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WHAT READERS AND REVIEWERS ARE SAYING:
0 ABrilliantly Twisted Techno-Thriller That Blurs the Line BetweenPrank and Peril

0 A uTit KTBeKillerAppis a smart,edgy,anddarklyfunny technethriller that
injectsmoderndigitalculturewith a doseof reatworld dangerAvril MariaSereneraftsa
suspensefularrativeenteredroundaseeminglinnocuousnlinecommunitycalled® A u n t
Ti K agabifiel d p u n khdwonktgaf beneattits playfulsurfacebecomes conduit
for manipulationchaosandseriousriminalactivity.

0 Wh eginswith aviral videoof anelaboratgublicprankquicklyevolvesnto
somethingfar more sinister At the centerof it all is investigativgournalistDebraAnn
Wynn herhusbandPaul aforensicexpertandtheirinnercircleof trustedawenforcement
professionalsWhenan e i g htdemagebsis arrestedor transportinga weaponized
vehicleriggedfor remotecontrolledassaultthe mysterydeepensnto a tangledweb of
digitalradicalizatiorgamifiedviolenceandsociopoliticalindercurents.

0 T Ipletisimpressiveliayeredynfoldingthroughduallensesonefollowingthe
digitalsubculturébehindthe ¢ h a | andthegthes roofiedin traditionalinvestigative
work. Serenebalanceshumor and menacewith surprising agility. The character
developmerit particulariythat of DebraAnn, Paul,andtheir friend Marci is strongand
groundedgivingthe storyemotionatesonancalongsidés highstakeshrills.

0 Onoé theb o o ktdhdoutqualitiesis its timely examinatiorof how online
communitiecandesensitizesersand graduallyradicalizéhem underthe guiseof social
interactioror entertainmenSereneaisepertineniguestionsiboutpersonaaccountaitity
in thedigitalageandthe consequencex blurringentertainmenwithe x pl oi t at i oné

0 | theend,AuntT i KTBeKillerAppdeliversa cleverunsettlingandthought
provokingread. t pérgproceduralpartsatireandwhollyrelevanin aworld whereclicks,
views andlikescanmaskdangerougealities.

0 Re ¢ o mméonfanead Gillian Flynn, Blake Crouch, or anyone
fascinatedby the dark underbellyofonlinec ul t ur e . 6
fi CGP(revieweBarnFrancisdBA. 5/24/2025

0 C| eamdeCreepyLook atthe Dark Sideof the Internet
0 v a s surdwhatto expecfrom AuntT i KrBeKilterApp but| endedupreally
enjoyingt. Thestorystartsoff feelingikei tgéirgto bealighthearteghrankgonewrong
kind of plot, butthenit getsdarkefi andfast.l tadositaweirdonlinegroupthatsetsup
6 ¢ h a | for peogem pud off thesedaboratgpunks Exceptthe punkskeepescalating,
andsuddenlyv e @eakngvith actuatrimesgvenmurder.
0 T hmaincharactefs DebraAnn, areporterandherhusbandPaulaforensic
investigatdt feellike realpeopleTheirrelationships warmandbelievablé é a tliked
howgroundedheywerewhileeverythinglsearoundthemgot sochaoticTheirfriend
Marci,ahomicidedetectiveis alsogreafi toughbut funny,andshekeeps..(continued)
(continuéonpreviogaga t h i moygirgy. Theplot getsreallyintensevhena
teenagboyendsup arrestedor unknowinghdeliveringa carriggedwith aremotely
triggeredhssaultifle (seriously)T h awhéreathe bookreallygrabbedne.You startto see
howthisonlinegroup,6 A uTni tknasipulatepeoplewiththesed ¢ h a | &ndintgbess , &
bothfascinatingnddisturbing.
0 T lwatingis sharpandoftenfunny,butit alsotakessomedeepdivesinto how
sociaimediapranksandgamesanturntoxicé it keptmeinterestedhe wholeway
through (continued)



(continuéonpreviogagea) lyfo uidtatteillersthathaveamoderntwistand
explorethe darkersideof internetculture thiso n evorthyourtime.It remindednea
little of BlackMirror mixedwith acrimedramaCreepysmartandsurprisinglyeartfelin
places."

fi FSD,SpringfiellO.5/20/2025

0 0 AT in KTheKiller A p jprésentauniqueandcompellingnarrativewithin
themysternandcrimegenrecombiningelementsf digitalintriguewith traditional
detectivav o r kComparindAuntT i ko®thernotableentriesn thegenrethenovel
stardsoutfor its integratiorof moderntechnologynto the plot. Unlikeclassienystery
novelshatmayfocuson physicakevidencandfaceto-faceinterrogationsduntT i k 6 s
delvesnto thedigitalrealm exploringhow onlineanonymityanddigitalfootprints can
playpivotalrolesin crimeandits investigationT hisapproachs reminiscendf workshy
authordike Stieg.arssonywhoseMillenniumserieslsomergesechnologyvith crime
solvingalbeitwith a heaviefocuson cybercrime.

o**StrongAspects:**
1.**ModernSettingandRelevance:*fhen o v odugos adigitalplatformasthe
catalysfor crimeis highlyrelevanint o d techi@okbgdrivensocietyThissettingnot
onlymakeghe storyengagindut alsoeducativen the potentialperilsof online
communities.
2.**CharacteDiversityandDevelopment:*Thecharactersn Aunt T i laréveell
developedyith backgroundandmotivationghatadddepthto the narrativeThe
interactionbetweerawenforcemenprofessionalandciviliansareparticularly
compellingofferingarealistigportrayabf investigativerocesses.
3.**Plot Complexity:**The multi-layeredlot, whichintertwineseverat har act er s 0
storiesaroundthe centraimysternyof AuntT i kk@epseaderengagedndguessinglhe
gradualnveilingof thep | a t finpactoritsparticipantandthe broadercommunityis
executedvith suspensandintrigue.

0 é | innsvativeuseof technologysboth anarrativedeviceandaplot element
setst gpartfrom traditionaimysterynovelspfferingafreshtakeontheg e n rle é .
conclusionAunt T i KTBeiller App (v.9)isacompellingadditionto the mysteryand
crimegenrepfferingacontemporaryarrativehatskillfullyblendgraditionadetectve
work with the complexitiesf thedigitala g eitéhasthe potentialto appeato abroad
spectrunof mysteryenthusiast@articularlthoseinterestedn theinterplaybetween
technologyndcrime.”
fi BKS(reviewdPleasant@®h. 6/18/2024

o[ 6 Au kTheKiller A p pofiefsacomplexandlayerediarrativehat
intertwineghe element®f mysterycrime andthe digitalworld in auniquefashion.
Comparingt to othersuccessfudooksin the MysteryandCrimegenrep A uTnitk 6 s 6

standsout for its incorporatiorof technologyndonlinegamingnto the plot, arelatively
moderntwistthatmirrorsthedigitala g énpacton societyandc r i meplobofidhAeu n t
T i KrbeKiller A p psdntricate with multiplethreadsandcharacterstertwiningto
createarich tapestryof intrigue Thiscomplexity s geerin workslike6 G o@iebyl 8
GillianFlynn,wherethe plot[s]unfoldin unexpectetvayskeepingeadergngagednd
guessingdoweverp A uTni tKkeesagethe themeof digitalmanipulatiorandonline
anonymitymoreexplicitly areflectionof contemporargocietatoncerns
0 Ch a rdavelopmenn 6 A uTn tkisdtheréugh providingreadersvith
insightdgnto motivationsyulnerabilitiesandgrowth.Thisis on parwith (continued)



(continu&onprevioygage)haractedrivenmysterietike thoseby Robert
Galbraith(apseudonynfor J.K.Rowling) wherecharactearcsarecentrato the
narrativeThe protagonistd,ouis,Paul,andthe narrator alongsidéhe antagonist
Stricklandaregivendepthandcomplexitymakingtheir decisionsindtransformations
believableandengaging.
0 T Isadtingsn 6 A uTni tkshiifsbétweerihedigitalworld andreatworld
locationspfferingadynamidackdropghataddsto thes t o tengi@nandrealismThis
blendisreminiscendf 6 MKMe r ¢ dydSeeghérKing, wherethe digitalandrealworlds
collidewith deadlyconsequenceldoweverd A uTni t kiakesaistepfurtherby deeply
integratinghe functionalityandcultureof the digitalplatforminto the plot, makingthe
settingtselfakeyelemenbf the mystery.
0 T hwatingstyleof 8 A uTni tkis@letaliechndmethodicaleffectivelybuilding
suspensanddevelopinghestoryworld. Then a r r gdcéscaeefullymanagedsimilar
to theslowreveakeerin ® T [Bid withtheDragonT at bySted. ar sson é
0 St raspectpf thebookinclude:
0 1Theintegratiorof technologynto the plot, providinga freshangleon crimeand
investigation.
0 2Complexcharactedevelopmengllowingfor emotionalnvestmenandcharacter
drivensuspense.
0 3A.richlywovenplot thatofferssurprisesindmaintaingensionthroughou é i t s
innovativeapproacho mysteryandcrime,engagingharactearcs andaplot thatreflects
contemporargigitaldilemmasjmakingjt acompellingeadfor thosefascinatetby the
intersectiorof technologyndtraditionakcrimes t or yt el | i
i BKS(reviewePleasant@h. 6/20/2024

Seedlthereviewss ubmi tted to Avril s we
https://avrilmserene.com/product/aunt -tiks-the-killer-app/ .

Seedlthereviewss ubmi tted to Amazonds we
https://www.amazon.com/product -reviews/BOF628CBLM
[ref=cm cr dp d show all btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all reviews
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To Miriam and her search for peace

Her ending was a silent choice, so | would choose to be her voice.
And in her story, I-AMSoul d see



"We do not see people as they are, but as they appear to us.
And these appearances are usually misleading.
- Robert Greene



FOREWORD

7/23/2025:As someof youhavenoticedand
commented,ve recentlybecomevictim of
thepoliticsof thetimes.

Thanks entirely to a literate and appreciative
audience, my books tend to draw 4.8 to 5 stars
in reviews from those wonderful readers on
Amazon who've spent hagdrned money to
buy and then read them. They've given me my
first real success as a writer, and | am beyond grateful.

Unfortunately, the same books have suddenly come under vicious attack en ma:
on Goodreads. In the space of a few hours, members ofightatho chamber

have dumped hundreds of anonymousstare"reviews" attacking my work on
that website, which has guardrails for such bullying behaviors.

Still, the quality of my writing speaks for itself (as does theirs).

It's truly a shame we've come to this point as a sbtietyvdvststvitvanperat,
malvmegijtindeed. Regardless, Debra Ann wouldn't be happy with me if | let it affect
how | write or what | have to say, so | won't (those who've suffered similar assaul
are going to lovdero'§iddlavhen it comes out!)

| wanted those who have supported me and my work to know what was going on
and | won't address it any further, other than in my novels. And while | think you
will find reading this book enjoyable for other reasons, it seems there may be an
Easter egg onb along the wayfinding the words and phrases that set these
haters off... Just sayin'.

Yours in mind and spirit,
Avril Maria Serene


https://avrilmserene.com/neros-fiddle

Prologue

“essicavas nervous.
U Awarded her first real challenge sinced glassed her
dismembering initiation, she wanted to be sure she did everything
exactly right.

But she didihknow quite what tdo with the grocery receipt.

The notificatiorof her challenge awazdme with the location of a
Luggage Hero in San Diégtittle Italy anca home addressn Kettner
Boulevard. The next day, 'sheeceived a snailail package containing a
note, two locker numbers, and two keys.

The firstLuggage Herlmcker held a large, empty, cushioned mailer
emblazoned with a smiley yellow arAdengside waan Amazon Primé-
shirt, sized medium. The secdirdcontained a famiized box of Fruity
Cheerios. Stuck to the back with static electricity was a Vons Supermarke
receipt.

Jessica part was simple. She was to place the Cheerios in the
cushioned envelope, seal the package, dorsthe, and deliver the mailer
to the residence address provided in the decrypted instructions.
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But those instructions ditimention the receipt. Jessica tossed it in
the package along with thex of cerealMaybewvhoever got th€heerios
would know what to do with it.

A brightyellow New Holland W130C end loader sat gleaming in the
afternoon sun under a clear azure sky. The machine waited patiently on t
levelgraded top of a steep restkewn hill precisely aSeats decrypted
Signal instructions described it

"Nice equipment for this ofidje murmured, searching the ground
around the tractoHis eyes landed asoftbalkized rock distinct from the
others Unclipping the measuritagpe from his belheplacedhe stoneight
feet ahead of the left front tire of the end loader.

He chewed his lower s he eéalizdhis marker was just three feet
away from the unreinforced end of the turf at thésdifige

Man, thas not leamg me any extra room.

The bucket stuck out another six fieetn the front wheelThat
would put the load out in space three feet past the cliff when he got the
machine to the mark. Once he dumped the bucket, the contentst\uduldn
the side of the scarp until halfway down it. irfigihtbe okay for the load
butit wouldrit begreat for him or the tractor if they went over the edge with
it.

With one boot, Sean slammed the top of his rock marker with all his
weight. He began stomping around the stone with both feet in a semicircle
trying to read how stable the hpatked soil was, watching the weeds at the
edge for any motion. Satisfied that ground beneath him wadikely to
suddenly collapse, his confidence grew ththhhee time to get off and
away from the end loader idlitiflip.

Pulling on his rawhide work gloves, Sean climbed into théschb.
picked upthe key from thetoragdocker downtown that morning, and it
turned effortlessly in the ignition. With a small puff of blue smoke from its
upright exhaust stack, the machine roared and rattled to life, settling into
raspy growl.

Sean chose this task becatisseemed a natural file was
comfortable around large equipmiéntheéd worked construction several



4 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

years ago to pay his freshman college tuitr@nchallenge was simple: h
had to raise the bucket a couple of feet off the ground, pull forward to his
marker, and dums loadright at six p.m.

The tractor was brantew, fitted with a higbapacity front bucket
that could hold almost twenty cubic yards of material weighing up to four
and a half ton§omeone overflowed the bucket with big chunks of concrete
i Sean assumed as part of a precioaltenge

As he pulled the handle to lift the bucket, the pitch of the hydraulic
pumpgs squeal and the stiffness of the lever told Seastrdimreon the
machine was testing its limits. The -meaunted engineacted asa
counterweight, but even so, the vehicle bounced and rocked with each bucke
move.

"Smooth and slow noiGean cautioned himself under his breath.

Raising the bottom of the bucket two feet off the ground, he feather
pedaled the clutch to bring the end loader forward, careful not to jerk the
tractor any more than necessary. Sean paused to monitor the minute hanc
on his watch once the front wheel reddhe stone marker'tiplaced, the
bucket suspended well out past thésclitige.

When it reached twelve, he pushed the dump handle forward

Concrete and rebar tureblinto the air with a creak and scraping
rumble.

The rock and mortar dropped one hundred and fifty feet before
sliding and bounding onto the nearly vertical hillside, raising plumes of
grayishwhite dust and causing a landslide that cascaded down the hill.

Suddenly, piercing shriek knifed through the air above the rumbling
rocks.

Its intensity lingered in Sésaaar, then subsided into the jumble of
noises following the raw, broken rubble fanning out onto the street.

Ah, a drama queen among the, diese¢heorrght, even &® was
pleased bthe shock and surprise the stunt generated

The fine, acrid dust wafting up from the cliffeidined his nostrils
and obscure®eats view of the street belotill, ke didrt want anyone
seeing him peering over the edge of the precipice toé ldhg game
inflicted severe penalties for getting caught.
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So, with lhe challenge that made up his part of the pomipleted
Sean shut the tractor dawn

Leavingthe key in ithe quickly climbed off the seaValking at a
fast clip, he headed for his tan Foftl5B parked, per instructions, three
blocks away down a dirt path.

A paved street rabelow the cliff where the yellow tractor was
perchedParked on the far cudohundred feet south of the rocks]ist|
rolling onto the pavemerdlone male observer sat in the shadows of his
idlingJeepAs Seajpggedo his pickumn the pathway abowke onlooker
scrunched deep into tB&Vs seat to avoidotice.

The falling rubble and sliding dirt sboMis descent and spread out
as it neared the bottom of the cliffside.hidden witnessaptured every
moment orhis cell phon@ high definitionHe didrt want to miss a single
detaili save one.

The videographer ketite lightblue Ford Fiestaut of the image
frame, now buried under concrete chunks and nearly unrecegnizabl

He was pleased'tidad the forethought to turn off the microphone
before he began recording. The shrill screaming when the rocks smashed:
car wouldh do, nor would the gradually subsiding moans that followed.

He'd wanted the videto havea more upbeat spin for his audience.



threeyearold, ready for his new Montessori clas& W& finished

our breakfastsf French toast and eggs; the smell of maple syrup and
turkey sausage lingered in the air.

"See, Debra Ann tbldyou | can cook!Paul grined "As the only
member of this family wismot redheaded,féelcompelled to showdan
do my bit for the tearh

“'ve gotta admit, you know you

I nodded appreciativelyparvéding that | was still learning more of
Paul 6s talents three and a half vy

Paul and | were cleaning up in the kitchen and getting Tommy, our

means youodl |l get nioalotmore.pApdmnexttime | t i €
expect eggs Benedict with homemade
00h, noé. 6 Paul ds mouth was op:¢
eyedi the effect came off a littiegoronounced.
ol broke the cardinal rul e of
lowih | et their |l ovely wives think t

Mi ssion: I ncompetence. 06Do what s
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much better for the marriage and
wanng . 0 0

Tommy was listening.

oDaddy, | know what a cardinal
headWM t h a mask. | saw -@,i-coirpent,ed .0 iBru
Athat word you said?dbé

oDondt worry about that vyet,
find somebody to love who loves you back, and you want to be togethe
forever ,aldddoudt tietl .1 d you

I snorted at Paul dseyepr omi se, ¢
The cryptic reply didndt sati s
nose. oOBut | have you and Mommy f

Paul looked at me for support, but | could only shrug my shoulders.

Picking him up from his booster seat so he could climb down, |
realized how much our son had grown. | try to hit the gym regulaaly, but
five-nine and almost forty years old, lifting him was awkward enough that
felt a little twinge in my back.
coppefc ol ored curl s and said, oWhy d

Suddenly, a burst of raucous laughter resounded from the other en
of the houseMa r c i R o bib Matts sikteen,sandnvike, fifteBn
werewatchingi deos in the den on Paul 0s

Marci, one of my closest friends for over ten years, had dropped he
boys off last night. Now into her third year as a Homicide unit detective,
shedd gotten an unexpected reque:
precinct for a late shift. He needeg loel her night ofthe department had
received reports dhree seemingly unrelated murders over the previous
twentyfour hours.

0Aunt Deb, c ome her edfronctieeocork t F
we used as a home office

Mi keds howling ,f odlAho wendy iGQiohde d il
t hat guy! 6

Thatgot my attention. Tommy trailed after me, and as | entered the
room, we caught Mike laughing so hard that tears streamed from his eyes

oWai t , Mi k e! I gotta rewind th
clicking the mouse as he bounced in his seat, his long, curly black hair flyir
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Seeing the two, youdd take the
hyperactiv@ when both got going, they became a party unto themselves. |
leaned imndsqueezdbetween them, trying not to catch an accidental elbow
to the face.

The laptop screen displayed a video of a home, shot from across the
street, likely taken with a cell phone camera.

An older but weltaredfor silver BMW 325i sat parked in the
driveway of a twetory, tan brick house. An attractive, short brunette in her
mid-thirties, dressed in black yoga pants and a green sweatshirt, walked ou
oft he homeds front door. She skirte
driverds side.

A tall, slender man in a white polo shirt and jeans, roughly the same
age as the woman, stepped out of the resjdecoenpanied by a fgitown
l rish setter. Pulling the door sh
|l etting the dog into the back sea
reverse lights flashed as it backed out of the drive.

When the car shifted to pull forward, the image went out of focus
momentarily. | briefly saw snippets of the interior of another vehicle, as
though the person filming was ducking down to hide from the passing BMW.

As things came back into focus, the BMW was further down the
street, the camera now shooting tF
engine accelerated in the background as the image followed the silver seda
hanging back when the BMW slowed approaalstap sign.

A bottledwater truck had stalled in the intersection, the traffic on
the cross street edging its way around the big diesel.

OLook, |l ook!6 Matt wurged me. 0V

As the BMW waited for the truck to clear its path forward, a raggedy
man carrying a bucket and squeegee stopped at the passenger side of tl
German hardtop and began swiping away at its windshield. A hoodie
obscured his face as he leaned into his warikigeatrail of greasy streaks
on the glass with the sleeve of his Army jacket.

The carods driver rolled down he
stop, her partner chiming in.

The settebeganbarking loudly, its claws clicking and scraping on
the inside of the window glass, trying to get at the squeegee guy.
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The driver deployed the windshield washer, but instead of washe
fluid, what looked like used black motor oil sprayed out of the jets onto the
glass.

The wipers smeared the mess over the entire windshield.

oCan you believe it?06 Mike how

A red Mustang pulled up next
blocking the oncoming lane.

A heavyset man jumped out, carrying a paper grocery sack.

0ol got this!o6 he yelled.

Plopping the bag on the hood of the silver car with a loud thump, he
pulled out a bottle of dishwashing soap and a roll of paper tasvaks.
squirtedthe dish detergent all over the windshield as far as he could reacl
his belt buckle dugnt o t he paint on the BMYV
from the front seat.

Ignoring the complaint, he yanked a wad of towels off the roll. He
swabbed at the green and black goo, timing his swipes between each wave
the wiper bl ades, his buckle ripp
metal.

By this time, the male passenger had both palms in the air, bellowin
0 Wh at f utclikg?his window. | cringeaonfidentMa r c i wo ul
preferred her boys didndét hear th

A graying woman left the sidewalk and hobbled to the passenger sic
of the BMW, <c¢crying out, OHere, yo

She dumped several liter bottles onto the hood, then furiously flailec
her forearms across it to keep them from rolling off. The water she shool
from the bottles added to the glop on the windshield.

The churning of the wipers generated a rapidly expanding brown
foam,nowcascathigd own t he car ds hood and f

Amid the scraping, screaming,
grew. One activated a fire extinguisher to blow off thegyoather dumped
an industriasized sack of Tidy Cats kitty litter on top of everything to dry
up the stubborn foam remaining.

When the speeding wipers hit the piles of clay, one broke off anc
flew over the side of the car, nearly hitting a teenager in the gathering crow
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The end of the other blade shot straight up, away from the windshield,
twisting uselessly in the wind with every attempted swipe.

Even against the background noise, the crunching and grinding of
clay granules working their way into the gears of the wiper mechanism was
audible.

Al 't hough theydd already coadrd ntdH
stopgigging When the wiper blade sailed away, they yowled in laughter.

There was a jump in the videaheBMW driver had exited the car
duringthe breakShe was crying, sitting on the grass of the parking strip
alongside her partner and the excited dog, now straining at its leash.

The video cut again to a later scene: a tow truekltreitar ofby
its rear wheef$ its front end look&dlike one TV news crews like to show
in the aftermath of a vicious tornado.

The recording broke away once more. The BMW and observers were
gone; the tangled mass of cars had
driver and her man were still in the grass off the curb. She cried softly into
his shoulder as he patted her haith his free hand. Their dog, spent, lay
on the ground beside them.

Out of view of the camera, a smattering of applause rose in the
distance and grew louder as another tow truck turned towpedr them
the cross street. This one pulled behind it a{menddeep royal blue BMW
330e xDrive sedan, the dealer stickers still on the windstdeddarge red
bow affixed on top.

The man said something to the woman and pointed at the tow
vehicle She turned to look over her shoulder, her eyes wide and mascara
running. It gradually dawned on her what had just happened. The man held
up a key fob. She turned toward him, grabbed it, and began beating her
balledup fists on his upper chest, once aghaiiekingi but this time in

Joy.

0 Wow, tsometi deas 60 | excl ai med.

Mat t beamed at me , al most as tr

0Tal k about bait and switch. W
l i nk?6

oMi ke and | | éithmey axafllee twedlRAwuir

punksii  you know, play jokes on people, like Ashton Kutcher used to do
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on TV before he got old. When you join, you can volunteer to do parts of
the punks they play on people. 6

l ©&m not much younger than Kutec
But | understood what Matt was trying to say.

0So, all those people in the v

Matt and Mike both noddedth wide grins

The credits were rollingut the namesv e r e n.0lhey Iookedl |
more like account usernamgscal ofsocial media platforms.

| had to admit it was a great condept had me a little freaked out
until I saw how it endedtill, | woul dndt forget th
Belatedly, my motherly instincts kicked in on behalf of my obligation to look
after Marci s interests.

0 Ok aywaatwreasto me, 6 | pleagell ene ybe libys 0 |
didndét join this website to do an
But only if she doesndt have a he

oONah, Aunt Deb, 6 Matt replied.
to become a member. We just wante

While | was grateful that | could relay that information to Marci, |
coul dndét help but note real di sap

The good news was that Matt wc
years ¢é | could only hope, for Ma
their fascination by then.



boys were up to.
0ltds Louis, 6 Paul mouthed a
the phone. OHI, Lieutenant. You c
Tommy ready for school, and Debra Ann wants to say hi. Okay if | put you
on speakerphone?é6

Paul was on his cell when | returned to the kitchen to tell him what the

O0Sure, |10l 1 budd emyt emiamd wvorud s
Paul hit the button and set his phone on the table.

oLi sten, I need to ask a favor
started your morning rounds at t he

OHi, Louis, whatds up?06 | annol

OHey, D dibirfa yAain can spare a f e\
input, too. | tds personal, but | n
ltds a | ittAeobmetomeemstkh e gl imeed or

talk about it over the phone. | know you just ate, but how would you feel
about getting together for coffee?

oWorks for me, 6 Paul answered.
going this morningé?5¢d
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ol do ¢€é WdJPlmeetagdgreet to diseuss adding us to
their aggregated neawsda nal ysi s provi der s. Bu:
done some of these outreaches from the wire and newsfeed services. |
drop in on the meeting later and make it work. Marci should g pipki
her boys any minute now. 0

0The Dennyds restaurant on RoOs

Paul looked at me, and | nodded.

OWor ks §opveunss thirty minutes,
off.

ODoubling up on breakfast shou
his eyebrows, seeking my support for the idea.

My crooked smile was less than sympathetic as | picked up my cell 1
call Doug SteirAn old friend,h e ow my partner in our sionth-old
newsgathering startup. Our new business was why, after talking it over wi
Paul , I still used my maratdee than n ar
0Castro, 6 Pldsing raybirthlnane helpeddientbe. old to the
new That ontinuity allowedour fledgling enterpriseto tap into the
reputation and relationships 1|8d

Paul and | had lived together for a year in colleg@/ieeunied
when he came to San Diego dsSaNavy officer serving with NCIS a little
over five years ago.

Paul took a civilian position with the California Bureau of Forensic
Services shdytafter we began dating ag&ime higher income and location
stability helped while he cared for his daughter Cindy, who passed followir
a torturous battle with cancer.

The state latet e n't Paul 0s services t
Department when they formed tleint Terrorism Task Force. That
position became losigrm, working exclusively with SDPD to help close
high-profile cases. Paul also applied his skills and training to reassess evide
in a backlog of cold caseEg. focused primarily on homicidesempt from
California statutes of limitation.

As his alliance with SDPD became semipermanent, Paul worke
closely with Lt. Harbin, whose rank with the police department was roughl
equivalentThey partnered well despite an elgeam age differenck.
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wasnot | ong before their relation:
the three of us fast friends.

I didndt wuswual ly | oitogethefs,eo thisvo
mor ningds i nvi t aitandaslighghange ia chy rougine i n t
woul dndt hurt anything. After Doug
our babysitter.

Sophia Ferguson, OFiad to Tomm)
year. She lived with her mom just three doors down, on the other side of the
street, and she and Tommy got along famously. An eigbteeld senior
in high school, Sophia was always gofar an excuse to drjiveo ve 6 d
given her a childds convertible ca
ready to go.

Sophiavasheading out the doarhen | callecand she agreed to run
Tommy to his preschool befdeavingor her classes. Once Marci picked
up her boys, wwid be free to meet

Paul and | got to the restaurant first, taking a corner booth. | scooted
over on the bench seat, my husband seating-hiegname beside me. A
few moments later, Louis arrived, and Paul waved him over. Where Paul wa:
tall and fit, Louis stood a fewlnes s horter and spor
devel oped over the years onPaulcdsp
black nest of curlsould onedagi ve way to Loui,sds
skimming his shirt collar, a circle of sealfpp and the sides aeily grayed.

0Good morning, Debr ad Alnamfieredl h a n
gruningas he lowered himself into the booth opposite us.

Paul jumped right in. ol -yeaar d
brass next week! You could have me
to miss the festivities. o

Louis feigO@Oregahrrit®dtsi gm.ead wh
deal telling the whole world youor

0Thatds okay. 6 Paul | aughed. 0T
around pretty much everywhere. o

When not on the clock, the men were close comrades and equals.
Officially, however,Louis had takeno v e r as commander
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Homicide Uniteighteen months beforeith Paul beaming his primary
liaison with Forensics. Althougho usadvaicement subtly changed their
work dynamic, it di tomgbnefriendepact ou

L o wswife,dlenny, a schoolteacher for over a decade, was pursuin
her mast er 6s liaskedinhhow stievas dong; dnd He gayey .
us an updatileeforepivoting.

oOWhat d6s up with the news busi
intended his question as more conversational than probing.

| 3d been an investigative jout
earning my journalism masterds af
years with thelnioATribune at t he ti me a r eal n .
daily. That was where | met Doug Stein. A little tldariwas h e 6 d t
me under his wing, and we shatetkensob y | i nes. A f ew
left the paper, Dad joined my mother and little brother Eddie in our family
plot at the memorial gardens. In his will, my father had lefgemeBous
trust that opened up my career options.

Doug received his MBA a year later, earning it in his off hours while
working at the paper. Not long after, he became the latest victitdmibtne
Tr i beuxnteedbsded death throes. I n the
stringer doing freelance work. My articles iediinse on the James and
Theresa Seaver cases and the Hodin cabal.expdsébamighed my
résumé and reputation in the field, making my work marketable to a broads
audience.

After some lengthy dinner conversations once the paper let Doug go
hedd convinced me we-teshlodinelnavs mupain
together. The early going had been rough, but we could see brighter lights
the horizon.

WhiletellingLouisaboutthe stories | was deteping | kept it brief
Despite his polite question, | could sense that he wanted to get to whatev
was on his mind.

Paul had the same thought.

0So, boss, you called this mee
0Our neighbor requested my hel
Tracy Nielsen sever al ti mes; she

?0
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0Yes, the single mom in the Dut
0 She s e & metthe ouigaing lifef-the-party type, but she comes
off like a good persomho cares about her kids. In pharmaceutical sales, if |
remember correctly. What did she r

The waitress brought our coffee, left the pot, and took our breakfast
orders. Louis went for the Lumberjack Slam this morning, appeasing the
chol esterol addiction he Dbl ames wl
stuck with coffee, and Paul opted f@raaish with his caffeine.

0So,6 Louis began, o0Tracyds ol d
serious. A traffic stop turned into weapons charges, federal. The good news
i s, itds a first offense,i bssbcade,op e
maybe some probation that theyoll
me to |l ook into it from a detect
guidance.

oBut now t hat | 8 m |théve to wonsider c o
appearanceanddoingpersonal favors becomes, wellkveard. | want to
help her and her s on,6youfee timei tskid u g h:
the two of you could be my eyes an

| f Louis felt it necessary to
whatever we could to help. Paul intentionally blew past his politeness.

0Since youodtltassumhesStefmdre g etmth e, d? 0

oWhen he was younger, hedédd mow
of thing,for extramoney. Steve worked hard and did a good job. When he
became a teenager, Jenny and | always felt we could trust him to babysit th
t wi ns. I appreciated that Steve we
broken. Never tried to hide it.o

To me, it seemed quite a leap from that to gun charges.

0So, when diOxr Sltiedv ehec?hbange ?

Louispursed his lips

oJ ur y 0 sTrasytaldime thai Steve stole her credit card a couple
of months ago to buy a gallon of paint stripper and two dozen cans of
fluorescent orange and glbossck paint. He refused to acknowledge the
theft or explain the reason. o

| & d Iceffeepotid dpen, and the waitress leaned in to gwap
out.
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ol sympathize with her,déd Louis
age what you should and shoul dno
negatives as mine move out of the

figure it all oonhe.®racy doesndt
Somet hingds missing, Il thought
oOEarlier, you said O6serious.d

or an offense punishable with a o0
An honest kid stealing i sthegue$tiong c
howdd he get from taking a cred
weaponed&nd maybe more you havendot m
curiosityhows er i ous are we talking here?

Louis sighed, his expressiany.

OA | ot mor e t imkidscaughttbpiMantd s owu,
getting this thirdhand, so dondt
to dig into this, youoll want to

Louis exhaled through his teeth as he eyed me.

OHeds tangled up somehow with
called 6challenges.d And thatds
information to knowvhdhey are. But stumelknow that one little task Steve
performed for this group got him charged Witlget thish transporting a
loaded ARL 5. O

Paul and | exchangsdrprisedjlances in near lockstep.

0 An a s slaadeédPauipullgd hightad back, his face showing
concern mixed with disbelief

0OAnd éwedptnwas on a tripod, mo
floorboardgi rigged up tariggemremotely from any location on the planet,
using the I nternet. o

0 Wh o a, &iddeng?Tyhaaut 6asn fAITH territ
exclaimedyot prepared fathe sudden jump in the level of criminality.

ONot ydgt@dnd oui s continued. 0Gi ve

world, he planned to park that junker withrdeedyto-fire AR-15in the
wor st possible spot. o

0And wh ethatb en?i6bg hGaught up i n tt
impatient.

oWhy, across the street from a



lthoughlcoul dndét h & o esregpinke, ididexplain e d
why we were here

A dozen questions popginto my mind.

OYou said he O6plannedd to park
if things didnoét backfire on him.
judgeds house?bd6

Louis explained that the heretofmebellious teenager feared getting
busted for driving too fast. So, he cruised the old beater and its contraband
down Interstate 5 at fifteen miles per hour below the speed of other traffic
i during the tail end of rush hour. Only a fraction of the way to his
destination, the boy had a Hmalfe of pissedff drivers behind him, honking
and flashing their high beams. To register their displeasure, they begar
pulling around him and then intenadly cutting back way t@ close to
his front bumper.

The vehicle had one rear window completely blacked out and factory
tint on the others, so it drew attention anyway. Sure enough, a CHiP officer
saw all this and pulled Steve over under suspicion of impaired driving.

Then he saw thatsault riflen the back seat.
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The cop called for backup, and three patrol units joined his bike anc
the car Steve was driving on the side of the freeway.

| asked Louis how Steve explained his cargo. He said the kid refuse
to give the police any straight answers.

0Their watch commander, thinki
called the Gangs Intervention Unit to the site.

OMeanwhi l e, Sis envtlee dpasserwger Iséahnipdy o n ¢
Google Maps. Instead of an address, the destination window had a GF
location. The gang unit lieutenant arrived and checked the coordingtes. Th
pinpointed a spot riglicross the street from the private residence of San
Diego County Superior Court Judge

oOh,myGéd, 6 was al llknew thejudgel was assiagje.
motherwith several young daughters.

Louis ran his hand over his he
are any other weapons in the car they should know about. Steve replie

0Yeah, Il |l eft my suicide vest in
Paul and Were stunned
OHolyshit6 Paul excl ai med. oOWhat w;
0l can only guess he thought t

people leave him alone.
0As you might imagine, now everybody freezes in place or backs of
this vehicle until the bomb squad arrives. Those guys go over that old c:
with tweezers and a magnifying glass, looking for explosives. That simp
traffic stop turned into a fodmour ordal for everyone on that stretch of
hi ghway. 0
Louis propped his elbows up on the table and dropped his chin
between his wrists, his cheekbones resting on the heels of his hands. |
stared at the salt and pepper shakers, drew a deep breath, and sat back u
oTracy retained a good -tampnfgrer ,
Steve is full disclosure. But Steve wants to play it close to his chest. He insi
the incident was just part of som
0Game? Li ke onl i rplying?nbamgethiag likea n
Dungeons bstuggleformale the [@eees fit.
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0Tracy didndét know. He kept tel
bi g deal . lisshdleandgsbuts sown whencanyone else asks about
it. o

ONot a game anymore once SsSomeo

the contest, 6 Paul scoffed. o0Then
and death. o

0So, Tracyds asking me to inves
It needs to be off the clock. Ge't
accomplish. She especially needs t
Steve.

ofThat part gets a little tricki

out of the loopA local jurisdiction homicide ugking the feds to keep
themappri sed when t her e $suallp] 6dde cceaal sl
favors from friends at Quanticodincumstancdgke trese
oBut my role heading the unit escalates thingsople attach more
i mportance to my requests, which i
Pauunder stood Louisbds predicamen
ONo probl em, b o sYsuandl knowesongeoftthey o u

same peopl e; I 61 | maké&ot @osiec s g
includes various types of crimes, and our responsibilities include running
down the weaponry wused. Theydod ex

methods, and technologies employed to discharge assault rifles remotely ol
our tapprdach thend froin that angle.
Louis smiled his thanks, paused, and then went on.

ol need to be clear because, of
want to pressure you to do anything outside the normal workflow. Jenny
woul d kil me, and then I 6d have t

He smiled at me, then turned back to Paul.

ol f you wantyotuod Islt agye to unto i acfo siptd,|
cool. That goes for you, too, Debr

Paul looked at me. His right hand rested on the table, and | put my
left hand on his.

00f course, wedre both in,d6 Pau

oMar ci wi | | offr@dntolifn,l taosok 6hdr a
the department, n o othedbooksiwbrk at yolri n k



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP21

i nstruction. But |1 0oildhe@&d lumecer enx
Shedd know what the street says &
i n.o

Marci passed the exam for her gold shield three years ago afte
climbing through the trenches amid many personal challenges. She moved
Homicide from Major Case early last year. Marci thrived in her role, and he
superiors assigned her as the lead idetdot several recent murders.
Having her as a dear friend for all these years meant | was biased, but P
and Louis had both worked with Marci, enjoyed the experience, anc
respected her.

0OThanks, 6 Louis r esponcdtidally, 0l
| 6cnowdingthe linehereand need to be tfpont with anyone who tries to

hel p. 6
oTracy mi ght wel come <contact
enf or c esuggestetd, @ Why dondét | call her
sheds at and what we can do for h
Steve and see if | can establish
0The <court hasnot set bail , 6 |

contracting witiWestern Regional Detention Fagitity privatized county

jail, for pretrial detentovou6d have to see himt
oThat s okay. 6 | knew the set

proved uncooperative. OA glimpse

in the jailds visitor Taking@sonmgneg h t

whods neither eouldbrei mmi wall croonre arhmae

open upd
OWhi | eintgrwewibgbeeve, 6 Loui s added
Youdre welcome to join us, Paul . 6

Captain Edmond oOMondodé Cranst
departmentds new Vice unit commar
the force, someone the three of us considered an ally.

o0l dd |Ii ke to tag along, 6 Paul
take. o

OHeds up to speed on most thin
crime, 6 Louis agreed. oOLetds see
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groupi n t he ar e eecruitind ryeung tkidsa in dngdalass
nei ghborhoods to commit major feloc
A sardonic grin crossed Loui sos
ol paid a high price for stumbl
what | retrieved was unrelated garbage, primarily referencedoyppkty
rolepl ayi ng games. Now my br owsgoer c
l aunch, [ i vi ng i.®dheneyer Inopeh myecordpsiter,d a s
get hit with ads for online games.
Paul tried to stifle a laugh.
OMondo has sophisticated searct
to donate his time to do a deep diveusand chasdown anything he
finds 6

Sever al hours | ater, after we®é:«
got a text from Paub S o , howdéd you | ike to h
famous? :)6

I texted him back: 0 Why? Ar e

ROTFLMFAO. 0

He phoned me a few minutes later.

OHI |, sweet heart. |l dm sorry to
The government has to take half of them away from us to give to wealthy
people so they can pay for their c

oAwww ¢é | had such high hopes
said with &huckle

0Oébut | 6 ve g o with@deempocketscnaghtobe & e r
better career path to suck up to s
detectives free tickets to Saturd
ball Louis is passing his on to @eting a little taste of the rarefied
atmosphereould be enlightening. Afterward, we could come home, get
drunk on cheap wine, and bemoan our poor choices in life. What do you
think?5¢

0Sounds fHiwkhkg aohd@dt

0Okay, I 61 | l et Louis &now weddl
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oWait, howdd you flehmddtectivegin twofirsik i n
pl ace?b¢6

oLouis touched base with Mondo
situation with St ev-e--comMand, d bigutenarg o t
Stricklandi Bob, if | remember correctly. He comes to us from the vice
unit in San Jos®, but | wunderstan

OGAnyway, Str i ckl-smaetyorswd.iHa inherited & t
big chunk of c¢change from a relat.i
sponsors of Saturdayod6s charity ba

OYou dondt seehad toadmitt otbs o &l ewn

someone in |l aw enforcement trips
give up their badge. Of course, t
about how they stumbled across th
heard6 anyone in the trenches comin

OMondo suggested the charity &
meet everyone socially,é Paul exp
on Stricklandds di me. |l dm technic
an invite.

0OYou know Louis isndt one for

himself was a delaleakerJenny has a night classatSBxsd¢ o ul d n 6t
the time away. So, he begged off.

OLouis sent his tickets to my
might enjoy goingtoa hoityo i t y s o i-thireyeHotel Dél. ®lack a t
tie, dinner, and dancing until midnight. Can you check with Sophia to see
she can babysit Tommy? Shewodd have to go to s

I dondt know i f her mother wil/l I
oOFor a night at the Hot el Del
muster! Maybe weol | see some cel e
oMaybe, 6 Paul acknowl edged t he

over any of them. 6
Oh, rcely played!
And Paul knew i | could heathegrin in his voice.



wanted to talk to Tracy in pers
in my mindWhen | called the number Louis gaveawayman picked
up on the third ringseeming hesitant at first.

Once 1 6d announced myself and
oYou may not remember, but my hus!t
4th picnic lastyedar | 6 m a fri end of your neig

oYes, Debr a Anlrepjoyed talkireg mvighnbotle you

and Paul. He won the karaoke cont e
OYou have aldgmodnmemorygti gati v
callinginsewor k mode. Louis shared some

He asked if | could hefp as a reporter, but off the record. Do you have a
few moments for a conversation?é

o0Yes, | do. Louis told me you m
andbve d@arkenpersonal time off work.
to help us. | imagine you have sor

0Good; yes, | do. Has there beece

oONo, the | awyer tells me heos

should be the first of next week. 6
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0So, we dond6t know yebd wphresh eSrt
to him soonerathert han | ater to see if hec
object to me visiting hibvefore they let him oito

Tracy seemed pleased with the prospect, and her tone wa

welcoming.
00Oh, not at al | . I t hi nk it WO
OLouis tells me Steveds been a

does a good job, honesb. B e t differang for sl this to have happened.
Still, no one changes completely overnight. Can you give me some idea wh
Steveds head might be now? Any tw

oOYou know é when Steve was VY
coul dndét i magine r ai s ialways eagerkcehelp e r
earned good grades, and got along
There was pride in Tracyo6s voi

oOBut shortly before he turne ni
about a year ago. He started missing classes at UCSD and hiding his gra
When | did see them, they were pretty bad.

OHedd stay up until al | hour s
war ni n game fdrebdedkfaghe next day without explanation, as
though nothing had happened that

| 6d h e arcamplaimtdgeom $rianais@and Icouldsympatize

0OThereds always that difficuldt

wants to be independent while sti
Tracyagreed
0Girls, cars, drugs, alcohol é

those thingsYou know,newthings to deal with. | never thougitiout
changes tavhat we already had.

oThen, one day, he took my credit card without permission to buy
some paint. First, he denied it, and tivdren | wanted to take what he

bought back for a refund, he woul
on the past, when he did some-
up and take his lumps. | never th

Tracy let out a long sigh.
OBut thayh@dsnom whouble now.
mean, the specific thitliey arrested hiforé . 0
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OHe woul dndt tell me much, 6 Tr
simple job he signed wup for, som
supposed to drive this old car fr.
thad all it was, nothing more. He did say they warned him not to check out
the car .;j Donddr il wve ko

OBut it 0 sARd5ntoaurn tweidt hi nani t &. 6

OHe says that \(hkHestonéhadtightenmedous at

0Being a ty padoladk araued8amaogeemodifiech e
the baclkseat. He pulls aside a tarp and sees an automatic rifle with a banan:
clip and a webcam sight <cl amped ol
thereardrives i de wi ndow. The whole thing
gears, and wires and mounted tripad bolted to the floor. He says a car
battery on the other side of the center harage everything go

ol asked him why someone would
guessed it was so somebody could fire the gun remotely. | was terrified wher
| realized what Steve had gotten

Nowonder I t hought. Tracyods descri
bristle, but | kept my voice even.

0This sounds | ike a sophistica:

idea of things from a graphic nove
o t & s yolbudskrnwpere this is coming from. Maybe not comic
books, but a couple of weeks ago, | heard Steve and his friends discussing a

online website. They called it 0a
some kind of onlineclib| googl ed it but coul dr
oAl I hedll say is that itods a s

require members to do certain things to belong, all very secretive. But when
his friends were over that day, | swear they talked about cutting somebody

up. | hope | misunderstood. Ykun o w, kids and their
| turned this information over in my mind.
oWorst case, something satanic,
oStill, youdd see obvious signs of
wal |, weird artifacts | ying aroun
help. Or it could be a subveesivgr ou p . Political, as:c

Tracy ran with that thought.
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0Our attornefyi wamed sc dmdtk nroevgot |
he only gets one crack at a defense. He needs to know who else has a h
in it and their motivations.

It made a difference |if the r
because thiswasagbpsh t hing thrown toget
know what they were doing. Intent would still be a serious issue, but insince
or sloppy followthrough would help didbwn the threat level.

OHow much effort did this?kgr ol
Steve filling in the blanks wgksumptions@ n over acti ve i

0l had my doubts, too. Then St
setup with his cell phone. The feds confiscated the phone and impounde
the car, but Steve has Google Cloud to back up his mobile phone photo:
So, | found the pictures acopiedthem.Let me text you a couple of ther

That justworsened thpuzzle.

olf he was aware enough to tak
just walk away? Leave the car there and make up an excuse, like maybe
got the date wrong?ao6

oBelieve me, 6 Tracy replied, o
to bring it up with Steve, but he

I ©dm not t d dehrnedsoradt ,hi hgs from
construction crewespecially their fascination with working on cars. My
stomach knotted up as | saw t he
Whoever buil t twiktiheswirésbgetimeg they bldesedt |
wirenutted and taped them. There were other signs of professio@alism
insulatingstandoffs under the circuit bogrtee cu$ in the metadtraight
and clean, bolts and nuts instead of scBwrsuch for mywishful thinking
tha the buildersnightbeamateursr at least careless

|l tds plausible the kid knew ju
realizetoo latethatt hi s was a | ot mor e .Heer i
probably thought he wasindeep-dooo no matter what
supposed to check out the car.

oOFrom what | pieced together, ¢
woul d happen i f he didndt compl et
membership rules. o
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It suddenly struck me how all this must have impacted her life,
dumped in her lap in the few days since answering a phone call from the
arresting officer.

| felt for her.

0l d&m sorry youdve had to deal v

0 Ihasheen a wakep call. lwasso spoiled. My son never caused
trouble when he was younger, so | managed just fine.

ol candt say | dve been totally
step up, but ift thihisas mavtto tHem asnt is hoerle.p f
Before Steve got arrested, | mentioned the credit card incident to my ex, but
Jerry thought it was a phase that
to see or deal with it every day, so, out of sight, out of mind.

oNow, Jerry wants to go in, guns blazing, and take on everybody to
save the day. But my | awiy @ésendsthey s t
wrong message. 0

| steered the conversation to positive ground.

oLetds talk about how Louis al

understand that because this is a
the specific charges or their proc
00h, I woul dndt want anyone to

requires. o

Tracyds voice was firm.

0l just need the investigators
picture.wan6t eve t o pay his dues for an\
the process will help him clean up his act.

oBut | think hef&s caught in th
fall for other people. Steve made
to commit a <cri me. | f it was | us
permanently derail his future. The fedemlv e st i gat otake don
this 6anticsd thing seriously, so

Her worry was obvious even over the phone.

0OThat ds right upcamwr 6alll egassan
federal agents choose not to investigate problems local to us, nothing stops
us from seeing whatodés there, t hot

position as commander of the homicide unit and the two of you being
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neighbors means anyone on the force must be profedgdiohaé y ¢ a n
anything differently than they would for anyone @tseheir asking around

has to be wunofficial unt i | they f
come in.o
0l understand and appreciate t
Tracy paused.
ol believe that once al/l t he |

this okay and do what he ¢ hhathe d.
di dndt mean t o do wh the truth Wilkkeventuatly a c

come out. It just needs to happen
ol dondt have enough facts yet
based on what Louis told me. 6
0The federal investigators ke
Steve 1isndt giving them the whol e
knowbt he whole story. 6 They want bl
him and me that 1 f they candt get

oThe worst possibility is that maybe he does know something, but he
doesnodti whatddtheyaalliff 6r at somebody oL
stupid. And yes, I know heds done
Still, 1if he could safely expose

oLet ds take thiiwedlnle seepwhdt
heds willing to trust me and whert
know his bond situation. I f prose

may at leastuspecth at St eveds not the heavy
0Our attorney thinks theyol]l I
| ve got equity in the house | o
contribute. O
0Good. | 6ve got a better idea
do. Thank you for your tinie | 6 | | keep in touch a:
0Thanks agai n, Debra Ann. Yo
appreciate what youdre doing. 6
oDondt thank me until I tds r es

| promisedo stop by after talking with her son.
|l 6d shown Tracy confidence ahe
Steve because she needed that from me. However, Steve was a teenagt
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the stage where having independence in his personal affairs was a big de:

Thatdos especially true for someone
suspected played a role in Steve

Honestl vy, I wasndét yet sure ho\
unt i | | saw how he accepted my i n\

it. I had no tricks up my sleeve to prepare me for a sympathetic interview of
a suburban teenager accused of sgmniffelonie§ s o meone whoo
spent a week incarcerated for the firstitinhes life



pulled up in separate unmarked vehicles. Their crime scene we

alongside the eastbound lanes of State Highway 52 just west
I nterstate 5. A CHi P patrol uni t
the incoming detectives parked on the shoulder further west of the car t
avoid contaminating the scene.

Checking her watch, Robbins sc
her notpad As she stepped out onto the cracked asphalt, she felt the cris
chill of the very early mornirtder long, blonde hair was loose in its bun; re
pinning it, she wasiddenly aware she needed coffee.

The Forensics van drove off the road onto the grassy area alongsic
Robbinsds vehicle. 't wheeled aro
the murdered mands automobil e. R
whodd b e e nscenhehtdis wiry freesanhd gaothatured demeanor
were familiaih Rob bi ns had known him since
intrasquad softball league a few years earlier.

oOf ficer Harris, 6 she said. ol

I ead Detective Marci Robbins and her partner, Detective Eve Byrne
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oDet. Robbins, of all peoplel!od
you out of bed, but glad to see yo
since you made detective. Now t he:
You must have, what, fifteengeari n t he depart ment L
oTime flies, right?d Robbins ar
0Good morning, Marci .0 Byrne wke

up between them. Shorter and stockier than either of-harkers, Det.
Byrne created a first impression ,tleten when sleepyrojected a
c onf i d-gesdownto-busihedssattitude.
oHarris, meet my partner, 6 Robtk
0Good to meet you, Officer. 6 B
her arms against the cool early breeze.
Harris responded with a nod anoc
rookies on his way in. Heds bringi
oThawoul d be awesome, 6 Byrne sai
coat tighter around her muscled frame.
Robbins bobbed her head in agreement.

ol understand you happened ont
stops, 6 she said. 0The <call sai d
out of your hands. Can you fill us

Harris switched to a professional tone as he consulted his notes and
continued.

0Shortly before three o0dcl ock,
and welfare check on the occupants of a bldeA2@2A7e on the roadside,
its Ilights and engine off . 6

oDid the caller say anything s|
indicate they stopped to check out

oNo, only that the vehicle was
portion of the road. When | arri v,
way down. The occupant was dead, slumped over on his righitisiu
pulse.

oThereds spatter and pools of b
passenger seat. The passenger window was blown out, with shattered gla:
on the inside and outside of the
to check the victim for signs of lifepg/thing you see is exactly as it was.
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Plates and VIN come back to a James Robert Marshall Ill, clean, no wan
or warrants. o

ONo vehicle alarm you had to
vehicle.

0l assume you requested a bus?

ONo al ar m, Detective, and yes,
I saw the body. The EMTs shoul d
medi cal examiner . o0

OAl right, Harri s, good job. o
here. 6

00Oh, and one wei r aDispatbhisayg thed911H a
call er described the carowthsrAadBsr i t
orknewt hi' s one fairly wel/l. Peopl e o
using the manufacturerds name for

oThanks, Harris, interesting t
the caller was male or femal e?5d6

Harris shook his head no. He smiled and tipped his hat to Byrne in
parting, turning back toward his patrol bike.

Byrne had walked a wide circle around the Audi, returning to
Robbinsds right side.

oDid you get alll of that, Eve?

0Got iit. | also |l ocated the 91
give us on the original éallh . 6

Robbins and Byrne had partnere
developed a system of calling out their notes to one another at a crime sce
whenever one of them wasnodot tal ki

helped when one caught somethingthebtlked mi ssed. Ther
that slipped past both detectives.
oPerfect. Let me copy what the

Byrne handed over her not dépad,
m going to grab a cup. Would vyo
oPl ease! 6 Her partner responde
for the rookieds patrol cruiser.

As she turned away, Robbins spotted her old friend, Paul Castro
|l eading the Forensics team. He wa

(@]
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in a white bunny suit, but today, he was working the trenchegwataind
190 pounds, he cut quadigure in the protective coveralls, even with the
comical drawstring hood.

OHevy, Paul , I thought you migh
Debra Ann tells me Tommyds not f ece
of Montessori today. o

0Good morning, Marci. Youdre tF

Robbins nodded.
0Good. Yeah, Thnosnmmgdo sviwdr kiend i fnre

in case. Il 611 tell them you said h
0Could you 1| et me know once Yy
impressions from around and under the Audi? Eve and | need to do a run
throughi not hing i nvasive, wono6t be ad
ONo problem, 6 Castro replied. @
will be over to |l et you know when
before we | eave the scene. o

He gave Robbins a tvfioger wave as he headed back toward the
Forensics van.

