city employees and members of the public, and Gavin was forced to park way off to the side of the building. It was odd to be here as a councilmember when city hall was open and people were working, but he thought this might be a good time to get some answers and track down the employees who’d been harassing Thao, once the council had handled whatever they’d been summoned here to deal with.

The two bald men accompanied him into the council chambers, swinging wide around two clean-cut men in business suits who were lurking near the entrance.

Inside, the chambers were empty, but Ted, Ross and Feenan were in the conference room, along with the police chief and a tall muscular man wearing what looked like a military uniform. All of them were staring at a photo being projected on one of the walls. It showed a nude man lying face down in water. Before he could ask about the photo, the mayor turned and said, “Glad you could join us.” He gestured toward the projection. “That’s Wallace Deets, the Code Enforcement division head. A custodian found him this morning, floating in the koi pond in the civic center plaza. Drowned.”

“What happened?”

“Clarkson.” The mayor’s mouth was set in a thin straight line. “It’s war.”
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The operation was massive. Not only had every off-duty police officer been called in, but the “army” he had heard about was activated, and watching the livestream from the corp yard, he thought there must be over a hundred of them, not counting the ones here in the conference room. They were all bald and identically uniformed, and when one came close to the camera, Gavin thought he recognized the man. He was cleaned up and shaved, dressed in a gray uniform rather than an Aqualung coat, but he looked an awful lot like the weirdo who used to accost people in front of the 7-Eleven on Cadman.

“The City wants us to attack full force,” the mayor said. “Tonight. So we’re staging a frontal assault on Clarkson’s municipal assets. Our orders are to mobilize all units. Our police force will engage theirs, and the army will do what it has to do.”

“What if they’re joined by Las Palmas?” Feenan asked.

The behemoth in the military uniform spoke up. “My men are ready for that.”

“Who’s issuing these orders?” Gavin asked Ross. “I’ve asked a million times, but no one will give me a straight answer.”

“The City. We all serve the City.”

“The city?” Gavin said. “The ‘city’ is the people who live within the proscribed boundaries of a piece of land. It’s the stores and businesses on that land. It’s not some independent entity.”

“But it is. All of those things you mentioned serve the City: the people, the businesses, everything within Its boundaries. But the City itself, the true City is⁠—”

“You two!” Ted barked.

Gavin and Ross looked over at the mayor.

“It’s time for you to pull your weight around here. I need you to line some things up before tonight. Ross? Coordinate with IT and make sure the added cybersecurity we requested is applied to all of our systems immediately, particularly PD communications. They’re bound to try and disrupt us. Gavin? We need you to make sure that all of our heavy vehicles, especially the new street sweepers, are deployed in this battle. Talk to Julio over in Public Services, but don’t let him know what we need them for. Tell him they’re being temporarily requisitioned for the Corp Yard. Oh, and Feenan? Cap the press. Make sure no one on the outside gets wind of what’s happening.”

Ted turned to the police chief. “Do you have your Surveillance Room set up?”

“They’re preparing it even as we speak.”

“All right. Everyone has their marching orders. Meet back here when you’re through.” He looked over at the big man in the military uniform. “Gather your army, general, and prepare for deployment. We strike tonight.”

It was a logistically complicated operation, but by mid-afternoon, everything was in place and ready to go. Gavin had called Thao earlier and told her where he was but not what he was doing, letting her know that it would probably be another late night.

“Can’t talk?” she said, reading between the lines.

Standing by the elevator, Gavin looked toward Feenan, who was walking up, conferring with the police chief. “Yeah,” he said.

“Tell me about it when you get home?”

“Yeah.”

“Stay safe,” she said, and he heard the worry in her voice.

“Always,” he told her.

The mayor—or the City—wanted to attack after dark, which was also more feasible because it took time to get all of the men and equipment in place, making sure they did not travel en masse through the cities in between Arovista and Clarkson but moved randomly and unobserved to take up their positions. Even before the sun set, the councilmembers⁠—

minus Verna

—and the police chief were gathered in the PD’s surveillance room, watching a bank of video screens that showed scenes in both Arovista and Clarkson. In one of the center screens, a fleet of city vehicles was rolling down the street in front of Clarkson city hall, led by police cruisers and brought up in the rear by gigantic black street sweepers. On the sidewalk, rows of bald men in dark camouflage clothing, carrying weapons ranging from bats to axes to guns were striding purposefully toward the building.

And the battle was on.

