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Chapter 1

	He Was In The Driveway

	Twenty-five Years Ago

	Ava Mayer sat in her late-model Mercedes S-Class, an expensive luxury car. She was parked in the driveway at the end of the private road that led to the chateau where she and her husband, Lewis, lived. Ava Mayer was still dressed immaculately in the designer suit she wore when she wasn’t in her laboratory. She wiped tears from her eyes with a cloth and glanced into the rearview mirror as she set the picture of her daughter, which she had been cradling, back into her purse.

	Her oldest daughter, Tina, had been only five in that picture, full of life, happy, and playing on the backyard swings. Ava's husband had ordered a set built for her when they bought this home to be closer to the Institute. Lewis had ordered the playset design with no expenses spared. The swings were part of an elaborate play area complete with a jungle gym. It was all taped over now, and her husband, Lewis, would not permit anyone to tear it down. It stood in their backyard as a silent monument to the family they had once had and to the happiness that had been. A silent sob escaped Ava as her memories triggered tremendous emotional trauma. In a single horrific moment, she and Lewis had lost Alicia, their youngest, and then Tina, the older sister, who was taken from them because of what had happened.

	When Ava looked into the rearview mirror again, she checked to see if her mascara had run, dabbing at her eyes slightly with a cloth. She always wanted to look her best when she came home and saw Lewis. For all their shared tragedy, she wanted him to feel comfortable in her love for him, and she wanted to display it to him in every way she knew how. A lesser man, she knew, someone of normal fortitude and not the titanic personality that was her husband, would have folded under the pressure and loss.

	That’s when she saw the little boy. He couldn’t have been more than seven or eight years old, and he stood about 15 feet behind her car, his gaze absently drifting off into the distance. The boy turned his head and met her gaze when Ava glanced in the rearview. As Ava watched him, the boy seemed oblivious to the chill, as he was dressed in a tattered t-shirt much too large for him, an adult size, she immediately estimated. The boy also wore sweatpants that he’d tied off; they, too, were too large. He was standing still but seemed to be looking around with curiosity amidst the subtle moonlight.

	Ava got out of her car, noticing the boy was alone. She was concerned for him, as his mismatched clothes suggested to her he might be neglected. She was wary; her home was off a winding private road and nowhere near any other properties. She and Lewis owned everything north of the road, and it was all enclosed with security fencing. When she looked at the boy, he followed her with his gaze. As he watched her, even in the softly lit darkness, Ava could see his blonde hair was somewhat disheveled, uncombed but cut short. What was most striking was his expression. She could only describe it as… sad. He seemed both resigned and cautious, as if he had something to say that he knew would not be well received.

	“Honey, are you okay? Are you lost?” she asked tentatively. Ava felt he should be cold; she was, and she pulled her own overcoat tightly around herself against the chill night air. “Are you cold?”

	He looked at her again with penetrating gray eyes. “I am not,” he replied.

	“You’re not?” she said, surprised not only that he was impervious to the cold but also by how stoic he sounded.

	“Cold. Or lost.” He paused. “You are Ava Mayer?”

	Ava took a step back, startled and on alert. His knowledge suggested something else, and she was not just anyone. She and Lewis could easily be targeted for their wealth, if nothing else.

	“Who are you?” she challenged uneasily.

	The strange boy frowned, then he took a deep breath.

	“They killed her,” he said finally.

	Ava was shocked at that unexpected response. Immediately, her body pumped adrenaline. She looked left and right, searching for any movement in the dark.

	“Killed?” she asked, unease creeping up her spine. “Someone killed someone?”

	The boy only stared at her. “I couldn’t stop them,” he said sadly, looking at his shoes. “I wasn’t there. I wasn’t ready.”

	“Stop who, honey?” she said softly as she felt fear rise in her.

	“The Institute.” He watched her. “I’m sorry,” he said in almost a whisper. “You deserve to know.” His gaze, now back on Ava, seemed to penetrate the depths of her brain. She sensed his sadness, his grief, and then she suddenly understood. His grief was not his own; it was for her.

	A sudden terror swelled within her. “No,” she gasped softly, tears welling up in her eyes. She knew immediately whom he meant. Her baby girl! “No…” she sobbed. How could he know that? She thought furiously. “Did you… were you at the Institute, too?” she asked.

	He watched her. “Yes.” He paused. “That’s all over now,” he said, and she was startled at that too, emotions running across her face and through her body like a torrent. “Well, for a while at least.”

	“You… were you… are you… like Tina? Like my baby?” she asked softly.

	He watched her. “I need your help, Ava Mayer. I need a place, a safe place. A place where I can grow up,” his voice echoed the gravity of his words and their meaning.

	His plea evoked emotions in her that she could barely contain. She burst into uncontrollable tears. “Your parents,” she stammered. “What about your parents?”

	“Dead. They killed them. The Institute.” The boy paused as if he’d resigned to that fact long ago. “They wanted me. They let nothing stop them.”

	She knew almost instantly that she would agree and take him in, and that Lewis would agree too. Lewis hated the Institute; he would want retribution for this. For Tina. They had now forever lost both of their daughters. Ava knew this strange boy, so… unusual… he was not lying. Her Tina, the daughter that had lived when Alicia, their youngest, had died, also was now gone.

	“Will they come for you?” she asked the boy. She knew Lewis would be itching for the possibility of confronting the Institute. He would hire an army if need be.