By the time Robbins had transc
the junior detective had returned. As Robbins chugged half the cup Byrne
handed her, a forensic technician approached, letting the detectives know
they could look at the car.

oDry pavement and asphalt, not
took photos and soil sampl es beyor
favor, thoughii use the Tyvek shoe protectors and tread lightly. The
asphaltds rough off the traveled |

to Il ook again at the ground surf a
dust or go over the vehicle for trace until the &f&oves the body, so you
know the drill. Ot her wi se, sheods &

OWe need ten minutes or so to ¢
0Then you can have her right back.

The tech nodded at Byrne and waved an acknowledgment to Robbins
as she turned toward her team surrounding the Forensics van.

Robbins and Byrne gloved up. R
door, and Byrne scanned the exterior with a flashlight.
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0Bl ack male v-dbitimi,egadl Robloi m
her handheld recorder loudly enough that Byrne could hear.

ONo shell casings means a revo
no apparent damage to the driverod
of the door panel, so it was |ike

and what appears to be msurance document on the front passenger
floorboard. Drops of blood and shards of what looks like tempered glas:
randomly distributed on top of them, so the driver dropped them there
before or as the perp fired the f

Robbins turned toward the pass
direction.

oWedl I | et Forensics finish d
anything in the passenger foot we
cuphol der . Harris said 911 dispa

runni ng. & WechetketmatdHarrisadindd u tlue n o f f
himself.

olf the doer shut it off, maybe Forensics can get some clean latent
of f the Start button. o

Byrne called back, ode doeraroumd f
the trunk to the rear passengiele door looks clean. Likely not a bamng
rob. All four tires have air.

0Checking inside the rear passenger farghe rear seat and
floorboards are clean, except for some directional blood drops in the rec
passenger footwell. Theydre d@omirt
coudbecasif f from the victimds head ¢

0oCopy that, 6 Robbins said.

She |l eaned in to smell the ar e
0The deceased | ast consumed S
SI'ight smell of alcohol . o

Robbins used two fingers to raise the right wrist of the body slightly.

ORight handds resting on Thee ¢
v i c ftfingensiare curled around a partially open brown trifold wallet. Maybe
three hundred dollars inside. So, not a robbery. At least two gunshot wounc
I can see. Both to the | eft side
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She tilted her head, squinting at the wounds illumibgtedr
flashlight.

OEntry wounds are sizable, | arg
and gunshot residue visibletoh e d e skia iadicatel bdbth shots were
at close rang@ne round entered the ear canal. The sthark the heaid
the temple area. Trajectory suggests the shooter was just outside the cente
of the drivero6s door. o

ONo obvious damage or mar ks on

metal, front tri m, or hood, 6 Byr n:
Forensics can pull prints or DNA
what we have on the passenger si de

Robbins called out, 0The driver
him. Thereds bl owback spatter on t

ol see a bullet hole in the interior front passenger door panel. While
youdre over there, can you tell if
i mpacted the gl ass. |l tdd be nice t

0l 6ve got an out war d, Bynkgmiedj n t
oabout six inches below the bottom of what would have been thbujlass,
no exit opening. The round should still be in the door.

oThe sunés coming up. Maybe For
close by. Other than that, no obvi

Gingerly unlatching the door and swinging it wide, she squatted
inside the opening, keeping her body from contacting anything. She leanec
over with her left hand to carefully open the glovebox.

0 L et @isno sveapons in the glove compartment; no obvious
drugs, paraphernalia, or cash. 6

Robbins popped the trunk open
Both detectives examined the trun
than an open box of oily rags and a loose roll of paper towels. Nothing struck
either of them as unusual or obsigwout of place.

As the pair stepped away from
observed, Robbins gave the Forensics tech the okay sign to let her know the
detectives had finished their work.

0The bodyds slightly war m, anc
Robbins said. oWe didndt miss our
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the Audi 6s paint color makes me v
the victimtoo, and called it in themselves.

0 Hi-andhcasual clothing suggests he went out for the evening; ce
phoneds i n housdiywwals e td.t he Eeesahoesall
anyone for helporhec oul dnodt . Heds 1ingested
I mpaired he coul dndot pull off the

Byrne took over the summati on
damage other than the passesgky window and that bump in the sheet
metal. No tire marks from braking, parked normally; not a road rage inciden

Moneyds still i n darhye. w@Url eguy &0 n
he was | ooking for a confrontatic
and clean, except for the i mmedi a

Robbins spread the legs of her tweezers wide. To avoid disturbing
any prints, she used the tweezers to push on the outermost edges of the St

button. She turned the <car on bu
moment for the dash lights to comefe li
ONo i nsptarnuenhbe nitndi cati ons of a |

Robbins turned the vehicle off.
oDriverds window r odpénehd cashostin .

there Driverdos | icense and proof of
all that together say to you, Det
oTraffic stop?6 Byrne replied.
Robbins nodded, her | ips purse

Both understoothatanswer could throw a monkey wrench into their
case.



hough she doubted theydd be so
there was an official record of a stop.

0@n you get sheaskeiByrree roaGihi eoc?ké v

ChiP, San Diego police, and county traffic control dispatchers. See if they
had any cruisers or motor units with repdrteidientsn this area between,
say, midnightand threeh i r t y . 6

As Byrne headed to her car, the Forensics tech called Robbins over
to review the contents of the vict

Robbins and Byrne met back at the Audi a few moments later.

ONo highway patrol or traffic ¢
the i mmedi ate area, 6 Byrne announc

OHis ID matches the vehicle registratbbm me s Mar s hal |
s aiFdo.r onow, & strdighte oficerimpersdndtion traffistop
assassination. The victim dutifully sopodler in response to a command,

sirens, or lights. Heextabti s dr i ver 6s | i c dgakese ar
two rounds to the head before handing anything over or putting Whactk.
does your gut tell you? Anything vy

Byrne furrowed her brow.
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0l candt see an amateur puttin
Unfortunately, as a young black male driving a pricey vehicle, our victim h:
likely been stopped before and knows the procedure. Whoever pulled hi
over was convincing enough in appearand demeanor that the deceased
complied. Thereds no sign he trie

0l 6d expect smaller rounds at
t heydor ei .add0hatetm baythi®trhat 6 s t he st ani
We might have an-@fficer or somebody with a badge freelanBecause
this happened before the drhedoerr p
wanted to Kill him right from the sta@therwisesomething went way south

earlyin he i ncident, and the perpetra

Robbins | owered her voice and
of our owndo thing,thatath ioff 6 svotr one . ¢
that to ourselves wuntil we see hao
back and track the Forensics team
seems vaguely familiar. So, while
see what pops up on the Internet

compare notes back here. o

——e— -

After thirty minutes of googl.
with Byrne before they did anything elSeere was amspectof this
homicidethat changeddw they donductthe investigatiofi the victim
wasndt just any <citizen.

Robbins setheropen laptop othe hood of her vehicle as tino
investigators reconnectdgut before discussing her Web research, she
wanted tacheck with Byrne to see wkéte had developedtie past half
hour.

oDid Forensics turn up anythin

0OAs soon as you left,é6 Byrne b
took the body, and the Forensics scheghn workinghe Audd s | nt e
for fingerpring, DNA, andtraceevidenceOnce there was enough light t
techsand anothewith a metal detect@tarteda gr ound sear
covering a fifyyard radius around the Audi, lookingtf@r usuafi spent
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rounds, fragments or casings, cigaretiesying gum, anything that might
tie back tolieperp

0They pulled the interior pane
recovered a .40 caliber slug. The lands and getmedd be suitabfer
ballistics matching once we have a weapon for comparison.

0OThe prints xpgewelrli eod fdr adm 6tbhud oe k ¢
know more when they get the lab results Baey swabbed the roof above
and the sheet met al bel ow the dri\
lucky sometimes and find expectomvh en t he perpds th

ofTheydre readying the Audi for
i n t he ddoloapitundermaltypl@ light sources for other evidence
What did you |l earn about our victi

o0l turned up several i mages of
political research consultant for a prominent national election campaign
management firm.

OExplains the nice car. So the
ask, how well ?6

olThat dgsood question.d Robbins sn
of me. Looking deeper into the Google results showed Marshall as a magnz
cum | aude graduate at Howard Uni ve
begterHBCUs in the country. He went o]
science.

OMarshall ds promi nent | ipblacktiea t ur e
at sporting events, and stage for awards ceremonies. Thegithimwith
sizeable donations to the school 6s
posts show quite a social life, at least up until about three years ago, alway

accompanied by one or more | ady fr
olf this was a red state, 6 Byrr
a successful bl ack man and not hio

0Good point, 6 Robbins acknowl e
apply anywhere these days. Hold onto that thfught 6 s s o met hi n
have to chase. Before Marshall turned up here four years ago, he racked u
points working in Philadelphia for PoliTédreWall Street Jousaals t 6 s a
respected nationwide political consultancy.
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OHe started as a neighborhood
his way up within PoliTechoés off
el ection campaigns there. They di
him. But even fathe loserdour years ian entire major election cyitlea
long time to holégrudge.

OEither way, he came to Southern California to take a more
responsi bl e managemerPtodl d Techos

oProbably more money and fun
0So, heafdd ommer upn politics at a t
between the partisans. Any political ambitions of his own? Maybe he wante
to run for office?0

Byrne was thinking about motive. Robbins khexas where the
focus needed to biyatand identifying a suspect were their remaining tasks
since means and opportunity were obvious.

OAnot her good question owwnttoano
add to your notes. One other thin
Hi s Linkedln profile says he&s so
a soci al media gaming website. H e
practical jokesgme opl e, 6 and says itds pre

0Do you have the name of t he
scratching away at her nuztd

0The bio di dnodt gi ve t he act
professional networking; he may not have wanted to mix business an
hobbies. Some employers restrict their staff from giving out free publicity o
advertising. Marshall also has accounts on Fac¥baokl Instagram. We
can get one of the guys in the Computer Forensics lab or Information
Services to run down the gaming w

o0Do you think someone would go

of ficer and kil him over an onli
0l dondét know. It seems | i ke a
o0On the other hand, t hese game
takes one going over the edge.
ol 61l 1 give you that. Wedll cir

social media game had a local branch in Philadelphia. The nation
organization franchises it to individual communities. As the website



42 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

expandedi 6 exponentiall yd i s tihMarshalor d

dived in, |l earning the ins and out
guotes. 06l n a viral growth enviroc
0So, from what wsumrkanzedv Ostoh afta rwe

was a franchise tied to Philadelphia and belonged to someone else. Once h
main gig got him promoted with the
behind when he came here, right? L

o0Youdd think. Except whaedinandMar s
yes, four years afjo he started a local branch of that website from scratch.
Hed & g u i comé welrdgarded in local circles as its founder, promoter,
and chief enthusi ast . 0-pafje adiaetin theh a t
UnioATribuneSeveral online references mention his job title and this hobby,
though in general terms.

ol d spehdn@utch time looking b u't I di dnodt f
di ssing of Marshall. I saw on his
changed after he arrived here. In high school and college, they knew him a:
6Ur kel , 6 but in San Diego, thay ca
or maturity, or just that nobody r

OWe have things we can chase d
pl ace to start. 6

oWell, yes and no. May b do-sille. Ro b
0The problem is, it wonot be Jan
academic, career, or hobby achieve
most . It ol | b e t h a-to-belmarriedfianséoftCitye | o
Council man Harrison Scottds daught
with quite a brain in her own righ

0 U-bh, I think | know where thisisgoing@ Byr ne gri
0This is a celebrity situation. 6

oYeah, well . 6 Robbins sighed
Mar shall and Scottds daughtUnibhn wer

Tr i bswrnce Gest y pabliceomanéégshidnablie,reven wholespme
our local version of a royal couple. Y @& evanma sprinkle some sugar on
your <cotton candy? Y dafindgnéotmatiorhoe dr i
t he I nternet about t hese didvhoe. Co
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Mar shall 6s empl oyer for the | ast

before thafi atComieCon t hree years ago. 0
Byrne gri fCoen®. Tdh@adrhisc di f ferent
Robbins paused, thinking.

oDebra Annos tuned i nto San D
society stuff. Sheol |l be up by no
ol see Pawull dtsd staHdckhewiet h him ani

her.
oMaybe she can educate us €é shi
guy did to put him in a killeros
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ommy was having a miserable tin
fitfully all night and wound himself up after the department called
Paul to a crime scene early. T
though he was too sick and irritable to do anything else. | finally got him to
eat a bowl of cereal. | curated some of his faBtugndPeppa Rigisodes
into a playlist to keep him busy. He settled down long enough that | hoped |
could answer some messages for my news bureau.
| 6d | ust -mailclemt ebn myyphoee vibrated, and | saw
it was P a witsbes celireipben t me nt

oOHI , honey. |l just got Tommy o
Heb6s watching his videos. You donbo
everything okay?5é

0Good morning, sweet heart. Eve
gets to feeling better. He needs
burnng off some excess energy.

oLi sten, Mar ci 0s her ei wouwdr emeq

speakerphone. We need some Marcikgr o
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suggestethpping into your knowledge of the comings and goings in San
Diegods gl amor scene. 6
oHI , Mar ci ! Eve, you should br
|l ong. 6
Il turned my attention to Paul d
0l dm no expert on dothyé¢okdepuphOna nd
of the requirements of my job. 6
Realizing the three were at a murder scene, | grew more serious.

0So, whatodés up?6

OWe caught a case where the de
replied, 0a James Robert Mar shal |
Council man Scottds daughter, EIlys
so we know what to look for atthe crene e ne . 6

00Oh, no!é | excbadi méd. o0Oh, th

| went silent for a few seconds as | absorbed the news.

ol lsanang questions, but they can wait until you get home. |

know Elyssa was at Cordion three years ago, drawing attention. As |
recall, the society pages gave her rave reviews for cosplaying Hélarfrom
RagnaroklJames was looking to add to his-didgion classic comics
collection. They met at a vegan diner when they both needed a break. It ws
as they say, love at first bite.

0OTheyodre popul ar, prominent r
paparazzi frequently publish photos of them together at area nightspots ar
entertainment venues. They set the, datdune, of course. Thénion
Tribunes style and society page and
upcoming wedding as O0the social e

0Oh, boy, paparazzi ,Abhgbh w®woat
down easilg There was just touch of cynicisinn By r neds voi

OAnything negative in the rumo
understand why anyone would want

| racked my brain, but nothing shook out.

ol havendt heard so much as a
on that | evel .o

oYouodve exiawdrn yusvhat we needed
on the clock, so I have to run. C
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doingfi once we catch up here, | can take a babysitting shift if you need a
break. o

While | appreciated the offer, it sounded like their team had their
hands full.

0Thanklilsgl holneep you posted. Goo
what | know, James Marshall was one of the good guys. | hope you can nai
his killer soon. o

——— e

After Castro hung up and Robbins thanked him, she turned to Byrne.

0Could you ride back to the sq
how this impacts our case on our Vv

The highl i ght shdrt, Wackdhaiurreed up Bsyshen e 6
ran her hand over her head

ol dll get one of the uniforms t

She wal ked over to the officer
Robbins checked in with the forensic technicians working thebsttrey
hadnot found anything new.

Astheyrolledt o t he preci nct ,thedete®ved bi n
resumed their conversatidkwareBy r ne had passed he

|l ess than a year ago, Robbins expl
or victimds soci al standing isndt
mean this murder requires more than an investigation. Mgaaagilitical,
social, and publicity spectacle re
these things go to the Escal ati on
Robbins turned toward Byrne. 0

together. Did you ever run across a situation like this when you were in the
patr ol uni t ?6

ONot real |l vy. We 6 ve piocundedtheup
influenceand handled several of their domestic disputésotBer than
squawking about who they wer e, t h
Those things usually went squirrely &fterhen the booking photos hit the
media. It never came back on the street cop. Bragging rights for the arresting
of ficer, mostly, a story to tell t
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OYoudll want to buckle up for
the terrain. Most of the larger metropolitan police departments in Californie
have investigative teams that specialize inptogle cases involving
celebrities. Their departments traenthn the issues raised by cases with
unusually high public visibilityhings likeneardaily press conferencasd
controlling the politicians and other celebnties takeadvantage of the
heightened publicity.

oThese teams arendét al ways of fi
ones, though they avoiyowckonmdivi e
public to know some citizens get special treatment, but certain people con
with so muchcrapydavé o carve them out. o

Robbins pulled into the depart

OWe know the unit as t hMostlgs c a
t h e & lumcke of pretty faces, talking heads, and glory hounds chasing tt
cameras. 0

0OTheydre outside our regular ¢
as they wended their way to the garage's third floor.

oDo our orders come from Escal
the case from us?96

She seemed nervous about the changes in protocol.

Robbins pulled into an open slot across from the garage elevators
and the two detectives finished their discussion in the car.

O Wit h pfficersnvobementanda cel ebri ty, t
entire investigation into their u

00t herwi se, they dondt I ike to
all the grunt work and hand over the-dngponyshow aspects to them so
they can take credit.

OBut i n this case, wedve al so
lovers with good looks, politics, and the social écenéh e r e 6 | | b e
and attention al/l over t his. Tr u
hands. But unt i | t hen, we stil]l h
as best we can. o

0Okay. | 611 follow up with vic

report. 6
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oPerfect. I 61 | text Lt. Har bi n.
see where he wants wus to go with i

Robbins texted Lt. Harbin from her desk to fill him in on the high
profile aspects of their new case
before One wasa driveby shooting, the other a domestic dispute that
resulted in a fatality. Honestly, she hated dealing with them.

Shewas crossing her fingers that the lieutenant would let her pass the
case to him, andHehdedd toatomasker detedtives r o r
when a celebrity was the homicide victim. She knew he bedd
relationship with one of the Escalation Management guys, Lt. Ezra Brooks,
whodéd recentirluyit t aken over the

Unfortunately for her, Lt. Harbin was tied up with the captain for the
morning. Given the urgency of getting ahead of the press, he asked Robbins
to drop the case file offith Lt. Brooks.

As she rode the elevator up two fldors B r o o kRoldbss o f f

wor ked herself into a positive min
ol know their unit has a bad re
Harbin said. OHeds got some real

through the ranks before they put him in Escalation Managenagoretty
savvy guy. | partnered with him on several cases back in the day, and w
became tight. | respect the man, a
toward me. 6

As Robbins tapped on the frame of his open door, she saw that Lt.
Brooks was a tall, midéiged man, skinny as a pencil. The narrow face, large
protruding ears, bushy eyebrows, and pronounced cleft in his chin made him
look nothing like the TV weathermslashusedcarsalesman she was

expecting.

oCdbmon in, take a seat, Detecti
hot one for usOh, good, | see you brought the case fdéemidntioned the
deceasedisapandc omi ng pol i ti cal operatiwv

daughter ?0
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0Sorry, Li eutenant, thereds no
manila folder. oOWe just picked it
wanted me to drop it by personally and give you-d gasgn . 6

As Robbins communicated what she knew, she was impressed wit
Lt. Brooksds demeanor and that h
Heading downstairs after theydod -
were in good hands with the situation being ivas.

Two weeks after being handed the Marshall homicide, Lt. Brooks
reviewed the | atest Forensics ref
know, making anything new stand out. That includednaail dames
Marshall sent himself from his cell phone threslgdgre his deatBrooks
assumetie meant ias a reminder about something important. It was a trick
some investigators used to keep from forgetting one thing while
concentrating on another. The first line of theaei | i tsel f re
with blotto billA t r act or . 6 Under tASSHOLEHMar

Any expression aftrong emotiors o cl ose to a v
critical to a homicide investigat
to work with. The oblotto_bilkFo6 s
mail address missing the domain name.

The domain appenmthaed tacc cMamgshal
used to send and receive the ter:c
attached the same domain to the
recipient of a new message, using one of the departmd s a nAnmih y mc

accounts as the sender. He gave h
body and hit the Send button.
Seconds | ater, Brooks got a oC

from his email client. He googled the samuadl address to see if it was
once valid but got no hits.

The message would have to go to their Computer Forensics
department to see what iits techni
meantime, Brooks contacted [Fabbins. He wanted to see if that name or
the oOtractordé message me af tmaylkenyt
somet hing that hadndt made it 1int
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0Good afternoon, Detective. Ezi
something that came up from the forensic examination of James
shall 6s | aptop. He was the driv
oupl e of weeks ago. o

oYes, Lieutenant, t he case we
ersonation assassination, 6 Robtk
OHe sent -mailnhsee tals befare his murder. Let me
ward it to you.Oo

0Got i1t, 06 Robbins said a mmment
upset about somet hing. But Ob!

Il 6l'l print it out and tack it
| se knows what it means.

somet hing. o

app

a |

o0oThanks. Wedre stild] trying to
reciate whatever you turn up. o

As Brooks ended the call, he had a sinking feeling that he was in for
ong sl og with this investigatioc

pin his hopes for a better outcome on the nerds in the Computer Forensics
department
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henight of the charity ball was a welcome respite from our work and

daily routines. With Tommy saf

and | had dressed to the nines and given ourselves up to our illusion
of elegance. Paul never looked more handsome, even in-dnessull
uni form he wo rcamptsevehthback N eolleged s o n

The Hotel del Coronado, or Hotel Del as affectionately known
among San Diegans, is a local icon. It hosts several prestigious evel
throughout the year, from extravagant weddings to the annual Rad
Chil drendés Hospital b a lallseasow Raulamd s
| had the valet park our car, making our way with the rest of the crowd tc
the ballroom as a resplendent sunset spread out over the ocean horizon.

The ballroom was a sight to behold. Six massive crystal chandelie
hung from the domed ceiling. A semicircular stage enshroudedamegold
curtains sat opposite the main entrance. The dance floor, emblazoned wi
the childrends hospital | ogo, was
seating between eight and twelve people. Indirect pastel lighting illuminate
the lower tier of the doan As we took it all in, tmeaitred' accepted our
tickets and directed us to our table.
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There, we saw Mondo, his wife, Teri, and Capt. Jerrod Jarvis, whose
spouse, Jill, was on the childrend
was the head of Investigations I, the division that included Homgae.
highrranking officerd knew only in passinglongwith their significant
others were standing with the Captalime men wore tuxes; the women
dripped diamonds.

Before Paul and | reached the group, we crossed paths with a stocky,
athletielooking man in his early forties, slightly shorter than Paul. The
tailoring of his tux was so precise it looked glued on; the graying at the
temples of his otherwise dark browvair seemed professionally rendered as
if by a makeup artist.

oPaul Castro?o

The stranger stuck out his right hand and clapped steaudlder
with his left. The man introduced himself as they shook.

0l dm Bob StrickIland. Nice to s
much about you. 6
0Thanks. I understand you made

replied. O0This i s Amye toreed theat hhalldagk
to the eveningds events. o

Strickland gave me a curt smile.

0l dm sorry to have to run, but
wrap, and | promised | 6d get it foc

And with that, Strickland was gone. Paul and | were left looking at
one another, feeling -y Eekingueythehd,] u s
| could only assume that Strickland was naturally brusque, or perhaps his dat
was one very demanding woman.

Paul had a stronger opinion.

OWhen I &m with you,d he whispe
to gentlemen addressing you first as a matter of politeness. But Stricklanc
seemed al most rude, considering Vyc

okayin t he man has a cl ammy handshake
| had to hide a smirk at his observations.
Mondo spotted Paul and me as we approached, gesturing toward the
table as he greeted us.
oPaul, Debra Ann, two of my fav
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| nearly did a doubtake when | saw Mondo. He woteatonniére
and a bowtie nst ead of hHissusual agphazaid,ns@its b a
pepper mulletvas gone, replaced with fggat $yling Hedd com
transformed himself faohe evening.

Still, dassic Mondo, he bent into a chivalrous bow, kissing my fingers
as | curtsied and offered my hand
met five years ago.

Mondo grinned and shook Paul 6s

oPaul, I am so glad you could
radiant, but then again, | 8ve nev

| batted my baby blués well, greenB at him, and he gave me a
mischievous smile. | winked at Teri, who rolled her eyes even as st
chuckled. | was happy to see Marci and Danny approaching the table frol
the opposite side. Her dress, like mine, was black and formal. While | wore
simple shehtwith a halter top, hers was-tbf&-shoulder, highlighting the
gentle waves of loose, long blonde hair usually coiled into a work bun.

Nearly her d a tireld lseelsh Marcg Wwas beyond t
gorgeous, which wasndt surprising
shocking. In all the times |1 08d sc¢

boots and jeans or his firefighting gear. Tibnige was casting a definite
Daniel Craig vibe in his tux, and it was easy to visualize him in the Jam
Bond role. Marci and | hugged, and the men shook hands.

The dining staff had set the round table for twelve, large enough tc
seat our entire party. Strickland returned and joined his date, an attractiv
younger Hispanic womamconversation with a waiter just behind the table.

Mondo glanced in their directjisaying o Let me i ntr
the man who was kind enough to invite us as his guests, Lt. Robert Stricklar
and his beautiful compani on, Chri

Paul nodded at the couple with a polite smile. | grinned and said tc
Mondo, oYes, we met briefly earl:.

Turning to Strickland and hi s
in finding the purse. It is nice

The petite, ravehaired Christina smiled shyly and dipped her head
at us.
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0Bobds my -imceovmmaenaq vd Mondo cor
comes to us by way of the San José Police Department. | need to quit
introducing you as a newbi e, Bob.
al most a year . o

Mondo finished introductions all around, and we found our seats.

Strickland and Christina were seated on the same side of the table a:
Paul and me, with Mondo and Teri between us. Strickland turned to Paul and

sai d, 0l dve heard great things at
Har b i-toBosensgcoguy in Homieid | &m sorry fAhe cc
the mands quite the | egend.

oBut I dm grateful you could. |

in Homicide. | feel fortunate that Mondo selected me as his wingman in Vice.
|l understand there were any number
| had to make a real effort not to spit up my drink. Louis, Mondo,

and Paul were close friend¢eknew thatMond o 6s | ongt i me
Bennetthad been t he -iW-¢commandufor e yeardefoseeac o r
new arrival pushed Bennett asi de.

Strickland was that added officer.

Because Bennett had been happ!
aggressive about taking the | ieute
as a recently promoted lieutenant, took over second chair when Strickland
transferred to the department. Mondo haahlsick about the whole thing,
even though he and Bennett did their best to take the situation in stride.
Bennett was the quiet, stithtersun-deep type, and Jeff harbored any
strong resentmenthe marh el d t hem c¢cl ose to his
blamed him if he felt dissed.

Regardless, that situation was a hell of a long way removed from
OMondo selected me as his wingman
engaged in another conversation be
heard the comment.

Strickland didndét seem to catch

turning now to Marci. o0You and you
before it went to thEscalation Manageméne am, r i ght ?0
oYes. That | it up the newswires

the people here were affected. Ik
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OTruly wunfortunate, 6 Strickl an
community. But let me apologize to your companion for talkingishop
Danny, iif I recall, youdre with t

Danny nodded and was about to say something when Stricklanc
abruptly turned back to me, leaving Danny with his mouth open.

olt was so nice for you to ha\
Paul truly enjoy your evening. Oh, and you should try the mackerel. It i
excell ent. But dondt or defirtryaroséehi t
of pinot noir instead. Youdol !l fin

The mansplaining thatMondo did hear.

To take the edge off the arro
either Paul or | wouldndt know wi
the connoisseur of fine foods and very particular about these things. See
hedol | i nvi t e y e hbis housekdepeswhip something mpd
Quite the experience, but itoll C
week afterward. 6

Paul and | both laughed politely. | made a mentafi nateng with

Paul , A thahStricklandewas a condescending jerk.

Still, wedd had a vaodbeveragésuthe e
musicanddancingi all were magnificent. | was especially happy for Marci.
Since her surgeries, she hadndt L

came her way, she reveled in it. Danngtmykapprovingly and generously
tookt urns sharing Marci 6s graceful
came askinfy she was our table's most popular dance partner. But she dic
save the last, not just one, but three dances for her date.

Danny and Paul had started a running commentary surreptitiously vi
text, including candid remarks about tfemale companiondVanting
Marci to know what he thought of her, Danny forwarded her snippets of the
exchange. In her turn, Marci thought | might want to know how our men
felt about us. She sent me a cutout fromténdingafter Danny had waxed
effusive about Marci s | ooks and

In it, Danny hinted that he was working on plans to make Marci an
honest woman. Paul admonished him not to wait too long, expressing
remorse that he hadndot asked for
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| texted Marci, 0Awwehadtd mucke &
to drink! ) 0

Neither Paul nor | wanted the evening to end. Still, when it did, we
haveplenty of amazing things to talk about well into the wee hours of the
morning in the comfort adur home.

When we arrived at our door, Sophia was lying on the couch, binge
watchingrhe Crown

oTommy had fun tonight, 6 Sophi:
backyard and dressed up the dogs. He wanted to pretend we were in Africe
on safari. If you wonder why we were in the den, we had to get the antlers
from the Christmas decorations. | put torbed at nine, and he only got up
twice before he fell asleep for goc

oThansmyohi, Sophia! We had such
have gone i f you hadndt watched T
Paul to walk you home?5¢6

oNo, I 61 | b e dpifonmee. CoMetonduiscarwash t i
tomorrow if you can. Il tds at the |
money so the drama club can enter the Broadway San Diego Awards
competition. o

00Okay, 106l1l be there. | promi se
for Sophi a. Paul watched from the
home safely.

| sighed as | remini sced about

enjoyed it, some of my feelings were mixed.

For one thing, Paahd | had always been open with each other about
everything. Paul made it a point not to withhold anything from me, apart
from the more unpleasant detail s ¢
didndt want to draw at toernight,sotheré¢ o t
was one thing | would not confide to him now. | chose not to share how
much | didndot care for Robert Stri

I didndt know where the disliKke
it served no purpose. My feelings might be rooted in the two high school
summers |1 06d spent wi t hHe Basdperaisng h e
projects for his growing construction business after Tropical Storm Allison.
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| was at an impressionable age when | spent those six months in small tow
in the Deep South.

Strickland's attitude reminded me too much of a condescending elde
I nviting unwashed heathens into
teenager, the clergymands arrogat
needed saving had put me off. The sole pugidke exercise seemed to
be demonstrating the evangeli st 0s
Atraits they were sure to point ¢

|l dm sure many of t hethabthel pblibes o
officers who were present, except Strickland and perhaps Captain Jarv
di dndét trawvwrlst nsobhiealuppiercl es th
graciously for that night. Only Bob Strickland, with one foot on department
turf and the dter on gilded ground, made me overtly conscious that the men
in blue didndét belong.

On that score, the upside was that Strickland worked for a different
unit than Paul 8s. Aatodarticipateunithe avenitso n
to which Stricklandds wealth enti

Still, while the evening may not have been perfeaxtbéen grand,

I had to admit | wouldndt mind in
what | woul dndét give tah, just onc

Would Columbia University consider moving the Pulitzer Prize awarc
to the Hotel Rel
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time the presentation spread over her kitchen table as she poured

the milk into her bowl. In her head, she ran through the delivery
tweaks she wanted to try, looking to give it ommeph.

Carla experimented, emphasizing each critical word in its turn, adding
a pause here and thefler eyes fixated on the second paragraph of the first
page sheabsentmindedjyulled out the chair, sat, and began eating

Carlads first warning came fror
if shedd suddenly developed a sor €

She coughed and began wheetispecould fekthe rapid swelling
of her throat and tongue.

Now unable to breathe and her throat too constricted to scream,
Carlastruggled to risieom her chair.

Her heart was racing and beginning to pound.

She recognized the symptoms of anaphiilagiee had to get to the
EpiPen in the drawer next to the sink.

As Carlagrabbed the table edge for support, it tilted with the sudden
weight and threw her dbfalance, flinging milk and cereal to the floor.

Carla Littman was standing, immersed in rereading for the umpteenth
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Her papers slid from the smooth surface, wafting in the daylight that
streamed through the open window, a light breeze lifting them into the air.

C a r Ibaee @est sljedfrom under heon the spilled milkand she
crashed to the floor.

Her hips caught the edge of the chair seat on her wayTdwmvn
chair flippedonto its side and away from hslamming her head and
shoulder into the table.

Panicked, desperate, and disoriented, she tried to push herself up.

She had a brief sense of detachment, mind from body, as sh
processed what was happening to her.

Carlafelt herself rimgabove her circumstances, as though
watching someone el se on the fl oo
thought and collapsed mercifully into unconsciousness.

e — —

Paul and | stayed in bed late the following day, awakened by Tomm
crawl i ng i n-sharedithe detass of oM/mdgidal night deep into
the early hours until we fell asleep.

Our Sunday began uneventfully enough. But things took a horrific
turn with an unexpected and jarring phone call shortly after noon. It was

Ki mberl vy, S dip her #&dnbling nvoide hirestantly told me
something was terribly wrong.
0l 6m cal |l i ng Kinbedynsnewaslisttaugist  the a |

point of incoherence.

o tds ASxwolpehippassed away two hour

oWhat ? |1 &dm s orii Ximbetly, visatdid yod say?h e a

0OThey coul dnot save her. She
wasi@ enough timeé

00h, no! Oh, my Gdlnned| sat down hard on the kitchen chair.
Then, a perverlsecoldlogic kicked in.

oKimberly,h at ¢ a Sophiavakhere lydng on our living room
sofgjustl ast night . 0

0She was in a traffic accident
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ocShe didnShemédakwastrunning | ate
cheerleading car wash. It was their last chance to raise funds for the stats
competition in Pasadena. o

Kimberly was sobbing in short bursts, and it took a moment to choke
out the words.

OAn ambul ance ran into her.o

My brain wasndt a itwascpniingatgnetoch e |
fastfi | needed to slow things down

OANn ambul ance? Didndt liwastniingv e i
to rationalize the news in my head

ol t did, 6 Kimberly replied. 0T
hospital. The police said Sophia h
It took meseveral morenomens to processvhat she was telling
me . |l understood the words, but ¢tF

just didndt make sense.

Why woulda beautiful young lind that way?

| thoughtthe accidenmust havédeenin the neighborhoqdand |
was confused about why Wwea d n 0 t h e My deniah ibssted it 1 t
c o u lbdtrué ifved i daire@dy know

0 How c ohappé@iVhete did thistake pladédh ave ndt h e
anythingebd

0She was at Salizar and Auburno

0l dondét understand why she wen
goes. She must have thought the intersection wasaajostop.

oOBut there arendt an)yandshecarscome g n ¢
down those hills too fast. They saighhisslowed down for the sign on her
side, then pulled out right in front of the ambulance like she never saw it.

Her |l ittle Mazda didndt stand a cft
00Oh, Ki mbsgdryr,y, |60 alm sai d weak]I:
wonder f ul girl . Sheds so good wit

around. 6
Even if lacceptdwhat hadccurredthe why would take longer
Because she wlase for a car wa8h
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| wanted desperately to find the right things to say. Worse, a guilty
thoughtsuddenlpvercame m did staying up late babysitting Tommy contri
to her accident?

| 8d have to deal with that | at
mother nowand my heart went out to her.

oDo you have someone with you-

hel p?06
oYes, her fatherds here. And
answered. oBut thank you for off

happened you and Paul have been so good to her, and she always looke
forward to sitting for Tommy. oo

ol 61 I l et Paul kKknow. Hedl I be
say €é But if you neewtahkt hphegase
sorry, Kimberlyi t hi s i s just heartbreaki ni

Deep in my soul, | fmgémptindss amd e r
| oss over Sophiads death. Adding

little | could do for either of them left me with a frustrating sense of
helplessness.
And so, | glanced with some trepidation at my ringing phone a few

hours | ater when | saw Kimberl yds
00h, Kimberly, I 6ve been think
as | answered, none of the traditional greetings seeming appropriate.
0l dondét know what to say when

I nearly broke into tears, focusing on Kimberly to maintain control.
She must need something to be calling backnecopeonthat door for

her.

oBut this is so hard for you &

oDarin is beyond wupset, and he
Kimberly said of her husband.

OYou know how he can get. Soplt
him awfully hard. o

Darin was Kimberlyds second hu
eldest, Kathy.
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oDarin wants me to ask if you ¢
department to find out if anything was off with that ambulance. Like, was
the driver drinking or doing drugs, or maybe something else that messed with
his concentration? Or could somethirdy mechanically wrong with the

ambul ance, you know?6

| 6d admit to having similar t
understood the desire to place blame.

oDebra Ann, I hate to ask, but
find out é maybe it would be easi e

| 8d seen enough anger and trans
to understand what was happening.
middle with people you care for and know well. Everyone progresses through
the grief stages differently viarying ordersand in theuniquewaysthey
express themselves.

I coul dnot be sure Kimberly wa
proxies for her thoughts. But either way, what she was asking was simple
enough and allowed me an opportunity to do something for them in their
time of need.

oTel | Darin 108l |l ook i nto it.
to you. It depends on what the police learn during their investigation. | hate
to bring this up now, but there a

autopsy. 6
There was a brief pause on Ki mt
the tears in her voice.

ol under stand. There are so mal
with. But thank you, Debra Ann. It helps to know somebody we trust is
l ooking into what happened. ¢

e ——

As had become my habit when | needed information about
department activities, my first call went out to Marci. Even for situations that
didndt involve Homici de, I coul d c
within SDPD. She kept her finger on the puldbeodepartment through
her friends and working relationships among thedésed officers quietly
doing their jobs.
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oOHI , Mar ci . I need to ask you
picked up.

OAgainB Mar ci quickly gave up her
00Okay, Debra Ann, I 61 | bite. And
me breakfast. So, what can | do f

0There was a young woman kill e
with an ambulande a residentialareéa,a |l i zar and Auburr

0Oh, yes, one of those truly t
about ?06

06Which one?6 1 dm sorry, but vy

0 T h e r avoypuagwemen killedl the homicide victim and the
accident fatality, d Marci replied

ol was thinking of the girl wh

|l ooked wrong to you about the acc
0The accident was | usthi ayoeng,of
distracted driver who rolled through a stop sign at an intersection with a ba
reputation. The ambulance had-86@ree video, pretty cleat. | feel so
sorry for the Mazda driver; t he
realized her miske or suffered it was over so fast.
OBut yes, t he intheambudana.aVittveverythingn

t hat happened, given the accider
Honestly, her chances were slim b
OWho was she? What happened to
OHer name was Carla Littmamd. S

died from ler allergies. She ate a bowl of breakfast cereal laced with ra
peanut oil. She went into anaphylactic shock. Plus, someone tampered w

her EpiPei not hi ng but saline in 1it. $
have helped her i f she had. 6
Oh, no €é as i f Sophiads death
What could | tell Ki mberly tha

Sophia died as an unintended consequence of murder?

—_——— —
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Four days |l ater, on the afternc
cobalt blue with the occasional fluffy white cumulous cloud scudding by
a beautiful setting for remembrances.

The family had opted for cremation, with Sophia in repose for the
funeral services in an open casket. Given what had happened to her, the

mortica® s ef forts showed skil/l and co
Videos of Sophiads |ife were di
of the churchodés vestibule, along v

flowers near the casket. In each of them, Sophia had been caught in the
motions inherent to an active yolifegii cheerleading, volleyball, helping
at a bake sale, and playing with family, her friends, and her pets. The image
only heightened the shock felt by those of us who knew her upon seeing her
body, once so vibrant, energetic, and engaged in lifiadyengpld and still.
I hadndot sl ept the two nights
Ki mberly and her family about whos
Il n the end, |l 6d tell Ki mber |l y 1
there was no one else to blame. | decided not to mention Carla Littman, the
murder victim in the ambulance, in part because Ms. Littman had people who
|l oved her , t éawtoentangk the twdfamielsssiEs orko i t
complicate for the police what was an ongoing homicide investigation.

| promised myself 106d keep tabs
loved ones had their time to grieve and the circumstances and perpetrator of
the murder were known, l 6d i nform

might help her in some way.
Paul and | would sorely miss having Sophia in our lives. Tommy
woul dndédt know she was gone until h
But his world would be a little darker without the light Fia had
brought to ours.



jail 0s mai n e nt {AW-ENFORCEMENTE a d ,

VI SI TORS MUST PREARRANGE PRI SC
THE JAILERS BY TELEPHONING AHEAD FOR AN
APPOI NTMENT. 6

Another sign mounted to the wall just inside the entryway repeatec

The nenonsense posting on the 4aainted block wall next to the

the wordng. Forewarned by Marci about
The security officer found my name on his list, signing me in as a visitor fo
Steve Nielsen, Tracyods son. After
toward the security conveyors.

Once |1 6d navigated the inspec

from the plastic tub, and put my shoes back on, another officer apprised m
of what to expect.

oYoudl I be called by first ini
when the prisonerds availabl e. Tt
|l isting the | ast sever al visitors

blackandgray vinyl shell chiaiin the waiting area.



66 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

The lightgrayoverdarkgray paint on the cinderblock walls made
the | arge main room of the jailds
was. The air smelled of damp basenfelung, fourfoot-wide steel table
painted a neutral gray divided the room lengthwise-quagesinchthick
Plexiglas ran from the ceiling down to the top of the table. A steel plate
welded underneath and running down to the floor completed theigeparat
of prisoners from their visitors.

Sturdy thredoot-wide Plexiglas partitions on either side of the
central acrylic glass wall formed small booths for prisoners and visitors.
Corded beige wall phones mounted on the left partition of each booth
permitted communications between visitorsrandtes.

Armed guards on either side of the room directegrigmnersand
their guestto their assigned numbeszhtsacross from one anothéie
officers wouldthen return totheir positions, overseeing conversations.
Several large, circular convex mirrors aided them; each was mounted at a
angle in a corner or between the ceiling and the outer wall. Video cameras
hung at regular intervals from the ceiling recorded the activity

When the speaker announced my name, | sat at the booth indicated
by the guard. The painted surface of the table and lower portions of the
partition had been etched and inked with various names, sets of initials, anc
vulgarities, along with descriptions endle drawings of genitalia. They
included explicit instructions in three languages for intercourse, with and
without a partner. As | awaited Steve, | wondered what archeologists
unearthing all this some thousands of years hence would conclude about us

When Steve arrived in handcuf fs
cocky smartass | knew from the summer barbecue. He was taller than |
remembered, easily fien, and lanky. Steve was at that age where young
men slouch into chairs more than they sit in them. He was defeated and
frightened. His face was that of an abused and cornered puppy; | could see
faint salt traces from wipagvay tears in the outer corradriis eyes, which
he quickly cast downward.

This ki dds s cdouadéringimaterwayf oven hiss mi
head.
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He | ooked | i ke he Iiatbuglltfelt guiltf r i
over the thought, that was good for me. If | could get Steve to see | was thel
to help, most of his barriers would likely come down.

| picked up the phone on my side of the Plexiglas, and Steve did th

same.
OHi, Steve. |1 06m Debra Ann Wynn
|l 6ve been close a |l ong ti me; he ¢
You and | met at the July 4th pic
remember me. | 0dmobere to help as
Steveds sullen response was, 0

now. All | gotta do is tell them everything they want to know. Fuck that shit.
So, wdumnh@dlse?0
He might be terrified, but he chooses to play the iemghtgushand tr

fearGood luck withtliBaut it means | 6ve got my

0l dm an investigative reporter
|l &m here because my job means |
without making waves. |l can go pl
must follow certain rules as apai of fi cer . The rul

strict. o

ol f thereds suppobked tStebe cor
dropping his banger facade enough to play the victim.

0l di dnoth wlhoy aanryetnhditngt hey f ol | «
unt il proven guilty?d Why doenynodt
side?b6

OLook, Steee whylygeddt himniendly ot
to hurt anyone. | even get that you were just doing what somebody else to
you to do. But you saw there was afgumloaded assauli StieM@ in the
back seat of that car. And you dr

OWhyds that such a big deal ?
matter?6

oBecause your part in this end
mom and three little girls.h awthyditsnatters. They have rights, too, Steve.
You say you dondt deserve whatos
for some parts of i1t. Thatdos why
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o0But the judge and her family
acts |i ke a judge is powerful, but
care for her kids. Just Ifj@umother. They werand stilarebeing hurt by
this.o

OHow? 1 tdés not I|ike they got sh

OTheydre so frightened they <ca
|l earned someone pointed an ydsaul t

scared to death, even i f they didn
Can you imagine how youod feel if
could get killed just for being in
He blinked at me, softening but trying not to show it.
0They didnot tell me she had Kk
t hem, theydd never Kknow, not hing

rationalize his way out of this.

ol nteresting t houglhhnk yosknawbetterd
|l ook. oOLetds say they didndt have
their livesi not telling them can only work if you lied about the involvement
of other people.

oThink about it. If the police believe your story that somebody else
set this wup, thatds e wvieitmeamgsormeenef o r
is still out there wanting to kill them. Not only are they frightened by the part
yoli d, stlheydrave danger of being m

Steve was silent for a moment.

0So, what, they domeéllihappemeld&yv
some | owlife piece of shit now, an

Now, Stevebs fears were expres
perceived injustice, which was unsurprising for someone who had no
understanding of the system. Stil
approach signaled progress.

oNo, Steveil i Pésespwaycabe here.

this from his end, and your mom is sacrificing everything to get you out of
here.

oBut you must understand that before law enforcement can let you
back onto the street, they must protect the public. That protection requires
an answeto a questiorone they can believighat question is this: Did you
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make a simple mistake in judgment? Or are you part of something bigge
something intentional that could easily have killed son@@one>s t i | |

OThikeogpt di dndt do anything on p
because | was being too careful t

0OSteve, Il believe you. But how
difference between somebody being careful and that person just trying n
to get caught? What they can see

He wrestled with his expression, unwilling to yield to what he could
see made sense.

oLook, I think you made a mi st
i t 6sothmngpptand youdre going to have t

ol dm trying to do that, but th

0l 6m going to see if | can hel
questions. | need answers that will even up the playing field between the fa
they have and what youdre telling

Steve spoke with a pained and exasperated look on his face.

ol keep telling them | donoét h
|l i ke they know everything, anyway

ORi ght now, youdre not answer.i
me As a reporter, my sources are confidential. Our next step is to discus
things while your | awyerds in th

privacy; the jailers record these telephone conversations. If | can get wh
Il &m | ooking f ofror lyddu, thea clk eydo uurp =
ignore.
oAl I |l ©&m asking today is for
arrangements, youdll talk tRease® h
It took Steve a few moments to proaeisat | wanted from hintbut
| could see his demeanor changing. The tension left his frame, and his brc
furrowed as he considered my request. Finally, he nodded his head slowly
0Okay, | can do that. How | ong
| caught a touch of eagerness in his tone that confirmed his attitude
had shifted. He still had hope for something positive out of all this.
A stolen car, an assault rifle, a judge and her three little girls, and
geeky teenager fresh out of suburbia certainly made for an engrossi
backdrop.
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I was genuinely curious how mu
follow-up conversation, away from the prying eyes and attentive ears of
armed guards.



Tracy retained {appointed lpwyers; agreedlttoe v

meet me.

He stood as | entered the small interview room provided by the
county for its inmates and their counsel. Portly and of average heigh
Gardner appeared to be in his early forties with a friendly disposition. Hi:
brown hair was receding, prematurely grayimg temples. We shook hands
across the small wooden table, and Steve and | exchanged nods.

Three days after | last spoke to Steve, Richard Gardner, the attorne

ORichard Gardner, of Shaeffer
pleasure tneetyoufinaly | 6ve read many of vyo
theyodre i mpressive. o

oThank you, Mr . Gardner . Pl eas
youdll see Steveds situation thro

06Richardd works for me. And vy

these waters. o

As | turned slightly to address Steve, he placed his hands on the tabl
and | noticed jailers had uncuffe
like these and found that unusual. Still, | was glad for his sake.
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0Steve, itds good to see you a
ot her circumstances. I notice the
i mprovement . o

0O0Theydve treated me better sin
yeahé. But | just want to go home.

Steve sounded more tired than
complaint, and despite it, his béalyguagéold me his attitude was more

positive than the first time |10dd s
make my task mostraightforward.
oOrdinarily, I woul dndt per mit

interview within@rvegneb.urmlalwant, 6t dRicclh
as a friend of the family rather t

oYes, Ri chard, t hi s theinfoaration o f f
Steve provides to help me in my investigation and reporting as it relates to

others. Still, he wondt be one of
oWith that addressed, 10611 1 et

to protect tyndtteinterregumeess ybuhave quéstiohs of

a |l egal nature. I f so, feel free t
oThank you, Richard. é | turned

0l dve been thinking since we | :
can do for you. You told your mom you were merely following instructions

driving this car from one | ocation
Steve nodded.
OMy husband, Paul , who wor ks
supervisor, has volunteered tio hel

me, Paul, your mom, and Lt. Harbirand we all agree that the only answer
is to nail down the people who gave you those instructions. The police are
|l eaning on you to give them up an
theydre happy |l eaving it alctentup t c
o0oShowing | aw enforcement whoos
this will stop them from accusing you of more than you did. To that end, |
need to | earn everything you know.
you. O
0l understand youdre on my si de
mef again, progress.
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0OAnd | wa n tdoBubnobodygetpt youd ml her e
all the thingstd i km@tw. When | accepted th
about the gun, where those GPS coordinates were, or who lived there.
di dknodtthey stole the car. I f 1 86d Kk
bid on the challenge. 0

0 Tr ut h fdagét allyhat, Steee. The little bit gaadknow only
made things worse. I f you hadnot
you woul dndt have been driving |
hi ghway in San Diego, and you wo
today, youknsotw |ylo undodu |ddonnbet anyt hi n

0OThe probl em i s, nwonléelpadistdgve t
|l aw enforcement some other target

keep banging on you wuntil they ge

oOoYoudre right, éd Richard inter|]
the DA is that they know this is bigger than what Steve could have pulled o
alone, even if hedd wanted to. Gi

case woul dn o teydeamrtd be laakiggtfon anf§g mp T B

0Good. The doord6s open a <cractk
wha't I think I already know. Your
danticsd or something I|ike that.
and candét do. homeassuUumbengsomndéaof
club or i1its members, or theyoll C
track so far?6

OYeah. But itds a website, SO
Ti kds. 6 For screwing around with

Belatedly, the light bulb went off in my head.

0 Oh, w heardflthis.INotangchutA u n t f Tas ik, Faur
mot her 0 aunbtspasd -ekrapostrophes . 6 Wher e you

peoplei t hey cal | them 6punks. d My fi

But the idea is just goofing around, punkinglyeddiesyf i ght ? 6
0The actual name is O0Aunt Ti k¢

Steve offered. OBut yeah, it s

embarrass somebody, like Borat did to Giuliani. | never heard about anythir
terrible happening not hi ng | i ke what they di
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cops pulled me over, | thdwederpinkingt a k
me 0

| sat back in my chamstoundedThatexplains why a decent and
reasonably intelligent kid like Steve would lip off to police officers, | thought.
Some of this was starting to fall into place.

But | needed more clarity.

06Jape?d 0 Di dio aré tholSeo termsf tkemwebsitea r
i nvented?6

0OThe opposite, really, 6 Steve i
the 1800s. 6Japingd means making
joke; now everyone calls it a Opun

0Ah, got it, o I sai d, i nwar dl

comfortable explaining things he ktleatl d i damgdod thing for this
interview.

OYou didndt answer the question
Aunt Tikos, 6 | pressed hi m. 0So, |
thing doesndt work for you right n

OYoudve gotEtEviet ymbdyi®s cand. wrong

Li ke | keep telling dgivawep.poll i daen 6 tt
anything. Aunt Ti kodés is all -about
names; the messages are all encryrg
Steve flashed a little anger.
oJesys man, how they operate is oI
cops can |l ook it up and see | 0m noc

Though | heard him clearly, | decided to blow past his outburst.
Something else had just clickedvh en Mar ci 6s boys w
trashing the older BMW, | recall ed
Stevetelling thetrughut st i || . €

OYou had some way to decrypt yo
to do. o

| needed to find a way past this roadblock.

0Coul dnoét you just do that agai

0The messages disappear a few n
| go online under my user account to get those messages again so | cal

decrypt them for the cops, Aunt T
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over. What reason do | have now to get my instructions again? They probalk:
di smembered me, which means theyo
anything from my account anyway. o0
ODi smembered?d That must have
Steveds concerns made sense to

fitting.

ol take it ©6di smemberedd doesi
apart. I't means get,ikegbkinckeaendu
right®

That got a smiland a nodrom Steve, one that seenfadndly
Progresseé

o dm starting to get it, at | ec:
0The investigators think you
coul dnoét care | ess what Autheywanti ko

They know youdr e i finyourrmothebtbldkethem shie h
overheard something about Aunt Ti
task or didndot follow the rul es.
investigators took it instead as confirmatiatyou know something you
wonot tell them for fear of moepri
youih hey, maybe youdll <crack. o

Seeing my dawning understanding made\&dhgmore relaxed.

0ol candt even defend myself fr

He began to open up.

OAnd the detectives are such e

mi nds. One minut e, they treat me
mastermind serial killer.o

0Good cop, bad cop. Il tds their
not a hardened criminal,|, | 6m gues
to see your problem more clearly,
both making your life miserable,en t hough al | youo:
Ti kds told you to. Except for | oo

taking a lot of heat just forat 0
| wantedo give Steve a little suppirtan inside look at how the
make thesausage, a posittheughthe couldakeback to his cell.
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OHereds something | probably s
what they say or how they say it, kmeyy ou di dndt st eal
know thatds not youdogan for the s

He sat up straighter in his chair, his eyes widened with renewed
interest.

0Cd mon, St eve, youdve never do
suddenly, youdre putting together
just for assassinating someone? S
interaction? Your madahof3$2a39s$n yguobank v e
account, so Iitds not | ike anyoneds

0And you candt drive for <crap
you supposedly made yourself? And then, what? You wrote yourself a note
on the computer because youdre so
scary thing you told yourself to do? Trusme , we al l kno
manureyou weigh by the ton

oThe agentswillneviglly ou, but they know. |

poker, howthéyr e tacwamdy you i s called a ©6
make you believe they think all 0
closing this case. 6

Steve scowled. 0They act 1ike |

Good, | can work with that.

OPretending they can nail y ou
leverage. Without information from you, figuring all this out would take a lot
ofworkwhi ch theydd rather avoid i1 f t

OHereds something for you to co
or what those detectivbslieve It mattershow that judge and her family
feel about it Trying to hang all this on a ninetgearold kid with no
criminal history might work for the agdintand if it does, shame on them
Abut 1T tds not going to make that |
investigators have no choice but to come up with anhattise family
finds believable. We just need to keep you from becoming ¢toléaterge

until they figure it out. 6
Steve was hanging on my words, searching for some shred of hope.
ol get that, I guess. B uagents st

want . 6
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| leaned toward him.