It was like watching a split-screen war movie from the 1960s or 1970s. Gavin didn’t know where the cameras filming this fight were located, but each screen was suddenly showing a different street in Clarkson or a different angle on Clarkson city hall, and in each of them, policemen and other Arovista fighters were facing off against their counterparts. The assault had clearly been a surprise, but, just as clearly, Clarkson officials had expected something along these lines, and the attack was far from a rout. People were being beaten, stabbed and shot. Cars were being smashed and squished by larger vehicles. Throughout the city, bombs went off, explosions erupting into fires, and a significant contingent of Clarkson’s public safety vehicles and workers were siphoned off to control the damage, leaving city hall with a smaller cadre of defenders.

Arovista swept into that breach.

It was odd watching it all from afar, as though the war was a television show. It felt even stranger knowing that he was one of the people behind this melee. This must be what it was like to be the president, Gavin thought, or a member of congress during an overseas military operation. But even while it was distancing, to see the war this way, the images were horrific, and he saw heads bashed in, hands chopped off, and knew that he was partly responsible.

His phone rang.

It was Thao.

“What’s going on?” she said. “There’s some sort of chemical fire in Clarkson and Arovista’s helping with containment? It’s all over the news, but there’s not even any helicopter footage, only a still photo of a burning building with reporters calling in.”

“Still can’t talk,” he said, speaking low. “I’ll explain everything when I get home.”

“Who was that?” Ted demanded as he ended the call.

“My wife. She saw a story on the news about a chemical spill and wanted to make sure everything was okay. I told her we have everything under control, and she wished us luck.”

“We don’t need luck,” Ted said. “We have the City.”

Indeed, bodycams on two of the screens showed police entering Clarkson city hall and easily dispatching a trio of guards stationed in the lobby. Arovista’s forces were now clearly overwhelming their foes, and out on the streets and within city hall, bodies were being left in their wake. Whether those people were dead or merely injured, he couldn’t say—and wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

Half of the city hall had been ransacked by the time Ted called off the attack.

“They’ll think twice before tangling with us again,” he said, and Gavin watched on the screens as troops and vehicles retreated. Had there been casualties? He was pretty sure there had been, and he wondered how all of the damage and injuries were going to be explained. Obviously a “chemical fire” was not going to withstand serious scrutiny.

Although, for all he knew, things like this happened all the time. If he hadn’t been on the council, he’d know nothing about any of it, and he wondered how often before he’d been misled by false stories and bogus explanations into believing these sorts of intercity wars had never occurred.

Thanking the police chief, the mayor led the rest of them back to city hall. He stopped in the now-empty lobby next to the elevators.

“You have served the City well,” Ted said. “Now it is time for us to give thanks to Her and pay tribute.”

What the hell?

Gavin looked around, but none of the other councilmembers were at all fazed. Apparently, this was something they all knew was coming. He wanted to ask what that meant exactly, giving thanks⁠—

to Her

—and paying tribute, but something about the somber attitude of his fellow councilmembers did not encourage questions, and he held his tongue.

Feenan pressed the call button.

The door slid open.

And they took the elevator down to the basement.
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WHAT IN the world was going on?

City hall was on edge, the mood at work one of noticeable unease. Beneath everyday actions was a barely contained chaos, and his tension level, as well as that of every employee with whom he came in contact, was through the roof.

Even if none of them knew why.

Mr. Campbell was distracted and ill-at-ease, pacing around the office, sitting down at his desk, shuffling papers, then pacing some more. He had no assignment today for Paul, which was unheard of, but on Paul’s computer were the newest changes to the general plan, and he spent the morning going over them, comparing them to what had been discussed at the last meeting, and emailing his notes to the city manager.

At lunch, he went down to Central Services to pick up Iolanthe. The two of them took the elevator down to the first floor, but as they were crossing the lobby, a jarringly loud buzz came over the PA system, followed immediately by a robotic voice: “City Hall is on lockdown. No one may enter or leave the building. City Hall is on lockdown. No one may enter or leave the building…”

The three other people in the lobby froze in place. “What’s going on?” Paul asked.

Iolanthe shook her head. “I don’t know. This has never happened before. An active shooter?”

He looked out the glass front doors, but instead of a crazed gunman or any type of police presence, he saw a horde of men wearing either gray suits or white shirts and ties, marching up the sidewalk to the front doors. They were the businessmen who’d been standing outside city hall, but there were more of them than he had ever seen before. Rather than staring motionless at the building’s walls as though wanting to get inside but not knowing how, they were advancing purposefully toward the entrance.