0One thing we could give them
back without |l osing any | everage
already know what the builder intended the thing for. But describing to then
how building it would be broken up asasafe tasks among other people
you dondt know makes you seem cCC
example of what youobOve Olveers htowyni n
knowhow to explain things.

oYour mom told Louis that they
somehow. She says youdre good wit
my edification, can you tell me h

He gave me a sideways glance.

0That s complicated, and | don



efore Steve could answer, he needed to take a bathroanibreak

wasndt sur e h dvaranmdegoéhow liglecontrol s s i

inmates had over their lives.

I sensed | hadnot fully gained
returned, I saw tlaédrightenedn g mands de

oYou were going to teach me a
reminded Steve, giving him the knowledge advantage.

He seemed to welcome discussin
threaten him

0OSure. Some of wus play around
the expensive brands, so we buy the kind you get at CVS for under a hundrec
bucks. We trick them out. Ther eds
the rest. o

oYou | ost me. Was the gun mount

oNo, but they adapted drone pa
gun. o
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00Oh, [ get it. By the way, t ha
see why you know about that gun in theory but without having explicit
knowl edge about weapons. Just exp

0Okay. The punk rules say nobo
So, no way | thought anyone stole the car | picked up. It was just a junke
anyway. Same withthegure ven after | saw it s
it could hurt anyone. The punk description said it was a paintball gun mac
to look |ike a real gun. You know

Now we were getting somewhere. | nodded and made a mental not
to ask Steve | ater about what a
opposed to what | wunderstood from
need to know where they posted the punk rules

0OAgain, good. o6 | wanted to bui

that | was on his team, but nowweegjoing about this exactly the right way.
His attitude was more positive, and | could see that the technicderealm
stressedhim and allowed him to engage. Knowing that could be useful if |
needed to guide him back to his comfort zone in the presence of others late

oWhen | got the car, I | ooked
missing. | saw some metakhe feet of this heaxduty tripod bolted to the
floor. Right away, when | took the hood off the whole thing, | could see the
gun fastened to it.

oThere was an aluminum plate bolted to the tripod's top instead of &
camera mount. Screwed onto the middle of the plate was this metal star
bent like a lettel.U-bolts clamped the gun to the stand, and a big red sticker
on one side said, OProaim Senior.

ONext to the gun was this motor and wheel fastened to the stand,
with a brace from the stand to th

a |little Raspberry Pi and some el
ONot oO6raspberry pie,d |like the
06Pi , 06 like the radius of a <c

computer you can play around with, and it's perfect for writing and running
Python programs. People have been experimenting with them for years.
has USB, video, and controller pdrts. 6 s a compl et e c ¢
and cheap. You can do a bunch of cool things with one.
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0So, | could see that they hooked the Pi up to the guts of a FlytNow
remotecontroller setup, plus some parts from a Mavic 2 drone. The Mavic
isndt the cheapest; i1itds a nice dr

oWhat d6s FlytNow?90

oltds a preconfigured communi ceé
S0 you can control your drone from anywhere. The commands go from your
app to their server on the cloud, then from there to the FlytNow controller
that runs your drone. You pay for the iseron a subscription, like VolP
for drones. 0O

oVoice over |/ P?26 | wanted to v

oYes, but just for drones and c

olnteresting, but a@bonlwithiwhagyou n t
saw on the gun. Thisusefuls t uf f . 6

|l didndt need Steve's |level of
now. Sincéhe discussioma s n 6t br oken, I wasnodt

o00On top of Atwheretheaulletmres pug night above
where you put your hand to steady it for poiritingpere was a quality 4K
Logitech Brio webcam instead of the stock Mavic 2 camera. Metal bracing

around the camera | ocked it into
Somebody painted a I|ittle crosshai
oLi ke with nail polish or model
oOYeah, l' i ke that. The Briods al

and all that metal conducted the heat, it would melt after a while. | guess it
was just to use one time. They wired the whole thing tec#t tar battery
on the floorboard. Ithink hat was so the cards i
on when they fired the gun. 6

0Ok ayreallggadotu i nt o this. o

The nerd in Steve was exposed for me to see.

oYeah, how t hey used the dron
admitted, almost bashfully.

I doubt whoeverods behind this
of a teenager, especially a techie one, | thbulgt mistake.

0l assume, seeing all this effo

Ri chard spoke wup. ol need to p
owned a gun, had never before seen a relb ARever served in the military,
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and has never fired such a weapon. Steve was in no position to say whett
or not the gun was real.

o dll Il et him speak to whether
But I donot want anything in you
believing the gun could kil an)
implications for defending himifkeew hat was a wor Ki n

ol do wunder st anabncedadu ro L@a n creer ne
different way, then. Did the appearance of that gun and the way they set
up make you worry it migatcidentdlya r m you or someon

Richard nodded at Steve, acknowledging this form of the questior
was acceptable.

oYes, it did. More because | w
part of the punk hadnoét finished
a paintbal/l gun. I didndt think i
went down. 06

00Okay, that makes sense. What

OWires were going into that re

could roll down the electric window in front of the gun without starting the
car.

o600 dondt know much about guns,
relays to take the signal from the Pi and use it to run this motor. It's like
maybe a windshield wiper motor geared down to drive a wheel. They hooke
a pull rod to an offset hole drilleda the wheel. That rod would pull the

trigger when the wheel went aroun

ol't would fire then, oumnarizadt ¢
0Ol dondét suppose Yy oRi4l5k ntoow kennoow gihf
in singleshot, sema ut o, or automatic mode?6

Richard leaned forward to reiterate his earlier concern, but Stev
answered before the lawyer spoke.

ONo idea, sorry. The FlytNow w
run the whole thing remotely from anywhere you had an Internet connectior
Maybe hack the Wi Fi from one of t
cell phone instead, but this way, theylwdw 0 t need a S
somebodygouldt r ack from the celll tower .
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| dd understood that the I nterrt
apparatus meant they could aim and fire the gun from anywhere. Still, until
he mentioned cell p h 0 n esethe tdrggtdverf o r ¢

t he We Bi.t hoi VBa iwtadf-sighttthing, liké therolethool radio
controlled model aircraft from when | was a kid. With this rig, nobody would
have to be anywhere close to the car as long as they had an Interne
connection. The camera on the gun would beeyes. Assuming the car
was in position, which wysujob.

oWow. 0O

Steve was getting wound up, fidgeting in his chair and shifting his
eyes from one side to another. Fear showed in his features. He was upse
which was, in a waypasitivething. It spoke to his sincerity.

But 1 86d have to tamp it down at

olt was supposed to be a punk,
| awyer doesnd6t want me to say this

one had blanks or something; I dor
in our school killed himself with thedatang from a blank when he was just
goofing around. I di dnodt pl an on
6Holy crap, what should | do?066

Now, the frustration of being faced with a lousy choice came through
in his expression and tone of voice.

oBut, shit, if I didnot dme?my
How was | supposed to knolw?ck man. 6
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had no answer for Steve about w
subject back to the paintball gun to let him calm down.
OYoudve said several times t
you expected a paintball gun and pldting it in tle carwas somebody
el seds responsibility. o
Steve nodded.
0So, what was there didndét mat

understand clearly how that could happen. Can you go back a few step
When you say O6punk, d what do you

OA punk is |li ke a practical
the punk up into little pieces so that a bunch of different people can each d
apartofii t hey call one of the parts a
it was supposed to go was my chal
0Getting all these people toge
thatds what it 0s fakmedaiacempatitiom br game k 0

for bragging rightslayngtricks on peopf& 6
oBasically, yeah. ltdés a | ittl
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00Okay, that squares with what |
someone possibly shooting ydi#?geting outsiders is bad enough, but
members, too? Seems@t ty extreme for a game.

ol me an , I donoét think they wo
serious abodut if you mess u@andthey have tgkickyouout of Aunt
Not completing your challenge is one of the ways you can screw up. That
wrecks the whole thing for everybec

| had to leave soon to pick up Tommy from Montessori, so | decided
not to pursue that.

ol understand they found a not e
it was the instructions where you were supposed to pick up the car and where
you were to drive it. You got the

oLuggage Hero. Some chall enges

o0l take it youdve done these tF

Steve slid around in his seat a8

0That s okay. Wedll save that (
copied the instructions they found on you from something you downloaded?
Investigators witjo through your cell phone and any computers you use at

home or school . I f you got it el e
With guns potentially shooting at judges, the feds can secure any searct
warrants they want. [ can get
how to help you. o

Steveds brow furrowed, his | ip

table's edge as he processed that
app, encrypted messages, and sometimes encrypted attachments for Outlog
or Gmail. | just decrypted the noticem the punk master and wrote down
what | needed before it disappear e
OWhods the O6punk master ?066
0The person who manages the pur
0So no one el seds prints are o0l

car' s gun, battery, or wires?o
oWel | | I removed the hood over
back, but | donot thi nk | touched

soon as | saw it was a real gun, |
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it Aunt Ti kds might Kknow | di dno
would go off . o

06Theyd meaning Aunt Tikds? Th
t he car?6

Steve nodded.

OHow did you get your Signal a
encrypted-ena i | messages?0

oYou get a Signal account usi-r
accept your membership applicatio

06 Aunt Ti kds handl ed?"

oYour account name on Aunt Ti
standal one app, | usnencfygtionadddectyptidni k
utility for email attachments. They also give you a mobile app for iPhone o
Android, which ties everything tduat If you sign in with the phone app,
your Signal account will automatically activate when you want to send
message. Encrypting and decryptin
phone app. o0

0ls there any way | <can get a

0l tds easy; even a free member
candt do anything until .¥heloginltetlsy i
the app if you are free, premium, a cell captain, or the czar. Downloading tt
app any time you want, l i ke when
have to call support, which is co

Cell captain? The ¢hawrim, good questions to ask later.
I f I get a free Aunt Tikds a
oid app, | can just sign in a
to go as that person?é6
Sure.faetder t wot henti cation, Db
when | coul dndét get my batte
Any chance i1tdos still on your

o0No, | erased it. Mom woul d ha

oFair enough. Are you still a

odondt know. I havendt been on
but Aunt Tikds mightodve kicked me

And
goo

o @ o0 T O
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ol need t o a,thén. Yjowaan say nb, ofgoursea and r
I 61 1 respect that.

oBut if yow mwiling to let me have your login information, it would
help us check out Aunt Ti kdsiil We v
assume the site monitors everythin
and not worry about encryption. I
expedite everything possible to ge

Steve thought about it, his facial expressions changing as the gear:
turned in his head.

0OSure, okay, o6 he finally said,

ol guess it doesndt matter. Mr
Ti kds fawgmbaee to promise the cour
Aunt Ti kds I 6m |l etting you use my
too. O

| looked Steve in the eye and nodded my agreement.

0The website is O6AuntTiks dot
word, capit.adls dondt matter

0Got it. That helps. 6

Steve gave me his handle and p
maiden name, first pet, and grade school for the verification questions.

0ltdéds dual authentication, so t
with an email, text phone number, or verification question. Choose
oOverification questiond and wuse ¢t
youdl |l have t o uefe& thensecommdary duthepticatian.e .
Ask Mom to get i1t for you. Her e' s

After taking careful notes, | finished up, not wanting to push any
harder during this session.

00Okay, Steve, thatdos great for
see what | can do with what youdvVve
tomorrow if youdre still here. Hop
by then. Let the jailers or Righ&now if you think of anything else that
mi ght help me help you. Theyodl |l g €
ol 0l l[6Headdddtsoftly and hesitan
oYoudre welcome, Steve, o6 | repl

that | was ready to leave.
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oWedl I get this wor ke dagent&kiiow Re
you didndt do this. Dondét say tha
best you can until we get you out of here. Answer the questions you feel y

can, |i ke you did here with me, a

He flashed a half smile as he turned back to his lawyer. We mad
good progress this session. Stil
suddenly flitted across my mind. We were, after all, here because Ste
coul dnot foll ow i uwnderthelioodt i ons on n

Or resist the temptation to make a snide remark about a suicide ves



n my way home, | stopped by a Walraad paidcash for two
TracPhones and a hundwallar preloaded debit card to go with

each.

The burner phones would haseAunt Ti kds adpps
| 6d use one to |l og onto Steveds Al
new premium account under rogntrol. Nothing about the accounts,
devices, or debit cards would tie

TracPhone minutes online angay for membership fees or services once
I could access a premium Aunt Ti k¢

I briefly stopped by Tracyds ho
Whil e there, | picked up Steveds c
Aunt Tikds account .

JustasStevespide free Aunt Ti k3ds membe
burner phone was straightforward.
from Google Play, | installed it
Steveds member handl e. Whaeonhistehe a
phone, | copiedthesixet t er code into the Aun
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burner phone.¢ hanged the phone nsettifgeto i 1
match the burnerés.

When | shut down and restarted everything to test my access ftc
St eveds a c-faaouauthenticatidn enessageowent to the burner
i nstead. I |l ogged into Steveds ac
as my reward.

Checking out the punk result videos window, | could see severa
pages containing video |Iinks |1 ha
membership was still active.

Next, lused the second burner to download a copy of the app and
signont o a premi um Aunt A Thatktdoswemt asc o L
expected. However, a notice appeared that an established member mt
vouch for me to attain full access.

To resolve that issue, | | ogge
burner, walking through Aunt Ti k¢
new members. Once there, | located my application and approved it as Ste
After a few moments, my new AurkT@s account went ¢
explore at will. Although there were some differences between the twt
accounts based on Steveds past ac

Waiting until she was affity, | called Marci to fill her in on my
conversations with Steve.

OHey, Mar ci . Sorry to call you
Steve Nielsen case. o

oYour timing works out great, ¢

you about that, anyway. I 6m still
Even though it went tBscalation Managemeinto m st i | I on t
|l ead detective. ltds taking up al

oBut with their team picking ufj
| talked to Louis, and he agreedtolehherl p you wi t h St e
the cl ock. Letds see i f sheds hom
a secondéo

I briefly heard the voice of E
up the phone and let Eve know she had a call.

OHi , gbéopadsd, a



90 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

OHevy, Eve, |l know you just got
supper, but s dinlzdlbrian gArsn cso men utph e
see i f youdd be okay with helping
sayndi i tds all good. ¢

OHi , Debra Ann. Sure, 18I helocg

oDebra Anndés been doing some d
|l i eutenantds neighbords boy got in
out of the kidds | eague. Debra An
outside official channels. One of thosa this wher e Lt . Ha
directly involved because it woul 0

0That thing with the assaul't r
house?90

oYou know about that?06 Marci wae

0That ds how it i sfii peopktak.dNobodye s
thinks a teenager came up with al/l

Marci took the opportunity to dispel any inaccurate rumors Eve may
have heard and fil] her i n on the

0l 6d be glad to help out,déd Eve
through the cold cases if | had titde wants to clear any kwanging fruit
that no one else has claimed as a pet project. Getting him a list of those wa:
going to be my next task.

ofThe good thing is that I wono
shoul der asking me to account for

That gave me an opening to tell Eve, as Marci listened in, about my
conversations with Steve at the federal detention facility.

oWe first thought Aunt Tikds ¢
how truthful Steve might be, 6 | e:
convincing. Somet hingds definitely

oYoudre confident Steve didnot

ol had to cut through some att|
fromal9earo | d . Still, | dm convinced St
knew what it was, but by then, it was too late, in his mind, to get out of the
situati on. tyoftsimmatirityand poorjudgiment. tj thasd
were jailable of fdllbeed owhkerd Iupwas
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0l's Aunt Tikoés part in this sg
to do, or is something bigger goi
ONo clue yet. Aunt Tikoés is al

that. Could be a punk within a punk, maybe, where freaking people out wit
an assault rifle instead of a paintball gun was supposed to be part of the jok

Or causing himreal troublave s omebody6s i1 dea of
something? |tds possible one of t
up or misunderstood what they were supposed to do.

0Those are the innocent option

But if somebody manipulated the circumstantsewing kill someone, this
could be a much bigger probl em. o
The line went silent for a moment.
OHow much time would you need
Marci stepped in.
0The only things -theboo&krs &o nltaev

have an official case and dondot w
a couple of hours a week?56
oThat | can do. I have several
get together after |1 dve familiar:i
0OThanks, Eve,; I hoped yofuséhe co
was a solid investigator. o0l have
so it wonot take | ong to get you

0OSteve gave us his premium Aun
| set up a burner phone to access his account. | installed the app onto anott
burner with a new pthatyou camuséd Wa ¢tan T i
switch the phones between us i f \
detecting multiple simultaneous logins on the same account or using
recogni zable department device. oo

0 Go,0@ Ev e akesitiedsier tavwdrk on this between other
things."

ol 61l 1 dig around Aunt Ti kds we
c a mdéanything with his accoyriike accepting challenges or asking
questions on the message foruime c ause we donadt k n
monitoring that account. His lawyer promised the jindg&teve would
stay off Aunt Tikds, so we shoul d
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OBut wedl | be able to see anyt
right 26 Marci asked.
oFor now, 6 | replied. OBy gett

and thought hedd get kicked out o
thing, or at least Stelelievs it is. His access as a premium member could
go away at any time.

oBut then again, Aunt Tikds mig
a police case, not drawing attention to themselves by immediately going afte
Steve. When and i f t heynendbeg c ovaewn tl .

oOoHow can | help?d Eve asked.

0The website has videos and con
lists of what they call punk challenges that members can perform. Challenge:
are the pieces of a punk stitched together to make the thing happen.
Members can bid on the right to perform ohéose challenges and get

points for doing them. | dnaypbawecane ar
figure it out from previoysunks. We should also see what things are on the
new challenges | ist. o

oWhat should | be searching for

~

oLetds put your experience and
hand, we need to knavhat part®f thesgounks might berossing the line
legally, in your opinion. On the other, we want to tap into what you know
about the depart ment 0anyaementsefiese a n
challengesr punksshown up in investigations @tizencomplaints? Or
might they be related to filed cases in some way? It would be nice to know if
law enforcement has previously encountered a situation like tHispand

how common it is. 20

oNow | g et whie sheuld peorighd upeny alleyj no g
probl em. 6

0Once we know whet her t his t

circumstancesve need to see all those challenge descripayise we can
piece together some of the new punks they might be doing.

olf you or Elsie are going to be home, | can drop the burner off to
you tonight. Or | can leave it with Marci, and she can pass it to you at work.
|l 611 text you the new Aunt Ti kds
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oBring it over. We planned on
her e. I 61 | play with the app toni
what | can | earn. 106l have to ru
status report Louis requested. Thens houl d have some
oBy the way, I know the |ieute

Mar ci sai d. orhedtmhelcepterebutsf hwere ith beeshaes) t
| 8d be doing the same thing. 6

OOffcourse 6 | repl i ed. -upThedeutermntf o
would probably appreciate an update.
oPaul 6s more | ikelyl 6tld rswere iinft c

to fildl Louis on on what wedre do



he czawas seated in a warm robe in the comfort of his spacious and
wellappointed home office, silhouetted by the glow of his open

|l aptop. He stared at it, kKknowi
anticipated. The i ssue wa@B mhathadt he
gone as intended, and shedd done ¢

Nor was thesnagthat the punk target, Carla Littman, had passed
away due to anaphylactic shock from her severe peanut alley@gfterhat
all,was the whole point.

But Littman had spent her final moments dying in an ambulance. The
complication was that hedd need t
players. After all, the punk description had said the goal was to trick the targe
into taking multiple doses ofuldolax and Ekax. It said nothing about
killing anyone.

He owed the punk participants a vittedthey could point to with
prideyets at i sfi ed Aunt Ti koés prohibiti

Hedd prepared in advance a couj}
situation. He chose the cell phon
weeks before. After spiking a frie



AUNT TI K&6S: THE KILLER APP9

dose of |l axatives, hedd | ater -t ak
youcaneat pasta.

oLes beeke. opened the files and
scrolling through the I istings. 0
out the carpet to the |l adiesd roo
up. o0

After making a working copy, he used PowerDirectliptout the
irrelevant table conversations between her frequent trips to powder her nos
blurring her face where necessary. He then sped up the resulting mashup
the overweight womamepeatedly excusing herdetlessed in a skirt too
tight and heels too highh & 6 d-runh lrakwialk to the restran, arms
extended for balance and hands flopping at the wrists as the camera follow
her.

oThat ol |l wor k! 6 he proclai med
had exactly #t old Benny HilNibe he was looking for. He congratulated
hi mself as he uploaded the video
it with the header information from the original punk and challenges.

Whi | e h etidatprokdem, he evanted to rescais digital
environment to see if any other 0
long years of training in the criminal arts.

Okay, who should | be today? So many choices, so littée timet & s
good to be the top dog.

Fortunately for his purposéise czar had many contacts within the
San Diego Police Department. Some wlseme mber s of Au
whose complete membership information and activities only he could set
He ran through the computer system logins displayed in his Exce
spreadsheet.

oOYoudd think cops would know ¢t
down through the records of all the officers who used the same passworc
and handles in their Aunt Ti thegys a

want to make it tthem. éasy, I 611 a
Choosingan account with the level of access he walnésciar used
it to sign into the departmentds

H e &eglt a finger on the pulse of the folloyy investigation through
the electronically filed records and digital evidencéle 6 d awat c
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detectives traced the cause of death to the contents of a box of breakfast
cereal . Hed6dd read the digital repec
sprayed with unrefined peanut oi l
that the recipient hadsdarded the Amazon spfick envelope in which the
cereal arrived long before the forensics team discovered the contamination.
oLetds see i f anything new has
he muttered. Then his eyes fell wup
prints or trace evidence recoverat

T hat ghethayghto d

There was acanned imags a handwritten note that was helpful:
0OBecause peanut oil i's a natural s
way within the departmentds budget
a candidate batch to match ifitono national comparison database exists
for raw peanut oil . 0

| could have told them that.

He smiled to himself.

oAwww, so sadSeemshe homicide investigation has stailelis
voice dripped with derision.

There were no other complaints of product tampering to law
enforcement othe retailer responsible for the delivdlgr were there
reports of similar illnesses or injuireshe area. There was no basis for
detectives to widen their investigatonThe aut horities
community with a recall over just one known instance of food poisoning,
and they didnoét want to provide fr
copycats.

Thi s t hi ngd s-cagedilesn@oodtriddantdt éh a¢ @lIsd
for me.

With hiswork done he shut down the laptop and began his daily
routine.

Detectives often say that a homideen® s pr i mao y r
provide a voice for the deceasedugh the collected evidence. Yet just one
man hiding in plain sight had seen to it that calls, pleas, and prayers made &
Carla Littmands family asking | aw
investigation were effectively on hold.
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He, therefore, was off the hodk and, by extension, free to focus
on the next irritant he wanted to eliminate.

Mike was in his Subaru Forester, cruising west on Mission Hill Ridge
past the eaHmorning joggers running against the traffic. Théeme tree
lined street meandered east and west for five miles through eclasddle
suburban neighborhood, passing@masional strip mall or school.

As he crossed into a residential area, his watch chirped out the 6:£
a. m. al ar m h egiody fasmiéy thomesMtbesfrorit yards were
littered with toys for kids and pets. Yard signs for service companie:
suggested many had pools in the backenulled past several RVs in the
driveways and on the curbs.

The street spawned -@ésacs and branch avenues to the left and
right, including Heartvine Circle, the one Mike sought. According to Google
Maps, Heartvine Circle was a |éiopt teed into Mission Hill Ridge from
the south in two threeay intersections half a city block apart. Heartvine
Circle climbed a steady southerly grade from each intersection for nearly
mile beforgoining toform an elongated lettéy on the slowly rising side of
a mountain.

Mike parked his car on Mission Hill Ridge, pointed away from the
rising sun, a hundred yards west of its westernmost intersection witl
Heartvine Circle.

Hed d d e ctihpeh eplerdk manstrucéonsansl coed mp |
themonto his phone for the challengke quickly reviewed them, just to be
sure.

00Okay, Panzer, |l et 6s do todi s
black Labrador retriever.
He clipped the | eash onto the

Wearing a ball cap, shades, and a nondescript navy blue jacket and jec
Mike trudged up the long hill with his Lab leading the way. They slowed :
few dozen yards from where Heartvine Cstedged its bend to join its
eastern leg.
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Mike did a quick doubteke as he noticed a Fore%0 flatbed
parked at the curb on the opposite
like someone had painted it black with a spray can.

Confused, Mike pulled his phone back out of his jacket pocket and
carefully reread the Aunt Ti kads me
was supposed to be on dasteleg of Heartvine Circle, and it was described
as an K350 dually. The-B50 Mike was looking at had a stagileel back
axle. Now uncertain, he continued up around the loop of Heartvine Circle
behind Panzer.

As he rounded the bend, he saw another truck parked curbside, a
decadesld Ford F350 dually flatbed with a bryshinted black caib
precisely as described in the message.

Mi ke tied Panzerods |l eash to thi
Kneeling to pet the dog and partially shielded by the vehicle, Mike looked
around for any observers.

Not seeing anyone, he pulled on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, then
stood up, opened the passenger door of the flatbed, and leaned in.

Mi ke grabbed the truckods gears
softly closed the door and returned his attention to Panzer.

He scratched the Labds neck, wa
Then, Mi ke opened the driverds
He kicked off the truckds emer ¢
to move, he jumped out of the cab,

same motion.

He strolled around the rear of the truck as it rolled away, untied
Panzerds | eash, and casually wal Kké¢
uphill around the loop that connected the circle with its western section.

A few moments later, the noise of a horrendous crash below
reverberated throughout the valley.

Mike steadfastly continued around the bend back down the hill,
taking great care not to | opeiktheat t
warning in his instructions.

As he trekked the downward slope, he spotted the other flatbed. He
shook his head slightly, asking Pa
those junkers in the same neighbor
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Once he and his dog were back in his Subaru, Mike carefully drov
off, trying not to draw attention to himself and avoiding the temptation to
look into his rearview mirrors.

Junior found his parking space several hundred feet east of Heartvin
Ci r cl e 0 sinterseddidn mith Missioit Hill Ridge. While downing the
|l ast of this morningds thermos of
from his computer.

At 7:10 a.m., he exited his thyearold Camaro and climbed the hill
up Heartvine Circle.

As he reached the halfway point, an old black flatbed Ford passed o
the street beside him, gathering speed as it rolled down the hill. It caught f

eye because it was nearly identic
challengeAs it cruised by, Junior saw
running.

Warned by his decrypted Aunt T
he mentally put his blinders on and continued his jaunt.

't didnoét keep him from nearly
heard the enormous bang and clatter of a vehisiehicle collision down
the hill behind him.

Reminding himself why he was here, he refocused and resumed h
journey.

Seeing someone walking a dog fifty yards ahead, Junior slowed
pace. He wanted no interactions with anyone until he completed hi:

challenge.
Juni or wondered i f hedd misund
Athe truck hedd just seen | ooked

challenge. But he was relieved when he came around the bend and found
Ford 250 sitting against the curb, pointed down th&talflatbed pickup
was as described, down to the cracked windshield.
Junior scanned the landscape to see if anyone else was around.
Satisfied there wasnodt, he fol
letter He put on the work gloves he'd tucked into his back pocketedlimb
into the cab, and shefithe transmission out of gear.
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At exactly 7:30 a.m., he released the handbrake, then stepped out of
the cab, closing the driverds door

The truck began rolling, and Junior skipped around the back as it
went by.

Retracindnis steps back up the hille lbw the loop around to
the east, then downhill at a steady gait, keeping his face forward.

Suddenly, the banging, screeching, and clattering collision of the
flatbed truck hedd released bounce

The vehicle had hit the intersecting curb and flipped, eliciting
screams and gasps from an audience gathered before him.

As he approached the intersection with Mission Hill Ridge, the
growing crowd of onlookers murmured and pointed at the commotion and
activity generated by the crash he

A patrol unit had pulled up, lights flashing. Both officers in it were
hurrying to a tawolored sedan on the far curb. A different flatbed truck,
probably the lookalike Junior saw earlier, hbdn&d the car. Excited
chattering acc o iftpadhe westds ittrleedto getrclosem 6 s
to the second crash.

Putting his head down and focusing on the sidewalk, Junior skirted
outside the crowd and quietly broke away in the opposite direction.

Once he reached his Camaro, he
slowly east, reflecting on what he



rookie partner, Joey Legato, got the call atam2fi atwo-

vehicle collision, with a possible fatality, on Mission Hill Ridge. He
switched on the cruiserds sirens
dispatcher had already sent an ambultiecgaramedics would meet them
there.

O ficer Gary Tilman, a sevgear veteran of the traffic unit, and his

As Tilman pulled up, he saw two dozen neighbors congregating or
the south side of the street. On the north sidarge fflatbed truck had
smashed into a light brown sedan at center assmpact had been so
severe that both ends of the car were acceialaed, like paper fans.

The officers scrambled out of their vehicle and ran to the crash scene
taking the north sidewalk nearest the curb where the wrecks now sat. As th
did, a middiaged woman in a blue dress and flowered apron came running
out of the home immediately nodhthe accident scene, hysterically crying
and screaming in Spanish.

oLegat o, keep her away! o6 Til me
over to intercept the female.

oCall in for backup; 106l chec
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Tilman could semassive blood spatter radiating away from the point
of impact on what remained of both the car and the truck. There was no
obvious indication of a human torso visible where the two had violently
collided.

Tilman lowered himself into a pushup position on the sidéwalk
he wantea better view underneath the area where the victim may have been
between the car and the truck. His eyes searched for any evidence of ¢
victimds | ower extremities where t

Suddenly, another collision expled eighty yards ahead
commandednrg his field of view.

He coul dndt ibadifferemt weawdy truck hadycense
rampaging down the hill at the next intersection.

Tilman reflexively went into a defensive crasche raised himself
off the sidewalk. Blo hands out in front of him, palms outwéelsquined
between them at the unfolding scene.

With an empty bed and a driverless ttairuck hadbounced off
the corner curb at the intersection.

It went into a roll, shearing off a stop sign and clipping a light pole
before sliding on its driverds doo

As the flatbed impacted the home's exterior, the cab swung around,
scraping and bouncing along until it lodged between that residence and the
next one to the east.

As a ¢l oud of dust rose along
dispersed, Tilan rapidly scanned the scene for any other approaching
threats.

Seeing nothing else comihg, tried to maintain a professional
fagadebut his heart was racing.

He called into his shoulder mi
accident, two hundred fifty feet directly west of our position. Get us fire
rescue with jaws of life ASAP to extract a possible victind here.

OWe 6 | | HAZBIA&TKrew to contaifluidsand avater tank unit
for fire control and washdown at both sceSesad two additional patrol
units and three tow trucks, hedwyy flatbeds with winches, for vehicle
removal . o
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Til mands radio transmission hea
dispatch call, rendering it unintelligible, and he received no acknowledgmel
He repeated his radio request in full.

He could hear the | oud garble
chatter erupted from both 911 and
flood of citizen calhs.

OHousekeeper says we have a p
oFemal e, early fifties. The subj e
sedan at the time of the collisio

Peering through the <crushed c
Tilman could see more signs of extensive bloo&tadtered bits buman
fleshwereevident in the collapsed cabin of the vehicle.

o0 | & vsa@nifganttiood and tissue inside the sedan, which appears
to originate on the outside of the vehidde called into his shoulder mike.

0 T h e o bodysevident in the interior. No access available to the remains
until they remove the trudk

Tilman could also see that he could realistically do nothing for the
victim.

Two patrol cruisers pulled up,
other just beyond the crash scene to the west. Tilman directed the tw
officers from the patrol unit nearest him toward Legato for coordination and
a status synap.

In the meantime, he returned to his vehicle for an intense exchang
with dispatch to sort out the confusion between two similar incidents nea
and within moments of each other.

The cell czahad ordered wentisized Blonde Roast classic coffee
with two shots of gpressoil  the most caffeine he could get in a single
container at Starbuckss he sipped fromim a stolen tegearold, pewter
gray Buick Lacrosdewatcledthe sun climb the eastern sky.

He wanted to be sharp today. The czar had elected himself punl
master for two nearly simultaneous punks and personally handcrafted all tl
chall enges. He di dnodt premaatutelybtt this p at
was one of his most audacious and elaborate stagings yet.
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He knew he was pushing the boundaries of what he could get away

with. Aunt Tikoés members trusted t
do anything illegal, or at leasttoaf ar out of bounds.
tell the participants, but hedd h¢
wor k. Hedd substitute plausible d

human nature and a lesson from the annals of justiceht® réstt

Back in the daywhen executions were still performed by firing
squag, each shooter was made aware that at least one of the rifles containec
blanks. There was always a risk that one or more of the executioners migh
have misgivings or an attack of conscience after the fact. In that case, the
could always convince themselvet hat t heydd dr awn
and bore no responsibility for the outcome.

That idea proved helpful in these circumstances. The cell czar would
need to hide the actual resul ts of
hedd done frequently.

Hedd record only the second pun
conclusion video for both punks. Using similar props and timing them within
moments of each other, the participants in either punk would accept that
video as showinfpeio ut ¢ 0 me . Given the way Al
keeping with the game's rules, the challenge actors had no way to compar
the results of their punk to some
never know they were seeing the same finale shownactdrgein the
second.

The cell czar would ensure that the view of the runaway truck video
posted for public downloading was only generically labeled with the date,
that it was morning, and that it happened on Mission Hill Ridge. Each group
of challenge participants could pelsatclaim credit for their part in that
video, and no one would be the wiser.

The only remaining problem was that the intended target of one of
the two punks was an influenti al I
to draw significant reaforld media attention. There was a sizeable risk here
that any of the members perforgnthe critical challenges for these punks
mi ght put two and two together an
Though the secrecy within Aunt Til
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having his role discovered for
protection would last if a member flipped.

To resolveahatp r ob | e m, hedd need each
to convince themselves theyodod dr e
answerable for anything that hapi
challenge performers would see another, nearly identkalrt the scene
by crisscrossing the paths they would walk. Confusion and not wanting t
get involved in confrontation should keep anyone from reporting anything.

Fal)

Hedd rely on natur al procr astn nat
time would figure it out without outside intervention.
The czar would | et the strengt

and the fear of being accused themselves if they went to the authorities ¢
the rest for him. Few members knew the real identitees/other Aunt

Ti kds subscribers, and he'd picke
of the performers would know whic
punks® chall enges. I n short, no

might say. With all thdte was willing to bet on human nature to keep his
serets.

He had, after all, the advant
rocket scientists he was dealing with, and he was confident he could figure
way around any problem they might
the police department would be ablsort any of this out on their own.

But the complicated scenario meant he had to be on the scene ear
and blend into the background. He must play his uncredited role with
precision. The trick would be to
the first truck to its intended destihn i on wi t h t he RC ¢
get into position quickly with his cell phone to film the journey of the second
truck downhill as he followed slowly behind. If he pulled it off, the rewards
were hug@ none of the participants for either of the puaks would ever
know theydd hewipfeedd shiam tkarlneyhi s e

The czar had parked facing uphill on the eastern leg of Heartvine
Circle, a little ahead of the flatbed truck on the opposite curb.

At a few minutes past seven, he saw the first challenge participar
and his dog cresting the hill. He watched as the pair walked on down towa
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their designated derelict truck. The cell czar scrunched down in his seat anc
flipped on the toggle switch for the RC controller.

Letdds do this

He dialed his intended victimds

Once she answered, he played the helpful tow truck driver role, luring
her to the driverds door of her di

Playing his part to perfection, he walked her through several useless
exercises with ignition button presses and dash display screen selections.

Meanwhile, he guided the speeding truck straight at her with the RC
controller.

As the vehicle bore down upon her, he could feel his pulse racing and
his anticipation accelerating along with the flatbed.

The moment of actual impact was orgadmideltyears of pentp
anger and resentment releasing in a single flash.

He coul dndét help but take a few
only regret was that the truck itself was obscuring his view of her crushed
and lifeless body.

|l tds time to get moving.

The czaslowly drove the Buick up around the curve of Heartvine
Circle and parked. His vehicle was now headed downhill on the wrong curb,
two car lengths behind where the other flatbed sat on the opposite side.

He kept the engine idlimgdscrunched in his seat as he saw the next
challenge participant approaching the second flatbed truck.

The czar readied himself, pulling up the camera app on his cell phone.

The second punk player released the emergency brake on this flatbed
and it began rolling forward.

Waiting until the man was out of sight of his rearview mjrtioes
czarpulled out slowly behind the rolling flatbed.

He captured the tr ucpkodsd cadesavas hi |
it reached its final resting place.

The czar then calmly wheeled the Buick into a left turn onto Mission
Hill Ridge, smiling at all the carnage and acti\sgwetoking off the street
to the east.

In hindsight, dr all their complexities and all their parts, he had very
little invested in these two punksdHkemoved a chain from a construction
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companyo6s yard gate to access the
second from a junkyard.

It had takera few taps on a keyboard to pass instructions to ten or
so of Aunt Ti kds members. There w
remove theplacardstwo people to paint the vehicles, the remote steering
mechanic, the tow truck drivers who would move the two flatbeds, and twc
men to release the truck emergency bidlesnly other skim this game
was his slow drive up and down Heartvine Circle. It was almost too easy.

Time for some breakfast to celebrate the successes of this excelle
morning!

After all, how many other people on the planet could have pulled al
this off with such peerdTaey shoutdrgieec i s
out golden statuettes for this kind of thing.

Hedd have a closet fulll of the



etective Corrine Braxton and
D clear view of all that transpired until nearly ten a.m.

It was, by then, an hour and a half after Braxton declared
the area a crime sceméth Homicide detectivetaking control of the
investigation. Theyd6d had to wai't
to both scenes, the arrival of senior officers, the eventual dispersal of much
of the curious crowd, and the beginnings of the forensic investigation. And
Braxton whose fadiwitch muscles and considerable skills on the basketball
court had won her tryouts in the V

But the detectives had found their stride and were actively
interviewing witnesses and exchanging notes. As patrol officers Tilman and
Legato approached, Braxton was scribbling on heclud! yellow legal
pad and clipboard.

OHey, Detective, 6 Tilman said,
calling us back to the streets so we can protect citizens from each other.
Anything more we can do for you?6

0Thanks, guys, 6 Braxton repliec
fade, and stern angular features contrasted with a normally pleasant
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disposition, and with the increased activity on her team, she was settling in
her element.

ONice job on the front I ines,
we need anything more, weoll be i

OAnything you can sihalrthe®&b du tk?e(
Tilman asked.

ONo probl em, a good excuse to
replied. o0ln the first incident,
She was a longtime divorce lawyeram@nenew partner at Lithgow and
Marnes, a pricey downtown law firm.

00ne of our Spanisspeaking officers talked to her very distraught
housekeeper. She speaks Engl i sh,

0She didndt witness the colli:
street because of those trees bracketing the fronfiddloey block the

headlights of cars coming down th
windows at night. She did see the immediate aftermath, unfortunately. Onc
our interpreter got her cal med do

car wo u lsalMabry called ttze ddaler.

0OTheir doors werendt -bopreaontrgcet |,
tow service. The tow truck driver called, wanting her to try some things fron
the driver ds s e attogehherlbackonthe road faster. f
She was relaying that to the housekeeper across the yard, facing away fr
Heartvine Circle, when the first truck careened down the hiltzomed
the car.

oKilled her instanthshenever saw it coming.

OBy the time the tow truck driver showed up, she was dead. We aske
him why he had her standing out t

we were talking about. He sai d he
speak to the victim.o
0So, whatds the story with the

OWe dondt know much more than
nobody in if flew down the other hill at high speed. That street runs parallel
to the one Mabryds truck was on.
Hill Ridge; ended up stuck between the two houses across from the
intersection. The good news isthatnoonbgor t i n ei t her
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0OThanks, Detective, 6 Tilman sa
day. 0
0Stay safe out there, boys. é6 Br

Tilman and Legato pulled away in their patrol unit as another
uniformed officer approached, walking from across the street.

oDetective, webOve got one mor e
yourself, Susan Bell. She says she saw another car up that secdmel hill
driver was taking pictures with a

He pointed to a heavyset, sHmired blonde woman. The witness
was several feet removed from a group of onlookers across from the smashe
Honda, now being prepared for hauling.

After thanking the officer, Braxton approached the woman

oHel | o, Ms . Bel |, | &m Detectiwv
person with a cell phone camera t &
Theeyewitnesseemed both nervous and flattered by the attention.
oYes, Detective. | |ive here, t
when | heard well,sawi | me an, I heard it fir.
0Take your time, Ms. Bell. You

guestions, and then you can return to what you were doing. Did you know
the deceased?90
0You can call me Susan. 6 She sm
woman. She s e aonyteemintbheechousedan abousayead.
| see her now and then in the mornings and wave, but she must be busy
because sheds not around much | at €
OYou said you heard the first c
Braxton raised her eyes from her notes as Susan nodded.

OAnd then you saw the damage it

oYes, it made so much noise | t
wasndt any warning, I me an , no eng
bang, all of a sudden.

oWel |l , as soon as it happened, I

She was blurting everything out in a rush now.

ol couldndét see the | ady or th

anyone got hurt.
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oMy friend lives on the next street, west Heartvine Circle, so | looked
over there, wondering whether sh
thought she might come here, and | wanted to talk to her.

0She di dup Butthasseanmd truck flew by right about then.
And behind it, going slow, was this other car. The ,drivenwas taking
pictures with his phone.

oThen, there was the second crash, and | looked down there to se
what was happening. | forgot all about the guy taking pictures. But the office

asked I f anyone had witnessed a
remembered. 0
oThat s a big hel p, and the

forward, Susan. Do you remember anything about that vehicle that stanc
out ?0
olt was gray -baoorsidarer ,ndti ken a
OA sedan, then? Was it big, IIi

oln between. |t | ooked |Iike th
oWhat did the vehicle do after
0l took my eyes off him when |
he was turning |l eft onto Mission
0That would be to the west, tF
nodded. 0Good, Susan. Can you tel
he Caucasian, Bl ack, Asian, or Hi

OHe wore sunglasses and a bl ue
But | think he was just a regular white guy, medium heght)stache or
beard maybe middiaged. He had square shoulders, like in the military or
worked out. He had on a dark blushirt.

oThe sun was in his face, and he had his window rolledoiake
the pictures and everything, I guess. Batdei nd of f ar awse

0OThatds great, Susan. Coul d vy
together with a sketch artist?56

oYeah, sure. I me an, I can try

0Good, wedbve got an artist whe
you through it. If you could wait a few minutes, one of the uniformed officers
wi | | get with you to set up a ¢tir

Thanks, Susan. h¥bpodée been a grea
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Braxton turned to go, dreading what was sure to become a long day,
as Susan smiled and gave the departing detective a shy wave.

The area was a crime scene as well as a crash site, requiring botl
respect for the deceased and an awareness of the lingering spectators. Th
meant ittook well past noon to separate the Honda and the flatbed and
extract the body.

Preliminary findings from the Forensics team were informative but
not as helpful as Braxton had hoped. It was about two p.m. when the
coroner6s wagon |l eft with the vict
together in the front yard of the Mabry reisad for an informal meeting.

She turned to Sam Kelley, the lead Forensics investigator, a stocky,
whitebearded, balding man with a prominent nose.

0Sam, what do you have from yolu

OWe 6 v e ma dbat aplimited in etwatswe can do héree
prints we pulleéd and there were dozens of themwere all partishnd
overlapped, mostly in and around the engine compartment of the first truck,
none of which will be usable for matching, even for elimination. Nothing in
the cab of either truck jumps out forensically.

oWe 6 | | take both flatbeds into
wavelengths of light, and do the hair, fiber, trace, and DNA analysis there.
Hopefully, thatoll l ead us i n a gc

He motioned toward a tall, rangy redhead in hithirtiés wearing
a lab coat.
ORi ckds our forensic mechani c,

Rick, want to tell us what you di s

0Thanks, Sam. The collision man
contest with the Honda, it came ou
us see whatds going on, and a coucfg

oOne was that t hef eustediumselidwadlndt
in the pan. Gravity was its only source of power. That means not just that
somebody had to set it in motion down that hill, but they also had to tow it
here.

oThe big news is the factory steering for that truck had been
disconnected and replaced with a servo motor rigged for remote control,
|l i kely with a handheld controller,
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oWai t , youdre saying they dro
Braxton interrupted.
ol 61 I know more when itods back

that truck could have stayed between the curbs for the distance it would ha
taken to get up to a fairly high

oWhy the hell would s omebhtroldy d
junker | i ke that just to wreck it
ONever mind; thatds rhetorical
o | need a clean environment t
chance of DNA, prints, or fibers left from when they put it together. The
great thing about grease is that

first truck. O

Braxton sighed.

0This wasndt going to be a stri
more complicated every minute. What do we know about the seconc
fl atbed?d

0The other truck had serious
wasnot runni ng, either, when it |
would have locked the steering wheélcould only go in the direction they
turned the tires when they parked it.

oThereds no sign of any mechani
truck, somebody had to have done something to get it suddenly moving fror
a parked situation. Again, therebo
it started from

oFor these two vehicles to leave the launchpad this close togethe
couldndt have been a mechanical f

o0Do me a favor when you return

"WebOre assuming these trucks a
evidence. The cabs of both trucks have recently beepdiated black.
Can you check for chemical similarities between the paints used in each”
we end up whout usable prints or DNA, thabuld give ua concrete link.
Thanks. ¢

"Will do. That brings us to the Honda. | pulled the last error code
from the Hondads computer modul e
receiving primary power, even though there was no indication of batter
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failure. These things have lithium battery backups for the electronics. My gut
tells me the vehicle was intentionally disabled.

ofThe | iquids pr es e iitmanherusey codlant f r
from the truck radiatoii so not a severed fuel line. Given the car's
condition, finding where someone cut or disconnected a wire will take a
while. But if i1itds there, wedl !l fi
as we have them. o

0Good job under difficult <cirect

0l suspect victimology is going
this woman dead. She was an expensive divorce attorapgshdrenough
to break through the glass ceiling to partner in a prestigious law firm.
Influential people, maybe clients, migtve hated her.

OEi t her way, i1itds time we WwWrapp:¢
take down the crime scene tape and pull the cruisers back so people cal
access these intersections. See you over at the precinct. Do stay safe o
there. ¢

And watch out for runaway trucks. They seem to be a thing.



alking into the bullpen after spending the early evening
Wcanvassing the residents of Heartvine Circle, Detective Jon
Masters sathatthe undeicounter lights in Detective Braxton's
cubicle were on. It was 9:15, nnteasonabliate, so he took an indirect
path to his desk to see if she was in. He tapped a forefinger on the met
frame of the cubicle wall to draw her attention without startling her.
0Corrine, wh a tatthés hoe® Sgrotald ndegdu wege h
at the runaway truck scene at eig
OHi, Jon. Youd6re here kind of
things come to those who dondt sl
smiled.
0This truck thing ibacklkrinomouwmg
musthave done sonafterhours canvassing of the neighbors. Did you come
up with anything?6
0That ds why | 6 m g lgetdnything spaaifigdn t
the doers themselves, but I did learn more alb@ihey were doing. | came
back to write it up. I f youdve go
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OAbsol utely. | 6d r dittlemere tham edavde h
learned so far.

She slapped the file she was reading on the desk, and Masters sense
she was exasperated.

OAccording to the residents, S
Heartvine Circle beforehand. Two days ago, whoever brought those trucks
waited until everyone went to work, freeing up the parking spaces they
wanted alongside the curbs. Once the trucksimwgresition, someone
placed orange cones and officiaking signboards to clear out any vehicles
in front of them down to Mission Ridge. A small white pickup gathered the
signs and cones just before the fI

OAnything to teldl us who these
di fferent people?d Braxton asked.

0 No, fspwar lighting, nobody paying attention, doers wearing

hats, sunglasses, and clothing tha
t hat would register with anyone. 0

Braxton sat forward, head tilt
somebodyds put a | ot more ti me an

beyond the remoteontrol steering, which is quite a bit of work on its own.
And it tells us that whoever did thisasidiot.

0Good job sticking with it, Jo
about whether these two runaway trucks are related or if their presence wa:
coincidental.

0Thi s set adbifhly ecordimtedthifyg aither a lot of
people involved or one guy scrambling around, busting his ass. The quality
of the trucks made me think we were dealing wittelovamateurs. Instead,
someoneput considerable time, resources, amaight into this. Very
organized. 0 mt n sur e what we can do with
in a better direction. 6

Braxton paused in reflection.

0Seems a crazy way to go about
out of all this is the death of th
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The forensic technician finished his reports around 10:15 a.m. anc
called Det. Braxton to advise her of their progress.

0Good morning, Detecti ve; t hi
garage engineer. We met yesterday
00Of cour se, Rick. What do you
ol just finished my report on
treating as the murder weapon. Sam said you were putting in some long hot
on this case, and | thought 18d c
0l hope your morning was produ

0They fitted -d-digatremoteontmlled steeringh |
That means someone was within aroite radius of the flatbed, steering

the vehicle as it rolled down the
subject on or near the scendrdythe collision.
oFor profiling purposes, youdll

a team, has impressive technical capabilities. The steering modifications sh
automotive expertise. The RC contraheicateslectronics knowledge.
The stepdown circuitry for controlling amperage and voltage was custom
work. Knowing how and where to access the Honda to keep it from running
shows particular skill .6
olnteresting. 6 Braxton paused
indirection to keep the killer out of the picture.\Batat youdr e
sayghey had to be there to pull the trigger, in effect. So, they had a hidde
RC controller of some kind. None of the witness reports describe visible
el ectronic devices. | assume they
0Thatds true for most RC trans
OHmmm. So far, we only &theve on
man caught filming the second crash left the scene in a gray sedan. The
radi o control wunit mightdve been
it. Anything else for me?5¢6
oYes, three things. The Accord
before the incident, which explains why a quality vehicle in good condition
woul dndét start. Several wires to
with a pair of wire cutters. Wieperved the end$ the wires on either
side of the cut for tool mark comparison. If you find the wire cutter, we can
match it. o
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0Good, more proof of intent for
wedll find what we need to make th

0Sam asked me to pass along sc
trucks. As to the ownership of the two attack vehicles, the first flatbed, the
F-350, had been down for repairs. We confirmed the engine was not in
running condition when a construction compamprted it stolen from
their gated yard last month. Easy target, no security around for a broken
down old truck on the Sunday it disappeared. The thief cut the gate chain
with bolt cutters, hooked it up, and took off.

ofThey woul ddéve had to tow the tr
to wherever they modified it for driverless steering. The flatbed needed
towing again to the top of that hill on Heartvine Circle.

oThe second vehicle was sold for parts, cash, three months ago.
DMV shows its title as junked. The recycling yard that bought it turned
around and resold it-ss However, the copy of the receipt had only the
wor d 6 CASHOM fneoaddresshoeothar aeméfying information.
The junkyard employees coul dnot r
purchaser. Thatodos about it for now

0l dm trying to understandowwhy ¢
old truck or buy a junker that did
just steal newer trucksatt hey coul d dri ve?596

oJavon and | talked &bost ,that
to us, eitherBut we think they chose older, lowaiue, higimass vehicles
for good reasons. Possibly because no one guards adowwketmuck
particularly well or gets too upset when one turns up missing. Those flatbeds
donot have onboard al ars and kepfobs ®| e c
mess with. Di spatchers and patrol
onthel ookout advisories if the stole

oDriving stolen trucks around
registrations, smog inspections, and insufant@ much risk of being
pulled over. What they did makes sense if all you want is crushing weight
rolling downhil/l at | ow risk and ¢
thereds very little noise. Not hin
lookng i n that direction. o
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Braxton twirled her pen as sh
oThanks for the updates, Rick. Th
canemai | me a copy of your report
great. Good joh | hope the restof yourdayasf r ui t f ul . 6

N ————— —

After Braxton got off the phone with Denman, she added the new
information to the case elements before her, writing them out as a list. Whe
she finished, it was longer than she expected:

1 Steal truck A using a tow truck

Purchase truck;B

Tow truck A to a hidden work location

Modify truck AO0s steering fol
Tow truck A to the crime scene

Tow truck B to its launch point one street pver

Create and plasgnsto clear room for both trucks to roll

Study the victimdés habits to
what shedd ;do that morning

Clip the wires on the Accord
it was parked the evening before and 7:00 a.m. the follaying

Remove the street repair signage

Induce the victim to put herself into the proper position
Release the emergency brake on truck A

Steer truck A via remote control to the crash point
Release the emergency brake on truakd

Follow andecordtruck B as it rolls down the hill

= =4 =4 =4 4 A4 - 4

= =4 =4 4 4 -

Her list raised another question: Could they have done it all without
being seen by anyone exceaybehen they left the scene? She supposed it
was technically possibl e, but t he
| ucki est nevenetsHernstisdisdod ther no.

Okay, so not just one.person
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How and why, then, did multiple people, all these resources, and all
this planning go into the murder of a woman they could have just shot dead
in a driveby? That implied somebody was going twmdnlot of trouble to
confuse any ties between themsel v
keep themselves away from monitoring the results. And obviously, they truly
hated this woman.

Braxton had a detective running the victimology. That meant walking
t hrough al | t liiea sastetsosrinnegy 0tsh ec als &
disgruntled clients, relationships with other attorneys, and any connections
to organized crime. However, the attorney had thousands of these contacts
over her two decades of work, almost always in the context of conflict.
Investigators would prioritize these by recency and severity. Still, the latter
was subjective what a police officer might consider benign could be a
trigger to a psychopath.

Braxton turned her thoughts from the victim to the doer. The range
of skills displayeiil mechanical understanding, crawling under a vehicle to
clip wires, vehicle theft, rematantrol electronics knowledge, driving a tow
truck 1 suggeste@ne or morefit males. The witnes$id see a man
photographing the second truck collision. Still, that could have been pure
coincidenceperhaps gawker who was quick to his cell phone camera app
while driving to workf not, why record the truck thati dilhaiyon@

Two male passersby were in the neighborhood, but being on a
sidewal k wasndt probable cause. Al
killer intelligent and organized? Obviously. Obse&ssiyaulsive? Possibly.

Or maybe they got off on the nuances of reakoualobt and plausible
deniability, perhaps themselves practitioners of the legal arts? The degree ¢
complexity and obfuscation alevauldhake this difficult to explain to a jury
without generating reasonable doubt.

She didnodot ffeel any c¢closer to Kk
bit of the how, even though she knew most of the details as to the method
by which they committed the murder itself. It had been a good day thus far,
but much more work was needed.

First things firsfi som@erson or group was motivated in the
extreme to kill this womaand graphicallsomething very intense, at least
from the murderersod perspective,
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killers. And the payback was something the doers had planned very careft
over a long time, suggesting that whatever set them off may have occurrec
while ago.

The answer wasomewhardhat victimology. Braxton needed her
team to concentrate on finding one or more persons with whom Mabry hac
significant negative interactions, likely in hessiote c e nt past .
access to substantial resources and a comprehensive unugrstahdi
physical world or |links to other
detective to examine Mabryds Ca:c
investigator would look for significant losses or outcomes that led to
perceived injfies downstream.

What could this woman have possibly done to justify so much
planning, effort, and sheer determination toward exacting revenge?



conversation with Marci and Eve, Paul Castro spotted Lt. ldarbin
hisdesk Paul had promi sed Debra An
shedd |l earned about Steve Nielsen
to know Steveds mot i v albithwooughthdcdayr dr
o]

Two days after Debra Ann told him of her tiweg phone

Paul headed t
visit with Steve.

Loui sds of fjailboeset o

OHey, Dboss, got a minute?06 Paul
his white | ab coat after his rounc
Louis |l ooked up and smil ed. 0C
t wenty minutes, but Idm all yours

oDebra Ann talked to Tracy®ds s
your initial assessment. This kid got caught up in something, and he had nc

intentions or idea that it could ¢
Louis nodded. 01 dd never seen h
ol talked to Debra@a Ranl aSshaph ai
believesSt ey @8$¢ a puppet in whateverd

though. He wondt say the words out
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right thing i f we show him a pat
technology to give us a pretty go
iftheroundsinthe AR5 were | ive or bl anks?¢

0Steveds charging documents s a
round was chambered. o

0So, whoeverds pulling the str
eyebrow.

0 De b r dellsAnethmat whoever rigged that gun knew what they
were doing. Given that it had live rounds and that they meant to park it acros
from a likely and hig¥isibility victim, it was for one purpose only. | know
we need to keep our distance from the feds on this, there any way we
can tune into what they were abl e
where they stand in working this.

0l dm way ahead of you there, 6
the FBI, an agent who trained at Quantico with one of the profilers working

this case, and heds keepiAitseliisr i
from a gun show sale outof Wyomsn@@ no paper wor k | i

oUnfortunat e, but no surprise.
gun. Does the assault rifle itsel

0There were no prints on the w
from the cartridges and circuit board. They found palm prints on the batten
and the inside of the door panel. Nothing that brings up a match yet.
Someone stol e t h¢reeveeeksdgo.Allkinds of Brints p
and DNA in and on the car itself.
week to do all the elimination printing from past owners and known
passengers. o

oOWas there anything in Steveds

0The only evidence on the not e
which makes sense since he generated it from his phone. Speaking of whi
theydre now decrypting the messac
have those by the end of the week.

oHopefully, what they find wil
driver and had no idea about any
knowing the ARL5 was i n the car and not
indicative of a bad kid, just one who manesgake in judgment. He tried
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to handle what | think everyone can see aswsmmsaaircumstances. Way
out of his | eague. 0

oWhat Debra Ann saw, omnosignher ,
of fundamental dishonesty or evil intent, at least around this incident.

0ol came back to the squad room
l ook into Aunt Tikds website to s
accessto his premiumaccdaqumt ot sure how | ong we¢
booted out, but for now, wedve got

o0Oh, | meant to tell you, 6 Loui
you. Il think heds ¢ oeout.Gotaprepark forrmg . C
meetingi | 0 | | catch you on the flip si

Paul had been thinking about grabbing a bite to eat, but he was more
curious about what Mondo had to say than hungry.

Mondo was unexpectedly apologetic when Paul called after returning
to his desk. oOoPaul, | meant to | oo
Louis gave me a heagsthat you could use some help. But the brass wanted
Vice to put on a big, showy fentkand opioid sweep of all the usual
suspects. Election seas®rcomingand | was already down staff with the
flu. But | do have a resource who might help your situation. Do you
remember Craig Evert?5¢o

0The parole officer?6

0Thatds the guy, 6 Mondo answer
mentioned the Aunt Ti kods thing. He
as a lowevel dealer, college guy. He mentioned an invitation to a game with
a name | i ke that. o

OEvert set up a conversation, al
a pleasant enough guy, outgoi ng,
dummy. He seems motivated to start his parole off on the right foot and
professes to know quite a bit about AuntkTd s . You might 1
talkingto.ljustenai | ed you his contact 1info

0Thanks, Mondo, 6 Paul sai d. ol
research today, so this is excellent timing.

oLetds hope he can teach us so
open. o



identified myself and told him
his PO.

OMr. Evert says you can help u
across in an investigation, an or
see if you know anything about it and if lyave timeo get together this
afternoon. 0

o0Yes, 6 Andy replied, HDhowght ex
be a cop, not @eporterd

OMy apologied reaching outto youthroughf f i cermay c o
have given the wrongmpr es si on. The police ¢
Au nt . Theye ldaking into a caseherethe subjects theyuestioned
menti oned A unsbmefhingkaivenfoncentest artd ¢he media
hadnot sle@&m (bewdiryorieget up to spdeyexploringhe
g r o gqaléwhat it doeso achieve thepand howthingswork.

OWe know Aunt Tikds is pretty
Mr. Evert learned yéur memaeid

I called the number Mondo gave Paul. When Andy Pardone answered,
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o0l didndt want to screw @pAmMy p
expl aamdedl, worried theydd be stric
parole officer that | was a member
consideredoff i mi ts. He says, OWhy shoul d
Just show up for your pisstestsand jobi and dondt break
yeah, |l 6ve played aroumd with it

0Got it. | want to record something we could use as an introduction
for officers who run into Aunt Tik
have time to sit for an interview?

ol have a study period atttbortyd i s t hat okay?§¢6

orhatwilwwr k. Where can we meet ?6

0OThereds a Cups Outdoor Caf ® i
Engineering courtyard. Il tds qui et

That location was a good fit for the other things | needed to do. |
described myself and Paul so that Avalydrecognizeis.

After hanging up, I called Paul
time in the afternoon without checking with him first. Fortunately, he
answered and di dn 6t yeg hewauld make Hintself mi
available for the interview. If we ran across any helpful information, Paul
would be the one to pass it along to others in the squad room.

Paul rode with me out to the coffeehouse. Andy wagirigimntre
were just a few customers. He waved as we approached. With his strappin
athletic physique, suHagleached da#lond hair, and ready smile, he made
me think of latenight TV fitness infomercials.

We introduced ourselves, explaining that although Paul was a
Forensics supervisor for the state
ordered coffee and juice from the bar, seating ourselves at a s#ugdl high
in the back corner. | pulled my digrzice recorder out of my purse, placed
it on the table, and turned it on.

| started with some ground rules.

OWedre not here as | aw enforceri
us anything. But whatever ydmtell us or that we say to you must be kept
confidential. If you break that confidefice ay by goi ng to
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revealing what we discuss lieréhe authoritiesould construe that act as

obstruction of justice. Youdd hay
separately prosecuted, among ot he
thereol | be no question about wha
tha ? 6

olf | cooperate with you, -upoud
thingheréi t hat 6s the deal, right?¢6

oYes, wedl Il see you get credit
we candt make any promises beyond

0O0Okay, | get it, and | agree.
Andy seemed anxious to get started.

OYes, wedve signed up for prem
full access. Wedve gone through t
high | evel how the process wor ks.

oGood,theny oudre familiar with the
of fers. o

0To a point. One thing that C
everything. I 6m sure that was the
sefdestructed after a few days. St
protecting what should be common kreglgk about what people are doing.
I f nothing else, it sends a messa

OAunt Tikds is super careful b 6

videos, everything is protected, encrypted, and ont+#@eidv basis. One
of Aunt Ti kds attr ac ttiprotacs themfstom n e
getting into trouble 6

That seems like an odd priority for a game.

0 Wh at c¢ouldbtheypdetanto 6

0 ke being sued if they perform a part in a punk and things go bad
The secrecy helps with that, and it keeps the target of the punk from findin
outand gettingevedme f or e t he punkos finishe

oThe anonymity of the membé& s real issue forbu® Paul |
in. o0Our role requires that we de
certain behaviofs not all of them by any means, but such that we can drill
down into anything that causes ha
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| picked up where Paul I eft off
understand Aunt Ti kds enough to Kkt
someone could exploit to dqoutsided t h
the publicly stated purpose and in

oWhat kinds of things?6 Andy wa

oltds a fair question, 6 | admi!
that with you right now.

OWedre obligated to do no harm
to Aunt Tikds. We dondét want t o sy
away with because human nature sa
you understand that any public suggestidiegal, or even suspect, activity
could cause problems for a business or its patrons, especially if they prove
untrue. o

0The big question i s, shoul d v
websiteds activities as part of a
understand our own risk of exposur

0You mean | i ke undercover?56

o | was thinking about asking g
thereds always a possibility of «co

OEi ther way, we wouldndt want t
china shop, 6 I expl ained, 0Oshowi ng
agendas. 6

o0Yeah, Aunt Tikoés is paranoi d
his understanding. O0They have ways

Now wedre getting somewhere.

OWedd | i ke to |l earn about t hose

Andy took command of the conversation.

0O0Okay, probably the best way t«
what you already know can f i | | I n the missin

o0oThat should work, o6 | agreed.
create and perform tricks and pranks played mostly on nonmembers and that
members can elect to play minor roles in the performances. The website
draws revenues from membership fees andigplayed to the general
public, who mostly watch punk result videos.
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OWe dondt know a | ot of detail
us through the website, that woul

Andy passdme aslipof notepaper.

OHer eds t he restaurantos I nt e
passworad

00Okay, wedve gmy Wi &wsearows RO

website. o

0 Ma y Antlyasked

When | nodded, he turned the laptop to access the keyboard.

0 & viagged in using my account. When you first see the website'
front page, it seems |ike you can
vi deos. You get the marketing de|
count of the members logged in. | takeutiov e checked ou
results videos?0

0 We 0 ve Vioétheerecenpostihgese we have some idea

what Aunt Ti kds does, 6 Paul offer
oThenyou alreadyknow this icon takes you to thesults videos
webpage. The ones marked o6private

that punk. But t her e 6,500.d3heoresnatkedw h
Opremi umomeywbearse visible just to

free members and the public, can
oTherd® cheat to see the private
0Yes, this icon gets you to th

can hook into all kinds of stuff some crazy shit, oops, sorry, stuff. You
can see almost all the punk results, even the private ones, because meml

include | inks to their | atest pun
messages. Someti mes, t hepushoualiek g a
to their punk result. é

0So, the messages might reveal
for a punk?6é Paul asked.

ol f y eclick anithg con for the video, you can see that
information for the membewghowant you to know. But yeah, if a member
di dnot publish their participati
about it in a message. 6
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| turned the laptop back to face me and began scanning the message:!
in the forum.

oScrolling through fihdheeedb ae
i nformation here. O0Di smemberingd |
say thatds not as bad as it sounds

OAunt Tikos has some unique ter
membership. Itdéds still a bad thing
all the information in your member

0l see here that members play t
As opposed to playing them on ot
rhetorically. 0That sounds 1| i ke 0
and that doesndt s aeou usuallg gramk people n
who are part of your |little circl e

OYoudre right, 6 Andy admitted,
that. They do prank members they are kicking ahtat dismemberment

thingh but ot her wise, no. o

0Therebds a | ot of emphasis on t
protected. Some of these messages take advantage of that, even to the poi
of abuseéd | started to say, but A

0Some say that the power and po
the anonymityi it lets people say things to and about others that they
coul dnot i f everyone knew their i
pl aying jokes on people in the rea
part keeps things anonymous. 0

0OBut anonymity plus unsusgpactir
recipe for abuse, 6 Paul argued. ol
far . o

Andy agreed-widmAk Isdtufdf iwmi nkhe m:
The pranks are portrayed as merely for fun, based on no harm, no foul. But
thatds not necessarily how it ends

Paul and | read a message Andy highlighted where members swappe:
wheels and tires from a monster truck and a Mini Cooper, rendering both
inoperable.

0So, I guess the prohibition &
removing car parts. The messages show some punks do get a little harsk
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Aunt Ti kds used funtfew bngts, and sake,lal least @r [
the performers. Splitting up the punk keeps any one person from getting sue
byapissed f f target . 0
oThat they have teorry about getting suedys something in and
of itself o6obskerved Hawv do they keep nonmembers from getting hurt or
i njured i f the targets cannot see
0They say Aunt Tikods structure
Obecause the management decides w

filter members and what members c
0The manual also states that é
candidate members. o6 Paul turned t
oThat mi ghth ibwe amly yndeodud realnmames and
they know wedre | aw enforcement,

pariahs. If we use an alias, members won't vouch for us because th
can'trecognize who we are.

oYoudre a civilian and not i nv
investigatingp | 6d prefer we not wuse your
our officers. I f something went w
famous, nowhere to hideé. ¢

| turned back to Andy.

OAssuming we get Mr. Evert to
you be willing to endorse an of fi

oOoSur e, no probl em, as | ong as
replied.

ONo promises, 6 | cautioned, 0D
pro quo. Someone vouched for you as a paid member, meaning you c:
vali date new applicants. Still, a
got accepted, t hatthedioresfnidltt esrasy. ému

ONone taken. 6 Andy smiled. OAN

oCan you move around betfwsagn c
i f you got transferred on yodm |
wonderingif,oncAunt Ti kd6s has accewetcad on
loanthatresource ut t o ot her jurisdictions

|l nodded. oO0Thatdéd be great if
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0l honestly dondt know, 6 Andy a
is all that sophisticated. Here, see this question mark icon? You could post ¢
message on the forum. Theydre al we
add a feature for moving betweerscell f t hey dondt alr

He grinned.

OBut you probably shouldndot te



smiledwavnng off the barista/waitress making her rounds through the
cof fee shopds occupied tabl es.
0l 6ve got a gener al idea of

master role is something we need to understand fully. Can you walk t
through a punk from when itd&s sub
Sure, no problem, 6 Andy sai d.
So, where do these punks come
An idea for punking somebody
I't could be one whods accumul at ed
a cell captain or czar.

ot must follow certain rules.
as a set of smaller challenges so that different members can perform the
They have to provide a general time frame for performing the punk. The
rules are in the manual, and the weldkiess some checks and posts
instructions to follow when the p

0l assume somebody approves th
them?06 Paul asked.

o O O
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0The cilthel czalr Auasi has finkl @&gprovalo s
Hedol | assi gn usualyatel captajbptsometimesansetf.e r |
The punk master runs the punk. o

0And he does that, howé?d6 | ask

ol f the creator of the punk di
master wil/ stage an election to
master handles the bidding by members to perform the challenges that make
up the punk. As the challenges argrasdj the punk master schedules each
performance. After tiged wnishedhepunk t he punk mast e
for producing a video of the punk

oCan you give us an example of

OSureh let 6 s say there are three pa
one is to saw a tree's main branch halfway through and then fill the cut with
brown caulk so itdéds not visible. (
on that branch and attach a swing setstde ends of the chains. Challenge
three is to get an overweight person, maybe somebody famous, to sit in the
swing.o

OHow do members | earn about t he

0The challenges for this adhd a
then postedn the website, categorized by the skills or talents needed to
perform them. None of the bidders knows what challenges belong with

which punks or in what order the ¢
0Got it,o6 Paul said. ONow what 7
oLetds say | Iike cutting thing
ten thousand points and | ist the |
ti me frame. | f thietensthonsand poats &ddded to my 0O |
account when the punkds compl ete a
things, so you bid twelve thousando
OHow do they decide who wins tF
oSimple. I f Paul and | are both

master sets for that challenge to begin, | get assigned the task because my &
was lower. All other things being equal, the lowest bid always wins. The
manual callstitbhatdaTlbe ebiedseam@cse
bid what except the punk master. The punk master sends you an encryptec
notice when you win the right to
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acceptance notice for the first challenge, but you can still bid on challeng

number t wo. So, |l et s say you dic
wins challenge number three.o
OA member can bid on several c
oYes, but the most theyol !l get

to give other members a chance to

0What happens when the me mb e 1
chall enges for a certain punk?o6 |

0Then the punk master sets t
performing that punk. He sends out encrypted notifications to successfu
bi dders f or e aanethirgphaa brl fam. h eny exdniple,t 6
youdd want to perform chall enge n
sawing player would see a swing set seat already there and might h:
mi sgivings. o6

This resonated with me.

0Say that the person doing th

something |Iike that. Can they bac
Paul , |l added, oI 6m thinking of S
o | dondtdédtAndko séd!l make peopl

messages say youdd get di smember e
might have two dozen challenges, so when one person backs out, it scre
everybody who bid on the punk. 6

0That seems a I|little unfair if
remarked.

0The punk master would try to
explainedo Hedd have to be sure and ad:c¢
number one to clean up their mess so that whoever does challenge numk
two doesndt see the sawdust and
numbest wo <chall enge pl abaekthingwanging & seat |
from a branch thatds sawwoulkidt f wauw
challenge player number thr@ethe targetseeing or worrying about the
cut.

0So, itds a I|little more compl.i
think. 6

|l coul dhatdt ar gue
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oOYou said the punk master is r
the punk results?$é
oYes, the vi dd ondsense doimg aypbnk mobodyp o |

sees. Or one thatds boring. Il n t |
somebody sat in the swing might nc
oBut what can you do about tha
asked.
owWell, for this one, the punk m
and film al/l the steps. Il n editin

prep, in other words, challenges numbers one and two, so it plays at, say
three times normal speed. Theaytmight show the man sitting in the swing
and the tree branch breaking at regular speed or even in slowmaytizn
adding musicThen stitch it together and post the video on the punk results
page. 6

0So, the punk master gets to s:
far as what the members see in the

Paul realized my question was about what controls existed to ensure
the published punk results matched the rendered performances, and he
nodded.

oLi ke arigdd rRReculoradded, bringing
left on the cutting room floor.

oYes. O Andyds face hiia th e a h agdin &
understood where | was going.i 0UI t
he decides what people see. 6

Altering the results had raised another possibility in my mind.

oOLet me pose a hypothetical. St
submission and assigns it to a punk master. Could the punk master somehov
modi fy one or more of the chall eng
oYes, I suppose. I I magine the

was a mistake in the submission. Or things chitegethere was a big rain
on a day when they scheduled an ou
0So, who el se would know i f th
punk?d6éd | asked.
Andy pondered for a moment.
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oWel |, the person who did the
change messed up their part. o6
oWhat would that next chall eng
ol Il magine theydod try their Dbe
to because theydd want to get the
0OAnd i f they couldndt, or didn

Andy furrowed his brow in concentration, and he was biting on one
side of his lower lip.

0l guess theydd have to tell s
have to be stopped or done over. o6
oBut earlier, didndt you say |
their challenge? Possibly even 6d

The situation Steve faced, | thought.

Andy seemed frustrated that he

oWel |, sur e. I mean, .tluessdthe h
member doing the challenge coul d
make the punk master very happy, and the other challenge performers wl
di dnot get their points would be
t hough, y 0 todnake susewyquErangde the job, even if things
change a |ittle. o

Interesting that a member far more experienced than Steve was als
an answer to that question.

oWhat if they had changed a | o

Andy was now obviously disapp
answersve wanted

od-1 dondltd vken onweemceunteredaything like that or
heard anyone talk about it on the

0That 6s okay, Andy. I was just

| wanted to change topics a little.

0Sever al pl aces in the manual
|l ©&m sure the national Aunt Ti kds
brand.

ol canodot believe there havenot

out of existence. There must have been situations where cell members he
crossed the line legally, maybe broken laws that left the national organizati



138 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

feeling some heat. Have you seen any messages or heard rumors regardil

| egal Il ssues where the national Au

ol havendt, no, 6 Andy answered.

I |l ooked at Paul . I wasndt qui
responsible when things went wr@rgll doubted Andy would know.

ol 611 make a note to check with
warrants 1 f we have to go that ro
national office. 0

oln the meantime, 6 | said, ol @&l
what, i f any, | egal i1issues theydve
or at least controls, their servers.

0Sorry to have interrupted you,
understand the general idea a little better. | wanted to ask how someone couls
game Aunt Ti kds rul es. |l dm curi ou.
members can get promoted to cgitaia. That seems like a good place to
be i f we want to |l ook into what tr

ONo. From what I know, it take
because youdd have to do several C
captains are assigned based on whoc

0Can a cel |l captain ask to be
punk?déd Paul asked.

0The <cell captains nor malnew t a
punks are submitted. But itdés up t

the punk master if he wants, so | suppose he could assign any cell captain h
|l i ked i f they asked. o6
0 Obvi ou s:I'nglookirg tfor another shortcut here, but do

you know who the current cell <czar
ONot in real I|life, no. Aunt Tik
dond6ét give up personal things in t

OWhoever it is seems more private than the last guy. The cell czar
before this one founded the San Diego cell and was the first cell captain anc
punk master; he buil't everything
name, though.
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OHe just disappeared. There were a lot of rumors in the message:
The big one was that the government was after him, and he left the countr
like John McAfee. But noborBallk n o ws . 6

OHow | ong has it been since th
| asked.

00Oh, itds been months. 6

OHmmmhandéeresting. 6

I gl anced at my watch, and my

Andy. | knew Paul had a meeting with the DA on another case this afternoor
and | was late for a conference with Doug Stein.

ol apologize that thyhWeneedtngofm e e
now. Paul and | will study the Al
Andy, we canod6t thank you enough.
Once we finish our homework, we may want to hit you up for another
training session.M\d d you be okay with that

OAbsolutely. Just | et me know
forgot. | was on a dating site and ran across a woman who was a premiu
member of Aunt Tikds for quite a
up a punk. Her real name is Vicky Carlsonm&jte be a good source for
more information about the group and the game. Here, let me write it ou
for you. 6

Andy tore a piece of notepaper from a pad in his hip pocket, wrote
Carlson'snformation in neat block lettering, and handed it to me.

ol told her 16d be talking to

—— O T — —

Driving to my office to meet Doug, | dialed the number Andy gave
me for Carlson. Not getting an answer, | left my name, number, and ¢
message on her voicemail. My Caller ID pushes out the name of eur new

gathering service, sdom Icéav d i Inega rt noe
doesndt already know me.
I candt i magine why, but some

investigative reporters.
Must be tha60 Minutehing.



y work conference with Doug Stein went quickly, a welcome

rarity. | wanted to put the s
First, Il was curious to se

affiliates were located, or more precisely, were not. | was surprised that while
Los Angeles, San Diego, and San Jo

fourth-largest city did not. Armed with that information, | called the national
Aunt Ti kfiGesundenshe pretetttat! wanted to stara cell in San
Francisco.

The Aunt Ti kods mar keter i ntr o
|l istening to her sales pitch, | | a
the San Diego cell foraydarl 6 m f ami | i ar with th

guestions about the management side of things. For example, how much
autonomy does the local chapter have? Does the national organization ge
involved inthedayp-d ay acti vities of the fra

00f course,é6 Vanessa replied. 0
must accept before launching a franchise. Those rules override anything else
So long as you comply with them, deen Gstiallyget involved in the

franchiseebds operations. Il n our of
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new franchises. We collect membership dues and distribute them back to t
franchised cells. And, of course, we provide website templatesthagos
advertising materials, anxdippor t . 6
OHave you ever had to directl)
that broke the rules or engaged in some other behavior, maybe involvin
|l itigation or criminal accusation
00h, no, nothing I|ike that. A
activities our members engagé irand as mentioned in our manual and
other materiald8 we have hiccups. Theredve
where a disagreement between a member and the subject of a punk aro
The franchisee or the members involved are responsible for resolving thos
Wedbve never had to paréticipate in
Thatds good to know. So, t he
chi see has come to you and as
Not that I know of. 60 Her voi
re not iIimagining a franchise
N o t famy atioindy expressed concern about potential liability
for the practical jokes members p
0 Oh, I know it might seem | i ke
often. Wedve engineered our struc
from having to take personal.Ouresp
formul ads been successfully doin.
modeled ourselves after the NRL a ceop that serves our member
organi zations. Just think of ©&6pra
or in our casetoMecmdls.,® are semi
I snuck in a question for Paul about data access for law enforcemen
ol checked out server storage
data, which gets expensive. Does the national organization help with th
equi pment? Or is it solely the fr
OWe audi't cel | data to manag«¢
answered, Obut the data bel ongs t
offer a least-own option, providing servers while the franchise establishes
itself. We also have a licensing progratrstipplies only the proprietary
software for mounting on your servers. Those servers can be any you ow
or |l ease from a third party. o

<
(@]
c
o Ot O 5 O
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That helpedi local cell responsibility for its data meant that, from

an evidentiary standpoint, any pot
chapter should be well within SDPL

Paulemai | ed Lt . Harbin a copy of
afternoon along with a shomote Af ter hedd compl ¢
forensic | ab duties, Paul dropped
what hedd | earned from Andy Pardor

0This thing has the potential t
filling Louis in, oespecially in
primarily on enforcing performance, and there are no guardrails for problems
like Steve's. And, if parking autefiring AR15 i n front o f
residence is any indication, | 6d
mi smanagement . 6

OEven so,6 Louis replied, 0itds

Paul nodded his agreement.

olts maturity is part of the i s
running under the radar for quite
entirely in the dark. But | donot
what we know today.

ol dm worried if we dondt get a
us. What if a terrorist became a cell czar? Or a Russian national? Perhay
somebody stalking a romantic 1inte

person but, say, a group represefttm@hinese or the North Koreans. Not
good. o

Louisds | ook was pensive, his s

OYoudve.Aumitd Tm&k 6 s | i Sat egveerdsi  Nse
checlingout tells us wdave a legitimate cadde have at least one active
criminal matter occurring in our |

group the feds arendt ocauoek whemgthegt f
conspied to commit one or more felonies involving several individuals,
creating the basis fSteve's actions
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OHowever, my first problem is
homicide; aattemptasurder would go to Major Case. Second, upper brass
wi | | i kely tell me we have enoug

ol agree we need to build a local investigation atound t T i k
organi zation, and it can be iiwadep
can resolve my first problem. Having a homicide to investigate also gets n
around the seconslsue 0

o0oConning teenager slbdganpublic offimalsiszt i
fairly evolved, 6 Paulfi ®mathinds to hau@e b r
gotten to that point, there had t
digging through the Internet, trying to find harmful things that happened to
people and could be related to Au

ol want to look back through our unsolved homicide cases to see if
I can find an Aunt Tikds angl e. I
t hink Debra Ann &5 saupwith temote Tdnteol owen o |
the Internet is just too smooth, toonfidenti t hi s 1 s s ometk
wal ked this road before. 6

Louis pursed his lips, rocking back in his chair.

ol agree; itds worth a shot.
argument iif | take it wupstairs. I
members, wedd have st canrduns eiet wbhya tt

0Al so, our ClI mentioned Aunt T
Paul added, otheir welislidtne fis thdioewn |
server data. It would help to get
all the time.

OAso, |1 6d |Ili ke to see i f he ha

to loan us ofthe-books, people who know encryption and online storage
data in the context of social mgdisomeone we could tap if we run into a
problem. Access to some of the to

Louis nodded.

oKeep it out of your written
eatingup a lot of work hours. But otherwise, you have my bles8ihgl |
apologize to Debra Ann for loading you with all these extra chores. Getting
stuck with homework is how you Kkn

He looked up at Paul with a wry smile.
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0OYou mean something other thar
replied with a grin, a chuckle from Louis following him back to his desk.



aul settled into his office chair, leaned back, and picked up his des
phoneds receiver as he punched

OHi , Mondo, ités Paul Castr
0Sure thing. How did Craig Eve
oPart of why | am calling is t

we needed and more. 6
OAnytime, 6 Mondo replied. o0You
0The 6émored is the problem. Mo
know Aunt Tikds is out there and

know how it goes in law enforcem@ngood work begets more work. And
since you were such a big help with the CI, | wanted to hit you up for anothe

favor. Have you got twenty minute
thing?¢6

oYoudre in luck. 1 6&6m officialdl
overtime | ast week. 1 868m checking

leads in the office. | talked to Louis earlier; he planted the idea that this Aul
Ti kéds thingamigkbo,béeéoagbibged&eorg
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Whil e Mondo spoke, Paul sent h
manual.
Ol just f ormaarldetdh ayto ue xapnl aei ns s

As Mondo skimmed the manual, Paul recited an abbreviated version
of what hedd told Louis about hi s
explained his plan to | ook into wu
model.

oBut even i f we dondt find any
ot her violations by Aunt Tiko&s mer
there are direct connections to things Vice worries about. catilee a
potential for, say, using innocent

Mondo agreed.

0OAunt Tikods could front for ma
drugs, yes, but also human trafficking and money laundering. Instead of
foll owing something from point A
relay team with who knows how many membeng, of whom know about
the others or believe theydre do
innovative they are, | 6d be surpri
about what they might get away wi't

oOLouis says our highest priorit
to which we can attach the costs of an investigation. The nature of any we
find will determine which unit takes responsibility for running down Aunt
Ti kds. Wedve gortof agudge ot MajerrCpse & we camu r
pry it away from the feds. ¢

ORegardless of where this thin
sharp people in Vice who can help with the Internet and computer forensics.

| 6d be happy to |l end you personnel
ordecoyhelmay that you want to get son
pai d members. After speaking with
secondn-c o mmand, Bob Strickland, and [

oStrickland?é

Paul tried not to sound disappointed. If Mondo were willing to
provide someone high up the food c
but Paul didndt want to come off &



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP147

0OYou introduced me to him at t
Debra Ann and | had a great ti me

oHe shoul d be a gWhendtritkiand wasinBann d
Jose, he worked several Silicon Valley cases against underage sexploite
websitesHe knows his way around. 6

Paul paused a moment.

OHeds a newly minted |ieutenan

OA yearhere at rankndsix months before that in San Jbose yes,
fairly new. 0

ol f this Aunt Tikds thing goes
taking point as far as anything homicide! at e d . I dondt
horse in the mouth, but will Strickland be comfortable working in a team
situation where he outranks the ldad?m n bw o wsludrée. 6

OHe volunteered, and heds a bi
with him and | et you know if 1 se
0Thanks. Having one of yours w
misgivingdi any assi stance would be app
Byrne and | can identify one or |
that |l ook | i ke Aunt Tikods handi wo

l i fe much easi er ,elp.&houd tHatthappeiwaltd u r n
be official. ¢
OFair enough, 6 Mondo responded

Aldm curious i f people with boot s
about Aunt Tikds. O

00h, hey, I f I sent you some
servers, 6 Paul said, o0could you c

it would be to navigate the encryption. Nothing specific, just a general ide
of its sophistication through professidn ey es . 0

ONo problem. That would be a g
t he | oopreplied Mdndan i ntri gued; mi g h
shoul der for myself. 6

An hour after 1 86d hung up my c¢
office, Vicky Carlson returned my earlier call.
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oYes, Miss Carlson, thank you f
been so cryptic in the message | |
what we | eave on the recorder, so
acquainted with Andy Pardone, @stunt at UCSD?6

oYou can call me Vicky, and ye:c

told me you might be calliigs o met hi ng about Aunt
0Yes, weoOr e igatherindphase of &ndnvestdtiono n

Andyds been hel pful as we | earn me
familiar with the organization and might be able to tell us more. Would you
be willing to answer a few questic
oYes, I used to be a member. I
know if | can offer anything usefu
Vicky hadndét hesitated in her r
OWedre interested in how member
l onger wel come, somet hing Andy sa\
to share the detail s?0
00One of those things | wish | ¢
to help,6 Vicky answered. oWoul d |

OWedd be happy to meet anywhere
on how much you have to say, but | doubt it would take more than half an
hour . 0

OYoudre welcome to come to my &

morning i f thatds okay?o

With the arrangements made, my curiosity was growing. As Vicky's
personal ity came through the phon
premium Aunt Ti kds member. Il was |

It was time to connect with Pali
from Aunt Ti kds marketing rep and
Carlson.

OHi , honey, 6 Paul answered fron
as he | istened cawavhul ly to Debr a
oThat s good to know, é6 Paul sai

chall enge right now is to lIink the
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an active case. Eveds been | ookin
something that fits their modus operandi. Let me see how things are goin
for her. I 61 | fill you in when |
After he and Debra Ann said their goodbyes, Paul dropped by
Detective Byrneds desk in the bul
0ol 6ve got Aunt Tikds handl es
repoted o0and | 6m able to track their
in Aunt Tikds wuser forums, but it

messages are the finished punks. The conversations between challer
participants and the punk master abonkgin progress are through direct
encrypted Signal messages andils. Google searches access only the Aunt
Ti kds message forums. 0
OSomke it ds om dussen t hen, 6 Paul n
OWedre missing a pi eepeblickernseive a
it might be behind a web service or not on the Intérnistat stores data
we need. But |1 dm just getting sta
Paul raised his eyebrows.
o0That may be the best probl em
Mondods pwithnesoddentghandle encryption and maybe hack

some servers i f we treat him righ
in-command, Lt . Bob Strickland. Hav
Eve shook her head no.
ol havenPatuleiftrhoewn. edd . ol me t h

Chi | dr e nfd alittlelfollsophimsetf, lbut he seems alright. Strickland
has experience dealing with encrypted servers at his previous duty stati
while investigating underage trafficking. Mondo says we can call on hir
whenever we need help.

o &1 | .Rolbins kibbe/ touis wants her as the lead on this if
and when it becomes a real éasge 0 | | need to | oop
I assume Mar ci wi || want wus al l t
we can visualize the other faces.
o0Should I hit Strickland up fo
oLetds see what Marci says. It
of how | ong it might take him and

mapping Aunt Ti kds handles to cel



150 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

i mportant. Decrypting Aunt Ti kds
check with her, but | &m sur e Marci
uni tdos time until we have an actu

meeting tomorrow morning with Vickwrlson, the one Andy Pardone said
Aunt Tikos di smembered. 0

oDo we need to be there?o

0l can wangle us an i nfwihavaan on
in with the reporter.dé Paul smiled
a whole lot out of that interview. Probably more useful for you to pull what
you can out of Aunt Tiko&s message

ol dm on a roll, so 1 6d rather s
S on these messages done. 0
00Oh, my bad. Sorry to have inte
have another reason. While Marci 0:
thought we could try to dig out from our unsolved cases at least one on which
we can hang our investigation. Thatild grease the wheels to make this
official and get you some credit for your work. Since right now, you and |

pas

knowmorethananone i n the department ab«
would be better i f we tackled this
ol di dndot sdileblr eaulfdmint thees ea
grinned. 01l dm at a good stopping r
0Great. Letds use I nterrogation
and whiteboards we can scribble on
And the other detectives in thi

wedre doing all up i n their cases



interrogation room. Eve had beaten him there, and he sat across fror
her at the stainlesteel table. The soundproofed room, built from
concrete block painted afhite, had a massive emay mirror in one wall
so that others could privately watch interviews. Paul liked using the
interrogation rooms for meetings because they had digital video camere
Using the cameras to record the sessiteant people could review them
later or share the filesth colleagues.

Paul grabbed his laptop and walked across the bullpen to the

0The first guestion is, O0How
cases?606 Paul began. o0Wedll start
we dondt yet have a st rooNtgr sugerr C

Eveds expression was thought fu

0OShoul dndt we | ook at suspi ci
exampl e?56

0Good point, and for active ce¢
tagged O6closed,® even i f they see
you reopen their cases. Letds not

suspect youdmecrei gvlet futhgouagmder st



152 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

of worms, weol |l revisit <agngfrua,l th
i f we can find any. | f we candt ,
suspicious accidents. o

OHow far back should we go?96

0OAndy Pardone mentioned that t
changed czars. | have a gnawing feeling that all this has to do with whoeve
took overi maybe theydve not | earned ho
taking advantage? Letds start with
doesndt get us anywhere, wedll ad
cases. O

0So, what exactly are we | ookir

oWedl I have t o Auanghingrasulting froma@n n a
orchestrated chain of separate events. Starting with the newest homicides an
wor king back, |l etds check the <cas
suspect, or where the eve-of-passiomr e
thing between husband and wife. Bu
the husband might have used a hired killer to stage something that looks like
an accident, or the cl| uetsawoudbaahe a
strong candidate. 6

0 S 0, -by-cases see what the problems withrthestigatiorare
and if something Aunt Ti kisSues c oM &
summarized.

OExactly. We shouldndt spend mu
this first pass. We can always go back later for a deeper dive."

Within thirty minutes, Eve had identified the first candidate.

oPaul , | ve got one! o

She seemed surprised and exdikeda child catching their first fish.

0l t 6ds -mmpernngadse,dess than two months old. The victim,
Carla Littman, died of a peanut allergy from a box of cereal. It arrived in an
Amazon bag, yet Amazon has no delivery record. The purchase was from &
local Vons, but they have a privikvery service. On top of that, detectives
discovered her EpiPen was compromised.

OWhat are the odds of two tampered products from different
vendordeing parteft he same mur der ?0
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ONice job! The first andnEsddigh al \
fived.

Everead off the case number, and Paul looked it up on his laptop.
Paul 8s smile dropped from his fac

oOh,né@ this was the wvictim the)
ambul ance hit and killed our baby

Paul went quiet, his thoughts elsewhere. Then, taking a deep breat
he returned to their work.

0But t hi s Okaysnovwathapwe kndwuf premise works
let s see i f we can find others. o

Hedd just swung back to his | &
his next database entry when it was his turn to celebrate.

0l 6ve gq tromares ,month® ayo. Somebody dumped
several tons of concrete from an end loader on top of a Ford Fiesta, killint
the occupants: Marianne Foreman and Gary Barker.

OWe know someone stole the en
general contractor who rented it, but nobody knows hawetti@negot to
the top of that cliff, how it got loaded with concreteytts dumpedhe
bucket

oCell phone text messages duped the victims into going to that
location. They went to look at real estate, yet the realtor knew nothing abol

it Letds see if we find any more
An hour later, Paul struck paydirt again.
OWedve got a bizarre case invo

The vehicles crashed within moments of each other in the same
neighborhood, one of them killing a divorce attorney, JoAnne Mabry. This

case screams, 6 Aunt Ti koés did it!
Over the next hour and a half, they pulled up several more cases wit
Aunt Ti kods potential, but none as

area records around eigfitye homicides a year, on avefage little more
than three everytwoweédka nd t heydd scanned th
for the past year.

ol had no idea wedd find this
search. é Paul was i mpressed. 0Som
l i kely missed a few, but those fi
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0The Mabry runaway truck case |
oWhat was the requirement you said
det ect i v e ker listafdshe vanond seegs somebody took to Kill

this poor womaii theonlywvay it makes sense i s /
Paul nodded enthusiastically.
0The minute | spotted it, | Kkne

are already wor ki mpg oifti | s becrawrsce
visibility, and the homicide team assigned to it has stalled. This news will give
them and us a new avenoiexplore.

0ANnd unlike the Marianne Foreman and Gary Barkecrosking
or the Carla Litman foeda mper i ng mur der s, ther
argue that the nearly identical behaviors of the two trucks were coincidental
or accidental .o

Eve nodded, reciting all the suspicious coincidences and complicated
steps.

0The odds of all those things h
fashionthe way theydid r e astronomical . ¢

0OAnd t hat | afis AndyePartoneysaid the punkneastdr i |
needed to post avideo, or atleastethingt o comme mor at e t

added. 0That squares perfectly wi
with a cell phone and then disappe
Ti kds punk results site. Can you &
OT hwoulth e awesome, 6 Eve replied.
ol dll text Lt. Harbin, flaggi nce

there may be more, but the Mabry case gets our vote. He could open an
i nvesti gat ijeton hsfauthariyrbasedom raudhsless than we
have here. Still, hedll want to (e
coordinate the work of several un
back pocket if the captain needs more convincindghithast Aunt Ti k
isa serious worry for @s.

Eve was still scrolling through the open investigations.

OHopefully, the |ieutenant <can
t hat fit the pattern. But wedl | k
connection to the Mabry case, along with any threads that tie it to the other
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two or Steveds situation. 1 0m hop
wi || hel p solve the others. o

Paul wasvellsatisfied with their progress.

OWe made it past step oneAuntf i n
Ti kds investigatifonot Thhekmosorfh

OYoudre wel come. I f itds alri
home. 06

00f course. o Paul nodded. oO0You

tocutouftoo. Have a nice evening. 6
Eve gave Paul a tired smile and waved on her way out of the squa

room.

Paul texted Louis with the det
His phone pinged as Louis texted him back no more than fifteen minutes
| ater . Paul was still at his desk

to complete before he left.

OExpect a Xmas card from Det.
appreciate the help. Theyoreidputt
Mabryds a solid case for opening
other 2 illustrate the potential scope of the problem. Nice job.

OBTW, dondt be surprised when

there. Jenny & | dve got a date ni

you when we pick them up. 6
oPerfect, 6 Paul typed back. oW

watch O6Arachnophobia. o They wono

—— O T — —

OHi, honey! 6 | <called out when
a favor and grab the deck of cards out of the closet? The girls want you f
play them a hand of gi teemrworkingyon b e
their secret codei,sscsartdheyoédmmy &8s o

oUn c | eTw®sguedld barst out simultaneously as the twins came
running around the corner from the den. They grabbed Paul around the wai
and tried their best to pull him down as he marchedegtjéd like
Frankenstein toward the hall closet.
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Af t er h eigndminsousfefeatsn teyalhands of rummyny
announcement that supper was read
eaten, the girls decided to build a house of cards on the coffee table in the
living room as Paul and | relaxed on the couch. Tommy sat to his right, taking
in a Blippi video, andyn head was on Paul ds |
construction.

| idly considered how impossible it would be to insert another story
between the layers as Ashley, the older twin by eleven minutes, placed th
second pair of trusses on the third level.

Somehow, that thought turned into a minor epiphany.

| mpossi ble for a house of car
someone could insert a task no one knew about into a punk, maybe even
performing it themselvewithout telling anyone. The secrecy between
challenges would maikerery easy to do. Focused on understanding Aunt

Ti kds processes, I hadnot t hought
outside the presumed chain of challenges.
Al t hat was necessary to chai

innocent and fun into a murder attempt was to swap out the paintball gun

for an AR15thenalter its final destination. Anyone could do fihato

need for a formal written challenge. By monitoring the progress of the official

chall enges, they could sneak in an
mentioned the punk tasking anyone to watch that vehicle between challenge
steps.

That external manipulator would spend a few seconds using a laptop
to edit the GPS coordinates for t
about, except when dropping off the car. Anyone performing thidt tesk
it happened, Steve cou |l dn ot have known there
landing spot.

Everyone in my home who | oved
bonkers  $udddnly jumped off the couch, pumped my fist at empty air,
and hissed, oO0Yes!d through gritted

Their stunned silence quickly brought me back to reality. All | could
do was look sheepishly around the room at the eyes staring back and meekl
explain, o0Sorry, itods a work thing

| crooked a finger at my husband.
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oUhhh, Paul , can | talk to you



when he arrived at his desk the following mofniritgread simply,

o0Cal IE. mePaul had a meeting out ¢
exclamation points werendt Eveds

He found her smiling like Tommy had this past Christmah aftér d
hancdDebra Anrhis giff anxiously waiting for her to open it.

0l got fiypememsanoyeudre in a good

OMy research is beginning to pe

Eve was bubbling over with excitement.

0Those three cases we picked ol

Paul saw a sticky note from Detective Byrne on the seat of his chair

for our Aunt Tikods investigation?
oYoudr e ki dmbkicdipgSo, wg wete dighitewoohoq
greatwork 6 Paul excl ai med, breaking ol
0OBut hereds the kicker: guess
Foreman an®arker cacrushingandthe Carla Littman poisonihgh cell
captain,theorendonl y O6bl otto_bill d! 6

Her selfsatisfied grin spread ¢adear.
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0The results vi de ohekdptahe srdashed e
Fiesta out of thpicture 06

Paul 6s expression was puzzled.

oUh, ohlBdeshaew!l d | know who that

ol t was thatDeimRohbing and | €eaughtittle over two
months agofi thedead body in a blue Audi alongside the highlaayes
Marshall IPYou wer e on the scene for t
Sorry, we havendt been copying yo

OEscalation Manageménur ned up a O6bl ott o_
username of a person of interest in that investiglfmrib n 6 t yd&t n o w
who &bl otto_ bil | @p roadside killing bir someorse
i mpersonating a traffic officer r
linked him in some wayfmurmur der s. 0O

0Ah, o k argat andjiraling thoge .videois an impressive
morni ngosPwolt ksaid, eyebrows rais
of his mouth turned way down in respect.

Eve had the triumphant look of a stud poker hand winner getting
ready to flip their hole card.

0And it HRyeything poietstiaeshalasthe cell czar who
started the Aunt Tikéendr akobwsge
czar after .Haafterhetdok ovghatad zani & £-mgile n e
account is showing as the punk master for the challenges rélateddy
for it?fi bothof therunaway truck punkso

O0Ser iVowspluy went for the trifect

Paul rocked his head and neck forward and back in approval.

oOoFor the Littman murder, they
different punkresuit one where theyod bl urre
womansuffering froman overdose of stimulant laxatives. But the girl in an
Amazon Primd-shirt delivering the Fruity Cheerios gave it away.

oFor bothof the junker flatbegunks, thepy r e di s pl ayi |
video, theesults ofthe r as h t haté wasndét fat al

ONo wondesro ypouundpreed up! 6 Paul e X
loud for the bullpen, almost as excited as she was. Eve stood up from h
chair, and they fiftumped. Other officers in the squad room turned away
from their workio give the twoof themquizzical looks.
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O0This is st ar t;honqgestbrwe @roeneot ogle
track. That had to take some real
Awesome job, Eve.

OAnd a great way to start the d

| was a bit frazzled and running fatd 6 d hoped t o gc¢
start because | was interviewing Vicky Carlson at her place this morning, anc
| 8d be g oi nhgurtvaffid. &till, t goteto the [Carlkon residence
right at nine. It was an old walx apartment building near the cangfus

UCSD. I pushed the <call button f
vestibule. A young womanf6s Vvoice :
she buzzed me in.

oOHel l o, Vicky, | dm Debra Ann W

looking brunette in her early thirties, wearing dark slacks and a burgundy
cableknit sweater, opened her apartment door.

OWe spoke on the phone about 'y
website. 6

0 Of cour se. Pl ease, come i n.
toward an overstuffed, amimadored chair across from a flggeiht couch.

The apartment was small but neat and nicely furnished, with the kind
ofbricabr ac and wal | hangings that su
faint but unmistakable scent of banana nut bread lingered in the air. A large
white Persian cat was spreat] @zily cleaning herself, on one end of the
couch, seemingly oblivious to my presence.

| sat in the chair as Vicky seated herself on the end of the couch
closest to it. She lifted a saucer from the end table.

OWould you I|Iike coffee or somet
ONo, thank you. | hit the Starhb
ORestroom, then?6 she foll owed
| laughed.

ONot at theobOmoment, thanks

With that,any tension in the room melted away.

OFirst, |l et me offer some backg

this morning. 6
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| smiled to help keep hat ease

OA teenager | Kknow got into se
chall enges to an Aunt Tikds punk.
force, for help. He wanted someon
matter, per se, but to understandtwhai t i s . Il dm a rep

i ldondt we alutllkenawi fewmt o ask t he
Vicky cut right to the heart of it.

0So, you want to know what ds
making waves. | s that it?6¢6

OPretty much, o I replied. o0Fol
Ti kds i s bei ng Ifatlee wsre tuture dllegaiony of h i

wrongdoi ng,invohegoy woul dnot
OYour situati of Andgtells metheypatyduinn g
a unique position. Not only were
targeted you as a victim of a malicious punke cal I s it 0«
| ©&m here becaudke Awidlyl t hguightslyamu
Her body language suggestedsshdad questionand | addressed

those | anticipate

OWhatever you say today i s in
like torecord ourtalk | 61 | use the reavpedi ngt
al ways the possibility that we c:

youdve told us that becomes criti
come to you then to discuss the s

ol understand. 6 Vickyds voice
the ground rules and his experien
how much | know, but 106l try to

0OThat 6s perfect. .| AMeldl be ke pbi

take this at a speed thatds comfo
|l earned about Aunt Tikds and got
00f courseMy previous boyfriend introduced me to their website.
Hi s real name is Jim Det mer. I do
can get it if needed. He woul dndt
there. 6
OWhen did you meet Mr. Det mer ?
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0Three years ago. Jimmy had jus
about earning points and wanted t
come over, wedd be doing somethingc
off, saying he had a challenge to dwa# like a teenager looking for excuses
to drive the family car. 't got ri
broke up. o

oWhen was that?06

0Three months ago, | uisforfailghor e
punk challenge, not for breaking up with him. Before all that, Jimmy talked
me into joining Aunt Tikos. At fi
chall enges most of the time. | dioc

0OAnd when was it that you | oi ne

OAbout six months after | met |
chall enge where he and other memb

house at maybe three in the morning. The guy had one of those little Smart
cars. His garage must have been full becaabkedys parked on the curb
or in his driveway.

0Jimmy and the others would I if
it over to one of the neighbords d
another street. One time, | remember, they put it over a little fountain at the
park. Jimmy said itlookedk e a turtl e using a bi

She smiled at the recollection.

0Theydd dress in wild costumes,
call ed a 0t ouchdown dancebod to el
neighborhood. Then, someone would take videos the following morning
when the poor man tried to find his car. They stitttieed all together at
double speed. | was so naive at theftilhéhought itwashilarious.

oFinally, the guy wised up and got an alarm system for the car, so the
Aunt Ti kds punks focused on movVvi ng¢
instead. I thought it was getting

Vicky sighed, then shrugged as

| needed some context.

oDo you recall when these eveni
help us i dentify the victim or the
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olt was so |l ong agoé. 't was i
The Smart car was in a nice neighborhood around a golf course. North ¢
the Ted Williams, not too far from the 15.

oJi mmy was driving, and it was
remember exactly. |l 8dd know t he h
again. o

0The police canodsekaansdnddgedifthen er

have any vandalism or trespassing
ol t did seem | ike the -spitedk s
especially after they got this ne
Vickyfrowned.
0One of the punks | was in tur
OHow so0?76
0OSomebody got I nternet backgro

know, where you spend like a hundred and twenty dollars, and they give y
everything they can find on the I
they can turn up. Old phone numbensiad accounts, snaiail addresses,

relatives, jobs, credit, | awsuits
Ol nternet background checks I
concededd Seri ous crimes | ike aslkmsed!| t s

are committed against people. Some become victims simply because t
background check information is wrong. The attackers read somethin
onlinethatt hey dondt ' i ke about s ometk
background check based on the name and then do something to harm tt
person described in the data dump they get back.

OAs often as not, the victim t
they just happen to have a simila

Vicky nodde@nd continued with her story.

0OThese neighbors were married,
they had kid& typical middkelass suburbia. So, the punk challenges were
all about writing love letters back and forth between these four fpeople
from the wife of one neighbor to the husband of the other and vice versa.

OWedd send these gushy, somet i
mail and regular mail. Or tuck them under the windshield wipers of their car:
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We would even send messages to their jobs or have flowers and Hallmark
stuff delivered.

olt seemed like a lot of fun because you could get so creative, taking
on one role and then the other, playing up these fake relationships. To apply

the bellows to the fire, wedd cal/l
I wondered i f she knew what she
want to put her on the defensive.
0The big reveal for the punk w:

the street from them that they could both see, explaining the punk. But that
never happened. The wife of the one guy threw him out of the house. They

have these three kids around junidrhigs c hool age, and t
piles all over the frontyaide ver ybody és vyelling, s
The moisture in her eyes bore v
0OAt the same fAttheymadt o s bme b o kye t I

biggest asshofie filmed it all from across the street and posted it on Aunt
Ti kds website. Seeing this thing i
one big punk. Nasty, nasty, nasty.
Vicky gave a scowl that looked unnatural on her otherwise attractive
face.
e dates? Or tnh
n the summer.
t to the addr ¢

0Two years ago,

oDo you recall th
[
look up the house numbe@an lema i | [

oYes, that would be great. Pl e
subjectliné t hat hel ps me keep things or
owill. Ji mmy had one where they t

car and put in an audio player that made the mbiaesenginestarting,
revving up, shifting gears, all that.

ol guess insurance would cover most, @nd maybe for some of
these punks, they pay to undo whatever they did. But when they showed the

big reveal video for the punk, t |
pregnant , | i ke ei ght mont hs. May b «
freak outwhen youdre that far al ong,

transportation, or your finances,

It was clear from her tone and expression that reqzdbbgunt
Ti k 0 supgetviokk. s
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0OAs I dm talking to people, 6 |
Ti kds members showing sympathy or
part of i1t wasnod6t a great fit for

She flashed a cynical smile as
of her mouth dropped, her eyes softened, and she sighed.

oOYou start hearing rumors, |ik

car with rocks and killing the people in it. Or you see something terrible ir
the paper or on CNN that sounds
point, | got scared. o

Her eyes went wide as she raised her eyebrows.

oHad you &ever considered volu
member shi p?5¢6

oYes, I wanted out, away from
normal. But before | left, | accepted one last challenge to avoid anothe
argument with him. We were going through a rough patch, and | just wante

things to be é easier, you know?bo
A hint of a tear showed itself in the corner of her eye.
0l dve been there. It can be pa
ol t was . You do your best, b L

Anyway, | chose the simplest challenge. | was supposed to pick up a pack
and deliver it to a house.

OWhen | decryptetheAunt Ti kds message, |
so | was twelve hours late delivering the package, and it broke the punk.
mean, lunderstood that if you did something like ¢mapurpogeu could
get dismembered, and | knew that getting kicked out was a horrible ordee
But | thought it had to be for somethireglly bad

OAunt Tik's completely trashed my braed car for the difference
bet ween an O6adohardd buppi Bél 6wor ke

She seemed defeated; her shoulders sagged forward, her elbows
her knees, and her fingertips pressing her forehead on both sides as s
sobbed.



around her small apartmémaivoideye contact while she gathered
herself. | hated bringing up such bad memories for her.

Still, this was our first opportunity to see a dismemberment from the
inside. We needed to understand hc
them out and how it affected vicsisince that was theebsite's big stité
keep members in line. That knowledge could help us mitigate the fear it
i nspired dssociafabanwemight wardt ® flip.

After handing Vicky a box of tissues from her coffee tadmoked

o0Can you tell me how they dama
once shedd regained her composur e.
oltdéds clear now | had no clue
bought this new BMW, a silver X1. | saved for two years to make enough of
a down payment that the install men

paying for my old car.