And in one fell swoop, they were in the lobby. The recorded message was still stating over city hall’s speakers that no one was allowed in or out of the building, but the front doors opened automatically before them, and the businessmen streamed in. There were between ten and twenty of them, and they spread out as they hit the lobby floor, briefcases swinging. The other three people in the lobby had fled, and employees from the Finance department and the city clerk’s office were panicking, like courtiers whose castle had been breeched by barbarians, running about within their departments, closing and barricading doors.

Paul looked at Iolanthe, not knowing what to think. She took his arm and whispered in his ear. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

He had no idea what was happening, but the reaction of his fellow employees was alarming, and he allowed Iolanthe to lead him back to the elevator, where they quickly got on and pressed the button for the sixth floor.

Through a speaker in the elevator, the recording continued on its endless loop. “City Hall is on lockdown. No one may enter or leave the building. City Hall is on lockdown. No one may enter or leave the building…”

On the sixth floor, everything was in turmoil. Redevelopment was even more chaotic than usual, with lots of shouting and employees dashing hectically about, but it was the assistant city managers’ area that was the real surprise. For Fiona was sobbing, her head down on her desk, and within Anita’s office, papers were flying about. He hurried into his own office, and Mr. Campbell was standing in front of the window, looking down at the parking lot and holding a gun to his head.

What the hell was going on?

It had to be more than the fact that a few businessmen had ignored a lockdown. There was a full-fledged panic spread throughout the building that seemed to indicate a major catastrophe was imminent.

Holding tightly to Iolanthe’s hand, he rushed back out to Fiona’s desk. “What’s happening?”

The secretary looked up, tears streaming down her face. “It’s all over!”

“What’s all over?” He turned to Iolanthe. “What’s all over?”

“I have no idea,” she said, and he could see from her face that she was as confused as he was.

They had missed something. Maybe it had occurred when they were in the elevator on their way down to the lobby, maybe it was like a dog whistle and happening on some frequency they couldn’t get, but something had changed in city hall, and everyone seemed to know about it except the two of them.

Glancing to his left, Paul saw that the door at the far end of the hall was wide open.

The door to the city manager’s office.

“Come on,” he told Iolanthe.

If there was ever a time to talk with the city manager, this was it. Walking down the long hallway, Paul realized that even after working here this long, he still didn’t know the city manager’s name. They had been striding purposefully but slowed down as they neared the end of the corridor. Reaching the doorway, they stopped. Within, an eerie silence had settled over the office. No lights were on, but illumination from the hallway showed that the chamber was empty.

“Hello?” Paul said, stepping forward.

The silence seemed to deepen as they entered the city manager’s office. He had been wrong, he saw almost immediately. The room was not empty. Directly in front of them was what looked like a Victorian sitting room, with a black wicker table, a red velvet fainting couch, a standing lamp with a pink fringed shade, and a black case on whose shelves were arranged a variety of porcelain figurines, preserved flowers and small animal skeletons. To the right, before a giant aerial photo of the city of Arovista, slumped over a ridiculously oversized desk, was the body of a dead man. Small, almost dwarfish, the corpse was desiccated and looked as though it had been dead for quite some time, although Paul was not sure that was true.

“Is that…?” Iolanthe asked in a hushed voice.

It seemed necessary to speak softly here.

“I think so,” Paul said.

But if this was the city manager, how had he died, why had he died, and when had he died? Moving forward, Paul took out his phone and used the light to illuminate the contents of the desktop. He saw under the shriveled right hand what appeared to be a copy of the general plan, marked up with notes in red ink. Next to that was a stack of printouts, names and numbers arranged in single-spaced rows on the top sheet. Spread out across the left half of the gigantic desktop were photos of different streets and buildings in Arovista. All of these—the general plan in particular—were of recent vintage, giving credence to the idea that the city manager had only recently died.

Was that why everyone was panicking?

But if that was the case, why did he look so…mummified?

There was the echoing report of a gunshot from down the hall⁠—

Mr. Campbell?

—and Paul turned to Iolanthe. “Let’s get out of here.”

She nodded her agreement, and they hurried out of the office, back down the hallway, past the sobbing Fiona, past frenzied Redevelopment, to the elevator. It was still at their floor, the door opening immediately, and they quickly got in and pressed the button for the lobby.

But the elevator didn’t stop at the lobby.

It went all the way down to the basement.
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Janice awoke confused and in pain.