0A week and a half after | failed the challenei work and walked
outtothe parkinglot The entire driverds si de
and the windows, was painted fluor
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oOpunkdéd bitchdé in big letters in
driverds window. 0
Déja vu all over again
The | ocal Aunt Tikoés community
Steve purchased orange and black paint for a challenge with a credit card
took from his mother, whodd conf i
But for now, | wouldnoét share
0The dealer said the chemical
coat, paint, and weatherstripping

the glass and ruined it. The bill to the insurance company was more the
eleven thousand dollars. | filed a potegort and got my deductible
reimbursed, which helped. The dealer gave me a loaner to drive, and they
agreatjobfixingthecdMo u candt Ikwnemw.téel | . Buf
ol dondt suppose Aunt Ti kds [
damages?56
She shook her head, anger flashing across her face.

olt doesndt feel |l i ke a new ca
bad enough they do this and get away with it, but on top of that, people thin
itds funny. Then you walk around
goi ng fthoe cdaou?sbe you know from all
have no | imits, no class, andofthe
hereye.

| studied my notes for a long moment, allowing her time to dab away
the moisture.
0l 6m sorry that happened to yo

what youdve gone through. The pol
put others in serious harmds way
telling you that to alarm you anyther. But | wanted to let you know that
theydre |l ooking into other things
possibility of capital crimes. o
oOWill the victims get their vo
not even having a face to scream
0l dm not at | iberty to tell yo

that the authorities are taking t
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| felt guilty asking Vicky to focus on a situation that dredged up
unresolved and painful feelings for her. | wanted to make amends if | could.

oOLogoku,6ve been the victim of i
feelings of being violated or no longer secure in your own spaces can be
incredibly difficult to overcome.
the name of someone who once hel pe

Marcihadreferred me to a wonderful wonseouple of years ago
and | wrote her contact information one of my business car@ialking to
a professional helped me get back to a healthy place after being abducted :
knifepoint in a murder case | was investigating.

oOoHopefully, we can stop Aunt T
SO no one el se gets hurt. o

| handed her my card.

ol t seems <clear that these <cel
serious power over the members, the punk performances, and the punk
challenges. Do you have any information that might help us learn more about
the people in those roles?b6

ol wasno6t in it to be part of
invol ved i f it werenodot for my rel
members and the people who ran things were supposed to be deep, dar}
secrets, and | waswmwdt motivated ¢tF

oBut | &dm pretty sure Jimmy know
He was always such asugg wher e Aunt Ti kds wa
wanted to be part of that next layer. There was a long stretch where he did
daily challenges to get his points as highsas pob | e . 6

0Do you think we could persuade

ol doubt it .-hodianbnoyudbts Asuon tg uThigk O S

decided he didndt | i ke them anymor
0ls there anything you know abc
get him di smembered i f Aunt Ti kds

| wagurious. But | was also casting about for any leverage | might
need when talking to Jimmy.

ONo, di s me mbhagthingigh e sweuwlcdn @&t r i
Ti kds holds it over everybodyds he
how they keep everyone toeing the
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to commit crimes, but | think my situation praved s ndt tr ue.
those rules ltwhen it comes to dismembering someone.

oOnly the cell czar knows anything about the real people behind thei
Aunt Ti kods handl es, and he wonodt
these things a ghost. ¢

| thought for a moment.

0l see your point, but the | i
deal with those situations. | want to talk to Jimmy. Would you be willing to
give me his contact information?¢d

00f course. o6 Vicky reached for
through it for a perShe wrote on a notepad lying on the end table, passing
the top sheet to me.

0OThanks. I wond6t mention that
Ji mmyaol | probably assume you wer e

oLet me ask you a hypothetical question: Suppose we coulc
manipulate the situatisnthatJimmy cooperatiwith us, possibly without
his knowledge. Would you be comfortable interacting with him again? No
romantically, but maybe just cal/l
and by the way, have you done any
Isthat something you could do?6

She shrugged. ol f it h éobnmasy, I

qguestions, Jimmy might get suspic
Vicky thought for a moment.
oStill, Il Ieft him, not the ot
I know Aunt Tikoés is the one thin
o0Okay, good. Once 1 6ve spoken
something you could do on that f
Vi cky, and this conversation wil/
Shewas gracious.
0ltds been frustrating, but 108
ol 61l 1 keep you in the | oop as

contact info is on the front of the card | gave you. Please let us know if yol

remember anything that might be helpfuieed anything from us related

to this investigation. I hope you
I considered Vickyds situation
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While | appreciate whadtereddsnot Ti
joke.



at home, that Paul and | finally interviewed Jimmy Detmer. Paul hac
pull ed Det mer 6s r ap weulldeeserintérferé o r
with my work, Paul insisted he go along for this interview, tapping into the
per sonal time off hedd built up
about Detmerds character and hi st
Detmer lived in a orgtory frame home in Clairemont, just south of
Balboa, near the 805 interchange. The yard, surrounded by a badly rust
hurricane fence, was unkempt. Trash had filled in any empty spaces, the r
strewn with used automobile parts andbrokerdown twaostroke
motorcycle missing the gas tank and a front wheel. An old, battered swir
set rested against the outside garag@ wakins hanging from it suggested
it had served as an engine hoist. Dog feces and decomposing small anir
carcases littered the ground, bare of vegetation save for the occasienal drie
up weed. Even in a poorer neighborhood, the residence stood out for it
neglected condition.
We could see movement within the house. But before we knockec
on the door, | quickly created a Rigtority email on my burner phone with

I t  watinT@ursday evening, during our third attempt to catch him
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the subject, OWATCH OUT FOR POLI CE
premium Aunt Tikoés account to Detn
I di dndt hit ntlhustsl8 thercell phond baok msidg @y
front jacket pocket.

Detmer answered our knock on the dilapidated wooden screen door,
wearing a soile@-shirt and cargo shorts. He kept the door closed as he
scowled at Paul and then sneered up and down at me, making it obvious he
was undressing me in his mind.

0 Wh a tyowdaot?" he snarled, condescension dripping from his
voice as his eyes returned to meet

Paul showed his badge and said in as level a tone as he could muste
o0l dm working with the San Diego P
guestions related to your role wit

ol havendét done anything, d Det
open the door. olAdokRadabwhamyertght s

| resisted the temptation to ro
me he was worried about something.

0 Mr . Det mer, wedre here regardi
Paul said, stretching the truth |
a courtesy. You can let us in, and we can have a conversation in the comfor
of your home, or we can havetttscussion down at the precinct. The

choice is yours. o

Paul 6s Dbl uff worked. Something
neighborgi or a landlord to whom you owe two modback renfi can
be very persuasi ve. Paul s exagge

dishonesty. The departmeidhave a relevant open homicide case and was
merely waiting for the Aunt Ti kds

Though Detmer had to think about it for a moment, he grudgingly
opened the screen door. He seemed to go out of his way to avoid
acknowledging me. When | offered my business card upon entering and
introducing ourselves, he ignored my outstretched han# ® taP a u | ¢
instead. Paul pulled his back, took my card, and handed it to Detmer, which,
for some reason, caused him to snort.

Detmer turned his back on us as he walked into the living room. We
followed him inside, and Paul pocketed his badge. We could see into the
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kitchen, where dirty dishes filled the sink and overflowed onto the counte
i beer cans, some half crushed, littered the surfacte éimithg room

floor. A cockroach skittered along a baseboard. The ragged, worn carpet w
threadbare in spots and smelled of pet accidents.

An aging and toothless German Shepherd had taken up most of th
sagging and torn pleather couch, and Detmer settled into an old brown vin
recliner held together with duct tape, leaving no seating options for either c
us.

Paul and I looked at one another. Because Detmer had obvious issu
dealing with women in positions of authority and we intended to put him
under stress, we knew | needed to ask the questions.

oMr. Detmer, 6 | said, looking
Ohave you ever heard of a soci al

o0l dondt know anything about a
his wupper I ip curled into a snee
Looking straight at Paul, he made it sound vaguely like a threat.

0l dondt recall mentioning tha
Mr. Detmer, o6 | informed him with
youdd performed any chall enges foc
me you dondt knoswe aeiyttthdarmngé about

oDamned straight. The only pu
depart ment . 0

Our Mr . Det mer wasndt very qu
mi sunderstanding of a punk®&s mear
time he tried it, and repeating i

Detmer was in bantam rooster mode, looking for a fight. As he
claimed he knew nothing about Aun
my thumb to send my poeeated-enail from the cell phone inside my jacket
pocket. Sure enough, we immediately lzearglssage notification chiming
from the front of Detmerds shorts

oYou might want to get that, J
news from this Aunt Tikds website
even be about our visit tonight. o

Det mer wasnot one to resist

changed back and forth between the game face meant for us and furtive loo
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away in nervous curiosity as he worried about the message notification. He
kept fingering the phone in his pocket, and as much as he hated to peek, the
temptation was too strong.

Finally, shaking his head like a bobblehead, he pulled his phone out
of his pocket. His shoulders dropped when he saw the message, and he
exhaled heavily, knowing he was outed.

ol only have a free public acco
me about Aunt Tikods. o

oYou just lied in front of a | &
an interrogation about matters pertinent to an active murder investigation,
Mr . Det mer . Thatdos a felony. You

me mber s don d t-maiadtSignallaccounts. Waeuld gou lke to
reconsider your answer?50

0O0Okay, fine. Have it your way,
with his words. oBut | didndt do a
prove it.o

What possible good does this man think would come from
chall enging a peace officer to pr
his intellect, honesty, and awareness.

0 Mr . Det mer , can you explain

complaints against you with the police during April andidagears ago
Theydve accused you of activities

car and a cement | awn ornament. 0

0l dondt know anything about tl
showed clearly the question rattled him.

0Give us a moment, I f you woul d

Paul and | stepped back for a quiet conference.

OWe got wh at we came for, 6 |
involved up to his eyeball s. I T we
invoke something hedll know Vicky
her . 6

Paul nodded, and we turned and stepped forward again.

oMr. Detmer, thank you for seei

later to ask some additional questions. While we are not here to give you legze
advice, it would behoove you to pr
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On their face, Det merds respon
I felt wedd struck gol d. When- t he
bulb fanatic like Detmer to our advantage. His shallow deceits confirme:

what Vicky told us about how deeply hewaso | ved. Al |l we
real answers was some | everage, a
that.

I n revealing heod i nvested hi
authorities, Det mer also told us

dismembered. That suggested Vicky was right when she said dismemberm
was the one thing that would compleaiglet his world.

| had some ideas about how to make that threat more immediate witt
some help from Steve and Vicky.



A
-

We DIRecTN

hen | spoke to Tracy on the p
time to put up her Temecul a h
0The | awyer said Californi

equity for cash bail, so | did that. It took three trips to the court and a ton of
paperwork, but they finally |l et St
| arranged with Tracy to visit them at home the following morning.
Eve Byrne had done much of the res
responsible for most of odritwagsraogr e
meeting long overdu@y callcaught heon her way to work, argicked

her up in front of the precinct or

Steve answered the door and invited us in, visibly more at ease than
ineithefjailli Nt er vi ew. Tracy was there, a
the chance that the teenager would misconstrue anything we discussed.

"Steve, Tracy, this is Det. Ev
and an investigator with the police department. She volunteered to help
unofficially with Steveds situatioc
| eads wedre following now. ¢

Eve nodded, and we shook hands all around.
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oBecause of that work, it | ook
become official sooner rather than later.

ol f thereds anyt hi ngsyouoeedtovask t
of me, you can also communicate with Eve. | thought it was important
introduce you to each othardthat shegets to know everyone. Hopefully,
she can catch up with anything I

0ltds nice to meet you, Detect
your help. 6
oPl ease, just call me Eve, and

been hard on you, Steve, but | have to say the circumstances are a lot m
interestingl and education@ than some other things we get involved
i n. o

Steve had become a |ittle st
making eye contact with her.

He has a little thing farlBwailed to myself.

As Tracy nudged him with her e
everything youdre doing for us. o

oBy the way, Steve, hereds you
first 106d had to return it since
burner phone.

oThanks. 6 He brightened. oIl <co

o | know youb6ve been through ¢
understand more of what you got s
into the |iving room. 0Given al/l

Steve took the coffemlored fabriuipholstered couch with his
knees up and feet on the seat. Tracy offered me the brown faux leaths
recliner, with Eve taking one of the sypant wingback chairs. Tracy sat
on the couch near her son.

oltds okay, 6 Steve replied. ol
this afternoon. My friends ask wt
tell t hem. He doesndt want the cc¢
heds worried sbmebef i myAuntemdkdm
to go on Aunt Tikds website, and

being more responsible and trading that for having the freedom to do othe
things, so I 6m good. ¢
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0Speaking of Aunt Tikos website
judge who granted bail and your cC.
been a cooperative witness in one of our cases and allowed us to use the
account. We dondtrewamggaagrey aoatitwvid

ol can get that information for
your conversation; itodoll take me &

0oThank you, 6 Eve said, nodding

oWell, Steve, wedve been | ookin
see how it would be easy to get ca
what had happenédt hat | wasnodot still guest

0ltds a bigger deal than | tho
As you know, our involvement in this has been unofficial so far as a way to
help you and your mom out. But webo
that are very concerning to law entoe me nt . I candot sh
you, but youdre not the only one f
trouble if that makes you feel any

Steve shot me an appreciative ook suddenl y real
in the dark about what we were doing while incarcerated, other than what his
mom might have passed along.

0l guess it makes me think some
are being messed with, too, 6 he sa&

Eve gave him a wry smile.

oUnfortunately, thatds a commor

went to Vicky Ca-800sumber hotlinB yet for pelopter e &
whodve been burned by Aunt Ti kds. ¢
Steve gave up an ironic grin of his own, seeming more comfortable
with Eve.
0OThereds a pretty good <chance

investigation, 6 | told him. ol f t
reporter, | cnyseldtin ¢giol ectel y nivesadli ge
yet i f theyoll assign Eve to the c

0Since | work for Homicide, 6 E\

whet her they find direct evidence
murder. Wedve got a case that fits
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OMurder 2 h&teiwsi ous! 6 Steve sour
someone charged with transporting a loaded weapon to a location in fror
of a judgeds home would find the

Steve hadndét fully grasped the sc
OoThere are other <cases, many
Ti kés seems to have a hand in, o

somebodyl investigateft j ust a matter of the
Tracy returned, passing me a handwritten note with the name of the

judge whodd issued bail and the <c
0OThanks, Tracy. | f-mgol eddr @B B
you with my |l etter to the judge a
Tracy took the note back from me and wrote down the information.
ol appreciate this, Debra Ann, 6 s

| smiled and nodded to say she was welcome. | turned back to fac
Steve.

ol f Idm reading all this right
any promises or predicting the futiiresour part in this situation is small,
more of a withess than a criminal. To support that idea, it would help us i
you could add to our wunderstandir
with the gun but also the organization. Would you be willingierawsne
guestions for me?6

Steve nodded.

0Our | awyer says | am not supp
Aunt Tikodés, but he knows youbre w
okay. 6

oWedl | stay away from anythin
charges, and if you or your mom become uncomfortable with anything, jus
|l et me know. Eve, if you see a pr

oWi I I do. 0 Eve |l ooked reassuri
mood in the room lightened a little.

olt looks to us,d6 | continued,

they tricked you into doing. By the way, we do know they used you. | douk
anyone questions that at this poi
deal . But 1 t 0 shavecepoged it than yyourapany egilh o0 u
i ntentions. 0
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Steve swung his legs off the couch and leaned forward, giving me his
full attention.

0So, -enfaow cement of ficers have
responsible for solving here. The first is keeping people from getting duped
into doing any part of anything involving an assault rifle and a sitting judge
in the same sentence. The second is lwotieg a murder, attempted
murder, physical harm, destruction of property, or intimidatianything
illegal by anyone, using proxies orfnoto go unpunished. The third is
stopping anybody from making a game out of capital offenses, or for that
matterany ot her cri me. 0O

OWe have to accomplish these
peoplebds right to have innocent fu

ol guess | aw enforcement i snot
conceded.

olt can get complicated, thatod
from you is anything you can thin
for any of the challenges youdve
that sent you your challengethe cell czar, if you have information on that
per son, woul d hel p, t oo. Dondét wo
back to the people who charged you with the gun thing. And yes, | have a
better picture of your concerns about dismemberment fromtA Ti k &
Wedve spoken to someone who went t

And | etds not forget ,IlyhoughtBue !l pe
once again kept my suspicionstomyselfl di dndt want t
rapport we were building with Steve.

0OBut whatever Aunt Ti kds pl ans
sailed. Wedre not going to | et th
ARwe dondt need to be giving them e
you with me so far?é

ol just wish | knew when and w
Steve said. oOoOHaving to worry all t
it wondt change anything they do i
go through this. o

It occurred to me that Steve may have used his recent downtime to
think some of these things through for himself.

S
k
C
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oWedll try to keep you infor me
you, 6 Eve offered.

0OAs to Aunt Tikds identities,
you know, but Aunt Ti kds handl es

great tech people, and Eve has done a ton of research. We should be able
link those to their realorld identies. First question: do you know the name
or Aunt Tikds handle of the cell

oOur cel | number i s 2763, 0 St
CellCzar2763 at AuntTiket-com account. Whoever is the cell czar uses
t hat account , so itds not tied toc

just made him the czarcouple ofmonths ago. Before that, he was a cell
captainfi the captains use their regular membmeaieaccounts because
whoever gets to be a captain changes every,rdepdgnding on their
scores. Il think his Aunt Tikods ha
the middle and some number after it, at AuntTiks dot com.

Ol 6m sorry, difil blyod-tio, uncengcoré-bl4 ot t

l 6?26 | asked incredul ously. I | oc
was as surprised as the one |1 dm s
oYeah, thatds right, with the

0ltds something we needed to Kk
| 6d had a pr i Antaibfoom the Jamds Marshall h c
roadside homicide pinned over my desk at the news service for nearly a ye

and | saw that name every working
around, gi ven Ecommdcton td puskceswtethay likety f
ended in murder é and now this.
But | didndot share all of that
ol di dnot mean to interrupt y
ahead. ¢
ol remember because he was the

challenge | did. By then, he was the cell czar, but he used his cell captain
mail account for that challenge. They encipher the messages, and-those s
destruct after a while, but thetfdok headers wrapping thenails are still

in my inbox. They would show irhe
Aunt Ti koés handle. 6
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OWould you mind if Forensics t
be good to copy and backupthoseai | s. 6 | saw a | ool
cross Stevebds face, and | was sure

bring up in front of his mother.

oDondt worry, al I-maihlesy.601Th dyo ovko
anything else that might bewhmh yo
they find with me or your momThey only care abou u n t Ti k

communications | f you would | i ke, I 61 | a
go through it. I f they say no, it
because youdre still answerabl e in
Steve answered carefully, o0The
my | aptop and that | should not er
oOHe needs his Il aptop for schoc
worried if the federal agents take
be forever before we get it back. ¢
oDondt tell anyone | sai d thic
inexpensive USB drive. Keep it to yourself that you have it, and store it
separately from the | aptop, maybe
gl ove compart me nt eatl your warkion thewdskdrige c a
occasionally so you wondt | ose it
OSubpoenas cané6t ask for anyt hi
on the premises. Thereds nothing w
wonodot appreciate that | shared t he
your | awyer. Does that help?é6
oYes, it does, 6 Tracy said, smi
Eveds face had a neutral expr e:
me shedd have preferred | not shat

But | needed to offer something showing | was on his side to bolster the
trust we were building with Steve.

He said hopefully, O0They haven:¢
have a clone of my <celll phone, so
He was still hesitant. | was a teenager onceparfddtiypderstood
that he didndt want his mom findin
among other thingsStill, h e mu s t have realized
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ossession of the machine anyway,

he | aptop. I dondt need to watch
I was gl ad t o s e eEitherlicee onlmil bel e d

watching over the process. o

olf you |l et me take it into th
have it back this afternoon. All they need to do is copy out the relevant file:
Il 8l bring it back to you myself.
0 Mo m, can you get the comput e
desk?dé6 Steve asked. o0The case for
OWill you excuse me?0 Tracy as

a few minutes. o

Once she left the room, | leaned toward Steve and said quietly
OEveryone has things on their corm
know about. We deal with that all
up in any reports or file system

Steve nodded and then, looking down at his socks, quietly said
0OThanks. 0

From the corner of my eye, | could see Eve winking, one thumb in
the air.



was reviewing my notes when Tracy returned to the living room with
the laptop zipped into its case. Finding the entry | wanted, | turned
toward Steve.

oYour mom tells méhatat some pointyou bought a container of

paint stripper andlack and orangsprayp ai nt . I assume f
chall enge?6
oYeah, one where | branded a ca

Even though 1 8d st hisconfirinationteatl s p e «
he hel ped trash Vickyds car was a
Eart h, reminding me Steve wasnot
interrupt our progress, so | hid my reaction. | saw Eve, way ahead of me in
realizing what Steve had done, kbokn at her fingers intertwined on her
| ap. I hadndt explicitly mentioned
vandal i sm t oheradetailed niessage frot dny interviekv wit
Vicky Carlson, arnive hadcconnected the dots.

OHow many of these challenges

o0l didtlhypose two. | dve been on Au
didndt become a paid member until
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first challenge | bid on was the painting part of the dismemberment brandin:
punk. And you know what happened

0 Ok ay ,i mpw tell meteverything you remember about the
branding punk. You said it theguywah |
a number after his name, at Aunttikst c om? 0

Steve nodded.

0As | understand it, the cell
someone, and then he releases alltimeemnb er 6 s secr et i
for punking that person. As the challenge performer, do you contact the czz
directly to get that information? Or deytpost it to everyone, mayire
some forum you go to?6

oONo, | never got a message fro
just from the punk master. He was a cell captain. The punk masters kno
everything about whoever gets dismembered because they write tt
chall enge i nstruct i oatesstuff, thehirdogmatibo n &
you need is in the challenge notification they send to say your bid won. If th
czar is the punk master, then, yeah, you would get the information directl
from hi m. Whoeverds doing opnse of
persmal thingsaround if they wanted to.

0OSometi mes thatds what the dis
information out there. Maybe tag the side of a barn or a billboard with
something embarrassing about thmembelfi thatcould come from the
private info. Or it could be just
then the di smembered personds cel
their motherds, sisterodos, or daug

OThese messages are al/l encryp

0The Aunt Tikos app takes car e
one I di d, t he gun, t he czar W ¢
di smember ment, so there wasndt an

0Okay, got it, o I said. 0 We 0
somebody is a big deal. But | don
assign something that i mportant t
before. Can you walk me through i

oYes, 0 Steve repl i ed.A doingtad s
di smembering punk shows everyone
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member, they SPAM you a lot about all the fun of doing the punks and seeing
the punk results. They pump you up about getting points so you can write
punks of your own and collect enough to become a cell captain. They want
you to join and pay the memberships.

oBut once you pay, the first tr
di smember ment chall enge. My fri enct
and he says itodos just |like that; t
right away, when you joithey cut off all your hair, make you march
everywhere, and restrict you to th

0ltds too bad t he yaruofthewbtddyduare | vy
going to see, 6 Eve said, opening a
in the service. 0Trust me; Il know.

Steve gave her a sardonic grin
join Aunt Ti kods, you get this man
matter. I f you dondét do your chall

for everyone else, andthenthe puneds n 6t go how it sh
punks have two dozen challenges, so tfeatyyr peopl e who
each other have to get their act together for it to work. So, be on time and
do your challenge right, but as quickly as possible.

0The other big rules are: Donot
the work anyone else did in the <c¢h
caught, and dondt do anything sturg

ofhat means youdre supposed to
doing anything where anyone could see you, and cover yourself all over; like

dond6ét wear shorts or a tank top. W
that makes you stand outcanidentify you. They have articles on the Aunt
Ti kds website that tell you how to
dondt get caught . 6

ol t ake it t hey enforce t ho:
di smember ment 20 | asked.

olf you mess any of that up, t

the di smember ments right up front
supposed to commit any crimes when you do a challenge, but | guess tha
doesndt apply when di s megnsbaebigidealg s
Maybe the most 1 mportant thing, ir
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Eve broke in. oO0Wednieméd arudl eabg
from different sources. But how is that governed? | get that if somebody
does an innocent challenge illegally, maybe shoplifting something they we
supposed to buy, they might get dismeachiéthey get caught.

OFor proposed challenges with any upfront illegality to them, |
assumed it would be the punk masters who rejected those. But given wh
happened to you, that candot be tr
i nnocent when you ttheiinstmdtions peoailitediyau.
fromlookingi t he only way you coul d hav.

Eve | et t hat sink i n, t hen C
discovering o met hi ngdsdaganadast sonhed!| Bwk
crimesodo to me. That s c¢cri mi nal i n

ONow youdre saying thereds al s
rule, which applies to dismembering punks. That leaves only one last line

defense in these challenges, as f
my question, Steve:Isthareyt hi ng i n the rul es
OHey, I candt do ctiningds? 6c hal | enge b
He thought a moment.
o0No, not real |l y. Everything |

dismember me for not following the instructions when | looked under the
hood. They dondét say anything abo

Pursing her lips, Eve shook her head.

0l was afraid vy oAnyatherpreblematic roles t
Aor |l ack thereof?6

OWell, another big deal iI's you
Aunt Ti kds hooks you up virfikndl |y
of a guiddi soyou can ask questions ovaenal. My guide told me they
always use new members for the risky parts of the dismembermer

challenges.
ofThat s mainly because t htmase ¢
supposedl vy, get c¢close to being il

get the message of how important dismembernfentast also so if they
screw up, the only people that get in trouble are the newbies. After you d
your first one, youdre |ike, 01 ni¢
chall enges to bid on. o
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The structure of the organization seemed designed to cover

someoneds ass, but not necessaril
new ones.

0oThanks, Steve, 060 | said. o0That
on. 6

SDPD detectives would want to
accounts for investigative purposes. | needed to know what would happen if
one of their accounts was exposed
and then one of you getlsdnmddts meende
know which other members were your friends. Your buddies could get
revenge by screwing with the game, maybe hacking a server or something o

t hat order . | f Aunt Ti kds | earns v
too?6
0They watch out for that. When

guys who worked together at a Powerhouse gym became paid members. On
of them blew off performing their challenge. When he got dismembered, the
other trainers who joined when he did bid ondissiemberment punk
challenges. They intentionally messed them up so vathilodhapperto
that first guy.
0OAunt Ti kds kicked them all ou
manual : you must tell Aunt Tikos v
| f vy o,and they findl but, they can dismember everybody in your group.
They also go by dates. They know who joins around the same time you do.
When they dismember somebody, anyone listed as a friend or who joined
when they did sees only the kind of challengaswhmembers select from.
|l tds |i ke they have to prove t hems
oThat makes it even worse when you get dismembered because it
screws with the friends you had outside the game, too, and they get pisset
off at you. There was a big discussion about all this in the member forum
when the Powerhouse trainers were
OMakes sense theyd6d have to do
that you get your challenge instructionsrbgiefrom the punk master once
you bid on a challenge and win it. In what other ways can members exchang:
messages? | 0m thawywe might getan thwongh ¢he Isatka n ¢
door . 6



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP189

OMost people use Signal becaus
regular enaili the ema i | has a | ink to the e
a little utility included with yo

your phone through their Android app, thenal gets encrypted or
decrypted automatically."

Steve |l ooked at his mother ap
Signal was because my dad used it to cheat on her with his new girlfriel
while they were stildl mar r i enany |
notebook and think | was doing something to hurt her, too. So, | erased i
and always got my messagesrhpd | . 6

Tracy gave a slight cough and looked down, focusing on her
fingernails. As a mom myself, | understood her mixed feelings. Her sol
showed consideration for her, something she could take pride in as a mothe
choosing concealment as his means told heilshadstore work to do.



thoughts battling for attention inside his head were complicated,

evenbefore consideringis relationship with his moigtill, the
problems we were helping him solve were more about his poor choices than
his character.

| framed my next question to pu

The living room went briefly quiet. Steve had just remistieat the

positive territory. o0Tell me every

bid on it to get points. How does
OWhen you | og in, thereds a s

eligible forEach has general descriptiaellingyouwhen they posted it,

the start time for the punk 1itds p

They also tell you the | owest poin

Eve had a puzzled look on her face.

0 bet thaeverse auctiamonceptbut why do they want to lower the
bids?¢6

ol t tal ks about t hat in Aunt
captains each month based on who |
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reverse auction, people would bid crazy amounts to get promoted after doir

only a few chall enges. Having the
oPut that way, it makes sense,
OYou <candt al ways bid | ower [
continued. O0They have ways to | im
a | ot of challenges or 1 f the pu
performed. Maybe they only let you bid dowfivéothousand points on a
chall enge, somet hing I|ike that. I

what they messed bpforeva s nd6t bad enough to d
He saw my slightly glazed expression at the tide of information.

oAl I the rules are in the man
chall enges the way youdre s-oewpos
premium members bidding on di smer
any | imits. They donfértomvatnak itnog dtil

Eve had a talent for getting to the core of things.
0So, thatds why you picked, t he
wanting to prove yoursaindA u n t oy okfeded/oudismemberment

punk challenges. 0

Shedd just pointed owanteth desroy St
Vickyds car; to get the points ar
bad options he didnét control. |t
Aunt Tikds cul pability.

0OYes. The di smember men tandpaste:k c

6Paint the side of somebodyds car
that. Some say to add graftimessager use specific colors. This one
wanted Oopunkd®&éd bitch,d black over
bid 4,999.

oThe instructions with the challenge notification letting me know |
won my bid had a specific time and location. They described the car an
mentioned sandingdghlvindowsnd applying theaint strippef i r st . |
sure if | was supposed to do that, too. B@lo k s ome of my

andbought some strippgrhen | got the paint. o
oThe purchasesyoumadé t h your mo Ev@ asked.r e ©
0OYeah. The time set in the ins

Steve looked down at his feet, away from his mother.
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OWhen | got paid bought replacement paint and stripper and then
tried to return that to the store using the first receipt. But they needed the
original credit card for the refu
purse. o

Tracy  vdibee®dquiet most of the discussion, srageshe spoke.

0Steveds got a card in his name nc
more flexibility to handle budget
permission wondt be a problem agai
oThanks, Mom, and I &6m sorry. & S
| wanted some context for Steve
0 We di dnodt intend t o ma k e y O
confirmationYou dr e doing great. The not.
He was just a cell captain?o
Steveshook his head
OHe sent it |i ke he was a acel |

month maybetwo according to the message
guess the czars get to keep their member accounts. Maybe he forgot to switc
tohisnewczarmai | account ?0

Learning that our per sasernames i nt
might be helpful | pushed forward.

00Okay, good. What happened next

0They use GPS coordinates for
names of things, maybe for security. The car wasn't there when | went where
it was supposed to be. | sent a Signal message to my guide and copied th
punk master to ask what | should do. It getsing late, and | was about
ready to go home; then the punk master called me with the right
coordinates. 0

O Healled o u ? 6 Ev e washared heareattibre d Wa a n @
everything supposed to be encrypted messages, no direct contact betwee
member s?56

oYeah, |l 6d never heard of t he
seeming confused that i1It was such
message that I couldndét stay wher

neighborhood; people were starting to checkut.
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oHe must have decided it would be better to call me directly so |
di dndt get beat up or robbed. 6

| needed clarity.

0OBut you heard this guyds voic

Steve nodded.

O0This was O6blotto_bill?3d Or wa
0The guy who called me back sa
it was blotto_bill, | suppose. 0

Eve wanted to be sure.

OWould you recognize the voice

OHe didndét say much, and it wa
so. 0

0That s good to know. 6 Eve noc
me.

oWhat happened once you got wt
asked.

He paused to recall the scene.

0When | ar rrailerevds,parked parallal evithdhe BMW
on the driverds side, maybe eight
small letters on the side of the trdildrremember that because it was funny
to me. They make these |ittle Kor
name on it.

0A Hummer was parked at one end of the trailer, perpendicular to it
across the back of the car. On the other end of the semi was a Transit ve
parked at a right angle, covering most of the front end of the Beamer. The
made this little room to work in, at@ whole side of the BMW was like a

painting canvas. Nobody coul d see
Eve raised a finger.
ol take it this was in a remot
oYeah, back where the mall e mp

sanded the windows and put some chemicals on the paint. There was sand
dust on the pavement, and some of the paint was gooey, sagging, a
dripping on the ground, still wet.

0l spr#&yedobPaynwge all over the
the whole mess. Thapraypaint started sagging, but mostly just at the
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bottom. It was dopé@ looked artistidike | did it that way on purpode
had twentywo cans of orangend two cans of black, and | used up all the
orange.

0 taggedHhe side in big black letters. Then, | got the idea to add an
arrow pointing toitpaenttedver @&sgwj n
have to roll the glass down to see her side mirpminting out her profile
t hat way would be awesome. 0

| wanted to confirm how Steve knew her gender.

0The challenge acceptance not.
woman?ao

o0Yes. That was pretty much it.
walked away with them."

OAnd when was all of this?dd EvVe

olt was three months ago,thenaybe
snorteddl had orange overspray on my |
|l ooked | i ke a pumpkin exploded in

OHow did I not see you?dé Tracy

oYou were at work, Mom. | stil!l

get the paint off me and out of my hair. That stirffyd used the Febreze
from the bathroom to cover the smell and threw away my clothes so you
woul dndét see them in the wash.©o6

ol remember t koegootddl tasy/sooksharenéatd i n g
slightly. o0l thought the cat got i

0The next day, a picture of the
without the semi or other cars. It looked sweet, and | had 4,999 points, plus
a thousand bonus points for a succ
|l was pretty happy about that. o

| made a mental note to talk with Eve later about whether Steve
should meet Vicky Carlson. Steeemed decent kid at heart, but his
priorities and moral compass were more than a little screwed up. It might do
him good to face the full consequences of his actions.

For now, | 6d plow ahead.

oDo you know who did the other
many do you think there were?o
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ONo, theyoOre strict adéseisinAune v e
Ti kdofhey say itds for your safety

oBut | think itds more because
and you have to be careful becaus
It could be your friend, your te:;
about it to anyone else, except if dmdg joined when you did, maybe with
them. Or | guess the sponsor who

oBy the way, who sponsored yol
|l eads to premium Aunt Ti kods membe

0l dondt know, they never tol d

Eve nodded in acknowledgment,
explained thathey break the punks into as many separate challenges &
possible. Say somebody sees you doing one part of it, and you are tall
wearing a gray hoodie. Another guy comes along to do the next challenc
and heds short and wewereiwingssea formmyr o
of the challenges, their stories
believe a dozen guys al/l wor ked
make any sense to them.

Eve took exception.

OYou might want to rethink tha
does follow through on some crazy
| had to give him some credit Steve started backpedaling

immediately.
ol di dmntbdughttteth n meant t hat Aunt

because of how they set it up. Bu
Steve gave us his best@setof-jaitHfreecard smile.
0So, the dismembering brandi nc¢

probably at least eight or nine people.

oo dondt d¢angedwhere thargbagtlyat probably would
take one person. Ok avy, say they ¢
semiin beside the car. Anotherught he Tr ansit van in
persorparkedhe Hummer. Somebody else sanded the windows and applie
the paint stripper; thatodés four.

oo do the painting, thatds fi ve
and that makes six. A different menmbaroveshe Transit van, seven, and
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then one returns the semi, thatos
master, takes the picture. Thatads
oWh ool | beli eve somebody hired,

two just to tag a car?6o6
| had to admit | was impressed.

oln a way, A teftasn amourd odyasivenesgatst .
baked in. Could be coincidental,

Eve challenged that thought.

0 When w e see accountability
guestionable behaviors in | aw enf

to mind, and we start thinking about intent. Not about anythingl@ne, e
but the game as a whole. 0
There was a pause as we considered her point.

OEve, is there anything el se we

0l dve got enough to hold me fo
take all this in, and | might have

| stood.

0Steve, Tracy, I think thatds :
get to chat again. 1tdés been a pl e

circumstances. In the meantime, Steve, keep your head down, stick to you
routine, and be suretocallheiyou think thereds a
on. Youbve been a ton of help here
of some of this stuff .o

| turned to our hostess.

0 T h a n k s understamatiovy difficult ths has beefor you, but
things are turning around. 0

olt was good to see you agdai n,
Tracy reacddout to shak& v ehans.

0Thanks for coming over, 0 Steve
|l promise. Just be careful who you

Looking at Steve, |l said somber

| gave him a thumhgp as | turned to follow Eve out the door and
then to our car.

It would take ansiderable timir me torealizehat| hadnot
understoodhe implications of what Stewvastelingme
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Not in the least.



returned to the precinct. After her call, he headed over to her cubicle.
Paul sat in her side chair

when she and Debra Ann interviewe
were together in midair, the tips of his thumbs and fingers touching, elbows
on the armrests.

0l was thinking about your dis
Aunt Tikoés involvement in all five
said.

Paul had left Eve a message asking her to ping him in the lab when she

OWe need to push that tidbit urg
to know the blotto_bill connections to the three cases we sent him and the
federal charges. Thescalation Managemetam handling the James
Marshall case will want the information. You know how théy Hrihey

were making any progress, wedd ha\
looking in the right places or for the right things.
ofhat blotto_bill link to Steve

of t his. Your i nterview with Stev
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anything to the homicide cases. Still, it supports the genettztitesse
people are crossing the lines.

oYour work got wus blotto_bil!l
do you want to do the honors and

oLt . Br o dksoverheard me ohewing them out for
showboating E v e edwerinos&kofEo we dr e not exa
know? Whgog adokndto them? Toss i n my
do me some good. 0

00kay, fdiRauwddoluguiglhl make sur e
youdre due. 0

Returning to his desk, Paul called Lt. Ezra Brooks. The lieutenan
picked up after two rings.

0 leutenant glad | caught yoéd Paul Castro, the criminalist
supervisor working with Homicide.

oSur e, Paul , I have ten minut e
need more, tell me now. 0

0That should be plenty. I t ds
homicide from &&w monthsago | hadndét heard any
case, so | wondered if youdre sti

OWe put the word ibfiustcamento uatde s
several times since, fdaynadu wkerove, btel
suspects.® But just between you a

0l &6m sorry itdés not going bett

Do you remember when you called Det. Robbdiosuple of weeks into the
caseaskingher about an-mailthatrefereneda 6 bl ot t o unde

oYes, of cour se; we 0 vneail aoldressor t r
Il nternet user account . No luck so
Ol just | enmi. Det Robluns foryvarded it tcethe other
detectives, but t-imthat eould basengdne to ae. F ¢

Try O6blotto underscoreddt | domnd eB
intend to contact that individual, do me a favor and let me know beforehanc

OWe have an unusfidab sawveati me,
finer pointsi but wedr e | ooki-thgbooksnas a side o0 m
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effect of a federal i nvestigation.
Ti kds. 0 Wedve tied t hecontrdlled ARLR i n-
targeting a judgeds residence. 0

oYes, we have the same name,
Mar shall ran. We | ook ddcertainlyt, notthingd n 0 t
involving guns -anthej ubdges!| i FbBayos
turf . o

OWhen they transferred the Mar
othe feds were |l ooking at a teena

Our investigatorBadjust stumldda cr oss t he Aunt Ti k
fedsstillar endt entirely up to speed on
0Our detectivesd angle is this
franchisee facilitates some of these bad behaviors. And Det. Byrne turned uf
none other than your Obl otto_bil!l
responsible fothe challengéhat ordered the delivery of the assembled

weapon to the judgeds | ocation. 6

There was a noticeable pause on the line.

ol 611 gr ant you that this bl o
Brooks hesitantly admitted. Paul remembered something Louis once said
about theéescalation Manageméne a més unwi | I i ngness
t hey di drPéuidecidedtodigin.at e.

0So, her eds a thought t hat ocC
ORemember, all this is hypothetice

you took over the case, Robbins and Byrne did their preliminaries and knew
James Marshall was heavily involved witimecsocial media gaming
website that plays jokes on peopl
Paul said.

0That much we have, 6 Brooks cor

O0Mar s htahle waosunder and head, the
chapterAs of now, w e 0 imherentlyeriminah about tlreo t h |
organization itself. But we know aspects of its operations and methods are
hackabl e. We dondt bk atdeasto the powtiof t e
aimingaloaded AR5 with a remote trigger a
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0Okay, so youbve got blotto_»bi
weak for |linking Aunt Tikdéds and M
into it.

OTher eds mor .o iNwocnied eonfc euss; | w ekde\
First, w e -inaileyou gooirtd framhJames Marshall to himself,
expressing strong emotions in con

o00Oddly enough, wedbve run acros
Aunt Tikds punk involving a-malend
Webve since | earned 6blotto_Dbilld

0Thr ee da-nail Janfes Marshall viinels up dead alongside
the highway.

oJust days after that, our Aun
the |l ocal Aunt Tikods new cell <cza
ONext wup, wedve got-1%dkliveted.o bi | |
oFi nall vy, wedbve got bl otto_ _bil

resulting in odd murders, one from a peanut allergy, another using two ol
trucks.

OWedre just starting, and alre
start |l ooking for a fire.o

Brooks paused.

0 | rieédlo give this somethought | see where yo
wonot necessarily say itds a str.
pieces. My first question is whet

one person cseveralvhoshareat. 6
o tdseresting that you menti on
because breaking complex taskdg in
00K, Paul,l &1 | |l ook into your i dea
and coordinate our resources if there's something to it. But | appreciate th:
you stayed on that wusername and g
OYou can thank Eve Byrne. She
oi l to chase it down. Thanks for
No one was questioning that the James Marshall case was likely
old-school homicide, and Paul understood why Brooks would have som
doubts. Evensdé, hat Mar shall 6s mur wascleawa s
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toPauleven though it dipuhkindetaphartHowever e t
Paul 6s wasndot the opinion that mat

Paul 6s next cal l we nt to Loui s
Brooks, explaining how the usernar
the Marshall homicide to those hebo
killingsi Mabry, Littman, Foreman, and Barker.

There was a moment of silence |
| ooking for just one murder to co
turned up a seri al killer, and a r

— O T

Days starting with great news had been asiagty Detective Marci
Robbi nsds a sEscalaionivlanagemdnasom toddy @ould be
a welcome exception. She learned from the-firatl she opened that word
had come down from aboYe they now had an official investigation of
Aunt Ti kds t d heo adregicasetaroend Wid ®pen
homicides.

Both crushedar deaths, as well as the runaway trucks murder, had
been flagged as potential Aunt Tik
tampering case. However, the Aunt
until the team had resolved thieastmurders.

Lieutenant Har bin had convi nceé
referenced | matihetodlkldot too Jmimelsd Ma r
end loadethat dumped the concrete on that Fie3tifl the upper ranks had
decided the Marshall case would remairBsdalation Management

Because of the political realities specificallypressure on the
department from t hef dhetwiatruckeolligiang o r n
woul d get the initial priority froc

Mar ci would no | onger be assist
take theleathHo mi ci deds new Aunt Ti kds c;
second chair, and Paul Castro would be the Forensics liaison. Lt. Robert
Strickland had volunteered his assistance, loaned by the Vice unit for the
duration of the Aunte tolprokid@rs/estigatigee s .
experienceelated to thénternetand the digital realm
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The investigative teams working the four homieideetectives
working the Marshall case Escalation Managemewmbuldcontinue their
wor k, handi ng-retatecelenteritseof thosercasesT i Madr sc |
new squad.

Mar ci 6s f latesassigrsnentvpas tb assebsestatus. Several
weeks ago, Paul had s@apt. Cranstora list of URLs and Internet
addresses meant for Strickland to explore as he got the time. The request I
somehow fallen between tihhei sc raancdk sE
regular work and the infor mal Aun
So far, nothing on that list of addredsasstopped either from moving
ahead.

Marcisuspectel hat Paul wasndt as ent
Strickland as heo6od al ways been wi
because there wasndt a pressing o
But now that the investigation was official aridk&nd was formally part
of the team, Mar ci expected Paul

Shedd arrange a nmewenantagdthe estofe e
the team to kicktart working togethéfer first call went out to Strickland,
whoanswered on the first ring.

0Good mor ni n @, Detéctive iMiarei nRobbins in

Homi ci de. I dondét kimn awevnow Haveamafficiad o t
i nvestigation of Aunt Ti kéds that
i nvesti gateadng sur effort6 | | 6 mef i ni shing
Escalation Managemennd wanted to semiilf. 6y o
OHI |, Detective, no, 6 StricklIlan
sounding overly excited, per haps
role i n the case. 0l just got out
Ol 6m cal | ipowgrs tha lseluysueup anlyar offer to
hel p. Youdve been assigned to our
Again, Marci noticed a slight pause.
0Good, Detective, thatds great
cases, and I d6m |l ooking forward to
energy in his voice, but maybe tl

rough.
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oDo you have t-together this morning, gay ferc k

od6cl ock, in the homicide conferen
introductions and mapping our stra
oYes, no prolreamstiodl knloevt Gapmt
o0Thanks, Lieutenant. See you th
Marci hung up and looked across the bullpen for Eve. Spotting her
at her desk, Ma r c Jarvisviacluded you among the e r
recipientsofhismai | . Di d you get a chance
0Just reading it now, 06 Eve repl

the Marshall case, too. Robert Strickland? | wisthalddganed us Jeff
Bennett instead. Strickland never did get back to us on that list of URLS we
asked him about. o

Great minds do think.alike

Marcismiled to herseif Eve ds comment irrarddo ut
Paul 6s remar ks when Strickland off

ol k n o wacknowldged io | they shose &trickland
because heolunteered when things were unofficial, and he outranks Jeff.

Wedll make do. Have time for a qui
meetingvi t h Brooks by then. | called
be the four of wus, but weoll use t

0That works for me, 6 Eve replice

came back on that murder/suicide across from Birch Aquarium, and | should
have just enough time to close out the case file.

OFrom what | ve seen so far, t
interesting 6



Chapter 32

romptly at ten, Detectives Marci Robbins and Eve Byrne, Criminalist
PSupervisor Paul Castro, and Lieutenant Robert Strickland gathered |
the conference room outside the bullpen, laptops in tow.
oWedre a small team; we'll wor
think we can drop the formalities of rank inside this room. Does anyone hav
any objection?6
I need any issues Strickland has out Maha tperghtand dispense
with them constantly resurfacing.

ONot a problem, 6 Eve said, the
0OAnd you can call me Bob. o6 De
ol der investigator didndot fit i n

others, his expensive suit tailored perfectly to his stocky body, with nary
saltandpepper hair out of place.

0OThanks, Bob,déd Marci drEvphndéd.
caught the James Marshalnicidewhen the body turned up an Audi
alongside the 5Escalation Managemeabk the casever; before today,
16 v e pho@dnginvestigative support to their team.
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oThe department became awatfefleral case around transporting
a loaded AR5 topark across froldudgeWa s ser mands, r es
ultimately t he connection to Aunt Ti ks
takingtle lattes er i ousl y, but we were conce
Ti kés was. More iIimportantly, it seEe

ofhat concern proved prescient.
with an Aunt inaddkidhsdMarosanmalclt & ©.nQ

Bob abruptly straightened in his seat, leaning forward with his elbows
on the table, his expression concerned as Marci continued.

OWe know t his dhebweksiveork, withfhelErome ' s
Paul and a | ocal i nvestigative re
met her socially, Bob, butf 'y ou weDeebnréat Aanvwna ries, P a

oBefore the decision came down
T i kkE@esand Paulad beenvorkingthis in the background while keeping
Lt. Harbin in the |l oop. 6

Bob noddegda slight frown omhis face

0 We sincerely appreciate Ayour
wel come to the team, Bob. 1 dm sorr
regarding the specific details of

Marci thought she caught a brief smirk from Bob as he shifted in his
chair, but she quickly dismissed the idea.

oWedl I get you caught up on e\
together before, | etds share some

Marci, Eve, and Paul spoke briefly about themselves and their
exploits. Bob then took the floor.

OMy given nameds Robert Strick
eighteen year s, the | ast near !l y t
command of the Vice unit under Capt. Cranston, better known around here
as O6Mondo. &

oBefore coming here, | spent seven and a half years working Vice

cases in San Jos®. | 6ve become f | L
related to prostitution, child pornography, and sexual exploitation
i nvestigations. | 0 vMellondrkversity itSilicon s e s

Valley. Those primarily dealt with software tools and techniques for locating
and deciphering data on the I ntern
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0That experience wil/l hel p, 6 E
mi ning the Aunt Ti kds member mes
encrypted data servers.o

oLet me add to that before | f
to hack the user apiatn ew Aunt Ti kds members
the website and its web services. That might tell us the server addresses

provide clues for data accessSor r y , Bob; please ¢
Bob nodded but took no notes.
OMy stint in | aw enforcement f
San Diego. | served here for the first nine years of my career. At that poin
my mot her became il . She Iived i

Mutual Aid Plan helped me land a terapoassignment to the San José
Police Department. That became permanent once their Vice unit had a
opening.

OMy mot herds surgery allowed h
was a newly minted | ieutenant. W
openi ng, I sought a transfer back

Eveds eyes showed surprise th
previously, and Marci knew why. T

lots of fanfare. Perhaps tiaidhappened within the Vice community, and
Homicide missed the celebration.

0Glad to have you on board, Bo
to how we got here. A little over a month ago, Lt. Harbin was asked by :
neighbor, Tracy Nielsen,ltmk intothe arrest of her ninetegearold son,
Steve, by federal agehis. was the driver of the vehitlensportinghe
assault rifle 6

0l wondered how the department
Bob comment ed. oSsStill, dangerous

OEven so, it wouldndot ordinar:i
man convinced us that he was merely playing a bit part in a social mec
game, one we now know as O6Aunt Ti
that as ofthe-wall as they sounddus statements turned out to be accurate.
| don 0anytthng |hiee weo utoldyus Imas prodyen untrue.”

Marci looked at Eve for confirmation.

oONot as far as | know, 6 Eve ag
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00Of course, the v e htsreniote operatibne 1| o
the threat, and our judge were quite real. It turned out that transporting the

weapon was just one small act, or
assembled intoau nt OTpiukAdksn ©®© T i k 0 punkaéserdrgr i b e
in a punch |ine. Someoneds pervert

0To be clear, those performing

of the punk. Theyr e c¢ | u &hé fallsssopeaabdantent what they
think is a multplayer pranor whods doing the ot
honestly believe their actions are just part of a big-jaktelyfor us the
younger Nielseviolaedhis challenge instructidmglookingat what he was
transportingthat tipped the firstoming leading to our involvement
00therwisethe judge would be dead, amé 6 d be tr yi n
evidence arounttershooting to a single individual who never existed
ghost . o

oBut as things stand, it 0s, at
oalong with weapons charges. Ther
Homi cide unitds mission?96

ofrue, we di dndt 6MaeiMlashed a winestikea s e
0OBut the incident ex peasilgadyetaomeorea d |
andendtheirlife and wedd been oblivious t

oUnfortunatdy, you missed the information dump from Andy
Pardone, anothemkvdAumas Te kHasn snewmd e

you a recording of the interview if you need it. Eve, could you give Bob a
crashcoursecAunt ,oin k& swe finish here? |
pl at e, but that wil!/ hel p get wus t

0l dd be heplipdy t o, 6 Eve

0OoThanks. As Awentl fefastrdmdéesde réabzed our
doer ceopted their process for the attempted murder. We also recognized
this probably wasndét the first and
Eve and Paul wal ked through the deé
unsolved homicides with all the eaksiafA u n t inValv&ndest.

0There were other candidates, [
explore them at some point. Eve and Paul submitted three events that cause
four killingsalong withtheir field notes and other documentation, in their
request for a formal investigation Afu nt . Uppdr Grenagement
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reviewed them to determine if an official investigatignuoh t whs k 0 ¢
warrantedi all three passed muster.

on the meanti me, wedve had tw
punk result videos related to the

Bobd fsown had deepened

OEar | iyeoru s ai dsinqutho ®ithdall these pedple
invol ved, what makes you think th

oOur second i dweevbevieo pamlen® eoret ab
individual ena i | address is tied not onl
Escalation Managemént Il nvestigation . ofWe®h
thinkingt h e muriningethe show; the rest are patsies.alsassment may
change, buteven soh ey 6 r e fivemurdersyfaudof them firmly in
our wheel house. 0

Mar ci noticed a c¢hahegmw seemedB o |
genuinelyvorried

0Do we create a nevwvumds,erddkwésm
worktheAunt eTiekmesnt s as extensions to

oOWhen Eve and Paul started thi
though it would someday become a
know of any homicides at that poi
and its members. The only piece ngssas the case file number, which the
brass gave Awsnt Wedkli hwedtigatompmatetialthat
file. Eve, Paul, you, and I will become the sumbjgiteér experts on all things
Aunt , Takds wedl | couns ele thloenitcea alms

Bob chewed on his lower lip.

OAre we treating Aunt Ti kds
i nvestigation?é6

Marci 6s face bore the hint of

OA sage man named Louis Harbin
i f we approach Aunt AThekaesot. Bosmost n h e

peopl e, itds jJjust a soci al medi a
|l egal fun. | f we went after Aunt
up in free speech issues and a lot of other crap.

OWedre assuming one Oor more in

orchestrated bad things; as far a
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the structure, methods, and personnel that, although legal, enabled the
mastermind.

ootds not too different from pet
A the fact that the cell phone companies make the secret planning possible
doesndt mean we can go after them.
of Aunt Ti kdéds that have been wusec

crimes. The criminal activity itself | | remain with thei
0So, the result will be adjunct
criminal cases as the DA sees fit
evolving situation.
0Thatds the gener al idea, 6 Mar

specific strategy for proceeding withAhe n t cdse. Bui kefore we get
into that, | wanted to share some thoughts on our approach. Andy did a
fantastic job presenting the complexities ofn t  inTai wiaydttsat helped
us understand whatdés going on withHh
oBut as someone who foll owed t
corners of the envelope to test the finer points of this thing.
OHe didndét have to.
oOHe doesndt answer to the massi
solvingii the dead bodies of innocent civilians beginning to stack up like
cordwood all around this damned tF



took the floor.

OAndy Pardoneds guidance gec¢
away with a better idea of how AL
guy | 8dm assuming gender f;stiimt dstalog
Ais not only wusing Aunthegogdndawsayt e
with it so far. Sever al ti mes. Th
thinking way outside the box. |If
to get out there with him.

0 A n elxplained that no one knows who does the other parts in a
punk wher e, as a member, youdve bid
challenge. This intentional ignorance or siloing creates plausible deniabil
that protects all the members. For example, the fact that we caught Ste
doesndt hel p us edtheaother ochallergeswike dthe gne r
setting up the remote control on that-AF . Thatds the fi

7z

as | see it. o

As everyone returned to their seats after -mteate break, Marci
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o0But I think not knowi ng about
ot her, even bigger, problem, 6 Paul
master slipped in another challenge, one hidden from everyone else.