She was naked, as she had been at the Corp Yard—the last thing she remembered—but she wasn’t at the Corp Yard anymore. She wasn’t sure where she was, but apparently, she’d been out for quite a while. Her stomach was growling with hunger and she desperately had to go to the bathroom.

What time was it?

She sat up, aware now that she’d been lying on a concrete floor. It was dark, but not so dark that she couldn’t see. A weak light from somewhere revealed the stacked shapes of nearby crates and boxes.

A feeling of cold washed over her as she realized that she’d seen this place before. In her dreams.

The basement.

It was far bigger than she’d thought it would be, bigger than seemed possible. From far away, deep within the dark recesses of the cavernous chamber came a low thumping noise, and the sound sent a chill down her spine.

She needed to find some clothes and get the hell out of here.

But first she needed to find a bathroom.

Nearby was a barely visible wall, and she walked over to it, the concrete cold on her feet. If she followed the wall, maybe she’d come to a stairway or the elevator. Or a bathroom. It would definitely help if she could see clearly, and she tried in vain to find a light switch, wondering if any of the boxes or crates behind her contained a flashlight.

A faint illumination was coming from somewhere, and it reminded her of watching a scene in a movie that took place in the dark, with an indistinct lighting source allowing viewers to sort of see what was going on. She had no idea which direction was which and arbitrarily decided to head right, following the wall and continuing along the edge of the basement until she reached…nothing. The wall suddenly ended, and before her was only blackness. There was no light here.

Her need to urinate was long past being an emergency, and Janice quickly squatted down, peed, then started back along the wall the way she had come, hoping to find something in the other direction, praying that there were no sharp objects or broken glass on the floor that would cut her feet. Had the thumping gotten louder? It seemed as though it had, but the sound did not diminish as she retraced her steps, and she wondered if rather than getting closer to the source of the sound, the maker of the sound was coming closer to her.

Frightened, she increased her speed. Past the piled crates and boxes, she saw in the dimness a line of eight dark rectangular objects between nine and ten feet high. Beneath the thumping sound, or maybe above it, she heard a voice originating from that area, a whisper, telling her to come forward. She had heard this voice before. Or maybe felt it. And while she didn’t recall hearing specific words the way she did now, she knew that this was what had prompted her to return to work even after she had retired, to volunteer to maintain the median on Grove Avenue when the landscaping crews had been recruited for homeless conversion.

It was the voice of the City, she realized.

And it was speaking directly to her.

“Come.”

Proud to have such attention bestowed upon her, Janice moved forward, toward the rectangular objects, which she could see, once she got closer, were stone columns. Rough-hewn and primitive, they appeared to have been chiseled into shape by crude tools.

She passed between two of the columns and saw in front of her a stone table.

“Step forward.”

She felt safe here. The thumping sound had receded, and when Janice glanced behind her, shadows were moving on the other side of the columns, blacker than the surrounding darkness, their alternately merging and separating shapes familiar from her stint in the PD’s Park Surveillance Room and the other Fourth Floor. Even looking at them caused a shiver of fear to race down her naked body. But on this side of what she’d come to think of as the Barrier, she knew she was protected, and that gave her the strength to walk forward, up to the table. Although it was too dark for her to be certain, she thought she saw dark splotches on the lighter gray of the rock.

Blood?

All of a sudden, she didn’t feel quite so comfortable. Unconsciously, she began backing up, her eyes on the stained top of the rough table. She needed to get out of here. If she could find some clothes and get to the elevator⁠—

“Lay down,” ordered the voice.

She stopped where she was.

“LAY DOWN.”

And she did.
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Gavin’s watch had stopped. And when he checked his phone, it wasn’t working. He wanted to believe that something down here in the basement of city hall affected electronic devices, but something told him that the answer wasn’t that simple. Because it didn’t only feel as though his watch and phone had stopped. It felt like…time was not right.

It was the reason he had checked his watch in the first place, and a nagging sense at the back of his mind told him that something had gone wrong with time. It was a crazy thought, but no crazier than other things he’d seen recently, and he wasn’t sure whether he thought time was passing more quickly down here or more slowly. Up above, had several days passed in the last few minutes or only a single fraction of a second?

After getting off the elevator, his fellow councilmembers had walked purposefully into the dark gloomy basement, Gavin following. As opposed to the angular modernity of city hall, the basement’s concrete block walls and archaic design seemed reminiscent of medieval architecture.

“My watch—” he started to say.

“We’re on Her time now,” Ted told him. “The City’s time.”

Now it is time for us to give thanks to Her and pay tribute

He should not have come down here, Gavin thought. He should have gone straight home to Thao after the battle was over. Why had he allowed himself to be pressured into this?

Either the basement was getting lighter as they moved forward or his eyes were getting used to the darkness, because objects began to differentiate themselves from the surrounding murk. There were crates and boxes and office furniture, bulky old copy machines and stacks of books, the typical institutional items that would be found in storage. But the room was much bigger than it should have been, much bigger than the building above, and beyond the area through which they were walking, the objects they encountered became stranger. From somewhere, he heard a mysterious thumping sound and perhaps a voice.

Deeper along was a circle of oval stones. Within the circle was an inner ring of starkly white mushrooms. They walked carefully around it, and while he had no idea why, Gavin found the sight more than a little unsettling.

Shadows to the side moved purposefully in the same direction they were walking, as though herding them toward a specific destination, but Ted needed no help in navigating. The mayor appeared to know exactly where he wanted them to go, and ahead, silhouetted against soft multi-colored light, Gavin saw a line of eight tall rectangles that formed a sort of fence or barrier. Reaching it, they passed between two of the rectangles, which he could see now were gray rock. On the other side, a naked older woman was stretched out on what appeared to be a primitive stone altar.

Was this who they were supposed to be praising and paying tribute to?

Was this Her?

He glanced over at Ross for answers, and saw that the other councilman was looking past the woman at the source of the light, a doorway into another room where images of Arovista were being projected on the wall. Without speaking, Ted led them around the unmoving woman on the altar, through the doorway into the other room. Pictures of Arovista were not just being projected on one wall but on all of them, photos of different parts of the city from different time periods, slowly morphing from one image to another: today’s downtown becoming an earlier downtown becoming an even earlier downtown. City hall growing smaller and older, the current modern building segueing into a square, characterless mid-20th-century public institution, then into a quaint tan-brick structure that looked like something out of an old Jimmy Stewart movie.

In the center of the room, lit by the flickering of the changing images, he saw someone—or something—reclining on what appeared to be a giant mound of dirt.

This was Her.

But what was She?

Horrified, Gavin looked away. On the wall to his left, he saw a daytime photo of his street, with his apartment building centered. Slowly, the buildings on the street were replaced by an open food court lined with trendy eateries, to the side of which he could see a movie theater and parking structure. Glancing at the right wall, he saw the photorealistic representation of a brand-new apartment complex in another part of the city, fronted by beautiful drought-resistant landscaping, each unit with impressive floor-to-ceiling windows.

It was a revelation. He suddenly understood what Ted had meant when he told the rest of them that he knew what the City wanted. Because now he knew what the City wanted. It was perfectly clear to him, and when the scene on the wall shifted to a photo of a dead body, the body of the man he and Thao had seen in City Hall, the councilman from Westminster, the one who had harassed her dad, Gavin knew that he and Thao had nothing to fear from change. The City would take care of them.

It was as though a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders, and for the first time in a long while, he felt free and unburdened, absurdly optimistic about the future. He could barely remember the resentment that had fueled his run for office or why he had been so antagonistic toward Arovista’s government and its policies. The City knew what was best, and after the great victory today and everything he was witnessing down here, he felt unaccountably exhilarated.

He glanced over at his fellow councilmembers, seeing in their faces, lit by the light of the beautiful images of the City, the same joy he himself was feeling.

It was time to give thanks.
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The elevator door opened onto a room far larger than the building above. It stretched under the street in front of city hall, maybe even under the park, although Paul had to admit that he felt disoriented and was not sure in which direction he was facing, so perhaps it actually stretched behind city hall. A wall near the elevator was of cement block, while the rest of the basement faded away into darkness. The high vaulted ceiling was vaguely church-like, and made him think of a crypt.

Remaining in the elevator, he pressed the button for the lobby, then pressed the button to close the door, but neither worked. Iolanthe did the same thing, and they waited, but nothing happened. It seemed as though they were stuck here, and, glancing at each other, not saying a word, they stepped outside.

The only lights seemed to be the ones on the wall to both sides of the elevator, and Iolanthe immediately started searching for a switch that would turn on lights in the rest of the basement. “I don’t like this,” she said.

“I don’t either.”

Their words did not echo but were louder than they should have been, though neither of them were shouting.

“Maybe we can find some stairs,” she suggested, lowering her voice.