0To attract challenge bidders,

punk and its other challenges to be public withinn t . Howevéi, shey

c ainciude a challenge that calls for murder. So, they create a punk with the
el ements necessary to achieve a 0
more steps that accomplish their true goal. Suppose in the original public
ver sion of $eweappidasa paintballlgunt the aldstination

a disgraced cel ebr ity @motelilightconress s .

and everyone else vind d challenge before that, was working with a

toy gun. Theydd have no reason t
sophisticated prank. o
0So, the punk master, 6 Eve int

the judgeds nei gHbforrthe pantball gun bedwveen t |
the challengthat instaled the autefire remote control and Steve moving

the car. One trigger mechanism i sr
so it woul dnailaptTheegunk inaster puisaarthabd dver the
whol e thing, adding an instructio

|l ook under that cover. o

Marci bought in.

OAs a punk master, you could pe
by adding secret challenges performed by you or people yQr sunsply
editing one or more items in the downstream instructions. Like, say, changing
the GPS coordinates for the del i ve

0OBut punk masters are cell <capt
access to private data about members. The cell czar would see what the
captain was doing. Too many checks and bafancds e moevaysa punk
master could change a punk after posting with the challenges bid out.
Woul dndt work the way youdre sugge

Bob came up to speed Mackilyhought.

Unfazed, Eve ran with the idea.

oTry this on for Si ze: Dozens,
are posted for bidding at any one time, right? For the czar to see what the
punk master was doing, hedd have t
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just one of many for the punk, and recall what the original challenge sai
GPS coordinates are what, six to eighteen numbers long? Who catches
change that tiny in terabytes of data? Unless the czar was a re
micromanager, which seems a little unus@abaming scenario. Still, the
czar coul dndt -remrdedaharye adidbetatheopunk.n e v
ol think 1itdd be risky, but p

master to slip changes past the <c
Bob wasndt going to | et go.
0OBut once caught, the czar Kknqt

doesndot play by the rules and wou
o0oThatdéds true, 6 Marci conceded

hold on, that fits perfectfy it wouled x p| ai n -Mailtoshimself.| & s
Maybe he caught a c¢ hanarehonncede pinkd n G

hence the word O6tractord in his m
the punk master, theyodd takésclhaa
oOHowever, if the czar were the
what soever, 6 Eve added. 00ne per
orchestrate anything they wanted.
OA cell czar candt be a punk m
be fair to the cell captains. Why
Ok ay , tBatfdr domlylancothoughtOt her wi se, he:
has | ittle to do with Aunt Ti kds
oOWai t |, | dve got it highlighted

Aunt mlainkubad shedd printed off. She
her forefinger pointing at text d

rights and responsibilities of a

0Ah, I see. I mi ssed that, 6 B
smile.

OWedve established a captain a
or remove challenges, even invisi
to Bobds point. However, a punk r
l'i mits. o

ol dond6ét know that changing so

punk has to be done within the challesigeltp un k f r ame wor k
offered o0 Tr ut hfull vy, I &m not sure yo
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oDebra Ann pointed out to me the other night that in thelAR
punk, there wasndt anyone tasked t
much less 24/7.

0lt sat there unattended day al
anyone could have changed anything, maybe even swapped out the entir
car. The member performing the next challenge has the bare minimum
information necessary, so theyore
long as they can still do their challénge.

0OBut anyone screwing with the |

caught , 6 Eve pointed out, oi f the
assigned chal l en gtefyblindAawdhat theopunk was u | ©
about because youdd need some i deas

oYoudd have some r eaé@éomutdd meksd
di fferent outcome than intended f
punk master, how do you game that

0So, wedre sayi ngomdyma\wlde dhgaev, ed

s ummar i =zithergn in with the punk master to post altered remults
an ability to hack the server storingvideosBut you woul dnot
have to have any formal relationstith the punkoAunt Ti kds . 0

Eve and Pardamiliar with this terrain, and Bob would have fresher ey
might catch somethmnigsed.

Mar ci paused for a moment and c

oBob, feel free to jump in if vy

Bob noddedhis brows furrowedStill, hestayd quiet, one arm
across his chest, his chin cupped in his other hand.

OWe shouAdnt aadlpkpk ddwe vel oper s. 6 |
silence as his opportunity to chi
czar get a special version of the app, maybe keyed off their account, that let
them modify and edit punks and challenges through its intérfatdine;
|l &m sure an unscrupulous czar with
have someone under their influence do whatever was needed with no recorc
kept.

oBut if the app supports those edits, a trail may be left behind to
support an Undo function or transacti@cking Bob, is interviewing those
devel opers something you could do
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oSure, | can talk to them and
ol dm | ooking for ways to ident
ones with midstream changes, 6 Eve
created a written challenge for the gun swap, Inighe haveaddedtime
bet ween challenges to do theedtddi
the challenge instructionttddSt eve not to | ook wund
have tcchangehose final destination GPS coordinates to his new target.
OEach record i n a runti me d
independentlj the encrypted string for a record changes only when the
recordds contents change. We <can
those in a previous backup, even
0l see what you mean, 6 Marci s
record contentsver®n the first pasé just which records changed and
approximately when, depending on how dtenn t bdckski@dbtiseir data.

Later, wedd concentrate our decry

Mar ci had expecit dath e@ractiod was one @f u t
the |l ieutenantodés fields of exper
assumed this was the mands styl e

0l promised you a quick meetin
we were doing. We d | | S cth mapaut car a
approaches to the specific cases. Look for an Outlook calendar item in yol
i nbox. Wedll want to button up ou

| © m gaeddd feeinghattheA u n t inVastigatien will consume all
the resources we can give it.

0Counting Marshall, the five d
t hat much. ¢

Si x, 6 Paul reminded her. 0 Wer
Littman, Sophia Ferguson woul d st

After returning to her desk, Marci checked her messages and foun
a note from Louis asking her to call.

0Good morning, Li eutenant. Wh &
he picked up the phone.
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ONot a big deal, é6 Louis repliec
didndt include the James MarAanhal |
Ti Kdsdondt know what tldautenat® | dullLlt y
board with your approach. o

0That surprises me, to be hones

OEzra can be a tough read, 6 Lo
He wanted to cooperate with their guys doing the legwork and your team
driving theA u n t pdrt okitbBait something else came ufi turns out
Lt. Strickland and James Marshall knew each other well. They sat on charit
boards together and cochaired some events. Brooks interviewed Stricklanc
as part of t he Marshal/l homifici de
Strickland never bothered to tell him.

0They didndét think Strickland v
right for him to have any role in the same investigation. It came down to
taking Strickland off your team or splitting the Marshall case off, and we went
t he | att er thededyption adohackirglresonrees Strickland
can provide. Have a-dibwn with the man. He has to recuse himself from
anything that touches the Marshall case."”

ol dll do that today, 6 Marci sai

Damm | owe it to Bob as a member of our team to find something at
Il |Ii ke, but he keeps making it so

0l just wanted you to know that
or other team members. At all . é

0l appreciate that, Lieutenant.

Strickland. 0
The news was a devel opment t he
happy with Bobo6s behavior. Still),

Marci decided it would be best to talk to Bobtatace, hoping he

woul dnot pul | rank and make the ¢

stairs two flights down to Vice and found the lieutenant at his desk.
oBob, have you got a moment ?56
OEve gave me a | i st of parti al

mappingouAu nt sTeirkh@®s s, 6 Bob answered.
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olt | ooks like Interrogation R
Once seated across from each other at the staieleldsble, Marci
began, ol j ust spoke to Lt. Har &

Escalation Management interviewed you for the Marshall homicide and th:
you and Marshall were friends. Is thaPtroie

Bobos face briefly betrayed an
expecting something else.

oYes, I knew James. |l was sorr
parents supported Councilman Scott in his early days of public service. I m
James when he ran the council mand
was single, and | would come down f8an José every couple of weeks to
manage my parentsd properties, an
an item, that was the end of that

oDid you continue to interact

OWe stayed friends, and now an
the charity fundraising circuit.
we al | know each other. o

oOWedve just formed as a team,
time to take care of the niceties. However, in the future, when law
enforcement interviews you as a subject or a witness related to a felony, y
need to communicate that to your supemanediately. When the interview
happened, that would have been Capt. Cranston.

oOnce you joined our team, you should have informed Lt. Harbin or
me. Hearing it from another unit in the same department creates sever

secondary issues when the person
Marcisatbagk st udying Bobds face.
oOYoudl I have thioi taddsvisre wdwe tte

individuallyfi but we should be okay for now. You need to recuse yourself
from anything touching the Marshall case. If in doubt, ask Lt. Harbin,
Mondo, or me. We do notwantthe A t ifveskgéatien tainted by ethlic

i ssues. Are we clear?56
OAbsolutely, Detective, and |
Mar shall intervi ehwnwas!| gholttdadd?d

it might | ook. 6
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ol get it. As long as we stay o
itds all good. 6

They stood and shook hands, then headed back to their desks.

My commitment to embrace Bob as a teammate will, tslleecsome eff
thought as she returned to bebicle

But i1itds not | ike | havendét mad



LG
SAN DIEGO '

fter exchangingmails throughout the afternoon, Marci, Paul, Eve,

and Bob made themselves available for a case strategyaneeting

nine a.mthe following day

Af ter theydd assembled I nt he

reviewed the status, history, inventory, and missing elements of the evider
accumulated intheu n t inVastlgdiien. She began the discussion about
their master plan for the examinatioAaf n t gding fordvard, proposing
four simultaneous lines of attack.

OWe first want to | everage Vi
Det mer . Sheds staying in Awmt aTit k
engagements to let us know when he picks up his next punk challenge. On
he does, wedl |l fr us onrmasteeneahar chagged f o

Bob expressed doubts.

oHas the DA signed off on this
private citizen under these circu

OWe have him for lying to a police officer and several property theft
charge based orvictim complaintswhi I e 1t s not our
hold someone on misdemean@etmer has prio$ nothing major, but
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enough to suffice for the purpose. But to your question, yes, the DA has
been fully briefed and is on boaroc

0That shoul d di sr ud tEadislt medrWes cc
turn his fear of being dismembered to our advantage. Once we flip him, we
can tap into what he knows about the organization, especially other
members, captains, and the czar. o

0The second approach whahaéseliese 1t c
ofnewAunt pTriekmbsum member ships that w
Steve not yet being dismembered and still able to vouch for a new
application. Once our first member is approved, that member can put a good
word in for the next candidate, and so forth.

OWe want two accounts scoring points to become cell captains and
t wo accounts free to work chall eng
sure Aunt Tikds will accept an acc
if an account going for captain migétt gfalled or outed.

oo dm deéduanit bnlemigedaccounts, ntte individuals
behindthem so one officer can play al/

working online sex trafficking wou
0l have someone in mind whoo6d L
Nice to see some positive inputNtaroiBodught.
0 What happens i f we encounter

exceeds our boundaries as officer s
0That ds wh e riiewe\deéalowih tratak thehtimé when
re undercover, 6 Bob repli#od. 0S
uation. 6

OA good problem to have becaus
the right obsereedk O®OndMar ovie Awawt Tihle

we
S i

—~ O

accounts, weol I bid and perform cf
using those accountacc eOntcesd ,o uwe dclhl:
task, then use the departmentds s

and people who perform downstream challenges for the same punk.

OWe dondt seannby thea publidnsting for prints or
anything on that |l evel because we
video, audio, and observation, webo
We can then map out the organization and its members, using the threat of
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legal jeopardy or dismemberment as leverage to get members to reveal w
they know abouh u n't mhainkadgse ment . O

OFortunaAwnty pinkdaée® cr i mi nal , 6
0OThereds | ess pressure to pursue
those punks and challenglest best serve our neeatsd reassess those
priorittesas we go al ong. 0

OHaving choices is so much di
exploitation cases, 6 Bob noted. 0
to pull on and pursue every thread. Otherwise, you risk the life or freedon
of victims.

OWhool |l decide which chall enge:

oWedl I make those deanswered nsl 64d
investigate thetiens bet ween Aunt Ti kads anc
four homicides turn up. Paul will deal with the forensics, of course. Bob
youdl |I -tmeandrypted data, amessages, and online activity. Eve wil
chase down informah we need from the decrypted files.

oBesauwrespri mary roles, wedoll e
bids that our pseudene mber accounts wi n. Ev e
everything, so she'l| make the f
performing a challenge.

OOur third apprAaad hsTeirikMds s ea rhda

0Thatdéll be my primary functio
oWedl |l all wor k the repiesulotbiuntg
youdll be our | dacdtfsdeirkdegsts.a cYa undgl

liaison for resources Vice provides for parsing data collected by the websi
Vice has a wealth of that kind of experience in pedophilia investigations

We oI | gat her as much recogni dambl e
points, and see how events percolate through their system.
0Our focuses wil/ be the creat

targets for a punk, bidding for challenges, challenge acceptance notificatiol
and posting punk results. We'll look for anomalous activity once we
understand normal data flows througiséhservers. Hopefully, we can spot
the situation where a captain or czar is intervening abnormally in punks L
adding or editing challenge dat a.
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ol know it s oundd sEteiore @ersan il tlet o
roomvwho hade x per i ence mi n spakg upA uonBtu t T iokndc:s
identify whods causing the change
individuals, maybe only one, and i

oThe fourth approaghé Mar ci conti nued, 0wl
investigative methods to pursue the fur n t OJrélatekl @nardera
beginning with the Mabry dual runatvagk homicide and the falling
concrete murder of the couple in
the Littman fooetampering anaphylactic shock death.

oThe teams already working those murders will continue with the
bootson-the-ground investigative work. Our contribution will be looking
for amilaritiesand information gleaned from one case that could apply to
the others. Wedll take oecontroNeddR Ti k
15 at the judgeds residence as o0pr¥

0The feds -haédvecaskheod AEBEve sai d.
investigation work around them?0

0The DA is negotiating with the
tackle that |l ater, assumAmmgt t hiek
i nvol vement . ¢

OAttempted murderare inMajor Cases wheel house,
want their voice heardd Bob ventured.

OExactly, 6 Marci agreed. 0The
evidence i ni théoarapduhe gie @hsch mighsbe useful
when tyindA u n t niemberddentitiestoreslor | d act or s. 0

Bob suddenly leaned forward as though something had caught his
attenti on, but he didndt offer any

oHaving a for mal case opens th
with federal investigataraul saidoso we might get what we need by
simply asking for.d

OAgreed, ¢ Mar ci replied. oPau
relationships with them, y@undgotiate and coordinate any information
sharing.

0And finally, Escal ati on Man a

homicide put we haveanotherhighprofile caseSnce JoAnn Mabry was a
prominent | ocal attorney, a crack
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flatbed trucks case, albeit without knowingn t pibbakieirs/olvement.
We d | | need to consult with their
assigned to the other homicides.
floor to discussion. o

OWoul dndt it be better t oAuatnno
Ti ktnst hese murders and ask the pu

Marci, Eve, and Paul looked at one another. Marci assumed Bob we
eager to show he could contribute

Ol nteresting idea, 6 Paul offer
work for a pedophile site, where
just wanting to round up all the actors. Maybe stage something with officel
at all the exits, and you tatice rats as they leave a ship you just told them
was sinking. o

ol need to reiterate, 6 MaAumi a
T i kad, by its nature, a criminal organization. They have a right to engac
in functions that are within the law. My understanding isdlétinclude
most of what they do. o

oDo w e have sufficient i nfor
ot herwise?6 Eve asked.

ONo, 6 Marci replied. OFrankly,
warrant against the physidal n t sérvets.dvieking a public accusation
now would be irresponsi bl e, Aamd w

T i kWith a probable cause showing of committing a crime, as we hav
independently with each of the homicides, those problems would go awa
But the probable cause we have now points to one or more specifi
individuals, noA u n t ag a bkisinsss.

OWe <canot get out over the tip
candt charge. 0

oBut we have our CI, SAtuenvte , T i vk
member doing crimes as part of a

OHeds the only exphimd chandetdumart
says, O60Of cour se, he dsyougvanttorgnwito a
no more than that? That's pretty weak, but say we publiclyfaocase T i k
of that <cri me. Letds imagine they
out we are one hundred percent correct in our theory.
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OEven in a worstase scenario, maybe we can charge ten people. So,
wedve shAuwrnt ddsimadand denied 9,990 innocent people their
right to enjoyA u n t wEhsite &os months. People are out of work, and
their competition gets a free ride during that time. | can see the lawsuits
coming already.

oWor se, wedd f or ewarAu netv.ellhogk dssi n
doing bad things would go underground. Even members not involved in
crimes but with information useful to us would distance themselves from
somet hing wedve branded criminal . ¢

OA u nt wbluldkaiesdown their servers and move operations to
new locations, IP addresses, and URLs if they tried tq r8@whpointed
out Tbeydd enhance their encryption

00Once we have enough informat.i
added, oweAunt saveld deleveryteing together. With
each punk broken into challenges discreetly performed by different people,
that data tells us who did what.
we get a complete picture of all the ongoing activity, egpawiaigh to
overcome reasonable doubt.

of Aunt folds dnddestroys the contents of those servers before
we obtain a warrant, arresting anyone becomes tougher by an order of
magnitude. And how do we prosecute someone without data showing how
all this works?5¢o

Bob sighed, his shoulders dropped, and he nodded slightly in
resigned acceptaritech e dd | ost hi s ent husi asm

Paul gave Bob his best trytogavoidpublicconflictchere smile
even as hadded a parting shot.

00Once all the members are wund:i
vapor i z e dcorktha bottlea Dodwve rum agls on every social media
site saying, oyYdall can come back
please, do bring your old data with you. We kigktng about that whole
6t hrowing you in jail for serial n

Marcirecastthe issue in gentler terms.

ol think once we cAaunn ts @fyeakrftast e t
t he good, 6 Ma rcanshake themdup with amaagcusationwe
can reasonably support, then monitor what happens afterward. But right
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now, we donot have those monitor]
enough yet to assess what wedd be
the moment, Bob, and keep it in o

Bob nodded his agreement, but his expression betrayed lingerin
unhappiness. Looking over at Eve as the team heard her phone vibratin
Marci said, oOLetds take a short b

e —

Before the meetindPaul had left Assistant District Attorney Art
Levine a voicemail, following it up with a detaitedieabout the potential
arrest of Jimmy Detmer.

Once back at his desk, Paul checked his messages andhiaarned
Levine hadeturned his earlier call.

Paul calledhe ADA back, hoping they could temporarily keep
Det mer from performing ftwomenrhad aA u n
enlightening conversation that left Paul feeling good that they were on th
right track.

While on the phone with the ADA, Paul heard the danlible of
another call coming in but let it go to voicemail. Unfortunately, the discussiol
with Levinehadmade Paul late returning to ther n t neetikgd e
needed to hustle back

He6d recheck his voicemail onc



fter everyone hadetaken their seats, Paul apologized for his
tardiness, revealing that the assistant district attorney was ready for
Det merds detention.

The revelation added wurgency |
flipping Detmer as priority number one. It was the best option in front of
them, offering an immediate shot at not only solving the murders they were
facing now but preventing any more by theadalferor killers.

OWe opened this meeting with me
of four steps to exploring Aunt Ti
and fill wus I n?06

oLet me defer to Eve, 6 Paul rep
a conversation | ast night regardi
help set the background for Bob, a
say. o

00Okay, as Paul menti oned, I h a
Carlson has been talking to Detmer, keeping ardeargtls relationship
going so she can tell wus when heos
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ol 6m sorry to interrupt, 6 Bob
Awho, exactly, is Vicky Carl son?¢
0Sheds Andy Pardoneod6s friend;
her, 6 Eve explained. 0Sheds al so
suspected heos mor e seriously i
homi ci des, wedve askeaend 6Vi cky Car |
0Got it thanks. ¢ Sstill, B
0She delivered big time, 6 Eve

told her Detmer wanted to take her on a date; when she suggested Friday,
said no, he had an Aunt Ti kos thi
OHis challenge involves sneaking around private property at night
and taking photos. We gdingtlethalemsge t
on a Peeping Tom compl aint. It wa
probable cause to search his phone on the pretext of viewing, as eviden
any photos he may have taken. | sent the details to your inboxes.
0That s pretty much exactly wh

ol honestly didnot know i f s h
oWedl I have to buy her dinner aft
Award plaque. o

0She wants assurances that Det
with her,é Eve said, onow set for
make that happen. o

0So, whatoés our plan?6 Bob ask

0The Peeping Tom idea sounds |
think Paul 6s already made some ar

ol spoke to Assistant DA Art L
be best to stay with the original glapicking him ugpefotee performs the
challenge, keeping it simple for them.

ofTheydre good with charging De

and thefts. Theyol | b dheymay Kick thean a
down to misdemeanors once wedve f
how much the car and | awn or namen
with the complainant. Theyol | s u

pi npoi nt i ngsbeehandwherDEne ADA wihengage Vicky to
ensure her safety should Detmer come after her later.
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oWedl I need to pick hi-eghtoopr Fr i
hold, pending charges. We should be able to sweat him as he sees that Aut
Ti kds c ha lislappnoaghang.df ach, delmiaycave after the deadline

passes, he candt cover for ghostin
Either way, Detmer will be tied up until he posts bail after arraignment, and
wedl | have his full attention for

owWith any luck, wedll get out o
ups in Aunt Tikos. O

ol dll call Vicky dmyrdésktohkeepderins oo
the |l oop,d6 Eve offered.

oWedve still got otherdAiumvte dt kg
aspects of these cases, 6 Marci sai
through other avenues. Letib denhdt

want anyone interviewing Detmer or doing anything else to spook him
before we have him in the holding cell.

ol think tvéefatnimeaends hveede . Let 0s
day goes well . o6

Marci had just gotten back to her desk when Mondo called.

OHI |, Detective. I wanted you tc
Strickland presented himself at my office to come clean about being
interviewed for the Marshall case.

oDammit, youdd think a |ieutena
Louis about the situation. | know you spoke with Strickland about the
circumstances, and you needed to &
oThanks for | etting me know he
oUnfortunate and avoidabl e, but wa
0Sometimes | candét quite figure
be a good officebut keeps tripping over his two left feet. Take this morning.
He tells me about being interview
and says it wondt happen again. Sc
oBut no, he candot | et 1t go at

to regale me with stories about his glory days when those two used to pal
around. Strickland dropgse names oéveryondie knows and then implies
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that he was the one who set Marsh
Elyssa.

oClaims the minute Marshall bought that Tridgioe Audi,
Stricklandkew t hey 0 dfi get whasrgsahgbdedlard the
shade was identical to the main color in Elyssa's cosplay costume when tf
first met.Stricklandried to implythathe and Marshall were tight. My respect
for him manning up about the inte
i n two seconds flat. o

oTritorblug 6 Mwas surprised 0 That 6 s how he
color of the car?6

In her entire life, Marci had heard of someone using the
manufacturerds name for a cards p
when a uniformed officer told her that the term was used in the 911 cal
reporting Marshal l@gshowar on the s

OYes é you soundglbakd, bt Momadgh

00Oh, nothing & owdior dvi da chi rnymiud e n
good to know Lt. Strickland tried to do the right thing, even if he loses style
points for execution. o6 Marci chuc

She didndét know quite what to

I't must be a thing among-appe di
redd and OoOHammdés blued used to be
the day.

As Paul returned to his desk, he remembered receiving another ce

during his meeting break, one he
voicemail.
The message was from Louis.
oPaul, get back to me as soon
oLoui s, Il just got your voicem
picked up. oOWhat did you mean by
ol got a call from Tracy earl.

evident in his voice. 0OSteve didr
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she thought, ©6Steve has a new girl
along than Tracy wanted to know. She waited a little longer, ready to reac
him the riot act when he came through the door. But Steve never showed.
Sheds call ed .evNeor ylouncek .té6hey know

Louis sighed. OHeds still out
situation with his bond. She phoned me, by that point desperate. | gave it to
Missing Persons and asked them to prioritize it as a favor for me, but quietly.
They have their protocols,d t hey dre chasing down
out over his situation at some poi
parked in the lot at his jgb no obvious indication of a problem. Not
promising. o

ol &m not sure what we could do.

ol doubt anyone can do much unt
make you and the rest of the team aware of the situation. So, if you happer
to hear anything. éo

o0Do you think this might have s

0God, | hope not. o

Paul knew Louis well enough to recognize the worry in his tone.

Paul 6s mood was down when he ca
after working three hours past the end of his shift. Even so, Paul was usually
upbeat when he walked through the door, welcoming the transition from the
job to family. Playing with Tommy dretliving room carpet seemed to
brighten his spirits. But once wec¢
some adult time to ourselves, | could see that something was eating at him.

0l assume you heard about Steve
against the couch cushion, staring at the ceiling.

oMar ci |l eft me a vdbdoémediohddd |t
to everything on Paul 6s plate. ol
And why now? 1 06ve tried to call h
usually means sheds busy. 6

Paul sat up and looked at me.
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0Just when it seemed we were ¢
the first ti me. I someti mes thin
involved in the street side of these investigations.

oOForensics is straightforward,

intellectual challenge, teasing out the truth, and getting the evidence to t
you the story by following the process. The creative part comes when ya
have to figure out a scientificalbyund approach to expose something you

knowdés in there but i mpervious to
OMaybe you just need to give y
time in the | ab?b6

OAnd thatds the other side of
abstracted from the realities of the crimes. | started involving myself more i
what the detectives were doing because it was intellectually stimulating.
mixes thingsup,andlioss i sndt a $ thebellevewinletting r
people go where their talents tak
my regular duties when | know how the forensics fit in with the fieldwork.
| 6ve been dipping det aantdi waud d od a ¢

Louis would |l et me. o

0So, whatds changed?96

ONow itds official. Louis assi
i nvestigative component . ¢

00Oh, | see. You cand6t just esc

OExactly. The investigations c
the field, thereds no discipline
little bunches of stuff, none of it ordered, complete, or identifiable as to wha
part of the biggerpuzztei f i t s i nto. Most of it

until you check it out.
oThe trained investigators have filters for triaging information as it

comes i n, but I woul dnodt call It
experience calling the shots. The
my worl d. o

owWwith your | ifeds work built a
how it would drive you crazy....¢

make Paul feel better.
Paul paused in meditation.
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OWhenitcomestdunt Ti kds, we candt ev
wedbre working on. Il s it the organi
off the deep end? Or is someone, maybe a group, manipulating the situatior
from outside, | everaging a weaknes

He raked a hand through his black curls.
OWe candt get the situation to

l ook at it. I think that 0sO@mwingt t i
up mi ssing was unexpected, to say
| hadquestions of my own.

o0l deal with the crazy stuff ou
sense of that. I f this was Aunt T
blotto_bill, why go after Steve at

Maybe if Paul focuses on the probsaiving aspects of the
situation, heoll slip out of his f

OAs f ar as we know, 6 Paul said

enforcement has already been said
have to be something el se Steve k.
he saidhatwe di dndt hear . 6

00r maybe the intention isndt t
him from appearing in court so the
guilty? Or maybe break him down sc

OTheredd stmgaé nt o obdi s kidnappe
Paul agreed. o0Stalling for time or
at it that way, it screams that we must be closer than we think to something
threatening the killer. o

And just that quickly, Paul returned to his usual self, ready to rejoin
a fight where the team sorely needed him.



brightly lit BaskiiRobbins ice cream shop. Elsie Gonzalez, her

wi fe of five years, was gtarnki
asuccessful in vitro procedure, Elsie was subject to intense cravings.

0l dm hungry, Eve, and | canot
veggie burgeplease, please, pretty please?

OHoney, 6 Eve replied, not weage
pawing at the alarm clock to see
Not hi ngds open. 6

0The Burger King on Bernardo O
they have I mpossible Whoppers, 6 E

00Okay, sweetheart, 6 Eve acqui e
back across Elsie as she climbed out of bed. She dressed quickly and
grabbed her purse. Hertdk® me unmar ked was behi
drive, so Eve decided to take her work vehictedahort trip.

As she headed northudl5, a call came .out
The dispatcheatescrileda disabled vehicle with an unresponsive driver on

I ve awoke from a vivid dream about choosing her toppings in a
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the shoulder under the northbourthl overpass at Bernardo Center
Drive.

Rather than taking thelb further north to the Burger King, Eve
took the offramp She spottethe bronze Toyota Solara convertible two
hundred yards before her. Keying the riikeadvisedCentral that she
wasonthescerievec oul dndt geatyermidgfoledvdre r oad
sufficient distance behind the motionless vehicle, so she pulled off onto the
shoulder about thirty yards ahead.

Eve focused her unitds driver ds
Grabbing a pair of nitrile gloves from her purse and the flashlight off the
dash, she slipped the strap of her bag, sidearm inside, over her shoulder.
Shoving the bubbl eciggrettmlightdr, ghe stdclsits c o r
magnetic base to the top of her unmarked.

The detective quickly wal ked a
Solardi she di dndt want to disturb tir
in the scene ahead of the silent automobile, where a tow or other vehicle
might have been during any crime.

The car was well off the road on the generous shoulder, very near
the guard rail, engine off. Eve could see the outline of a body hunched over
the steering wheel through the windows, misted withreariing dew.

She gloved up as she approagatadichg out to the drive¥Whenshe got
no response, she tested the door kEtciound it unlocked.

Eve kepter left hand on the grip of the service weapon inside her
purseand the flashlight clamped between her left shoulder and cheek

She teased the door open with her right hand.

As she did, the body, unsecured by seat belts, slumped to its right
and off the steering wheel toward the center console.

Eve tensed with the unexpected movement, drawing her weapon
with her left hand

Shegrabledthe flashlight off her shoulder with her riigtt
steadying her left anmth the flashlight in one fluid motion.

A quick inspection of the body and the car's interior made it
apparent that she was in no danger from the vehicle or any other
occupants. The body was cool to the touch and unconscious or, more
likely, dead.
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A flashlight scan through the back seat and front passenger areas
revealed trash everywhere, but no one else was present. The gearshift wa
in Park with themergenclgrake off. Eve returned her service weapon to
her purse. To make sure the car was immobile on the downhill slant of the
off-ramp, she tried to rock the vehicle backward with her left hand against

the doorj amb. It wasndt going any
The effort made Evaware of the strong smell of alcohol coming
from the vehicleds interior, alon

Eve wedgedthe flashlight into the spaalgovethe upper hinge
between the open door and its frame to provoie light. Shehecked
the driverods exposed carotid arte
wasndt breathing. She supported
left hand as she pulled his left shoul@eight intothe seat with her right
hand. Once the seat back supporte
was an earyp-mid-thirties Caucasian male. His clothes were soiled and
staned, the undersides of his fingernails caked with ghere was
visible dirand greasen his forearmbke someonenightget working on a
cards. engine

Eve tilted the mandés head into

Goddamthit

Eve knew hinfi it was Jimmy Detmer

She recognized the face from the photos Vicky Carlson had given
her and Debra Anighe was looking at the déadyof theman her team
planned to detain and interview in just a few hours.

They werendt rhet ovoiud gl nadnty bler ed
with anyone now.

None of the other first responders lyathrrived orsceneAfter
opening the Solarads trunk and fii
walked back to her unmarked. She radioed in to advisedigpétalshe
had a deceased body, then anholdkl vy
citizen in distress, will tdttwhendone 6

Returning to the Solara, Eve closely inspected the occupant and th
cards interior.

Her first impression was of a drug overdose. There was a smell of
vomitand signs of ibdtnoonrthe talDee t meenr s ¢ |

—
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was discolorethe insides of his cheeks were dry and tacky, and there was
a telltale bluispurple tint to his lips.

I n Eveds experience, those were
opioids. The victim was in a shalgeved -shirt, and Eve noted a single
injection site on the right arm opposite the wrist on which he wore his
watch. That, by itself, set off alarm bells. The watch location suggested
Detmer was rightanded, meaning Detmer had used his left hand to shoot
up, whi@ would be unusual.

Eve stretched the skin on the inside of both elbows with her
thumbs and saw no signs of previous injection sites. Certainly, Detmer
could have been shooting up i n anc
experience told her thitswelesathdedi ct s o
collapse a veiin and there was no obvious indication of that on what she
could see of Detmerds body. Eve al
figureeight bruises in the bicep area that junkies who use their arms tend to
have from tyig themselves off. Exeo u | etalla@ymention of drug
use from Debra Annds not esDeotfmehredrs
onetime girlfrienchadspoken at length about their other probjend it
seemed odd shedd | eave that out.

The coroner would have to perform a complete autopsy with a full
toxicology screentolearnm@elLEve ds instincts tol
hadtobeinvolved n Det mer 6s deat h

Eve checked Detmerdés clothing f
with credit cards and no cash, a CVS receipt for rubbing alcohol, and
nothing else. No cell phone set off more alé@rnasguy like Detmer
would never be without one for calling someone to past bathing
else. Complicating the scene was that Detmer and his vehicle, including the
trunk, were filthy. The phone might be somewhere in the mess. Excluding
the area around the gas and brake pedals, garbage and detritus filled the
front and ear foot wells, overflowing onto the seats.

The Forensics team would have to bag, tag, and evaluate every item
for evidentiaryvaliet hey 6d spend a | ot of ti

Satisfied shedéd done what she c
and returned to her unmarked to call in.
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oDi spatch, advise earlier repo
appears to be a homicide. Wedl |l n
removal, a Forensics team, and the medical examiner. Can you patch me
through to Det. Mar ci Robbinsds h

———— e —

Though it seemed shedod | aid he
ago, Marci was five hours into a sound sleep when the bedroom phone
rang Fighting the covers and trying to catch the phone before it woke

Danny, she fumbled for the receiyv
Mar ci Robbins. 6

oDet . Robbins, this is central
Byrne. Go ahead, Det. Byrne.o

oOHey, boss, sorry-15%abthemarthimung o u .
Bernardo Center Drivadf-ramp. | gotaradio call about twenty minutes
agoandfound Jim Detmer dead in his vehicle on the shoulder. It looks like

an apparent heroin overdose, but
no sign of car keys anywhere. o
Seriousl$hit
0Okay, Detective, thanks. | &m
she could, yet stildl be heard ove

Without disturbing Danny, Marci quickly dressed, left him a note,
and drove to the crime scene.

When Marci arrived, the forensics team was finishatgwork
they could do with theehicleoutside their shofhe medical examiner
had taken the body, and the tow t
onto its bed. Paul Castro had arrived ahead of her, suited up in white
forensic coveralls to shepherd the techs. As he spotted Marci, he shook hi
head and lookedbwn at the ground with pursed lips.

Eve was in her street clothes, arms crossed, leaning against her
unmarked unit when Marci found her. Marci walked over to talk to her
partner. OHow did you get dragged

0 E| s icravingaaeggie burger, so | was on a munchie run and
happened to be less than a mile from the scene when the call went out. |
coul dndét shirk my responsibilitie
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|l i ke a homici de, but we wonot Kknov
complete. d
oWho called it i n?o6

OA freeway passerby was concerr
to passing traffid.hey escribed it as parked on the shoulder under the
overpass with its doswungopenout onto the shouldeilhe interior
lightswereon, and he could s#fee driver had slumped over the wheel.

When | arrived a few minutes later, the door was closed but unlocked, and
the interior light was off. So, eitlarhave a compromised crime scene, or
somebody else is involviedthe citizenrmay haveaught them in the
middleofwat ever they were doing. | dm \
oWhere do we stand, then?o

0The MEOGs already been here anc
the corpse reeked of alcohol. Preliminary indications were a drug overdose,
most likely heroin. The question as to whether it waslggHistered is
yet to be determined. My guessiBno6d say someone ca
sl eeping one off and gave him a hoc

Eve and Marci wal ked around t he
been.

0The car stopped without any nc
the traffic | anes, 6 Eve said as Ma

olt was in Park when.Therefvasmon d it
obvious drug paraphernalia atthescenand t her eds t he
keys 6

ol have to agree; it 1l ooks |1 ke
someone dying of a drug overdose v

Eve nodded.

0The perp may have rushed the s
traffic volume for this time of the mornifigtoo many potential
witnesses. 0

00r maydpdi dmwdt all ow themsel ve:
|l aying out the scene, 6 Marci specu
pocket is something theydd do inst

on conjecture until the Forensics team comptesamination and
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report. But this is just too damned convenient. Right before we get him
into our interrogation roorthish appens ? 6

Eve tilted her head.

0Oh, thatremindsm@ hi s cel |l phone wasn?o
could be somewhere in all the crap in that car, but | dialed the number
Debra Ann gave us,; atoundthalcar@rywhbre ar
You think the doer knew we wanted

Marci crossed her arms.

cSomebody out t hAadkélidgpeoploigtheinidea w i
of play. 6



t nine a.m. the morning of Det

Ti kds team to a meeting in the

looking peaked and complaining of stomach trouble.

oWedve had a setback in our ir
announced. OEarlier this morning,

which Ji mmy Detmer was the victim.
There was palpable tension in the complete silence as the team
absorbed the news.
0Crap How could something like this happen? We needed him to get

us inside Aunt Tikds, 6 Bob | ament ¢
We deal in murders daily; people get killed because somehody want
Paul thought before he reconsideBed.b 1 sndét a homicid
welfi my bad for being tired and cranky this morning.
0The medical examiner s been wc
Mar ci continued. 0The | ab wor k ha
processed all the forensics. But h

alcohol level was 0.17, twice the legahgrimit.
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oThe Kkiller injected him with an overdose of heroin shortly after
midnight. There were two injection attempts; the first missed the vein an
punctured muscle tissue. The ME based the time estimate for the injectic
on standard tissue repair rates. Thegoxin n Det mer 6 s sys
than ag addict would use, even ifWwantetb kill himself. The ME places
thetime of death between one and-tmgy a.m.

OHi s car was driven or towed
approximately 2:45 a.m., according to citizen traffic reports of the disable
vehicle. Lividity says the killer
hastily staged the crime scenandbning the Solara in a location that
ensured quick discovery.

0The <coroner 0s seofdnjectiomand ¢henadéatht h
means he coul dndt have driven t hi
thing, forensics techs found no ¢

oDo we know yet how the killer

OForensics found strap marks o
replied. OAnd markings in the whe
the killer moved it with a floor jack and a-tweeel tow dolly. That means
the doer likely towed the Solara tosttene and left in the tow vehicle.

o0Fresh tool mar ks show someone
door, so the murderer may not hawv
to check all the rental yards and see who leased a dolly over a period tt
covers last night and early this morning.

oLet ds also check private owne
and are supposed to be registere
always happen, so we should also look for dollies registered in the past, e\
i f they ar enodtr encoow.d loff tthheer eddosl |ny ,

0l assume what wed6re | ooking f
names of individuals or businesses and locations that coincide witl
information picked up during our
coordinate closely with the other

0To that end, 6 Marci respawnded
OCRt heir field notes onto our shar
Finding matches will be a fishing expedition, to be sure, but these things ha
solved homicides for us in the past.

0
0
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OTher eds a high 1likelihood, gi
murder S rel ated to our i nvest.i
determination hasndt yet been made
was, itself, the result of an Aunt

OAll the necessary stefis gaining access to and control of the
victim, injecting the heroin, relocating the car with a dead body, and staging
the dump scené are unquestionablyriminal. It would have been
dangerous and illogical for the perpetrator to involve that many different
people in overtly unlawful acts and not expect word to gétt thig. killer

was nvol ved i n our daamassurieildgid matfdrso mi c
they intelligently planned eacgsb f t h e dhelated actiVitiek thas
resulted in death. o

0The exception might be the Mai
0That seems more reactive to somet
or maybe opportunistic. Same thing here, maybe? It might be a stretch, but
perhaps Steve Ni@ulusullydnsthodidalgpercnighto n ,
be coming apart under the stress

0Ol nteresting idea, 6 Marci agr e
doer seems careful and rational W |
but not so much otherwise.

ORunning withethatmiindgeaf et mer

Ait appears the killer didnoét comj
to make a murder appear to be a heroin overdose but delaying the body
staging until I tds obvious the vi
executed, calmly deliberated plam.pSp vy . Hopefully, t h

mistakes or evidene® can use6
0 readthe notes from the interviedaul and Debra Anmad with
Det mer, 6 Bob said. o0Wihayhuagdgestdulee r

particularly |ikable. | know itods
Ti kds investigation, but can you r
0Thatds a valid point, 6 Marci
di smi ss. It doesnot h u rmaybeuirs/olvédp b e
including possibly monitoring our activities. We know virtually anyone can
be an Aunt Tikds member, and on tF

who we talk to and what we say.
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ol f our interviewing of Det mer
threat to the Kkiller that theyeeded o0 ac't i mmedi ately
woul dndt have had a | ot of time f
we might find searching Det merds

OAre we going to include the
cases wedr?»d Wwoekinamlpeddawe assumpt.i

0 Yense, 6| | tweeveuldtheimurdel af & material witnéss,
Mar ci sai d, oeven though, at this
to a punk or any of a punkds tehal
Aunt Ti kds investigation preclude
event Detmerdés murder is attribut
kick it | oose and allow it to sta

ol 61 I talk to Vicky Carlson | ¢
Det mer using heroin, either casu
i ndications are that he didndt . (
provide her protection. o

OEve, would you speak to the 1
arrange that?6 Marci asked.

0OSure thing. Did you want a sa
patrol s?5é

oOoLetds be flexible, 6 Marci res

and a patrol unit every two hours. If she still feels insecure, we can move h
into a motel .o

0Got it ,béforefpausings ai d

ONone of this is positive as t
alive. Should we double up the security detail for Tracy Nielsen as wel
Technically, sheds not a witness.
Steve i f they stildl have him. 6

Marci nodded.

OWith Det mer dead, wedl |l have
three | egs of our i nvestigative
membership applicatoasn d usi ng Steve Nielse
them hacking Aunt Tikos servers, é

protocols for our known cases, with an eye out for any connections to Aun
Ti kds. Wedve appluisedngf oSrt etvweo tnoe nvbo
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as far as we want to push that envelope until we get an answer on our
applications. 0

0l dm getting some heat {dr ®Har aip
relayed, turning to Bob.

0That one is more dependent tha
and I dm crossing my fingers we can
0Our computer forensics officer
serverrgplied Bamd wedre utilizing al

that area. 6
0Good, keep me posted. Okay, tF

keep you updated if anything else turns up. Stay safe out there, and pa:
attention to your-enails.

0This thing has many moving par



t wo new Aunt Tstdodad omgmh @res May

D et. Tad Roberts, a homicide detective doubling as an applicant fo
when she returned from the meeting.

oDet. Roberts, good morning. V
me?d Mar ci asked.

0l dm sorry, Detective, but t h
answered. 00ne of my Aunt Ti kods
rejected. | printed offthema i | t hey sent Steveds

He handed Marci a sheet of paper, which she read aloud.

0 6Sponsoring new members requ
standing. Please message your cell czar if you have diiesticageneric
6info@d unmonitored email address
but quietly. Thatdés interesting.

Marci shared the information about the rejected application with
Eve, who needed the | ogin account
with Debra Ann when she intervie
Debr a Annos Aunt Ti kds daecpcaor ut nie r
undercover account s. I f they hac
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applications under different name
them.

Marci sent enails to Eve, Paul, and Bobh at ASumrtve b Kk
account was no longer active She added that they
that she knewdi she was assuming his kidn
part of a dismemberment, though it was possible. She also texted Tracy
Ni el sen with the same information

An hour | ater, Det . Roberts ca
second rejectionraail, with the same explanation as the first, for their other
pseudeapplicanfi no surprise, but not a good thing either.

Mar ci called Paul, telling him
applications had succeeded.

olf you send me the names and

Paul said, ol6ll call Andy and ask
OHeds been cooperative, but if
As it turned out, Andy had no problem helping investigators. But he

did have one requegstt hat Paul advise his par

things went badly and Andyods name
the geahead from Andy, Paul submitted the applications several hours apatrt,
using the information Marci sent him and copyingrssnets of the
completed forms to Det. Roberts.

. —————

When | got home, Tommy was absorbed in building a Mdgaa
barn for his collection of Joyin vehicles in the middle of the living room floor.

oHiI , Mommy, 6 he said without | c
whodédd ordinarily be on the floor
his neck, staring intensely but without focus at the living room's far wall.

oHiI , Sprout. |l s that a garage Yy

Tommy gave a vigorous -apddown shake of his head, his
concentration on his task unwavering.

| kissed the top of his head and moved over to the sofa. Something
was eating at Paul. He didndét wusua
but it looked like he needed to.
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o0oCare to share?6 | asked him a
couch.

oPl ease, have a seat. Gl ad yol
his reveri e. 0l dm sitting here wo
and put somebody in harmds way. O

OHow so, honey?56

oOYou remember Andy Pardone fro

OSuAndy®emed | i ke a good ki d. G
how Aunt Tikds works, or at | east

0The team applied for paid Aun
sponsor us, but theydve di smember
called Andy to ask i f hedd vouch
last guy we asked to sponsor us kelg been kidnapped and possibly killed.
I al so didnot mention that t he
department engaged withisnow deatli m Det mer . O

0They killed Detmer?déd | was su
the choice of victims.

0Somebody did. Not yet sure wh
something to do with Aunt Tikds. O

0 | & m fis\dckyr Garlson told me about setting Detmer up, so

hedd have to reveal everything he
oUnfortunate. After that setbeze
Telling him about Steveds kidnap|]
made a great sales pitch, so | |e
oYes, honey, I know how you a
pops up, Yyou i mmediately wanti to
you know hedoll find out. 6
OYeah, I didndt think it throu

me that the repercussions could be bad for Andy. Detmer was vulnerable |
Aunt Ti kds man ag e-tarenrmembbreeveaythingeabouta s
him was knowntothefn hi s profi |l e, past act.i
done challenges. Wi th Andy al so a
same boat. o

OYoudre worried about Aunt Tik
or worse?bo6
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| thought a moment.

o0But would they do that to Andy
disappearande unlesskidnappinghim waspart ofthe dismemberment.
But Andyds ndte I|hialsehndbetdmenre any i |

know and coul dndot tell us much ab
Andy would be the threat to the ba
ol't isndt just Aunt Tikos. Il d

defenses around vouching for a new member other than requiring the
sponsor to be in good standing. We know applicants from the same group
often sign up in bunches, with the new memberhiraufor one another.
Sponsoring one of our fake member
and even then, only if that member gets caught.

o0ltds more that I candt shake
somehow. 0

OAnd itods this O6watcherd youodr e

OExactl y. Killing Detmer hours

man again, this time with | everac
suspicions. But dismembering Steve without punking him before he turned
up missing is more concerning to me. Basadhanhappened to Vickie

comments Andy made, and fears St e:
Ti kds operates. For them, dismemb:
loose the hounds, one they welcome.

ol f a federal investigation is
Steveds kidnapping or possible mu
Aunt Ti kos was responsi bl e. Maybe
the feds were lurking about, but no dismeméarpunk at allPustd e s n 6 t
fit. | 6 d toebenpmrikelynove jugh as arkact of defiatawshow

wedbre not the boss of them.
OPeople and organizations suddenly doing things differently under

the harsh gl are of an investigat:|
behavior s, Steveds bei ngpumgkosaem,to Det
be in directesposet o t he handWeweadreen 6ht o |schiomg
thosecard8 at | east, that we know of . 0

oOBut we keep hearing that membe
I tried to fathom how the i1 nfor ma
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Steve say members joinen thgpeople they hang witto? James Marshall
was political, and when he was the czar, he would have recruited membe
who were local politicians or tied to them.

oPerhaps thatodés why youdre hav
looking for someone powerful enough to have eyes and ears in the polic
department, someone who could push people to do things for them the
woul dndét otherwise do. o

| paused.

OHow about someone | ike Counci
from the retired police ranks during that bigdadorder push a few years
ago, and he seems to hate everyon

olnteresting idea, but of ficerl
council man based on that thought

oWell, who else is hanging arc
pick with the department?56

Paul would share with me later that his thoughts went immediately
to Jeff Bennett, and he felt guilty the moment they did. And Bemmeitd
be bitter about getting bumped aside for a promotion, though he seeme
more disappointed than angry. But again, no one knows who might have
relationshi @ andthehquid typedetheTonels Yoa worry
about.

But Paul shook his head.

0l candét think of anyone. 0



‘Chapter 39 e

wo weeks after Ji mmy Detmerds d
along but hadndét generated encoc

made no progress in |l ocating St
him, so hedd make his | ab rounds e
the bull pen to Eveds desk.

As he did, Bob Strickland joined him.

OHevy, Paul . | wanted youAftero kn

Marcimentioned it to mé,informed hinthatinvestigatoreadinterviewed

me about the Marshall homicide. | apologized for not telling him.@aarlier

should have told the team, too. |
ONo apologies necessary, Bob. I

wondt happen again. For my part, I

a team working murders where everyone else is Homiadethe only

Forensics guy myself among detectives, | understand how things can ge

awkward, especially for a senior c
ol appreciate you saying tohat.

socialieoutside the workplace occasioriallieambuilding those kinds of

things To that end, I t hought |l 6d a
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tomorrow night. |l dondt mean to
and itdés a comfortable place for

Paul took the offer as an olive branch of sorts, though he had the
brief thought it sounded forced. Stillwasurious...

ol havenot talked to Debra Ann
far as | know. I was going over t
0Good morning, Eve, 6 Paul anno
ol was on my way to see you and r
OHi , guys, whatds up?6¢6
Strickland spoke first. ol dd |

at my placé Arlessa, my housekeeper, is a mean chef. It would allow us tc
get to know each other away from the precinct. Are you available tomorrow
night ?26

Eveds eyes met Paul ds and f 1l i ¢
of fer, 6 she replied with a polit
ultrasounds from the hospital for our liftleyesii boy ! We dr e g
for a gendereveal celebration, just the two of us and a few friendsd am
sorry. I would have | oved to go. o

00Oh, congratulations! Exciting

of other opportunities, and family is the most important thing. Paul, | hope
you can still make it. Feel free to bring your wife along if she has nothing el:
going on. 26

0Yes, of course, | wouldndt mi
you know if she can come. 0

0 Go o d-maillydumy address. | know you and Eve were working
on something, and | need to get back to what | was doing. Again, thanks fc
sharing the great news about your

name so | can sesdmethingtoelconrehi m i nt o t he wor
to me. o0l dm | ooking forward to se
Once Bob was safely away, Paul

| assume the gend@veal party Debra Ann went to last week was for a
differeston? She told me she had a bl a

Eve gave Paul a sideways smirkKk
she said with a little laugh.



252 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

OHe seemed to take thatf kigdoofi co
odd forbua | @tiengygrd@ exerci se. | 6d hav
i ncl udlgofiyfoiul. e [ sbtatching ah@diMorido told me at the
Rady Childrends Ball that Bob has
heading over to talk to Lt. Har bi |
see how things are going. o

0l 6m stymied getting any more
site.d6 Eveds expression turned ser

0lt seems | i ke someoneds purge
cases wedre interested in. For ex
silence, except for one poSupeitechiei itd s  asbejpping down
currents to control a higimperage servo motor with a-\itage radio
controlled airplane sl ave receiver
a O6lorryd remotely. 1 6m guessing W
keywordsarund o6truckd to find the ones
This message has several liaksther threads, buthat they pointed to is
gone

ol took snapshots of all/l the m
Andy showed yowe could see these posts. | wanted the snapshots as an
index, buthemessagesme dsappeangquickly Still, it shows me there were

once sever al di scussions about t
di smembered and we dondt yet have
one Debra Ann created. Maybe that
oOWhat about the punk videos?6
0The Iinks to the results videc
broken, too. But | downloaded each of those videos and still images when |
first found them, so we have copi €
0OSmart move. Has Bob been abl e
oOoMaybe |1 dm just disappointed ir
|l i ke pulling teeth. 106l1 ask if Bo
6Sur e, no problem. 6 Thean,f eawtlaourn:
check with him, and now thereds al
have to ask, though. | 6ve beeat doi

onlytakes me so faré
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Exasperation was audible in E\
forehead. She tossed her head as
that; | dono6t | ike talking behind
it would be. Those guys in ®iare pretty sharp; usually, | ask, and ten
mi nutes | ater, there it is.o

ol hear what youdre saying. Le
things up. I 61 | l et you know if t

Maybe because Paul ds frustrat:i
he was developing gnawing concerns about the slow progress of the Au
Ti ks server data extraction. Ev e
having her confirrhisuneaseleepened.

Paul di d n @dpegoating anyoneoon thedr teamecially
not their newest member, who just happened to outraifik birminimum,
bad opticsGeneral dissatisfactiatinot solvingany of the& homicidesvas
normal and probably healthfythat was behind hat Paul and Evielt,

i nciting more negative karma wit
again, neither would further delays.

Bouncing ideas off a trusted mentor can help in situations like this
Paul decided to share his concerns with Louis, knowing the lieutenant wou
put them into their proper perspe
the firsttimeh despi te having his rank bu
recently moved into his fancier digs.

OHey, Lieutenant, do you have

OAddressing me as OLieutenantd
maybe | shoulcthaks o me t i me. 6 Loui s | ooked
going on?§¢o

oCan | ask you a question | s h
member 26 Paul began hesitantly.

o0l dondt know why not. What os
you think you need permission. o

0Thanks, but personnel matter s
shouldd r ead I ightly. These things do

Paul paused before continuing.

oDoes Lt. Stri ckloHfto gou?slerean, ha |

volunteered to be on this investigation. He just returned to the department
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youdd think hedd be anxious to pr
seem very enthusiastic about getti
Louis pursed his lips and sat back in his chair. His expression told
Paul he was taking the question seriously.
oOWhat are you seeing that raise

ol dm a little disappointed he
Ti kds handl es. | 0 wgsundeage pervieroserders and a d
havealh e users i dentified Iin a week.

di fferent o n #A samé encryptiorbtechnslagiesy and the
ownerswouldhave the same paranoia level due to the risks of litigation or

even prosecution if the data fall s
ol f it makes you feel any bett
guestion. 6 Louis frowned. o0l &dm not

because wedve worked so many of o1
encryption is more sophisticated thanrahyn g we dve seen b
have a different work style, or perhaps the way they did things in San Jose
i sndt the same as what we do her
productive as wed6d hoped. 0

oMaybe part of it is a rank t hi
comes here as a new lieutenant and has to answer to a detective. That cou
be tough, | suppose. o

OAndet &sormeett this i s Det. Robbi
supervising more than just her par

Ol dm i mpressed with how sheds ¢

being tested and others questioning her decisions. The more the detective
surrounds herself with competent people with different thinking styles, the

stronger her team will be. Butthabnmees s h e 6 | | have to
deedsi not easy, but i1t makes her a b
Paul tried to consid#éringsin that context.
0l canlLseeSthatkl and makes it
h e riotschallenging her. Honestly, | think she could deal with him if he did.
Instead, he seemstobeslow | ki ng t hi ngs. But e\
answers is a day we could be facin

whatever it oleteradstme passes bwondegr & the feds,
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with al/l t heir resources, coul dn¢
wor k with us. 6

0Thatdés valid. But Mondo would
didndt think the man could do the
unit. Boba 0lIsi gi ve more ti me. Maybe
things dondt thathe keeds pelp and ts hesitant to dsk. if e
that doesndt work, the next step

Paul took a breath and nodded.