Paul doubted they’d be able to find anything down here, but he nodded. Behind them, the elevator door closed before they could stop it. Frantically, he pressed the call button, but the metal door remained closed, and behind it he heard the drone of machinery as the elevator rose to a higher floor.

“Should we wait for it to come back?” he asked.

Iolanthe shook her head. “I’m not sure it will. Let’s find some stairs.”

Without the light from the elevator, the basement was much darker. Paul took out his phone, intending to use the flashlight function, but the device was dead. Iolanthe took out her own phone, but it was dead, too.

He didn’t like this.

His eyes were already starting to adjust, and what he had initially taken for complete darkness turned out to be not completely devoid of light. He could see the outlines of stored furniture and equipment. Next to him, Iolanthe said, “That’s one of the printers from the print shop.” She pointed toward a large ungainly machine nearby.

In city hall, the stairwell was close to the elevator, but the stairs stopped at the first floor. They did not go down to the basement. There might be another stairway, though, and Iolanthe suggested they look for it. “At the very least, we might stumble on some things the city’s trying to hide down here.”

“Like the printer?”

“Exactly.”

Holding hands, they walked forward into the gloom. Paul sensed movement off to the right, and thought of those hairy, speedy things he’d first seen at the department head meeting and later encountered in the men’s room and Elaine’s office.

You see them sometimes

What if they were down here? There was no way either he or Iolanthe would be able to put their feet up. Would they be killed and eaten? Their remains left to rot?

Holding tightly to her hand, he began walking a little faster. From somewhere, he heard a rhythmic thumping.

Ahead, there was light. Not a lot of light at first, more of an indistinct glow, but as the two of them grew closer, he saw outlines: a row of eight columns standing sentry in front of a figure laid out on a primitive altar.

“I don’t like this,” Iolanthe whispered. “Let’s go back.”

He didn’t like it, either. They stopped where they were, but a voice said, “Step forward.” It wasn’t male or female, and he wasn’t even sure he’d heard the voice with his ears; it might have been inside his head. But glancing over at Iolanthe, he could see that she’d heard it as well, and without speaking, they both pressed forward until they were passing between the stone rectangles. Beyond the figure on the altar—an old woman—was another room. This was where the light was coming from, and within it he saw four official-looking men standing in front of something ill-defined atop a mound of dirt. On the walls of the chamber, pictures were being projected.

He and Iolanthe drew closer. The thing on the mound, he saw now, was a grotesquely overweight creature with a huge head, elongated body, and stumpy arms and legs. It was clearly female, and it was possible that it had once been a woman, but whatever it had become, it was no longer remotely human. Eight old men were on the dirt with the creature, each suckling on one of its teats, four on one side of the flabby body, four on the other. They were dressed in old-fashioned garb, three-piece suits that made them look important.

“Who are they?” Paul wondered.

“The Founders,” one of the official-looking men said reverently.

“Who are you?” Iolanthe demanded.

The man smiled proudly. “I am Mayor Finley.”

In the dirt, the squirming figures jostled for position. On the walls surrounding them, huge photos of buildings, streets and parks were being shown, the images flowing from one into another. It was like a giant PowerPoint presentation, although Paul could spy no projector or source for the slides. His attention was brought back down to that monstrous thing on the mound. He pointed. “What is it?” he asked.

“She,” the mayor said. “Not it.” There was an element of awe in his voice.

“Then what is she?”

“The Mother of Arovista. She is the One we follow, the One we are sworn to protect. Kneel before Her in praise!” he exhorted. He dropped to his knees, and after a brief pause the three other men with him awkwardly followed suit.

Iolanthe’s hand was squeezing his, and he could feel fear in the strength of her grip. They were the only two still standing. Behind them, the naked old woman was lying atop the stone altar, and he wondered why she was there and who she was, but he could not take his attention from the disturbing scene of the old men nursing at the multiple breasts of the horrific creature. The Founders were silent in their suckling, but the woman-thing⁠—

The Mother of Arovista

—was grunting and chuckling, making disgusting noises that did not go together. Her wide flat face was distorted into a hideous grimace, and within the black maw of a mouth were stubby, widely spaced teeth.

Did every city have something like this at its core? Paul wondered. The thought was incredible, and he had a hard time wrapping his head around it. At the same time, while he found it surprising, it was not shocking. He was not even sure he could be shocked anymore.

“Let’s go,” Iolanthe urged him.

None of this made any sense. It was as though a random selection of crazy tableaus had been shoved into the middle of this darkened space, haphazardly thrown together in this impossibly large basement.

And yet…

Something about it did make sense. He thought of the chaos spreading through the building above them, the invasion of those strangely determined businessmen, and knew it was somehow related to the reason why they were here. His eyes focused on the scenes of Arovista being shown on the wall. This, he felt, was meant to tell them something, and he tried to figure out what that might be but came up blank.

As if reading his thoughts, the mayor stood, moving next to him and pointing at the pictures. “You can’t help the City change if you can’t see what it needs to be.”

“I see it,” Iolanthe said softly, next to him.

He did, too. There was a pattern to be detected in the flow of images, and Paul suddenly understood exactly how the General Plan needed to be revised. It was so obvious that he didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to him before. It was what everyone at the General Plan Committee meeting had been nudging toward, the secret they had not yet cracked. Smiling, he looked over at Iolanthe, who was staring at the images in awe, reflected light from the many iterations of Arovista coloring her face. He squeezed her hand, and she turned toward him, beaming.

“Now it needs to be implemented,” the Mayor said.
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“Don’t speak,” the voice told her, and Janice did not. Instead, hearing the conversation between the Mayor and the boy from the Assistant City Manager’s Office, she turned her head to look into the other room at the images on the wall, watching a one-lane dirt road winding through coastal chaparral morph into a paved road passing between small shops and then into today’s Washington Boulevard. Before her eyes, it was spruced up and reinvigorated, several old buildings disappearing, replaced by newer, bigger businesses, and she understood what was going on.

It was a Realignment.

The City was remaking itself.

Janice had been here for the last Realignment in the late 1980s, but she had just started at the City back then and knew nothing of the import of the change, understood only that almost overnight, the vibe of the City improved. A new shopping center went up over the next several months, a new subdivision was built on formerly vacant land. More people were living, working and shopping in Arovista, and the expanded tax base allowed City Hall to instigate much-needed reforms. Since then, she had learned that the City reinvented itself at regular intervals, changing with the times.

Now it was happening again, and she was somehow involved.

Janice felt a shiver of excitement course down her bare skin.

“Who is to perform the Sacrifice?” the Mayor asked. He had come out of the room with the others, and in his hand he held an oddly shaped object. Made of gold metal, it had a loop at one end, with a short bar protruding from the circle that tapered to a sharp point just beyond two t-shaped protrusions. It looked like a skeleton key, Janice thought, and her heart began racing.

The Key to the City!

Her heart, she realized, was beating in time with the thumping noise that was growing louder in the surrounding darkness.

No one stepped forward from the others gathering round. The voice whispered to her, and she understood that this Sacrifice was required only because the young man and woman on her left had refused to participate in the preferred Ritual. The glance they shared made her think that they realized it, too.

No matter. She was proud to play her part.

With no one else stepping up, the Mayor moved next to her.

“Remain still,” the voice said, and though until this moment the voice had had no sex, she could hear now that it was female. The Mother was speaking to her.

Holding the oversized Key in both hands, the Mayor raised his arms above her chest.

Janice closed her eyes.

It was an honor to give her life for the City.
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Both he and Iolanthe had been horrified and looked away, but after the deed was done, Paul felt a calmness settle over him, almost a feeling of relief, and he could tell that Iolanthe did, too. He chanced a quick glance at the altar and saw the old lady’s naked bloody body, the gold weapon protruding from her chest. He looked quickly away, into the room. The Founders had stopped suckling at the teats of the woman-thing⁠—

The Mother of Arovista

—and were moving out of the other chamber, toward the stone columns. There were indentations in the columns that Paul had not noticed before, and each corresponded in size and shape to one of the Founders. One by one, the old men backed into those shapes, closing their eyes as they merged into the spaces. In the room, the Mother Herself remained atop the mound of dirt, smiling crazily and babbling incoherently. The sight should have frightened him—and would have, moments earlier—but engendered within him now was only gratitude and a fierce sense of pride, feelings he could tell that Iolanthe felt as well.

The Mayor and the other Councilmen were moving away from the body of the Sacrifice, and though Paul wondered what was going to happen to the old lady’s corpse, he quickly decided that he didn’t really want to know.

The basement was brighter than it had been and seemingly smaller. He could see the elevator from where they stood, as well as the boxes and equipment stored nearby.

One of the Councilmen came over, a guy slightly younger than the rest, and he looked the way Paul felt. Bewildered but…excited. Happy. The man held out his hand, which Paul shook. “I’m Gavin Barre. Councilman Barre.”