OBythewayt h e | i evitedens ta msthéuse tomorrow night.
He wants to talk away from the s
bringing Debra Ann along, and 1|0l

oBon app®tit. And dondt hesit
resolve themselves quickly. | heard what you said regarding time, ne
homi ci de s, and Steve. Il dm seriou
conversation with the feds to convince them afpertanceof this Aunt
Ti kés thing. 186d |Iike to see if w

As Paul returned to his desk
buzzed. ltwasammai | from Bob with his hoi

himselffi he had to check it out on Zillow. Once he did, he had to admit
that the man had a lovely home. It should be; its last selling price over te
years ago was precisely one hundr
the penny.

Paul needed to hold his emotio
gr own man to walk through the p
weaponry, crying like a baby. He doubted that spending time in a rubbe
room wearing one of those heavy canvas jacietse\sleeves tieolgether
in the back would improve his finances much.



WA # WANTED # & »

SAN DIEGO POLICE

PERSON F INTEREST
WILLIAM DARNELL EASTMAN

SUBJECT IS BEING SOUGHT FOR QUESTIONING
IN FIVE HOMICIDES IN THE SAN DIEGO AREA
Height: 5' 11", Weight: 190
Noticeable stutter when agitated
Faded tattoo sleeves featuring a cobra

on left arm and Medusa on right arm

Subject may be armed.

Chapter 40 ™™

ood news had been hard to come by in this ease:ve
welcomed the-mail from Bob Strickland that his team had finally
decrypted the first significan
back on her good side, and Eve kne
It took her three hours to familiarize herself with the data layout and
formats. But once shedd perfected
its possible forms, it wasndt | ong
The data doesndt | ie, ansorldt poc
identity inextricably tied to that username. Still, Eve felt compelled to run the
guery several times. The results were consistent, returning just one membe
profleusingb | ot to_bil |l 6 as any part of
And yes, that member had been a cell captain for long periods. Most
i mportantl y, heo (ustbfenedays aftdeenesdRebert ¢ z

Mar shall 111 38ds mur deservedds punlomastdr forg t
several punks, including those the team had identified as suspicious.

It was time to pull wup this guy
Darnel | East man wasnodot hanswithioaal f i r

authorities over the years; nothing murderous showed up in his record, but
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he cert ai n-bdingrciizenl Bettranscriptshawedhis adult
crimesbegalpr ompt |l y when he turned ei gh
trouble whenyoungéti s j uvey r ecor dss hwed d nhie
to go before a judge and get them unsealed.

What she had nowhowedEastmancommitting Fs first crime
before enterinhbe NavyHe 6 d |J oi ned t o escape
stolen car. He received a general, rather than honorable, dsitearge
seningonlyf ourt een mont hs. While stildl
boot camp as an electronics tech, which likely meant he knew his way arou
a soldering iron, software, and programming. After that, Eastman spent mo
of his Navy dutyindergoinggpuni shments ordered b
masts for everything from AWOL to petty theft. The man had severe issue
with authoity.

Nonetheless, Eastman had been hired and served for a year with tt
City of Compton police forcélis employment wasuing along period
whenComptonaccepted anyoméo could stand without wobbling and was
willing towearthe uniform.After theykickedhim loose, the state denied
Eastmarunemployment, which said a lot about the quality of his service.

Eastmarhad beeim and out of trouble ever since. Domestic abuse,
fraud, larceny, theft of services, running a gaming establishment without
license, disorderly conduct, and an assortment of relatividydbdrug
charges. Among his arrests and convictions wepsmwections Eve was
looking for. Three years ago, Carla Littman filed for a restraining ordel
against him after a domestic incident following an Internet date that wen
bad. Eastman had served sixteen months on a stolen weapons charge a
breaking into a motor home owned by Gary Barker and taking a handgun.

l denti fying Eastmands | ink to
Frustrated with what the depart me
her, Eve googled the general Internet, throwing in every keyword she cou
think of. There it was, four items doanthe second page of listings. Before
joining her last firm and making partner, Mabry had hung out her law shing|
in her name alonéler firm had been awarded $285,000 from Eagtman
settlea civil suit aroundB t coi n s cam. T h aforaywa s r
into financial scams. Eve presumed he'd migrated to civil offenses as a e
risky way to make his living.
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Theredd be time to f 1l eshnthsl | t
momentwas that Eve had the son of a bitch in her sights. Now she could let
her sel f holyea! r us ht anickdidg foenelqubting
Thomas to a true believer in five seconds flat, a feeling like naohather
version of a sugar high unique to being a cop.

Now the crazy would start: filling in their team and the other squads
working the nodAuntTi k6s parts of their h o
kidnapping, chasing Eastman to ground, and pulling together all the evidence
they could find to build the cases again hi m. After shed
with her Jeoohgid &8¢ idHrirlilngd ng i n her
me as soon as you see this! & messa

Having enjoyed her moment, Eve went back to work. Getting the
rest of the data decrypted and analyzed was now more critical tHdmeever
DA would have to argue much of this case before a jury based on the
information contained in those servers.

With the first batch of Aunt T
prospects for the rest of what they could pull down over the Internet were
promising. Bob and his Vice technicians would push forward with
downloading and decrypting the rest of the. dat

That woul dnGndtelavb enforeemafougchEastman,
prosecuting him would require pristine copies of the original data from Aunt
Ti kds, preferably from the organi z
changes in the data as they occurred over time. The backups would not likel
be accessiblia the Internet. Typicaléychivingsoftware would copy that
data over a nonpublic Ethernet ba:
would control the physical and digital access to those servers.

Having been several steps behind Eastman for months, the team was
eager to get ahead of liimt was time task forsearch warrant8aul made
the call to Assistant DA Levine.

As it happenedhe ADA and Lt. Harbinhad just finished discussing
the same thing, and there was a problem

oLook, Paul , I s y mplauhderstan@ yow i t h
excitement about finding Eastmano
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work. But all you have at the moment is an accusation. | can get any seat
warrants you need around Eastman and his property. But for third partie
thatwe dondt i ntend to charge? Too

o f Aunt Tikds chooses Wedriedto g h1
get some voluntary cooperation fr
open a window into their data that would at least address our immediat
needs, but no dice. Their position is that if they help us, they risk exposin
themselves tatijation in the federal case around the attempted murder of
JudgeWassermarkrankly, they have a valid point.

oStill, wedre wmidded ngt e¢vmlivgu n ¢
friendyas t hey c¢come, but | candt pus
need her on our side whenas& agaiwith more to offer. asked Lt. Harbin
to come to my office yesterday to help my staff draw up a probable caus
affidavit.

oBut unlesdudge Stewastinacrazg e ner ous mood,

much of what shedll need. Circum
thereds | ikely one or more Aunt T
casesBut not hing says Aunt Ti kds is

them to do bad acts. To be blunt, Paul, with your strongest witness nov
missing, a participating suspect deatbrensic evideneeg ai nst Aur
as an organizatipand your primary suspect not yet apprehended o

interviewed, well é |l etds just sa

e — _

Lt. Harbinhad beems jubilant as any member of the team when Lt.
Robbins <called to | et him know
oblotto_bill, 6 the key player anc
T i k 0 sStilcPad @astro's poiabout thdost productivitywhenmining
that first batch of enciphered server Qathhit homé the passigof time
translated directtp moresuffering and loss of life. Had they obtained that
data just a |ittle sooner, Steve
Without question, Jimmy Detmer would still be alive.

Eastman and any cronies he may have had were still in the wind. Wi
the perpetrators free, able to ki
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let slow data processing add to the damage. Successfully extracting a suspe
from that data took the exercise out of the realm of a fishing expedition.
Louis was no longer reluctant to ask his good friend Captain Cranston for
more help to speed thingsrajo

Louis picked up the phone and, when Mondo answered, informed
him that the team had finally identified a suspect from the portion of Aunt

Ti kds data that Lt. Strickland hac
when Louis asked for more data decryptedp, but there was a potential
complication.

oLouis, 18dd |like to give you Je

than yours truly. Knowing he had some competition might kick Bob in the
pants and get him going. o
0OBut thereds history there, 6 Lc

t eam. If I were Jeff, | dd resent
down in the org chart under circu
wor ked with Jef fthe nom grodaoctive df she tdva Mv n ,
it were me, doing better work whil

rewards would get under my skin.?o
0Jeffds a consummate profession
things bother our competitive natures, you might be surprised how Jeff

woul d take i1t. Heds in it for the
dondt | send hi m udhe taothrash it dut amdiseeh
how you feel. I f itds a fit, a goc
someone else, no harm, no foul .o
0Thatds a deal, Mondo. Letds dc
OYou going to be around a whil €
oYuipJennyods got class, Austinds
a sleepover; they took the mutt wi
ol dll have a quick chat with Je
Al et me know how everything turns

No more than fifteen minutes later, Louis looked up to see Jeff
Bennett tapping on the metal frame of his open office door. Bennett was
average in height, but his high forehead made him seem taller. The reader



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP261

he kept riding at the hairline of his graying blonde crewcut made him seel
like an academic, in keeping with his calm, considerate demeanor.
Louis stood to shake Bennettds

first.

oMondo tells me you could wuse
delicate, and youdd explain.o

B e n n eyedminediately werd the William Eastman rap sheet
and other contents of a manila foljgrgopen on t he | i e

Spinning the arrest record toward himself, Bennett looked at it momentarily
his expression a half smégebrows knitted together

0 O h thiswhat you wanted to speak to me alfioytou want me
to go undercover? | mean, I'm getting a little old for that shit. But hey, if yoL

think it"ll help, why not?06
Louis was dumbstruck, pulling his head back with a deep frown, his
|l ips curled downwar d, |l ooking at

probed by a UFO.
"Jeff, I've known you for ten years, and you've always been the
straightest of shootefis but whatthduckar e you t al ki ng



slightly under seventy degrees, as the sun sank below the tops of the

trees. Beautiful orange, red, and yellow highlights formed a mackerel
pattern in the clouds flowing from the distant horizon. Paul pulled up to the
keypad at the gated entrance to Bt
our host buzzed us in.

These were gorgeous homes, each uniquely oriented on their
spacious plot of Il and, rolling hil
floor plans that were obviously likeothers. The homes | could see looked
larger than 5,000 square feet, with four or five bedrooms and a bathroom for
each. All featured thremr four-car garages and wide brick, cobblestone, or
stained concrete driveways, some with extensions curvingcepds the
main entrances of the homes. Those featured variations on drgmaar
fi large vestibules with mostly open glass from the top of the entryway to
the roof's peak, revealing expensive ornamental lighting or chandeliers.

Jags, Beamers, Bentlélsslas,and the occasional Land Rover
dotted the garages and drivewkysry home | looked down on as we
crested the top of a hill seemed to have a pool and a hot tub. During my

Paul drove, allowing me to take in the view. It was a gorgeous evening,
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teenage years, summers shadowing my father as he built up his construct
business taught me to recognize signs of the occasional sauna, steam ro
or other outdoor amenity. The landscaping and lighting were straight from
glossy real estate digest,sarmde larger corner lots featured English gardens.

Bobd6s residence was equal to a
As we topped a slight rise looking down on the Strickland property, | sav
the fourbedroom, threandahalf bath, twestory residence on an
expansive corner lot below me, just as Pauldsadbed it from its Zillow
listing. The home had a softly floodlit exterior and a variety of ornately
trimmed junipers around the residence and the grounds. The front yar
featured a pond with underwater lighting and a backlit waterfall. Sculpte
clay tles formed the broad main walkway, illuminated witipriafile,
indirect architectural lighting. As | walked the curving path, | saw that evel
the bedrooms had designer interior window treatments and sculpture
ceilings.

| half expected a butler to answer the door, but Bob performed the
honors himself.

oWow, 6 Paul said after Bob gre
dohave anicehonie Eve shoul d have come wit
pl ace. 0

We followed Bob into a sunken living room with a twiebtevide
fireplace and what looked like actual gaslit sconces on the wall for lightin
The décor must have been professionally designed, nétbfribeovertly
masculine touches youdd expect fi
furnishings in the home were exquisite yet appeared comfortable. Th
attentiongetter was the high glass wall, bracketed by opulent drapes on eith
side and taking up the entiear panel of the living room.

Thesweeping expanse of glas&ed out onto a massive swimming
pool. On one side of it stood a sauna, the gorgeous orange cedar pan
visible through its glass front. Across from that, on the other side of the pool
was an exercise room with a weight machine and a Peloton Hie visib
through the glass in its door. Subdued ambient lightinghe walkways
and tucked among the coconut and needle palms aneRéreaa statuary
in the surrounding yafd glinted off the smooth surface of the water.
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0Thank you, 6. HBthdnheaddsfpfonal egue st i

anticipated. 0Obviously, I coul di
|l ieutenantds wages. O

He grinned andusherast o a couch, adding,
and have helped out over the years. | received a pretty nice inheritance whe
my mot her passed. Let me tell Arl e

Paul looked at me, his eyes wide, eyebrows arched, and the corners
of his mouth turned down in appreciation. | could only nod as my eyes flitted
about, taking in the details of our surroundings. We took our seats side by
side on the white Italian leathefas A large painting of a matronly woman
domi nated the area above the fire
from the period of the clothes she wore for the sitting.

Suddenly, | experienced a mild bout of social arixiegd quite
sure of the etiquette required if
conversat i ors.h gésddmplyingstthad been sbme time
ago, certainly enough to get through the probate process. But when he
introduced himself to Paul s cowo
Diego because his mother had surgery and was feeling better, inlgufficient
good health to live by herself. That would havejbska little ovea year
ago.

During the introductions at t he
Paul hedd visited this home when
unit in Vice, so Bob already had the house ltsapposedhathis parents
could have ohel ped outd some ti me
inheritance was irrelevant to its purchase.

None of that was any of my business, of course. Still, the subject of
family omes up oftenduring conversations casual home settingsow
safe would it be to talk about parents in general if the man might still be
grieving for his mother? Or maybe his stepmother, if he had bibtht
wouléxplairthe confusion | 6d have to be sure t

A middleaged woman with a pleasant face, graying hair, and an
ample figure arrived from the direction of the dining room.

oPaul , Debra Ann, me et Ar |l esse
anything you want, and shedoll take
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ol 61 I be in the kitchen, 6 Ar| e
and she wil/l |l et me know you neec
then turned to leave the room.

Paul had warned me there might be a lot of talking shop this evening
and the conversatithahwadi dndt t ake

oOWith my change in residence |
oand then working on | oan to your
know anyone on either of our teams very Wadl people who knew me as
| worked up the ranks are in San Jose. Coming here as a lieutenant was
f 1 r s tdbeen imilee pdsiion of having people undeitUunéortunately,

I hadndot wor ke dthaewanoghatedcisanyto beagin s t |,
friendshipsAskingofficers | supervise in my Vice unit to saaalould be,
at best, awkwardo

Paul nodded slowly.

ol struggled with that, t oo,
younger, | 6d afl Realygsnned aseha glapcedsalimed P J
"or O6Paul d t o ever Wakngrankarhe militaryl i |
meant éarning to say no and being responsible for what other people do
That was a fundamental change and a big learning=serveo, the social
aspect wasnodi tad sbitghepaNatv yof Vietry
superiors say. Liking themas n 0 t necessary or exp
you get promoted.

0 Wen | became a civilian again aratlecriminalist supervisor,
military training didnoét help for
to me. o

Bobd6s eyes showed surpri steok 01
over Homicideyou and he were the gold standard around here as far a
detective and Forensics partnerships go. The Batman and Robin c

i nvestigative teams. With everyo
thought fraternizing would presen
oWel |, if it makes you feel an
was that O0gold standar diim Takmaput b e f
intimidatingn honest |l vy, he wasnodt , but hi
|l i eutenant, they didndt have an a

to stay in Homicide. Partnering with a detective of lower rank was awkwar
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with the union and everything, and | was still with the state at the time, so
the two of us teamed up.

ol would never have admitted it
Paul looked in my direction.

oYou never showed iit, o6 | assur
attributed to all the changes i n o
we moved in together, getting marr

oWeereleal i ng wi t h asmiedgentlypdausibgh i n
beforeturnngb ack t o Bob. oO0The | ieutenant
on. He was known to get in a subje
put me in situations where hedd ge
experience | could have had. ¢

oln our unit, Capt . Cranston i

oMondobrought Vice out of the Stone Age, from trolling hookers and johns
down by the Naval Station into the Internet Age. Almost everything we do
now in the vice unit came from systems the captain originated back when
there was no model, nothing anyone coygl. d@umors saondowas a
two-finger typisfi somesay hestillisand di dndt even ki
on a computer when he started chas

0OAnd |l ook at Vice now, 6 Paul o |
the waiting |ist for interns want.

ol know. I had to wait ulbefoiel I
| couldpulr ank to get one of the open s
I need to build a team to create
know the members of the unit |1 dm v

Paul nodded.

ol think itéds a good situation
visible to everyone. We appreciat

everyone on our team wants you to
Bob glanced in my direction and changed topics to include me.
OBut I d6m sure you must be hungr

me a | options. I wasnot sure where

dietary restrictions, so sheds tri
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oThank you, Bob, o6 | said. oO0You
Paul and | dondt have any i ssues
you put in front of wus wil/ be ex

About that, | was entirely right. | decided on the salmon, thinking
that might be the healthier choice. It had a light, sweet glaze, served wi
charred vegetables and rice pilaf. Paul went with the duck, and when v
sampl ed each ot dteeredvas npwrang chace. we r

The conversation was light; we talked about some of the different
personalities we knew between their two units in the department and th
world at large. The talk turned to their career opportunities. The departmer
had announced a new program that woodgerate with SDSU to offer
di scounts on the universityds cou
most of the I imits on officersdo c
criminology, he was interested in tupecourses that would make his
education more current and relevant. Paul wanted to learn more abot
profiling and criminal psychology.

After a very nice Beaujolais and a slice of strawglaenighed New
Yorkdstyle cheesecake, Paul and | were both ready for our naps.

We adjourned to the living room and continued the small talk that
had started during our dinner.

OYou have a sweet setup here,

fine | adies | 0 mstakedherelmi.ydu know has

0l do get my share of offers, ¢
grin. oBut | dve sown enough wil d
get into any situation that isnot
well. Whenyou havemoneyinyo f ami |l y, and she s;

it can get ugly rather quickly. Fortunatelasgeno children, and though it
took a while, | was able to putath at behi nd me. 6

It wasndt in Paul dés or my nat
relationships in social settings with casual acquaintances, so we kept sile
But | could empathize with some of what Bob said.

Bob had what | must admit was an impressive jazz collection,
including some original 78 rpm shellac. He put on an Etta James album at
low volume so we could speak over it comfortably.
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Backed by the softened, sul try
Last, 0 the conversation inevitably
Aunt Tikos investigation. With tha
little uncomfortable for Paul.

OEven though we now know Wil |l i
said, owe still have much work to
maddening. With all these cases having a common element, we keep takin
down the trees and not consideringthefe st . 6

He was voicing the same frustrations Paul had told me the entire
team felt about the tortoiike pace of the case. But Paul had mentioned
other things, and par Thengétofhyeurdss Rob,
and do yourkdaewmnéetajobho6éPaul ds mi
and management data from encrypt
investigation back the most.

But, of course, neither of us was about to offend our host and turn
the otherwise pleasant evening into a disaster. Not only were we firmly on
Bobds turf, but | sué pfelidhe eudentttadpiat w
had been the planned agenda for odiogether all along.

That reinforced my sense of being manipulated, adding to my other
emotions. Still, | politely held my tongue, not wanting to create problems for
Paul.

Paul was diplomatic.

OHomi cideds a |ittle different
For most vice crimes, neither the perpetrator nor the victim is going
anywheréd pl enty of peopl e @& andthaprikaryt o,
challenges are sorting out who did what and protecting those at continuing
risk during the investigation.

0OBut in these killings, we | o0sc¢
of what theydve done because theyc¢
can be exceptions when a murderer is on the loose and a threat to others
thereds wusual IctyWithtoeAa n & siuatiknive have p r C
a huge exception wed v e gscue, oat teast recovedteve.

oBut from what | know of the o
open to new ideas and perspectives
topofmi nd, what do you think we shou
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Kudos to Pauli his phrasing and tone when he posed the question
were genuine and sincere. There were times that Paul exhibited :
graciousness that | just woul dnot



conversation and maybe even allow a novel thoughb to break
through. But the tension within me quickly worsened when Bob began
not very subtly guestioning Mar c
|l eadership when she wasndt there t
ol just dond6t think that tryin
fromalltheAunt Ti kdéds data to fit the wo
trying to find out who filled the tractor bucket with the concrete that crushed
Mari anne Foreman and Gary Barker.
charge them with @ilegal &boub gutting Brokenr e 6
concrete in a bucket.

I knew Paul hoped that opening the door to new ideas might lighten the

OWe know this Eastman | ikely di
of f without Aunt Ti kds infrastruc
subject to Aunt Tikds whims, we st
make them come to us. We should justsa§ Look, we know

abetted him because he coulhklpdt ha
getwherewe needtogog 61 | shut you down. 0
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0But Bob, wedve had this conve
trying to keep any aggravation ou
accusatiofi andas | said then, Il dwboadOst
keep Aunt Tikds from calling our
see you in court,d knowing they ¢
Publicly appearingasih ey 6 r e adversarial to a
oBut for the s akeayoéfind dawag to diin sheiru s
busi ness. People we dondt yet k
organi zation that we candt touch
URLs, and theydre back in busines

Everythingabout the people who committed these murders evaporates, ye
the future threat remains. o

Bob wasndt about to | et this g

0 B ut dohaveergsources we can acddssservers are physical,
and we can get search warrants. Once we have those, we can acquire a
what we need from the data on the

oWarr ant whatbéa sRkradulonasked. ORi gh
single Aunt Tikd&ds member committ.
who hasndét yet given -yearoldkidshogustat e
happens to be t he HdoonneghbdreHowamlichma n
that lookgiventhawve havendt foédnd either o

Paul tredto get Bob to see his circular logic.

OBut say we could show a diff
crimefi togetawarraniye 6 d Bhaw tke evidence is in tdata, and
going through those data points was the very frustration you were
expressing. o

Bob had a different point of view.

OBut where wedre at now prove
subjectds name, but only bits and
done anything other than approving some iffy challenges, maybe changing
few data items, and possibly faking sadens. We need a lot moaad

getting it through the data owe ca
oY ou O r ePaul cogchkdedw® 6 ve got aButtleen g
ot her road i sknodtvhatahappensowhéntwesteaduseVe

brute forceghrough the courts to get the server data dirEcitlyr st , we ¢
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Aunt mleinkbGesr shi p | i st . Tumlassedcansmwt ¢
probable cause that at least one person is omaheer rollswho
committed murder and thiie list likely contaimsore persons of interest.

o©Once we have Eastmands stateme
requirement . Still, wedre not all
will be true for every specialized server theyfhawee 6 | | have t
probable cause for each. No judge will give us carte blanche to search ever
server in a private business witbre thanten thousand members when
there may be justopersors ol el y responsi bl e for
to solve."

OButcoiutbeén gtust one, 6 Bob persi
tightening. oOWedve got at | east s
mul tiple separate activities. o

Bol Iseginning to sound like a defense attorney representing the a
seesmorénvested in his argutharitsf he wer e merdlly p
have to ask Paul laterig tiosnvestigations usymlly

of hatud ® tP a ulrying tefimd conentbn groundButonly
a tiny percentage thfose activities were crim@sd the evidence is slowly
piling up that just one persoould have besponsiblé@ | 6 m nowas s ay
because we dofnforthe speaciioparts bf thése pueks that

resulted in murders. o
0l see where youbdre going é Sti
the cri minal intent , the data wono

Lowering his eyelids, Bob drew a deep breath, followed by a dismissive sigh
He seemed annojsmbinthisfibgesat tmeanamberawho

di d. I dondt see how that gets wus

because of O0he said, she said. do
O0Our theory is that t othehader al

challengedhosewith clearlyillegal elementa i ms el f . 6 Paul C

0 Once wnichkparts Bastman or his cohorts had to do outside Aunt
Ti kds wercan geephysical evidence to tie him to.tBeme as e 6 d

do with any othercrim&.t t hat point, we Ilamow w
cangather evidence in ways thatcamafortably within the scope of what

we do every day.
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oBest castor usis if Eastman needed hédp some of that ofthe-
books workii once we identify who he use, should be able to get one
or more of them to talk by making the consequences personal, raising tt
stakes, turning one against the other, and including serious jail time in tt
mixi agai n, as wedflphthehdd rm npyroewe bhag dns er
on the hook i n Deft Bastmenhadt kilbhimbefayet

we put it together. o

oBut once wean proveE a s t nmodein arg/ one of theecrimes,
the rest will fall into place. o

0l get that Eastman is in the
saw his sheet. He doesnd6t seem | i
heds ormnti ng out the 6éblotto _biA 1l 6
I f heds just a tool for somebody
wered

OThakaddsr ue, 6 Paul responded wi

Marshall sent thatreail to himself, he was cell czar and knew exactly which
Aunt Ti kds handl e went ,woiybunponwhi c
beings. He would have known what they were doing with that &aehdle
their level of responsibility But he wrote O6ASSHOL
the plural. I think wedre | ooking
use O6BI TCH! 3 That all squares wit
OEven i f Eastman didndét do t he
he knows who did because he assigned the performers, and no one else kr
al | the challenges to the punk o
responsible for the punk results vided,va@ know he gamed those results
for the Foreman and Barker -caushing killings, the Littman Cheerios
tampering homicide, and the Mabry rundmsais murder. We have to, at
| east, know Eastmands intent befo
0So, fomow, we neednything we can get just one guyEastman.
To the extent that finding oabout thechallenge participandsd their
activitieshelps us locate him, and in the absence of anything better we ca
do, fingattl®s 6s do that. | f theredos
tofollowit,buwe cha@t up Aunt erdthemdes land® s €
our bypass 6
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oWell, it certainly wouldndt ht
toning down the tensioa,f or St eveds sake, i f na

Even as he backed dovihp b6 s v oi ce IHewdsed ¢
scowingas he shifted topics slightly

0The encryptiofhmhaoinng heesrevdrmd eir s
t hat the enciphering itself i's s
nonstandard way theydre applying i
re-encrypted every night, during theevinours, with multiple rolling codes,
and they force IP address resolution through different DNS servers each day
The |l evels and number of obfuscati

| coul dndt .Haeld wpe rbywtth iwogq dreemBab he
beea smokescreen to cavtnahessdigvadieout of his element trying to deciphe
those servers? Were we finally getting to the real problem?

Paulfrowned and | got the sense he
this late in the game.
0l dd hoped the national organi z

part of the franchising agreement
servers under their control for auditing since the umbrella corporation
collects the membership dues and redistgliiem back to the franchisees.
Surely hiding franchise data from

|l couldndot tell i f Bob fdwhichdt |
made little sense, given he worked with those servers everpday d i d n ¢
want Paul to have the answers, which made even less sense.

ol think those servers are | ea:
by the | ocal chapter, é Bob said.

| knew Paul well enough to realizatanswer tripped all over his
builtin BS detectoThey dd been working omn th
think. 6

0l 6d have to ask one of the vi

0As far as | know, those servers a
czar, and thatds why wedre dealing
Paul di dndét want to challenge E

home, so he asked a different question.
Os it possible he nonstandard encrypti
management igyingdeliberateljo f r ust rat e our 1 nve
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ONo, 6 Bob anbeliess ed, Botadoeadtt d
standard server encryption, | view it as general institutional pacanoia
the local Aunt Ti. Like adding a deadbolt to your front door without
rekeying the handlelotkn ow you have to carry

| knew Paul was planning to talk to Bob about this at the precinct,
but he broached the subject now.

OMaybe the czards extracurricu
We can get you more resources, an
| know Mondo can get you anything available. Lt. Harbin is considering
engaging the feashelopisege hdnd.heyo

My tingling spidey sense tol
suggestionsstill, | c o dathahmvéhy But Bob, somewhat grudgingly,
agreed he could use more staff.

0 Icould split my team to specialize in certain tasks if we had
additionalresourse. Theredd be some headwin
so the results might not be immediate. Any new team members in the digit
forensics area would have to stay within the organizational structure und
my supervision to keep us from going madly efflinl  di r ect i on

| attributedall the caveatsoundakingon more help to professional
pride or maybe a macho unwillingness to admit approaching defeat. Tt
latter is rarely helpful to police investigations since those are tearf effort
perhaps Bob didnoét feel fully 1int

Bobos cel | phone buzzed, and
apologized for the distraction, saying he needed to use the restroom ar
return a call. He invited us to look around and feel at home as he left.

Paul and | took Bob up on his offer. We checked out a wide
passageway off the living room. It featured school, family, and event photo
as well as memorabilia, on its walls.

We entertained ourselves by looking over the meaningful moment:
of Bobds I|ife, happening across a
rowi ng t daaenal saidve IPdul, who gave out a little snort.
Undoubtedly spurred on by pure e
lacrosse, sailing, and rowing with prissy Ivy League schools | could nev
have afforded@ even if they would have accepted me, which was doubtful.
0Green monst er o 1thoughtaldughingay mysedfr i s e
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As Paul wandered further down the hall, I tried to tell which of the
rowers was Bob Strickland, but the resolution in the faded old photo was
poor. Curious, | lifted the bottom of the photo frame out and up. Sure
enough, there was a label affixed withyellewed, cracked, and curling

Scotch tape:

COXSWAI N:

CALL BOW:
BOW SEAT:
3 SEAT:
4 SEAT:
5 SEAT:
6 SEAT:
7 SEAT:

STEVE (¢
BART ( BOATBOY6 BEAMAN
JAMES (OSTEELI E6) WILL
MILES (O0STANDI SHG6) MCF
MARK (OCATFI SHG) FI SHE
DAVI D (ODEEDEEG) DANI E
DMI TRI (OMAD RUSSI ANG)
BARRY (O0BAD ASS36 HI NT

My heart began racing, and | felt the blood draining from my face. |
had to catch my breath as | read the last name:

STROKE SEAT:
STRICKLAND.

R. WILLIAM (©GBLOTTO BILLO®)



y fingers trembling, | gikly put the photo back in place.
IVI | pretended to focus on another framed infegeiring
the Lewis and Clark mends sof
couch to see where Strickland was.
Not spotting him, | hissed at Paul.
0 P aRaul!'Get over &ere!
Sartled by the command and my tdPeylturned on his heels and
headed backwardme.
OWhat in the wgolldd hies aghieng an
he was going to check my forehead for a fever.

oShhid | whi spered at the top of
oKeep your voice down! Look at
be caswual . o

Gi vi ng Amgou msase? seyed Raul pulled the bottom of
the frame away from the wall, and after a moment, | saw his jaw drop an
his complexion turn ashen.

OHoly shit!o
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He immediately patted the frame back in place, quickly looking back
at the living room.

OMotherof Mé&ry But we alreadiydbadte wed

Paul put both palms to the upper back part of his skull, his fingers
out; he puffed his cheeks and let the air slowly leak out through his lips.

As we stared into each otherods
ahead to the same thouihbne wrong move now, and we could be signing
Steve Nielsends death warrant i f h

0Okay, 6 Paul whi spered after a

actor than | am. Is your phone powered on? Check it for battényrang
theringervolume 06

0Got it é My phonef6s good. What
oOLetds go back to the couch. I
and call you from there in a few i
€ Sht here he comes. Just foll ow my

Paul 6s eyes went straight to tAh
At that very moment, Strickland put his hand on my shpulder
t hought 1 6d have a heart attack ri
He reached between Paul and me to the rowing picture with his other
hand and straightened it.

0Ahhh, fond memori es. I got pr
year . 0

Crap, so Strickland knows we we
remember whatds behind it and wondc

Fortunately, St r iexpiessiamdirdctlydronu | d n

where he was

Pauldrevb t r i cdténton alvdysfrom me

OLooks | iddeaveysame gloreda@oh What year was
that taken?0.

Thank God for nonglare glass. The last thing we needed was for hin
look on my face in the reflections from that wall.

Paul s question boughdomenoémy en ot
composure. But | knew Paul had another reason foraskig 6 d ne e d
year to verify the image and his nickname with the school.
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Trying as smoothly as he could to turn the conversation in another

direction, Paul pointed with his forefingea differenpp i ct ur e, ol
were on the softhball t eam. You sh
Itds just for fun, but we play th
get alittle intense. H@v y our <col |l ege team do?c¢

Strickland seemed to accept redirecting the topic to the softball
photo. However, | caught him peering back over his shoulder with a
concerned expression at the wall
he just wanted to ensure the restwere stjlhamg st r ai ght ,
visible fingerprints.

OWe were a smal.l8tsrcihcokolla,n dbDbisv itsc
he reminisced®We had games against Washington and at Puget Sound
Pacific LutherargndWestern Intercollegiat/e exded the season wigh
winning record in my last year, but nothing that made any big headlines |
our school paper . o

Internally panicking, | was struggling to deal with the sudden
revel ation that Paul déds coworker a
murderefi and so goddamned cavalier about it.

I want ed What haweyowedana witlh&Stewve?d f or
place handcuffs on the son of a bitch. But | knew this was not the time fol
that. Getting this man to face justice would be a process, and each step h
to work itself out. My job now was to play a part, keapityand, above
all, not reveal to Strickland tiastknew anything.

We reclaimed our seats, and the conversation resumed, witl
Strickland enthusiastically lobbying for his idea from several weeks past
go public with our investigation
was hard because |redess)and msgampittecstal |
the investigation was now so transparent.

But | did care about Paul getting the chance to do his job well, anc
that was my motivation to listen intently to what both of them said. As the
rationale for revisiting the topic, Strickland used what | nowwarsvis
intentionaklowwalking of the computer forensics investigation.

You had to give the man credit for one thinghe had an
unbelievable stash of pure chutzpah.
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By the time Strickland finished regurgitating the same talking points

hedd used earlier, al beit with di
conversation. Paul needed to be having a meaningful discussion with Louis
Mondo, and the rest of the Aunt Kk 6s t e am, n-eetvingl i st

drivel from this imposter.

But Stricklandwasan experienced officer aadlieutenantAs a
trained interrogator seated only four feet away from us, he could see every
microexpression on our faces. Raising his suspicions could be a terrible thing
in many different ways. Our successful escape would require a sure yet gent
touch. Paultriet s how genuine sincerity as
position up with Louis in the morning.

Then he asked where the restroom was.

oDown the far hallway, on the r

After Paul left, Bob turned his attention to me. He politely
apologized that so much of the discussion revolved around work topics; |
admit my response was awkward.

Then Paul, now out of StrickIl an
to the side of his face with his thumb and pinkie extended, his other fingers
tucked, to let me know he was about to telephone me.

As my cell rang a few seconds later, | looked into my purse, making
it clear |1 was checking the phonec

00Oh, I O0mlsmesdrty take this, it
mysel f, di splaying my best owhat

0Do you need some privacy?§é6
00Oh, no. | dm sure it wonot t ak
Chrissy, this is Debra Ann. ¢

ol &dm Chri ssy, and 1 0m telling
with the neighboroés cat. l't's noth
stop crying. Break aleggand say 6hi 6 to Jody Fo
her at the Oscars, 6 Paul said, ando

oO0Omg 6 | said into the phone. 0
The BanédAids and the Neosporin are in the cabinet below the sink in our
bat hroom. Tel/l him Mommyds on her
di dndt mean it. He cca oaeaim bonbons snrthe 0 |
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freezer. No, just one; itds too cC
bit. o

|l | ooked up at-yeatldwaned to play i wour t
babysitterds cat, and it took exc

0ls he going to be okay?06 Stri

ol heard thé ilsastvepgartthiofg tah at
he returned from the hallway.

0The cat nipped him, and Tommy
hedol | be fine. Stsadahswangboth dquestionsd g e

OPl ease excuse apokgeticlyo bd e vRa u |
moment when you have family. We had a wonderful evening. Tell Arless
that her meals were truly excellent. | also appreciate all the food for thoug|

that you and | shared. ¢
oOWedd |l ove to return the favo
opportunity, o | added, Obut dondt

these! d

Strickland graciously accepted the indefinite commitment and walke:
us to the door.

Paul and | sat in tense silence as he drove us out of the gate
community, almost as though we were holding our breath until we knew w
were out of the | ieutenantds reac

But one thing was sufie no way in hell wouldhatman ever be
wel come in Paulds and my home



nce we were sever al mi | és aw
sufficiently distant to at least avoid any accidental sightings by him
of us or our vehicld Paul pulled over so we could exhale and
collect our thoughts@l never hyperventilated in my life, but | was close.
Paul 6s first instinct was to fi
Hi s eyes searched mine as he s
work on the assumption there are t
be inclined to think the first one
rap sheet. My initial, almosvegoowering thought is to call Louis
immediately, then Marci and Eve.
oBut my objectivity is completely shot at this point. Will Louis take
the idea of Strickland as a suspect as seriously as we do? Or would he pla
it under the heading of just another bizarre coincidence? If noyilhow
Louis react ttearninghtiat one of the possible killers is right here among the
critical members of our team?590
0l wondt be much help as to ob
completely locked into the story | want to write aboufithadl | can think



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP283

of is getting to my computer and
this means for you and the depart
ol envy yoou Pyaaud rd sf dcawusgh was U

flying pelmell through my mind from all directions.

oOoBut Strickl andfitsas 6 Torhieiteodnd e IT h g
dragging at decrypting those Aunt
apps, and the classic signs of a traffic stop by an officer at the Marshe
homi ci de scene. And one of the p
Obl obtitloh & was in the departmentos
have to get special clearance for. ¥Wthydve, without knowing what we
Kknow now?o

| nodded.

oThe idea these cases might have been $olweite in the same
day, with two different killefis in such a dramatic fashion is one thing. But
juxtaposed against your conversation with Stricklsntlventy minutes ago

about the futility of t hsurrepabnzosnd s
unbelievabl e. I 61 | say this: sur
murderous son of a bitch. Il think

Paul wasn the same page but concerned dbautw he 6 d s h
news.

0That Strickland didnot tell u
|l earned how i mportant it was to o
thed b | ot t o, alprerhature @ccuSdtian lagainst an investigative tean
member would be, at best, problen

The formality of Paul ds word ¢
dutiful lawenforcement professional was kicking in.

0Open wounds often I inger from
things for years. Whatever | do now will immediately impact everything we
were trying to accomplish. o

Paul was working it through, out loud, intiead.

OA false accusation would be o
stands, and no doubt, to my <caree
to address him directly is above

a matter for Louisand Mondo may be I nternal Affa
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0l &m nervous, Paul, whether we
said earlier that Dblotto_billds f|
What wil |l he do to Steve?0

Paul drew a deep breath, nodding.

oOWedl | need to get t he wheel s

business tomorrow morning. candt see how we avi
train wreck, bt ver yone needs to get ahead
| voiced what Paul already knew.

oONot telling Louis now would vi
everything you built when you wer €
oYoudre right, as wuswual, o6 Paul

avoiding telling him because | wanted to spare him that nauseating mule
kick-to-the-gut feeling we all get in law enforcement when one of our own

betrays wus. | dm feeling it right

OAnd | think itdés @ dewegtoutalhisbe I
way to offer Strickland every oppc
and if he answerspapt | 6 | | fill h himonithe line | ¥ 611 | d

to plan B, gathering as much information as possible to back up what we
think we know.

OEi ther way, I 61 | need to stop
Tommy, and you can start writing.
some calls. | think you know ® | | be a |l ong nid@ht,

As soon as Paul was back on the,rbaedded to the precintie
phoned Loui s. After three rings,
hesitatedh he hadndét thought about what
want to accuse the Vice lieutenant in a recording without including what he
had to support it, especially given the concerns about Strickland that Paul

had expressed to Louis earlier. Ratherthe o mp |l i cati ng ¢t h
them simple.

oLoui s, itdéds Paul . Cal | me as
needs to be kept quiet. Best i f we

Next, Paul pulled over into aEleven lot to grab some coffee.
Before exiting his car, he texted Marci and Eve the same message
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OURGENT that you contact me , but
reached out to you. |l 811 expl ain

Coffee in hand, Paul headed to his office. He pulled into the precinct
garage and took the stairs two at a time, not wanting to wait on the elevato
i he needed to start his research.

It was almost tethirty p.m., awfully late to call people at home. But
Paul wanted to sneak in at | east
anyone in the Internal Affairs Division a friend. Still, he did know one of the
officers, Rod Blakesley, winbe felt he could trust more than most. It just
so happenethatRod owed Paul something of a favor. Not a big thing
Paul had been the first outsidefamily Girl Scout cookie customer for
Rod®&s vy oBubhwhensatparegtihasldaughters, thasgstimatter.

0Sorry to call you at home so
time, Rod, but I think | have a situation here. | need help deciding what |
have or maybe dondt. | know youdyv
can tell me off the record aboutkatively new transfer hérea lieutenant
by the name of Robert William Str

There was a pronounced silence on the other end of the phone.

OFirst, 6 Rod said, oOyoudre get
ot her a while, and our wunderstand
anything about this from me. Secc
appear in writing anywhdiey ou get my dri ft? Th
above you, so be careful whateved ydangthatinvolvesthisguyi d o n 0 t
tell me whatitisow, or | &1 | have to open a
senior officer, says meaingdorcemeiafterst i
you Fourth, if this involves IAD shit at any point, you come directly to me
with it. Got that? No passinfiy 060G
straight to my fucking door. 6

Paul thanked him in advance for his help and agreed to his
conditions.

00dd that yteatidhrde vhdiumdgi nugp, 6 R
been the topic of an ongoing conversation around the office. Your boy
gamed us, and thatodés not somethin
ago, Strickland was a sergeant going through a nastyfdinastg because
hemadet nasty. He woul dndot |l et it g
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0OAny signs of violence?0

OHi s-toshbeorexds dad owned a pl umbi
would pull over the old mands emp
evidence of him using the depart me
in and around his divorce case. He threatesrenld man directly a couple
of times. Supposedly, there was a gun drawn at one point. Still,-gaigs he
shesaid in a domestic legal situation, which ties our hands without something
more substantial.

OHe was never it avardge merfoemarice raviewsa
or worsefi and we started hearing about drinking issues. The dude has
money from his family and a fancy suburban home. He gives off this vibe
that he doesnét have to work and i
rest of wus. The t egcamni cpali ctkerdnd f or

o0Yes, the Il ast part, | know. |
keeping that house was one of the reasons he was fighting the divorce sc
hard. o

o | devembatn t to know what you W
responded. O0But yes, he was bound
a damned thing. At some point, he threw her out. There was some violence
on both sides, though | think hers was primarily defensive.atiVe h
complaints from his assigned work partnersandrapeople in the squad

t hat he was abusive. But oneonger so
idea of ©6just having a bad day. 86
o0l take it you didndt have enolu
"You know how these cases go, F
Rodvdosi ce. OWe had evidence, and t hi

friend on the force with access to
by making it disappear. People on the street go quiet once they learn the
assail ant 0s eacrgamihgjterdied oidtiin at the ime of Tha
assault apologetically recamswhispet wo days | ater . 0

ORecanting witnesses and disapp
means people fear the murderer or
coercingthem I suppose itds the same kin
to admit to some empathy for the
willingly chose what he wanted to do with his life.
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Rod went on, O0Then one dawi fheed s
vehicle with a squad car. She was
cross with us. We worked up a case against him. He hired this hype
expensive lawyer, a former cop and unipnaed it devolved into an
i mpasse. We doudtneéts anywnare, so they worked out a
deal where hedd go off to San Jos
hisheel§f we t hought, forever. o

0OThe department booted him but
little surprised.

0The brass thought t heandgetti@mr c €
him physically away from the situ
saw in this guy that was worth saving. Regardless, once he requestet
permanent position in San José, we agreed to expunge anything related to
divorce from his recd here, and he gets to walk free.

oOWe didndt think wedd ever see
caught doing bad things and wind up eating their gun, amywey

cowardly to answer fully for wha
depresdif arm k Iy tvdngeanedtecalisd right before they do
that, the offender goes down to t
they bl ame out of their will.©o

oHowdd hehergethdma2z& Paul was bec
one had told his team any of this.

OWhen we heard hedd snuck back
As | said, he gamed the situation
no red flags we knew about.od In t
Jos®, God k n o wsinghieweightaroudd there.@sd nowh r
her e. We canot actively engage b
about recently. Still, just betwe

ol may have something for y 0L
everything into one pile to understand better what it looks like. Do you
happen to know how to reach his e

ol do. Sheds remarried, using
in on her unofficially when Strickland returned to let her know and see if sh
was having any i1issues with him. W

new husband and already hadterdiancé. His name was Jerry, or maybe
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Gary Barkerlike the oldPrice Is Righty. She might use his last name if she
di vorced Foreman and hooked up wit
Paul nearly choked on his coffdeatevikon of a bifthand how is
it no one caught that Marianne For

But Paul didndt want to open th
doing anything, he needed to talk to Louis about what was best for all the
teamds cases, which might not sui

reputation for being something of a lula china shop and for having a
singular focus on modifying or te
officer above any other consideration.

Once publicly accused, Strickland would likely lawyer up under the
protection of his union rep. Before going through all that, the team needed
to discover and explore alternatives that would better serve their homicide
cases.

oThanks, Rod, that helps a ton.
to explain Stricklandds probabl e i
ol 611 remember the ground rul es.

ol have a feeling wedre going t

soon. 6



someone else into this. Still, we finally have him: our czar, our multif
He closed his eyes and took a few moments to strategize. It
was almost midnight, and Paul nearly jumped out of his seat when th
desktop phone rang, shattering the silence of the squad room.
oPaul, itdés Louis. The twins h
camp, so Jenny and | caught a late movie after her class.
ol thought you were out hobnobbing with the rich and famous
tonight. | called your cell, but it went to voicemail. Your message sounde
like you were in work mode, sb h o u gthytyourldésH. Listen, | have

Two Obl ot tPaulthoughl 6o B0 Myk mew , h ow

somet hing urgent | need to talk t
Paul looked at his cell phone sittingon his@eskn he dd | €
ringer turned off after they | eft
oLoui s, thanks for calling ba
somethingponeed t o hear, and you wonot
you go first. o
oFair enough. Jef f Bennett st

asked Mondo how thrilled Jeff WO u
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given how he'd lost being secamdommand over Vice to Strickland. |

thought there could still be hard
sidebysi de woul dndét be the best arrar

oJeff wasnot in my office fivVve
Eastman's rap sheet and file. Jef
mentioned was about Jeff going undercover for us. | thought he'd lost his
marblesi what the hell did Oundercover

ofurns out the jokbPanel@asbomand. w
got in our sights for the Aunt Tik's killings isn't fieat's an undercover
alias like they use in Vice. A piece of software cooks up those ifientities
creates fake documents and insert
systems, makes up Internet postings, and distributes them to social mediz
and serverso6

oWow, this is tur AihowglidJdeffknowvwso n e
guickly?é

OMondo hacked that software ye:
the field and pulls up somebodyds
the subject is one of their guys.
badge or say anything about th&itus in the presence of other suspects.
The modification finagles the case and court numbers on the rap sheet sa
that the first three digits in the number series, added together, match the las
three numbers when you add them up.

OWilliam Darnell East man doesnd¢

OHoly shit,é Paul said, surpri:
from what Debra Ann and | | earned
want to hear wh at I have to tell
down for this. Seriously.o

ol 6m i n mlemareyshpund, Rugtysr ;o0n my | ap.
ol di dn't olkdetebywsu wedave anothistotto bilbin
the mix, but you solvedatp r o b | e m. Loui ®gAuwmdd Vvid kn

bastard. Thatds the good news. The
just a cop but on our team. Il tds L
and Clarke Coll ege, 0R. William

6blotto_bill .06
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ONot the best time for a joke
i nformation wasnodét registering wi

oLoui s, Debra Ann andi Wwellshér e |
checked out an old rowing team photo he had hanging on his wall from hi
college days, maybe twenty years ago. It listed his nickname on lttee back.
called himseld BI ot t o Bill .6 StrickIland nm
that i nformation taped to it. o

The silence on the other end of the phone seemed interminable.

Finally, Louis spoke, every syllable carefully considered.

oPaul, wedoll have to cover al/l
He paused again, internalizing the news.

oThis is going to create a shi
0OThereds mor e, Louis. A | ot mo

Paul outlined what Rod Blakesley had told him about Strickland.

oOBut hereds the kicker .-cruBhngne mt
homi ci des? Marianne Foreman and C
di vorcing Strickland and used 06FoO
connected the dot s .ates husbardi asdeGarg r a t
Barker was her new boyfriend. 6

Another brief pause.

oGoddammi® Loui s sai d, anger risi
didndot try to warn me. I shoul d h
you going to be down there for a

0l plannedi gbt do; a Dmdrdwvith thendead s

I candt sleep, so | thought 18d
theredoll be plenty of resistance
Wedve got to get our act togetgher
us from all sides. o

OAbsolutely, 6 Louis agreed. 0 |
change, and then youdre going to
hour to get down there. 6

ol 61l 1 take all the help | can

apol ogies to Jenny. 0
With that, Paul hung up and went back to work. It was too late to
be making phone calls to anyone else. Instead, he searched the Internet
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everything he could find on Marianne Foreman and Gary Barker. The
investigators already had extensive research in the file regarding theil
murders.

Still, they hadndt | ooked at t|
as a subject other than a phone interview at the time of the killings. That
hadnoét raised any red flags, so de
about Strickland as the firstfiedm nearly a decade ago.

Paul used Stricklandds <coll egi
Strickland, &6 in the search criter

initial for their first nam@ you could never tell what they were hiding.

Another clue leaped from the search result listings displayed on the
flatscreen. When Strickland and Marianne Keenan married, it made the
society pages because Strickland?o:
one side of the photo, looking gorgeasishesmikdfor the camera in her
peach chiffon bridesmai do-sedr bsbde
best friend since sixth grade.

Her face wasdamiliar to Paul, but not her name. They did, however,
have a o6Carl ad as a -tamperting caseiQutof he
curiosity, Paul pull ed fiCiawas$amatch. t t n
More digging revealed tiGdrla LittmaméeAndersonhad been Marianne
Keenands maid of honor when Keena
connection and why Strickland killed Littman after he murdered Keenan, by
then Foreman.

Paul googled Carla using both last names in the search criteria to
ensure he had a paper trail on the name change. And there it was: Carl:
Anderson had married Wayne Littmanr

We may have dodged a bullet by not having any allergies to report whe
so casually asked us about our food restrictidag! ldsiugphin a flash of
macabre humor.

Regardless, poor Carla had been
victim, of those the team knew about.

Paul was developing a clear picture of how the pieces of this gigantic
puzzle fit together. Hedd have to
to research dockets and case assi
shocked if théargeted u d g e i n-158halkenggoboesvr AR g had
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presided over the Strickland divorce proceedings. Paul would check wit
FlytNow in the morning to see if they could trace any remote control flight
service subscriptions back to Strickland.

When regul ar business hours ar
played by the fourth homicide victim, JoAnn Mabry, theregalided
divorce lawyer. Paul was willing to bet his next paycheck that she was tl
lead attorney for one of the two sideshef $trickland divorag@ most
probably theewi f e since Strickland had
least on the surface, have any reason to go killing the lawyer represents
him.

Paul reviewed the Mabry case file. The investigators had gon
through the attorneyds cl-wiewason i s
that list had raised no eyebrows. There was a lot of background noise. Mak
specialized in messy divorces lmtwparties with money, so intense
acrimony wouldndt differentiate o
the Strickland I itigation probabl
dissolutions.

Unfortunately, since Strickland was a cop, any allegations of domest
abuse and the like had probably been swept under the rug, something tr
should never be but often @n the surface, Strickland appeared to be a
senior police officer in good standing and probably got a free pass fron
investigators on that alone.

What | AD had on Strickland was
scrubbed his record once he transferred to San José. Andetiaabe
was in San José, there were no more extrajudicial incidents between the
spouses. By the time of Mabryds Kk
i it had been more than eight years since the judge signed off on it.

It was now nearly othirty, and Paul felt he was making progress in
preparing for what was coming with the morning shift change. There wa
little more he could do without talking to other people, most of whom were,
by nowsnoozingoundly. Paul decided to stay in the squad room and catcr
up on his paperwor k. He coul dndt
risk waking Debra Ann, Tommy, and the dog from sound slumber when he
was too antsy to join them.
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Paul heard the elevator rising from the first floor, and shortly
afterward, Louis came to his desk bearing fresh cups of Starbucks. The
| ieutenant carefully set the coffe
0The tragedy of sbaniuldered fnnotehts amd thesiery w
worst of a bad cfoipv.ed.t 6Butnoy du nken d\
He broke into a smile, though subdued, andfiviglhey did.

0You had some decent moments be
Louis acknowledged, oObut this ti me

To a lawenforcement professional, nothing feels better than hearing
something like that from someone like Louis.

0The c¢credit should go to Debra
accept ité,o6 Paul said with a wink

After taking their victory lap, it was time to look at the harsher
realities they were facing. Louis had solid diplomacy skills when negotiating
treacherous political waters. Still, there were times when he was unashame
to let it all hang out.

ol candt believe itdés StricklI al
been stalling ouapweecd aft ewvkRolyy t s



the night slid further into the wee hours of the morning. It was
now close to two a.m. The baexuented by the homicide
witnesses and snitclibat detectives were seeking had begun shutting
down, andirug and sex trade activity was slowmgfficers were coming
in to finish their reports.

O ther officers had begun straggling in and out of the squad room as

Suddenly aware Paul wasnot hi
voice, looking around the room apologetically. But when he turned back
Paul could see the emot i oldnducksg i |
believabl@®

Louis took a deep breath, and a long pull from his coffee cup seeme
to settle him. 0Okay, tell me t he
assume you havenot told anyone el

"Debra Ann Kknows, of cour s e, ;
cases, at |l east the sketchy outl
6blotto_billd is. Unti/l i t bobkearo me

what she writes with the departmentbefo pu bl i shi ng. I
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Eve messages that something was up and told them not to engage anyone
but | included no details. o

ol dm fine with that, o6 Louis sali
how little bits and pieces would fit in with the idea of Strickland as a serial

killer. But, wow, Itds a | ot to gr
Paul provided Louis with all/l t
evening through the moment they | €
oWhat was his grand plan in in

now we know he was gaming us, but what was his firegext not letting
him publicly go after Aunt Ti kds

underground? | guess he would have

oMy gut says he wanted to acco
sowing dissension. As soon as weoc
|l felt | ike he was trying to undet

i nvestigati on. ddtarivivgaasvadge between Detecsive b t
Robbins and the rest of the team.

0Secondly, Strickland seemed de
the heart of the investigation itself. Getting tangled up in First Amendment
issues and court intervention would have been the death knell for everything
we were trying to do, and Strickl&ndw it.

oFinally, he needed to buy tim
closing in on him, but we hadndt |
decrypted server data to us any longer. Either the DA or the feds would get
access to those backup serverataallyii no way he could game a dozen
terabytes of timencoded data stretching back eight months or more all by
hi mself and without detection. o

oUsing the Vice alias was a O0Ha
woul dndét | ook any deeper into that

oThat fits. o

Louis just sat there, slowly moving his head from side to side as he
connected with the bigger picture.

When Paul passed Louis the full version of what Rod Blakesley had
told him about Stricklandds histor
and disgust clouded Louisbds expre
between Strickland atiev i ct i ms of cri mes rel at



AUNT TI K6S: THE KILLER APP297

0So, Stricklandds story about
mot her felt better was | i kely bu
anyone, and everyone, connected to his divorce. Along with whatever oth
wrongs he wanted tooce was final eigptud yéans s L
agoi a long time to hold a grudge, but we do see obsessions like that. Tt
terms of that divorce may contain something that reignited things. Perhar
he learned his ex had moved on to something better, which set him.off aga
Maybe her engagement to Gary Barker was the trigger?

0 Chi-ankdeeqng guestion: Did disco
perfect cover motivate him to fulfill revenge fantasies? Or did he come bac
from San Jos® already planning t
present itself as the ideal weapon atthee righi me ? 6

OMy guess?6 Louis mused. oO0That
Aunt Ti kodés as a friend, after whi
never know. Pathological liars get so good at it that the truth become
irrelevant. Strickland moved back amrthfbetween here and San José
fortuitously and timed it well enough by luck or happenstance that his lie
slipped through the cracks and ne

Paul agreed. OHeds gotten so a
his falsehoods. Last night, Strickland insinuated his mother hadYfsissed.
justa few weeks ago, he clainmstiead thag h e 8 d g q prametimg b e

his return to San Diego. Even s
Stricklandds mother is alive or d
stepmot her, or whatdéds going on. \
had anything to doithi his movements.

OEven so, we would have gotten

Aunt Ti kds caused us to aggregate
for their commonalities. We would have caught on to the Foreman anc
Littman connection soon enough s omeone among t he
families and associates would have mentioned her having an asshole ex
the force. In the context of all these cases, that would have rung a louder be
From there, the Mabry connection is drener, and Marshall andtDer
falint o pl ace. 6

oYep,6 Louis said, doand as yol
that IAD had a motivated interest and was looking in. Strickland had to hav
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felt the noose tightening around his neck, which in and of itself caused forced
errors on his part. The Detmer murder was amateur hour. But we should be
grateful we caught this break now because we need to find Steve. Stricklan
would likely have killedoe r s as we ¢l osed in. o
oWhy kidnap or knock on wood, |
his expression one of wonder ment.
out ... .50
0l dm with you, Paul . | dondt ge
he ground and do whatever we ¢
m to give Tracy c¢closure. 6
Louis paused, put both elbows on the desktop, clasped his hands
together, and rested his chin on his knuckles for several seconds. Sadnes
and disappointment passed over his face like a cloud blocking the sun.
ol t 6s |tleatwe fed Strickland reasons to murder Detmer.
But how could we have known?¢d
00Once Strickland understood t he
he must have |l eft our meeting tha
Paul sighed. oDamned shame. Ji mmy
friend. But as a acialwitness, if nothing else, he deserved better than that
from us. Steve had tried to warn
anyone. | thought | 0adwdlensugle Wentedt o
to make sure wedre hearing him nov
0l read your case notes, 0 Loui :
game with him, and his story about the Powerhouse gym members suggest
that people tend to join in bunches that reflect their social and work circles.
| hate to think it, but that meatisere may be other officers, some in our
unit, who are members of Aunt Ti k
|l ead and exploit opportunities to
copds powers combined with dahbel eo.rdég
OAnd they could promote themsel
will , 6 Paul ealiérdoaighthattiiey couldansetferezvihdany
competition for cell captain by selectively arresting members before or during
challenge performances.
oWith what we pl anned for Det
unintentionally created the model
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SAN DIEGO POLICE .

PERSON OF INTEREST
ROBERT WILLIAM STRICKLAND

SUBJECT IS BEING SOUGHT FOR QUESTIONING
IN FIVE HOMICIDES IN THE SAN DIEGO AREA
Height: 6' 0", Weight: 195
CAUTION: The subject has fourteen years law
enforcement experience and significant personal
financial resources.

Subject may be armed.
Consult your unit commander

Chapter 47  “

ouis unclasped his hands and sat back in his chair with a deep sig

He then leaned forward and placed the heels of both hands on the

edge of Paul ds desk.

0Okay, hereds what wedre going

L o u tosedad shifted; nglWwe wasprojecingauthority.

oJump in if you have any thoug
roll-calluntmeeting this morning, we do
business as wuswual. | want you to
idea to me, the one about going p
homi ci des. I 61 1 pth the peogress ih duncasesothat r
| dm willing to consider it.o

Paul had grabbed his notepad and begun scribbling.

0ls there any way we can isol a
We need him away from our troops
we can take him down. We still do
Aunt Tikds and in | eague with hinm

oLady Luck has decided to give
cametd o u fased s
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o 6d al r e ad yStrichllandta gog gpdto Sacramento
tomorrow to talk to the state encryption lab thetavas trying to help him
over the hump.

Louis raised his eyebrows and sighed.

oYeeshé | guess that shows how much he took me in. The good
thing is, having him effampus for the day should keep him from knowing
what wedre up to back here or that

o Wil | Sacramento know Strickl an

ol &l I make a discr eéathepdderjopie c a |
something likA u nt T i Hedbrmes necelssary heds got th
apprehend Strickland on behalf of the state.

0l hear you about not knowing w
So, until we get cuffs on Strickland, use the privacy booths for any telephone
di scussions about t hi-teface conueraationo n .
about thisaway from headquarters. Any returned calls must go to personal
cells, not your desk phones inthe squadifbome dondét want
picking up and figuring out whatds
the know to as few as possible.

ol f word gets out before wedre
deceiving our other officers. But, if we do it right and things go smoothly,
everyone will understand post fact
why we coul don i thhe esvterrayiognhet. 6u

Paul looked up from his notepad.

oWhat charges are we going to
since learning about Strickland to cross$ s@nd dot oursdn any of our
cases. O

0oTo that end, I 61 | |l eave it to
A that the targeted judge had presided over the Strickland divorce and which
of the Stricklands Mabry represent
phone records to see if we can tie him to the times and locations of the
Mabry, Marshall, or Detmer due r s . Letds reintervi
with an updated photo spread. We might get a hit on Strickland recording
that video.

oMeanwhil e, take Stricklandds p
of these cases. Tell the techs we pulled the print card for the wrong Stricklanc
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when we did the first pass. The s
know i f and where Stricklandds pr
OWould you check with the feds
prints anywhere around the ARG or t he stolen car”
ol 61l 1 d oreplied ato AW dPad @l | l et Mar
this conversation so she can real
0That s as f ar as overtheanext24 hoars.p u
Iwanttoavoid dvertising Strickltathekdent i n
possiblel & | | chat with the DA to answ
what we can today.
Louis paused and leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers c

his head.

oLetds fold the Marshall homi
Ti kds. Wedl | need to walk softly
how to mitigate that. o

OHow so?06 Paul was genuinely <c

like these was one area where Louis held a distinct advantage, and Paul
eager to learn.

oWhile StrickIlandds i n Sacran
everyoneabout our new situatipn t hen map our pat/|
exactly sure wheEsscalation Managemeasiwvith their investigation.

o'"ll take Lt. Brooks aside wh
they want to move Strickland to the top of their list of prime suspects but
not to engage him directly wuntil

meeting. If | can get the captainitogsn of f, wedl | -1 ea
facing elements of the Marshall case and throw him & bane 6 | | | e
deal with the press on the Mabry homicide as well. Hawnalge suspect
for bothwi | | make Brooksds jJjob more m:
oMarci 6s team wi-brnthegroand eiecesvoeé r
Mar shall 6s homicide, and wedl | gi
egg,; hedol I appreciate the help, €
see wedre playinlgomiseat cloiosi hge d
his job, that doesndt happen ofte

ONo way in hell | 6d wantagteed wo



302 AVRIL MARIA SERENE

0l &m going with what | think ar
oOWe know that Marshall was the f ol
of Aunt Tikés. When Strickland car
ex and her new fiancé with tons of coecrbe did it as a cell captain.
Marshall had a higher vantage point as the czar and got wise about what wa
happening. He may have threatened Strickland, or perhaps they had ¢
confrontation, but either way, Strickland killed Marshall.

OWe could go with an alternate theory of the case. The second tack

says Strickland killed Marshall S
Strickland woultlaverealizedf r om Mar shal | s quest.i
what he wanted from tloellc apt ai n r ol e. 6

0Sounds right t o me , but eve
circumstantial e. ¢

oThat ol | change quickly now th
probable cause aachome, an office, a work locker, and vehicles to search.
As things stand, the Marshall case
crimedn we mi ght get a conviction with

0l want to | everage that to rei
resources he has for fleeing our |
as a material witness for the Mar

him as a viable suspect andto of t he way for a \
investigators can gather enough evidence to book him for at least that
homicide.

oWedl I hold off charging Stricl
Meanwhile, we need his face in all the papers and on every major news
website as soon as we make the arrtr
thing in theirogd erpn destds hew ik
he can roam against that publicity. If we have to take the Marshall case awa
from Lt. Brooks | ater, hedol | have
compl ain. o

OSweet-wi W fwom everybody. éd Paul
plan.

oWedl I wait to tell the flemds w
custody, 6 Louis explained. 00t her
political; one of them wil/ want t
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to interview Strickland on the at
up. Then hedll be in the wind wit

0The timing is critical, é Paul
wedll need to bring the feds up t
past Strickland to angle for a de
as though the organiza on i s the probl em. An
bound to fall for i1t i f we dondt

Louis nodded.
OWe can start a conversation b

DA is fully informed. I 61 | reach
Captain Jarvis. Heo6ll want to be
Division head.i Bustitadghat heomheh
Mar ci , and Eve know Aunt Tikos fr

bet ween the captain and the three
Paul frowned.

0l 6m not sure what Marci has g
oLet me reach out to her, and
to tomorrowds meet i ng, -tokrok petsontee d
onl y. We 06| | book a private confe

participants has a better idea. Yoe, Marci, Eve, Mondo, Brooks, Capt.
Jarvis, your IAD guylakesley, the SWAT commander, and a prosecutor

from the DA®ds office. That ol | be
need to do first to help ourhodasé&
Paul nodded. ol 61l 1 fill Mar ci

contact me and make sure their calendars are clear for tomorrow. It migl
be good for one or both to catch a casbefiu. We 6 | |to redece the
number of people who are at work but not shown available on the same ds

thatStricklandofft o Sacr ament o. You candot
around heré several people at a clandestine meeting will get people talking
Oh, but before | talk to MpatldD or
to honor my agreement with him.§é
oGreat. Letds stay on good ter

some homework to do before our me
policy requirements for Stricklan
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OMondo needs t o knawSthafckr emandl

secondn-c o mmand, and we woul dn-éotdinaant

room full of peopl e. Do you want
OFucké Thiskeeps getting better and befter L @ u idtmtbet

to hide his disappointment. o0Mondo

about this. No, | have to be the one. Our master manipulator went to Mondo
about wh at Strickland <characteri z
Mondods gotta kthaoorwt rtilgahttd sf rroat tvihhes

come across better i f | tell hi m. ¢
ol di dndt reali ze I mad e my 1
professional of me. 6 Paul was some

time.

0l wouldndt be t.6o0L flashedsidewaysy o u
grin. 0 A fveregt, atddadt abouy amything you shared with me.
Donét |l ord it over anyone, and yol

Louis sighed, and his expression changed to one of regret.

OMondod6s going to blame himself
have done other than what thdéy di
we need Mondo on board before Stri
trusted members of his team to get
Strickland can destroy it or have

OHow do you think StrickIland w
professional. But from what Bl ake
this guy can go off on you. 6

0Good point, 6 Louis conceded.
make him aware of that aspect. He may have resources and options he ca
bring to bear or know of someone else who does. Try to keep your crew busy
doing things that will be productive, considewhat we now know. But
concentrate on the evidergaghering tasks rather than the suspect elements.
We candt tell the rest of the worl

OWe cand6t reveal the focus on ¢
bl ott o Ioffeltel , ® ER&@@dIs been doing mos
parsing the user messages ;wer wmnoa
wastany of our ti me. O
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0Good. 6 Paul coul d see Loui s
thinking ahead to what hedd say t
OOur | ist should include wor ki

data on those Aunt Ti kds servers,
physical evidence eventually, in light of what we know now, but most of tha

will have to wait until Stricklkid s | n afi to@rhudhicinagce ofa | |
|l eak. After you talk to Mondo, 1|0
data or at |l east our access to ¢t
do, but wedd better prepare for t

00Okayp @ooads tapped a dOocefwaed
apprehended Strickland, we can focus on supporting whatever the DA wi
need for prosecution. o

ol toll be better once Strickl
comfortable until we get Steve back home or at least know what happene
to him. o

0OYou and me bot h, Paul . Me an w|
of ficerdéds |l ounge. You |l ook | ike h

The conversation with Louis had taken the edde tffe one that
was keeping Paul awdkeand he could feel a crash coming. It was almost
fouram
edd take Louis up on another
of f

the i cerds | ounge.



£ CRanstoy

Cranston to cheakhether he was at his dddk caught Mondo in

a jovial mood.

oLouis, howds everything going

oBetter than youdd expectWe Mon
had a breakthrough last night withet Aunt Ti kds case

After roll call and the morning team meeting, Lt. Harbin called Capt.

helpingusvith. I wanted to drop by and t a

OYoudre always welcome down he
the flypaper. Wedre having a rare,
us work, bo-mi ss0someeg hbtus this

tied up with other aspectsofyouc as e . 6

| 6,1 Lbei s thought, but he woul d
justyet.

oPerfect, 1 dm headed your way. ¢

ol 61 1 wa rTme lieutenant gowichhéath@® s mi r k i n
voice.

Crap Louis thoughtThe one time I wishd caught him
frame of mind
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The lieutenant ook t he back stairs do
of fice to avoid elevator <chitcha
observations about overstepping the Vice lieutenant wiorkirsgunitto
visit the Vice captain. As he descended the staircase, Louis pondered ht
hed tell his friend and workmate of more than twenty years the bad news
He still wasndét sure as he steppe
shook hands.

The captain seemed to know something was wrong upon seein

Louisds face. o0l hoped when you c
be good news; congratulations al
situation. So, whatoés up?6

0One of those good news, bad

havenott spoken to Jeff Bennett ye

OHeds working sfecowadndthi$eetii
couple of hours. Why do you ask?o0

o0Jeff helped us see a probl em
and Paul filled in the other parts. Mondo, we know who our doer is, the
mul tiple murderer wh o o enddmarekilingu s i
crew. And we have him dead to rig

0Okay, nothing wrong with that
downsi de?5¢6

0The bad news is that itds Lt.

The words fell on disbelieving ears.

ol f youdre trying to pull my
Louisds face for some indication

ol had the same reaction, 6 Lou
than his grim expression.

aJesug,oui s, are you sure?06 Then
youare You woul dndt be here i f you

His eyes darted first to the floor and then to the wall. As he sat bacl
heavily in his chair, his eyes re

After a few seconds, Mondo as|

asshol e?6
As Loui s sat across from him
history, Mondods face reddened, a
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oChrist, howd6d we miss that whe

0OBureaucratic screwups, mostl y.
Strickland took an interdepartmental transfer to San José. No one thought
hedd have the stones to show back
checking with Saumsltivosl®®isdt Abav & umna
expunged Stricklandds records her e
to ship him away. For anyone unaware of the truth, Strickland covered his
moving around by claiming his mother in San José fell ill, ariddedses

for her, returning when her heal
Strickland returned solely to aven

oBut wait; back up. Strickl and
about his crimes since. Howdéd you

outside his work?6 Mondo was mi ssi
OEzra Brooks takes the Marshal/l
via an emai | . Eve Byrne di gs i nto Au
O6blotto_billd is the punk master |
of my neighboro6s sormuand Thik®si nvd
controlled ARL5, and the judge. The kid says the punk master for that
chall enge was his old cell captain
0Strickland invites Paul and De
as a countermeasure to muddy the waters. Strigklestb the restrogm
and Debra Ann checks out the phot
looking at the back of a photo to see which of the men in it was Strickland,

and thiseltegetisknanie 6 Bl ott o Bill . &
0Somehow, our boy Paul scoots ¢

in his pants. Having Debra Ann wi f

could have pul | ed ndacdssardgfef Smyrsieclkfl.an

concerned about é Wit hsurpselkathay ¢ 6 dt
be worried about screwing up our cases or the recovery of our missing
witness by tipping Strickland off. In close quarters, on his home turf, with no
quick and plausible escape? Not to mention a strong urge to pyunchyhé s
l ights out. o

Turning somber, Louis said, 0Bl
had to tell you this. o
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0Thanks for coming to see me p
his | ower | ip and nodded in grati
know you understand how a betrayal like this feels. And my God, five
i nnocent people dead. ¢

0Si x, plus a I|likely kidnapping
OWedre fairly certain StrickIland
to do illegal activity for these punks, right after learning in our team meetin
that we intended to flip DetmeAnd Steve Nielsen, the teenager whose
arrest by the feds kicked this of
him for almost a month. o

Pursing his I|ips, Mondo rocked
your unit members, your squad roo
unfocused in the general direction of the nameplate on his desk.

0 Those ar whogehoar dpte-aayp dtreggle not to burn
out, not to become angry, or worse, depressed. You have sortrebbdy
soyoutrusthemi absol ut el y. o

Louis nodded. Every word meant something to him.

OSure, vice raids and child po
turn up police officers doing bad
even the occasional <chief, but no
and never from withijouv i ce unit. Another jur

yours. o

As Mondo dissected the news and integrated it into his woddview
best he could on short notice, he became more philosophic.

0 When Bob <came to me compl ai

concerninhunt Ti kdés cases, | remember
pissing match with Paul, of all [
along isndédt one of them. |l shoul d

oWai t, b ef or-eningtails off tthe kval arad begia t
floggingg our sel f, 6 Louis stepped in, 0

oYou di dnot have mu c h chance
understand the man. He snuck into your unit via the back door. He hac
reasons to keep a | ow profile, t
himself cleansed by the bureaucracy. Strickland voluriteermg Ma r c i 0
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for reasons that ar e n o-onowehimewdhu s d

hi m. 6
The men went silent.
Mondo spoke first. oWell, |1 dm g

sorry asshole away. 6

00On the posi tepliede sa Ster,ioc kLl oauni dsd s
were all seerving, centered around his divorce and his station in Aunt
Ti kds. He probably wasndét conspiri
Still, wedll need to watch fod si
fend off their future infiltration into our units. Maybe the brass can work
with the union to issue a rule ba
officers.

o0Mondo, I hate to ask for anyt
circumstances. But we need your crack computer forensics team to redo an
work Strickland was assigned that
t hose Aunt Ti kds sreantentssrdewnigaded to tha ¢ k-
extent possible before Strickland

Mondo was all business.

ol agree. Wedl | need Aunt Ti kod:
prosecution. There's plenty of tin
my concern is understanding those

Stricklandds imoai hgodsg s t-daselscerdaiipe e .
would be obtaining a copy of the data in its current state that we could work

with at our leisureonourinous e hard drives. We6odl
Louis picked up on the thought.
ONow that we have a suspect in
murdereis a princi pal in the | ocal Au

Once we know the physical location of those servers, we can take possessio
of the data storage and backup dri
much easier than streaming the dawartly over the Internet.

0By happy <coincidence, weodre s
tomorrow for I nternet decryption
knew he was blotto_bill. Whil e hecd
We 6| | need your help. 6

Mondo nodded in understanding as Louis rose to his feet.
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00Okay, I guess thatodos all. | &

Mondo. 6
oBetter you than anyone el se,
shook hands. Then Mondo took a de

was back in control of his world.
OFuck the son of a bitch. Let ©



o Paul, it seemed hedd just sht
his cell phone rang. But when he looked at the time displayed on its
face, itshowed 6:55afimh e 6d been out al most

importantly, it was Eve calling, ahdt onversatiorwould be crucial to
their teambs activities over the n

ol dm sorry | missed your text |
ever seen you use all caps. What 0s
olf youdre driving, pul | over ,
down, sit. You may even want to st
00Okay, | dm buckled in, hel met c
Paul didndt want to tease her a
oBob Stricklandds our killer.
OSwhat? Eve nearly screamed the |

by

0 F o r e ma rwies Baitkar, shigancg was in the wrong place at
the wrong time, collateral damdmg | doubt Strickland shed any tears for
him. Littman was Foremands best fr
attorneyi coul d you check on that for wu
Somet hing about that end | oader ma
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Marshall. Or, Strickland just wanted the power and freedom that went witt

being the czar. Doesndt matter, s
OYougdtvee be shitting meé. 6 Eved
Regret crept into Paul 6s voice
OWe served Detmer up to Strick

had no clue. 1 0dm guessing Det mer

Stri andds dirty work for him.

c kI
Strickl amdwésél i haveeto confirm th
is the doer, it all falls perfect
fits in, though. O

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.

0 Wo w, |  wa s nti@atthis parlyeimp ther nemchingf 1dkmew
Strickland was dragging his ass,
soon as you know itdéds him, it al

havenot t olkdewmeu.andDébea Ahnaveré having dinner at
his place last night. What happened? Did he meet you at the door in tea
and confess?¢

Paul coul dndét help but <chuckl e
ONo, not quite. o6

He repeated to her everything
Louisds plans to have a clandesti

while Strickland was out of town,
of that. Paul finished by askaavor.

oLook, I dondt know witthmMaaneMarcio | |
hasndét returned my call, so she Kk
a favor and tell her what 6s emalppe
orPony Express, doesndt matter as
But remember, wedre keeping all C
people upstairs, for now. 6

OSur e, Paul , of cour se. I dm ¢
|l earned this | ast night, Il woul dn

should bdascinating
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The next day at 7:15 a.m., just as Strickland would have been
removing his breakfast waffle from the grill provided by his motel in
Sacramento, Paul received a call from Mondo.

0Good morning, Paul . Youdl | wa
today that we have clones of all
coul dndét reach Loui s thocouldybudethim hi n
know? The clones themselves are ni

|l ooking at two backups being | oade
oNowhahésway to start this day.
OWe needed something positive; It

room. What dwsthtthhee esnictruyapttiioonn ? 6

OAunt Tikds rented the servers
provider downtown. And, get this: Cogent gave us everything we need to
unwind their baseline encryption.
provider, so we had some leverage, given howbusittess we do with
them.

OHowever, nothing prevented Aun
|l ayer. So, we 0 v e {yourownsocipreeringy arcuredg r o
some of thesefildgs | i kel 'y Stricklanddés doing

go. Once we determine the provider, we can extract the data from any addec
encryption applied using shrimkapped software.

0 B unything too off the wall would require a court order forcing
Strickland to provide keys and me
search warrants. FHigty shot. The good news is that not all the files have
added encryption layers. We can readuBks for dayo-d ay Aunt T

business, meaning the runtime membedsitga nd | ogs . 6

0So tmwedsei got at | east the mi
Paul jumped ahead.

0ltds a little more complicated
terminate Stricklandds access to h
willing to cooperate with anything

0Still, they agreed to exercise a provision in the cell charter that allows
them to remove a czar for their v
to make the termination look like a technical problem and not a sudden and
complete cutoff. We agreeddbthem maintain control of their source code,
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so wedre reliant on t hem. OQur te
Stricklandds access during his te
OWe can do anything we wish w

wondt have access to | ive r amplei me
on the rights of innocent parties to play the game within the rules.
oThe good news i s, it doesndt

modi fy data weldivte @il gletadlge coOps edy
runtime data and operations, but our copies are outside the fray. Finge
crossed that Aunt Tikos keeps wup

trigger, Strickland wonodt be abl
system. 6

Despite al/l Mondods caveats an
good hands now.

oThanks, Mondo, t hat shoul d
apprehension. The meeting today should tell us specifically when t
di sconnect hi m. I n the meanti me,

Louis. o
OWedr e not home free, o Mondo
determine the nature of the files Strickland encrypted himself and where the

fit in the grand scheme. Thereds
to prosecute and convict Strickland Buy e s, wedr e wel |
run; see you at the meeting. 6
About an hour after Mondods ce
see |if he wanted a ride to the m

apprehension in the squad ro®aul waited untihey were rollintp share

his conversation with Mondo about
The two men lapsed into silence as they tried to anticipate the

unpredictable and prepare for the unusual meeting ahead.



Strickland apprehension meeting ended. He wanted to tell me what
had happened and that hedd ret.:
the arrest.

Paul dropped in on me unexpectedly at home a half hour after the

oLt . Harbin ordered everyone w
Strickland to get out of the precinct for a few hours and relax. Marci took off
to check in on Danny, whoddwitha ay e

twisted ankleEve wanted to hang out with her wife and maybe feel the baby
kick.

0l planned on sacking out in th
of hours, but | wanted to stop by first and let you know the plan we came up
with. o

Paul had my full attention.

oObmcuri ous. For dil nhayb& because &flthaorm d &
ithe man is cagey. I f he |l earns w
do. Sospillthebeans and dondt | eave anythin
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Paul came up behind me at the
quick neck rulfi he knew | tended to spend too much time staring at a
computer monitor.

oBefore the meeting, Mondo <cal
Aunt Tikos server data. The natio
and, most 1 mportantly, cooperatin

That told me that Strickland had lost much of his leverage.

O0Str idsk Ineerud r adongargtdingdiso i @¢h Asgnt
then Still, heds pretty devious. 6

OHave you ever been to the San
to the fridge and threw together a ham and cheese sandwich.

| shook my head no.

0Good place to hold that kind
built in the fifties, red brick, efithool, nothing fancy about it. Still, the

conference room SDPDs&rvedva s s paci ous. Theyod
the amenities and electronics.
oLoui s, Marci , and Eve were t|

assistant, and Ezra Brook$ondo, Rod Blakesley, SWAT Capt. Allen
Bouchard, Amy Armand from Missing Persons, and Deputy District
Attorney Pamela Callay twelvetotal counting meCapt. Jarvis took his
seat at the front of the table, and the rest of us sat in the five seats closest

him on either side, by order (
OAI'l the big guns in the depar
OEveryone in management connec

reached into his briefcase with his free hand, then plopped a thick manil
folder on the dining room table.
OEach of us got one of these.

back when | go. It contains copi ¢
across all three periods of his San Diego and San José employment.
OMost of i1itds summaries of the

motives associated with the cases
a printed version of Aunt Tikods u
of the James Marshalland JimDetmermi ci des, al ong w
person case. Thereds a bulleted
evidentiary items, including thei
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0They came to this prepared. 6 |

the pages. oMind if | take some sh

ol dondt think anyone would co
record, though | could see where the department might not like parts of it
getting out. Just be careful how 'y

| nodded my agreement, and Paul continued.

0Some participants passed out a
and | also tossed those in that folder. Rod Blakesley provided a synopsis o
| AD materials expunged from Strick
distributed a document Andy Rawd had sent her elaboratimg the
practical aspects of Aunt Ti kds oF¢f

ol donot think anyone =ever f al
meetings. Heds burly and has that
Kind of a walking fire hydrant witha builn  bul | hor n. 0

ol remember from the Childrenos

oOn top of that, you could tel
Cap did a good job convincing everyiiaetime was of the essence. His
bi ggest concern is that once Stri
survival would be on the clock if
out for the danger the man represents to the community and our fellow
offi cer s. He | isted Stricklandos ex
access to virtually unlimited personal resources, weaponry, [amerequi
He stressed that, based on his tr
kill by any means available, incl.u

Paul took a bitef his sandwich.

0Cap described each of the six homicide victims with a brief synopsis
of the details of each murder. He
on Judge Wasser man. He touched br
Strickl andds ma n ties.EVegdne kmew wbat wetware i r
dealing with by the time Cap finis

| nodded, understanding what Strickland represented.

0The captainds big point was t
serve the needs and safety of the public as well as preserve any evidence a
successfully manage medin dtoakthdtasr act
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my opportunity to ask him someth
di nner at Strickland&s.

0OSpeaking ofd whisthagr theodh.ey é

00h, no, whenever you call me
troubleds coming. o6 Paul narrowed
suspicion. Still, headistening attentively.

ol dd |'i ke to be in on StrickI a
the facts. It would help if someone impartially told thefstding last thing
you want is for Stricklandds pri
coverup or malfeasance é the O0J t

I coul d s ethatliond Phaauvl ed st ce ypelsead

0 Name me anot her i nvestigat.
background of this better. 't won
without unfairly accusing them and creating legal and other problems for th
department. Or, on the other hand, withglorifying them and creating
more of these things down the roa

0Jeez, Debra Anné. 6 Paul 6s exp
a rock and a hard place. o0l take
that kind of request. There a@many movi ng parts t
news reporting is the highest priority.

oBut Capdidme nt i on medi a c ovVvrAadie , :
| dm going to ask the questiom, it
hedd be the most sympathetic audi
the apprehensionteamoulth e | p addr ess any quest

0OThanks, Paul .6 | kissed him o

ol dondt think I had a chance
to Sacramento this morning for a training seminar with the California
Highway Patrol computer crime lab. It was pure dumb luck selesdyle
but that gave us cover for our meetingr krass notified state officials of

Stricklandds <current standi ng, S |
needto-know basis only.

oMeanwhil e, CHi P gave Mondods
to online resources. Theyol | mo n i

campus. Capt. Bouchardds SWAT t ea
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Stricklandds mar oon Lexus, par kec
confirmed their tracking capabilities.

OLouis touched on the strengths
various homicides. He emphasized t
four hours since we knew StricklI an

0Str ,dhmogvero

0 Ye st é&scdaign, Managememhatched the slug from
Mar shall ds Audi door panel to one
house during a Vice rageangofi Strickland was the supervising officer.
Internal Affairs took a sworn statement from another officer that he
witnessed Strickland pocketing t he
needed to replace his thrdwo wn . 6 | toutlsexial nuchieis| | e d
probably why Strickland wanted it. But that particular handgun has a long
history, and they can identify it by half amlbadiistics matches in the same
numberofcrime8 t hey dondt need the seria

0They al s chand indeg and middie §nigdrprint on the
driverds side taill-tngtstecanthat Bdekins h a |
the day, the department trained rookies to touch the taillights of @aruck
whenever they approached on foot for a traffic stop. The prints proved
officer contact with #avehicle if the driver rabbited or the officer became
incapacitated. Ofstchool stuff, a habit that dies hard. | doubt Strickland even
remembers doing it.

oLt. Brooks wasnd6t sure how Str
prints in the first place for the Marshall kilfindne was never officially on
the scene as an investigator. His prints popped once they included him
among the permitted matches. 6

olt sounds | ike theydve got thi
Paul raised an eyebrow and one side of his smile.
OYouodd stthiilnlk, itds one of those

the Aunt Tikodés wild card.

0Cap brthatAguhntt uTpi kds member s wou
audi ence, i n numbers we coul dnot
involvement like we would crowd confiiolconsider any implications for
the arrest itself and any papprehension blowback.
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oOFor exampl e, could other Aun
retaliate for a czards arrest? O
broad statement against police intrusion?

oFi nally, the scariest possi bi
someone, possibly an Aunt Ti kds
i nstructions to do Steve harm i f



glass of milk.

OLouis made the point, and
would be easier if we avoided tangling up the initial arrest warrant in Aunt
Ti k 6s -andpuhkl cenmplications. By that criberi the two best
homicide candidates would be Marshall and Detmer. We have strong
circumstantial and evidentiary cases against Strickland for both murders,
along with means, motive, and opportunity. Each killing has a single
perpetrator and victiiim they allhad the same hobby, but otherwise, very
i ttl e A lvementtd exgldnsto aijudoejaryo

Louisds |l ogic made sense.

0l dve been writing up these cez¢
learning how tricky it can be explaining a gaming website in the context of
real people getting murdered. | can only imagine how rough it might get
t eachi ng welve peopleiiniaysoxwhen opposing counsel is
objecting to every other word. 6

Paul acknowledged my comment with asadedl grin.

Paul took a moment to finish his sandwich, chasing it withfalhalf
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0The Marshall case, especially
primarily as to motivéi Marshall and Strickland both had unpaid
empl oyment with Aunt Ti ka&s. It wa

incited Strickland to murder Marshall. Nothing about challenges and punk
pl ayed a direct par t . -mdilhechimselfdidn k |
indirectly reference the crustoaadl punk, implicating Strickland in two
additional murders. Captain Jarvis was concerned that the defense could
that link to muddy up the waters of the Marshall case by bringing in the othe
homicides prematurely.

0To her credit, DDA Caloh.e&she ad
thought a defense introducing Aun
Marshall trial would be tantamount to malpractice. Thausdning case
linked to that enail is the strongest and simpte of t h@ndDAJ
chall enge cases. The tie to Stric
is willing to accept the risk an
necessary. Calley seems déagéte shewantSt r i ckl andds |
that door . 6

0ltds good to hear the distric
the department for once. 6

OWith Marshall as a sympathet:i
resolve his murder,itwasamo ai ner . Loui sds sugg
with warrants based solely on the Marshall roadside assassination w
approved.

0So, with that settl ed, Il thot
team knows what theyo6re dofirhgy ar
hard could this be?d6 Paul sighed.
politics that go with something |

0l dondt A hawgditica dodditdet? You know who did
it, what they did, and why. You a

Paul shook his head.

oYoudd think, but no. Cap was

via his bacchannel with CHIP. Their offer was simply to let them arrest the
offender on the CHiP campus in Sacramento. But in exchange, they want
retain Strickland in their custod
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o0Oh, | get iit.dé& The | i-pyofile dasel b
youdve already solved, for which
election season. I canttatmat h f or mysel f . 6

0OTimes |like these are when you
raised his voice, didndt sl am the
both barrels. He started by ackno
and sur e, t hat 6s fiders heee.aButywe digve Sixo n
homicides, a kidnapping, and an attempted murder of a sitting judge. The
|l i keli hood is years of trials, pub
Giving up local control of these cases and surrendering managengent of th
publicds view of thenteorvrergatihne ilsonr
option.

oOLouis is savvy, so he sprinkl
not deny state offfwedméesgrcatedf ul wh
Having the state pick up the tab for the resource allocations and expenses o
housing and prosecuting Strickland for the duration of these cases might not
seem such a bad thing from a puredawf or cementd per spe

00Okay, so hef6s making niceé. o

oWait for it.o6 Paul grinned. 0T
is more than five hundred mjlas eighhour drive from us There are
serious economic and logistical concerns regarding travel for our personne
and witnesses if Sacramento takes over these cases and the prosecution g
re-centeredso far away Worse, detaining Strickland pastviction in
facilities convenient to Sacramento rather than San Diego causes more
hardship to the victims trying to recover from him financially through civil
l'itigation. o

o0oOkay, thatds a good point, o6 I

oHammer ds down on the first bar

aslylookbHe goes, 6The Aunt Ti kds an
worries me. Wedre aware of it her:
heds saying this, he tilts his he:

among our officers are members, and then camyititem to give it up

voluntarily, will be difficult enough. Keeping other officers from joining

during their time ®@ff is another c
Knowing Louis, | wondered what he was setting up.
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0 Nolwt . Harbin is in full strid
among CHi P personnel or in the pr
Aunt Ti kds members i sndt a seriou

are dead that we know of. A young man fadirgy his life is missing, and
thereds been another attempted mu
we were unawareof jastA unt Ti k6sd member shi p.
0 T h leepauss for dramaticeffect,thens t ar t s Witmall a g a
deference to the reporter and the Forensics supervisor who made the
connectio® ® Paul waggled his eyebrows afimed we got | uck
onto Strickland when we did. And
the | arger problem: we barely kno
San Diego; we have no clue what the extent of this thing is in Sacramento
anywhere | s e . | ©m honest | oncethemews fetslout o f
i whenofficersand the publitearn the potential and ophmitiesfor
doing bad thingwi t hi n Aunt Ti kds, theibr c
OLouis must have rehearsed thi

OYou have no idea, 6 Paul -wpaid
Now heds delivering his pitch. He
the state | evel would magnify med

have no controlverwhat passedut to the press. Any concerns about
Aunt T arpliydromnust ohe rogue cell to all the cells in the state or
even wider.

0O Théy 6 d be i mmedi adamd painfu leammng n g
experiences wedre going through
every lawenforcement entity in the statarge and small, irrespective of
their available resources. Think about what Strickland nearly got away wi
as an example for every disgruntled cop in any jurisdiction having an Aut
Ti kds cel | . C o n scoms &vhio happer to Bemiprli ikadast
members | ooking the other way whe

OLouis stopped to |l et it sink

0OThen he goedusterf®@any oo w oudy @&
echoing through the quiet in the

My eyes went wide.

ORemind me not to get on Loui s
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O0Then he went for his summati o

whil e working on this, Det . Robb
homi ci de cases thrael amagdabsipo wWkei Al
criteria theydd set at the time. H
cases yet. He asked them, O0Do we \

Aunt Ti kds cases with San Dieego Vv
tried and prosecuted in Sacramento? And how reliable is the channel bacl
from the capital? Will we be kept in the loop and our yoicgm®mse of our

victimshear d as we evaluate new or un:¢

oThat was al l it took. Loui sds
there was no dissent to Capt. Jar\
San Diego after Strickland returns

0l would have | oved to have bece
speectd | ed nort

ol t took alll the nonsense out

Captain Bouchard of SWAT must have talked to Louis before the meeting.
When Bouchard t oo-planhed @Sap Diejo arrest. h e C
0They determined the arrival g
best opportunity for apprehending Strickland locally. He won'ahgave
chanceo retrieve checked baggage potentially containing firearms.
oThe conceriis that news media usually have representatives at the
airport and would notice SWATOs pt
|l tds a |l ong path fr onwillhdveetaneanagethe t h e
number of eyes and ears witnessing the event. That includes any airpor
crowds potentially exposed to violence during the arrest, as well as those
perhaps too eager to get their fif
| asked what theydd decided to
0They | ooked at ot her options
arrvalgat e arrest . o

Upon returning to the precinct, Paul delayed his midday nap to honor
his promise to Debra Ann. He heade
him seated at his desk.
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oLouis, | have a huge ffalMkoow t o
the ultimate decision has to be made higher in the chain of command, but
wanted to run 1t by you first. Sh
it up. o

00Oh, Paul , thatdés a tall or der
doesndt deserve to be there or th
has much bigger fish to fry right now. Proposing something that serves th
interests of a specific indivic | mi ght seem é oppo
shedés not | aw enforcement; sheds
ofourowngonebadt s personal, private. o

ol under stand, and youbd6re rigt
bet ween the two of wus, itds not
bragging rights, or any of that crap. For us, this thing became personal wi
the death of our babysitter, Sophéagkison, as collateral damage in the
Carla Littman murder. Debra Ann f
only reporter out there who knows the whole story and can do it justice
including that the homicide department took a risk investigatig zick

when only the feds had any of it.
0Okay, Paul, | hear you, é6 Loui
and | dve no idea how |l ong itodoll t
I can play the trump card that if
rowi ng photion tweed ddasrtki ldndoef i ndi n
ol dd watch over her, 6 Paul of f

anyoned6s way duri ng t hdaty capacitg sotthe |
department doesnd6t take any wunnec
The lieutenant hesitated, torn.
oPaul , |l dondt think you wunder
reporter in a situation this fuck



t wasndt | ong after Paul <cl osed
a text nudged him toward wakefulness, followed a few minutes later by

the relentless dinging of-thatynw i nc
four hours before Stricklandds pl a

It was Marci.

oOLouis reached out to me. He n
can get there. Youb6re already in t

you find Eve and get her there? Ca
Paul rubbed his eyes as he telephoned Eve.
0Sorry to interrupt what youdr
Louis called us into his office,
hedd asked us to take things easy,
oTraffic is | iBgeheapliedltshowd be thereen o f
twenty, twentfive minute®

Paul threw on his jacket and he
Half the bull pen away from Lou
conversation between angry participgnt€a p t . Jarvisodos v

recognizable.
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As Paul walked in, he saw the captain standing, both fists clenched
his sides, leaning into the speakerphone on the desk. Louis was propped
against his credenza, looking intensely down at the floor as he listened, |
chin resting on his right fisichhis left arm across his diaphragm.

Mondo stood near the doorway with a grim look on his face.

He waved Paul ovavhispeingg 0Str i ckl andds o
cards been taken from the airport
tech was testing their GPS tracki
their backup plan if Strickland escaped arrest and tried to roeciThaw
the vehicle moving, and everyone
Theydve got mu | thi g es da aakeesr pphaot nceh,
anything. o

0 Wh a tfuck hleeonard, you had one |

of a seri al murderer in the godds
enf orcement agency?06 Capt. Jar vi ¢
books on the shelves; Paul had never heard him so angry.
oLi sten, Jarvis, 0 shouted a Vc
oyou called me up yesterday on st
guy who killed sixpeoplee 6 s one of yours. And
wantusto make the arrest? But ydmvant us to babysit this assclown.
oOShoul d we shine your shoes, t
Oh, here weRpul thought. t 6 s al |l. about payhb
OWedve got 450 attendees from
voi ce continued. OWe have dozens

hundred people wandering the halls. You told us your guy is here for the da
so we took you at your word. We patan on hi m, but vy
any reason to believe he was going anyihgfeo u h av e any t S

paperwork, for Godds sakel!

oBut you say, ©6Dondét make it ol
So, no, we didndot follow him into
of his seat.

OWe screwed with his phoneds )
So,ofcourdee 6s moving around, trying t

tells me your guy left for a break around 10:20, and a short time late
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someone looking like him takes that seat. What did you want us to do, check

his I D every time he got up or sat
oLook, Leonard, this isndt gett
o0Do you have the exit/entrance sur
o0OYes, just handed to me now. We
boy leaving the premises through a side door at 10:27 a.m. Okay, they jus
told me he boarded a flight back t
OFuck 6 Paul heard Louis say, not

0ltds an hfleemri nanae higthy , 6 t he
oputs him back in San Diego at 1: ¢/
heds out of baggage claim and par Kk
OWe have his GPS showing his ve

2:23 p.m., so that squares, 6 Jarvi

a great afternoon, Leonard. 6 There

as Jarvis punched the spedkamp button and hung up the receiver.
Louisds wearlier comment Il'i nkin

involvement in these cases now seemed remarkably prescient.

Once the other party was gone, Capt. Cranston stepped closer to the
phone. o0Our GPS tracking tech has
Boul evard downtown; heds been ther
spa, 60DCompress Dd@wntsavanmr.td nign tt eor et
i s myihdo evade apprehension. | believe the arrogant pissant might have
just pulled a Ferris Bueller on th

Louis eyed Mondo, l i ps pursed.
seminar and signs in. He stays just long enough to be seen. He has nc
intention of applying anything th

anyway, so he bails out for an afternoon atabeplth ? |1 f t he g
mul tiple murderer, it would al most
guestion becomes, ol f all thatds t

ol just heard, got here as f as

SWAT wunit announced as he strode
massive frame made the room feel quite a bit more crowded. Marci and Eve
were trailing behind and stayed in the doors@nitig in.

There was a burst of crosstalk as each of them updated the others.
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Louis summari zed, 0Option one
the day spa; option two, assume h
heds finished, meaning weodl l arre

0l dm not comfortable trying to
us to prepare or plan, 6 Bouchard

no eyes or ears. |ltds in a public
have no idea how competent, coapee, or discreet the staff might be, and
we dond6ét know how |l ong hedoll be t
having at |l east a |ittle time to

A quick scan through the roon
explored that possibility in preparation for the earlier meeting today.
Strickland lives in a gated community with a single point of egress, whic
makes it workable for the apprehension locaton & security and safety

perspective. The GPS tracker wil/l
much time we have. Wedll get the
if necessary, before the arrest a
o0Do we have the floor plans ye
oYes, Daniels printed off the
who needs one can grab it off the
OAre we controlling access to
oDaniels is watching over ther
people. 6 Bouchard continued, 0 We
Mondods team severing StrickIlandd
dondt forewarn hi mndwllldoé alowed atchss to a r

t he Aunt Ti kds site. However, Mo
generate 40dage errors and other streaming issues. Those will keep hin
from doing anything without cutting him off completely. Hopefully, his spa
activitieend driving wondt permit himr
heds back in his home, the arrest
issues he experiences will become moot.

00nce Strickland has passed th
an officer there to control other traffic coming or going. Mondo, Louis, Paul,
and two senior members of Mondods
SWAT officers in full engagemerargeill back them. The idea here is that
the presence of familiar faces will help mitigate any thoughts of rash actic
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Strickland might have. 't would b
of Strickland and Det. Byrneds t a
offender has known issues with strong females, issues which lean towarc
vi ol ence. 0

0Thanks for including me in t
Captain, 6 Eve said. o0l appreciate
one of Stricklandds many f | aws, 3
situati on. | 61 1 tbherggltahde tSONAMTe It pp aan

0So, Det. Robbins will consul't
will be with the SWAT members, backing up the approach team. These
houses are aligned differently on their lots. The only nearby rooftop with the
desired line of git is across the street. That location would expose our
of ficers to view from StrickIlandds
on the ground monitoring each window and any secardeagces 0

Bouchard closed his metal notebook case with a quick flip of his

wrist.
OAre there any questions?596
Marci spoke up from the door way
if Strickland doesnd6t return home?~
oWedl I have units running par al
the spa facilities, 6 Bouchard ans\
wedbre allowing him, those units wi

make contact. 6
Jarvis was listening as he leaned against the credenza, and Loui

asked, oDoes the new plan work for

oYes, | think itds as good as a
run, andy ollubé fighting the clock o o . | 61 | | eave t he
capabl e hands. Best of |l uck to you

00Okay, people, wedve got too mas
said. oLetds move to the big confe
on the whiteboards, and use the f|I

As everyone cleared out, Paul and Louis moved to either side of the
|l i eutenantds desk.

ol ran your request to allow
apprehension up the fl agpole and ¢
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to reconfirm now that the arrest scenario has changed, but they took m
question more positively than | thought they might. So, unless you hes
ot herwise from me, shefds good to

0OThanks, Louis; we both apprec

oDondét thank me yet.déd Louisods
0She wears a Kevlar hel met and a |
SWAT tells her to go, with no exc
t hat s comi ng ther of gou m@leng shorttutslor breaking: h
my rules, 10611 throweweoceadboth out

oPerfectly, 6 Paul said somber/|l
excitement at hearing the news.

As they | eft Louisbds office
goal posts had moved. Theydd once
off a plane through a controlled gateway with which he was unfamiliar.

Now, beirgngtd a@pprehend a likely armed law enforcement

professional with significant resources available to him in the familiarity o
his own home



curbs of gui et side streets oL

With onscreen maps broadcast to their notebooks, they watched the
GPS tracking app as Strickland left the day spa at 6:05 paouadbis
way home. | |l ooked over Paul s shoc
he followed along.

Strickland pulled briefly into a Stégso, just long enough to gas
up and grab something from inside the-mauit.

OHeds carrying a -gmaldlri skchk an
officers announced quietly into the radio.

But when Strickland got back into his car, he turned left instead of
right at the next light, opposite the straightest route toward his home, though
his pace was leisurely.

Lt. Harbin was inside the comms van with us. As his cell phone rang,
he checked its display. oltds Cap
before answering.

o0Yes, Captain. No, | dondt knov

Louis listened a moment.

The apprehension team waited in vehicles scattered alongside the
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oYes, Captain, I under stand. |
traffic units intercept him, |06d
seem to be in any hurry, certainly nothing that indicates panicked or errat
behavior. ¢

Louis paused again.

0So far, neither our plan nor
l ights set Strickland off for son
highspeedchaset he guyds got a fast car
he can escape us, but it does mean he could wreak a lot of havoc agai

i nnocent soul s. I donot think heo
Louis listened for a moment.
0Okay, Captain, will do. Wedl I

reasonably close to the speed |
jurisdiction. 6

Hanging up, Louis announced t
OWedr e fstthid lorai ggional approach, fo

Strickland had turned into a downscale residential neighborhood
the Clairemont community of San Diego. He stopped unexpectedly in fron
of a house well off the main thoroughfare, parking at the curb rather thar
turning into its driveway.

0The subject has entered the r
fromthe minimart , 6 the radio announced,

Ten minutes later, just asdvd bwogdermg if SWAT might
engage him there, Strickland was back on the movehamgtyg He was
now following a path that would bring him straight to us.

Why t hen, | 61 | never know, b
Clairemont address, | suddenly had a flash of ifisighthe pieces of the
puzzle had crisply fallen into their rightful places for me. Once they did, the
clarity was astounding.

Still,l 6d have t oinahormyfar therrevelationdoumean
anything.

| touched the lieutenant on his shoulder.

Intensely focused and immersed in thought, Louis was startled an
uncharacteristically irritated for a split second.
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He immediately returned to his professional demeanor as he tilted his
head back to look at me, his body still facing the comms console.

oLoui s, I know I 6m out of || ine
yobvet gosend police officers back 1

ol dm |l istening, Debra Ann. Make
a |l ot on our plate right now. ¢

ol think | know whatods going on

It was all tumbling out of me now, tripping over itself as it left my
lips.

oWe coul dndt figure out what t|
would get him abducted. | know whypleasgist hear me out.

oWhen Eve and | i nt er vijustwaded St
bail after beinpcked up. During that interview, Steve told us about painting
Vi ckyods car . Wh e n he started tha

coordinates, and the punk master called Steve while he was in his car to giv
him the right ones. That punk master was blutté _in other words, Steve
heard Stricklandds voice. 6

Louis was paying close attention.

ol didndt realize Steve could i

OEve made notes, but the know
suspect. Still, once you had someone for a voice lineup, Steve could verify
whether they were blotto_bill, something of an ace up your sleeve. | think
that ds why St r i c kIl rmmmstead chfiaming saimeane E a
elséh he must have read Eveds notes a
pass the voice test.

oPaul told me you formed Marci 0
investigation a few days later, including Strickland. With Steve free and
Strickland working Aunt Tikds cas:
until Steve and Strickland were s ghme place at the same time. If Steve

recognized Stricklandds voi ce, it
kidnap Steve.
ol assume he planned to have S

certainly with Detmer taking the
problem solved. ¢
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Paul understood where | was heading and jumped in to let me catc
my breath.

0OBut we screwed up his plan wk
flip Detmer. He had to kil Det |
Det mer nor Strickland had yet mur
with a kidnapingvi cti m he candt get rid o
for Steveds death or comes up wit

0OThat 6s t agged fgaackghouses,rbérs om the r
windows and doof$ transients in and out at all hours. Nobody snitches if
they see something strange. Perfe

|l took over. o0Steveds stildl al
left. Being gone all day meant Strickland had to feed Steve and provide h
wateri he coul dndét afford to | et Ste
many bodies; nobody else |l eft to
minimart he hado pick up a sandwich and something to drink for Steve. |
know this sounds so frigging crazy, but it workknowh e 6 s t her e

Louis gave me a sidelong glance, and then his eyes flicked over
meet Paul s as he chewed on his u

0l dondét think StrickIland woul
the homicide added M&denngDetmer was arudct of
desperation; Strickland had to know the walls were closing in. Withou

Det mer available as the fal/l guy
keep Steve alive to use as leverage if he ever needed it. For one thing, Si
i snpbhty sai cal threat and woul dndt b

unl i ke Det mer . eprdveati@thaibtricklard! aparéntlyb e
candt handl e. o

His eyes still fixed on Paul, Louis reached for the mike of the radio
tuned to the wuniformed officerso

oThis is Lt. Louis Harbin. Let
road so we know he wondét doubl e «L
peel off and return to that Clairemont address. The officers are to make ent
under exigent circumstancesoramyt hor i ty. Youdre |
yearold Caucasian male named Steve Niglsmaybe in a locked room, a
crawl space, or t hahostaget nota paifreat him s e r
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accordingly. Radi o back your statu
your search. o

Louis turned to glance at me an
and Steveds not ther e, Cross your
definition of exigent circumstance

A little over ten minutes later, a call crackled over the radio.

oOLi eut enant kidnapeidtimed got your

My hands went straight up in the air as | let out a rebel yell. Louis
and Paul fisbumped and grinned at one another.

OHeds conversant and ambul at or

obvious injuries other than a cont
bus on the way. Heb6s asking for h
t heyol | be tr ans p oQentar lhigtheywwant totmeet S h ¢
him there. o

Beaming from ear to ear, Loui s
Tracy and | et her know?o

00h, absolutely!d6 | exclai med,
t ask. Tracyds shrieking into my e
sweeter.

It wasndt | ong before the rasp)

the gravity of the situation holding us captive in that van. The celebration
guieted as everyone returned to the solemn task before them. Still, the
positivity r e nfarecavergservingiagagoo8 onew. e 6 s

A few moments after theydd gott
around in his seatforefinger to the earpiece of his headset.

oCapt. Bouchard just wupdated us
gates at 7:35 p.m., drove straight to his home, and parked in the garage. W
need to move our van inside the ¢
SWAT.

0 T h i sShowtsne,ipgople



RobertSt r i c, knd ane ddioss the street from him, had been

I our neighboring families, threé whom hadproperty abuihg
temporarily relocated earlier in the evening. The arrest team was |

pl ace, with some members secrete
buildings.

Dusk was now slipping into nightfall, and the SWAT van moved into
position in front of the house t\

and Paul volunteered, with Mondo taking the lead, to make initial contact ¢
a group. They were wearing Kevlar hsing@ggles, and bulletproof vests
as they prepared to approach the front door, surrounded by Eve and SWA
team members crouched behind them, weapons at the ready.

The rest of us had assembled behind the SWAT van, nervousl
watching the scene, fingers crossed.

But it didndét happen. Just as
to cross the yard, Ken Benson, a technician in the comms van, ran across
street and addressed Lt. Sanders, the SWAT commander on scene.

0The parabolic mike picked up
ot her participant sounds I|li ke a vy