“Paul. Wardlow.”

“Iolanthe Woolridge,” Iolanthe introduced herself.

“Are you two here because of our victory?”

Paul was confused. He glanced at Iolanthe, who shook her head. “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter.” A cloud passed over Gavin’s features as he hazarded a glance at the dead woman, and he quickly looked away. “So what did bring you down here?”

“The elevator,” Paul said, and, realizing that it sounded like a smartass answer, added, “City Hall was on lockdown, and the Lobby was being overrun. We went back up to the Sixth Floor, where I work, but things were even crazier there, so we tried to get back to the First Floor so we could get out of the building, but the elevator took us to the basement.”

“Ah.” The councilman nodded.

“And I’m glad it did.” He smiled at Iolanthe. “Some things got clarified.”

“For me, too,” Gavin said.

“But maybe it’s time to leave?” Iolanthe suggested.

“Let me check on that.” Gavin walked up to the Mayor, the two of them spoke for a moment, and the councilman returned. “Let’s go.”

“What about them?” Paul nodded toward the others.

“They’ll be leaving soon. But I need to get back to my wife. I assume you want to get out of here, too.”

Paul glanced again at the old lady’s body and nodded.

“Okay, then.”

It took only a few moments this time to walk across the basement to the elevator. The door opened instantly, and when Gavin pressed the button for the lobby, the door slid shut. After so long in the darkness, the elevator was impossibly bright, and all three of them squinted against the intensity of the light.

Upstairs, the Lobby was overrun with well-dressed men and women in business attire, dozens of them, many seated at café tables filling out forms, others walking in and out of the Finance Department and the City Clerk’s Office. The scene didn’t seem chaotic, as he’d thought before, but exciting and invigorating. City Hall was alive in a way it had not been previously, and Paul felt positively giddy as they stepped out of the elevator and a cadre of enthusiastic go-getters took their place. On the Sixth Floor, he was sure, house had been cleaned, and when he returned to work there would be an entirely new regime in place.

But that would not be now.

“See you later,” Gavin told them, and with a quick wave, he moved away, taking out his phone and calling his wife.

“So what next?” Iolanthe said.

“Let’s see.”

He took Iolanthe’s hand.

And the two of them stepped outside into the morning light of a new Arovista.
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“HOW GOES it with the petition?”

Townes looked up from the cash register to see the customer from the other day, the one who’d told him that you can’t fight city hall.

“It’s going good,” Townes said. “All of the businesses on the street have put petitions up, and most of their customers have signed them. We’ll have over a thousand signatures by the end of the week.”

“It’s not going to make any difference.”

“Says you.”

“The only way to get anything done is to do it yourself.” The man pointed his finger for emphasis. “You need to run for city council.”

Townes scoffed.

“I’m serious. Petitions? It’s the same old same old. You think the city council is going to buck that big developer money just because a couple of locals are complaining? Grow up, my friend. That’s not the way the world works.”

“How does the world work?” Two older men, regular customers, came in and Townes handed both of them menus before they took their usual seats at the counter.

“You want to get anything done, you have to get hold of the levers of power. The only way to do that is get a seat on the city council yourself.”

Townes laughed.

“I’m not joking. You have a thousand people willing to sign your petition? That’s a thousand people willing to vote for you. And in local elections, a thousand voters is a good chunk of change. It may not get you elected, but it’ll give you a good head start. And you have an issue to run on. An issue you care about. That goes a long way with voters.”

He had to admit, it made a kind of sense.

“And once you’re on the council, you’ll be in a position not just to vote for the things you want, but to horse-trade, win people to your side, build a coalition. You’d be able to save this place. Save this street.”

“And who are you to offer such advice?”

The man smiled. “I teach political science at OCC.”

“So I guess you know what you’re talking about.”

“I do.” He paused. “Actually, one of our own is on the council right now, an instructor from UC Brea. He’s been a big disappointment. I voted for him and was expecting good things, but now he’s just part of the machine. If you do get on there, make sure you don’t get co-opted. Power corrupts, you know.”

“Oh, that wouldn’t happen to me.”

“Then you’d be a good candidate.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Townes mused. “Maybe I will run.”

“There you go.”

Outside, with a roaring sound that drowned out all conversation, a massive black street sweeper passed by, its immense bulk blocking the light from outside and throwing the room into momentary shadow as it paused briefly in front of the diner’s window before continuing on.
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