	“No,” the boy said as he looked away again, off into the distance. “There’s nothing left. Only the memories of the living hold a record of me,” he said assuredly.

	She wiped the tears away and then reached out to hold him. He walked up to her. “Come inside; come in out of the cold.”

	He let her hug him, and then he hugged her back. “Thank you… mom.” She sobbed again and led him inside.

	~~~

	“Ava! Look at this!” Lewis bellowed as soon as the closing door latch announced she had come in. The boy did not say a word and just stood beside her, walking with her as she set down her car fob in a tray by the door and shrugged out of her coat.

	“Where are you?” Ava shouted back.

	“In the den. Come and look at this!” he urged. He was angry, she could tell from his voice. Agitated. The boy merely looked at her, his eyes piercing, knowing. Sad for her. Sympathetic, empathic even. The boy followed her to the den without her saying a word.

	As Ava Mayer entered the den, she saw her husband, Lewis, leaning over the back of the leather couches, gesturing at the 80-inch television screen on the far wall.

	“Look! Look!” Lewis demanded; his eyes were glued to the television. Ava looked down at the boy, who was also watching the broadcast. Then the boy looked up at her before he turned away, his attention drawn to the bookshelves lining the walls.

	The fire department maintains that the source of the explosion was a gas leak that ignited. The explosion shook the ground for miles. A spokesperson from the Department of Homeland Security confirms that a research laboratory studying genetically engineered foodstuffs and contracting with the National Institutes of Health was located in basement levels two and three. The force of the explosion appears to have erupted upward, and then the structure imploded into the sub-basement levels.

	“That’s it, Ava!” Lewis yelled, gesturing at the television. “The Institute! Goddamn National Institutes of Health. ‘Genetic foodstuff laboratory,’ my ass!” he yelled. “It’s gone! My God, our baby! Tina was there, Ava!” he bellowed even louder.

	“No,” the boy said, and his voice cut through the room like a knife through butter, resonant despite his age. Lewis turned around when he heard the strange voice. “They had already killed her,” the boy said. “It was some time ago,” he amended into the silence.

	“What the hell?” demanded Lewis. As he turned, the expressions on his face warred between obvious pain and sudden rising anger but settled on outrage. Lewis had grayed exceptionally in the last few years since the Institute had taken Tina from them, but he remained passionate, with a fiery temper. “Ava! Who the hell is…” he bellowed, his anger rising in a torrent of challenge, but the boy only stared at him. Inexplicably, Ava watched the flushed heat of Lewis’s anger and rage bleed away from him to be replaced by a cold, simmering menace toward the Institute, as if a switch on his emotions had been violently flipped. Hot into cold in an instant.

	“You…” began Ava as she looked at the strange boy. “You did that?” she asked, gesturing at the television.

	The boy turned and looked at her and shrugged. “Yes,” he said.

	Ava shuddered. She, too, felt her anguish and the pain of his revelation transform under the boy’s gaze into a cold, simmering menace.

	“You did this?” Lewis demanded, gesturing at the television.

	“I did,” the boy admitted.

	Lewis and Ava looked at each other, processing how a boy of his age could have achieved such destruction.

	“Good,” they said together. They looked at each other and realized what they’d validated. The coldness they felt, the menace toward that place, was deep and unshakable.

	“I…” began the boy. “I need a place to stay. A home. Somewhere where I can…”

	“Grow up…” Ava finished for him. The boy nodded.

	“Sanctuary, is it?” Lewis asked. The boy nodded again. Lewis took a closer look at the boy. “He’s like Tina?” he asked as he looked at his wife, who nodded. There was little doubt of that if he had been at the Institute. The very purpose of the place, as uncovered by all the private investigators Ava and Lewis had hired, was that its programs were focused on tracking individuals with exceptionally rare genetic traits that could lead to dangerous anomalies.

	Lewis turned back to the boy. “They will be after you?” Ava knew Lewis was not overly concerned if the answer was ‘yes,’ but the boy shrugged in response.

	“They will never stop hunting me. But they must find me first. That will take them many years,” he said with matter-of-fact calmness. “For now, they think me dead,” he gestured at the television screen, “under all of that.”

	Ava stared at her husband, and she knew he could read the thoughts written all over her face. In whispered discussions late at night, they’d agreed that they dared not have any further children despite Ava so desperately wanting them. The possibility that their fears would be realized and whatever misfortune, or randomness, that had created Tina somehow proved to be a dominant genetic trait they passed on to their children was too terrifying a risk. If they had any more children like Tina, they risked recreating the same scenario that had led to the loss of both of their daughters: Alicia, the youngest, who died in a terrible, horrible accident; and Tina, who was taken from them for causing that accident… taken to the Institute, a component of the National Institutes of Health, the so-called Institute for Advanced Studies in Cognition.

	Ava wanted him, this boy. She knew her husband could feel it. She wanted to raise him, to really give this boy the place to grow up he was asking them to provide. Her barely contained tears were signals Ava knew Lewis could read and from them decipher her desperate desire without her even needing to speak. Her eyes were imploring.

	Theirs was a prolific shared pain; Lewis surely could see it in Ava’s eyes and written on her face. Losing Tina to the Institute had been devastating. Despite their fear, both of and for their daughter, that both Lewis and Ava shared, Lewis had argued strongly against giving Tina to the Institute and believed they should have hired experts and caregivers for their daughter. Ava had no confidence they could find anyone to help them if the Institute was insisting on isolation for Tina. She’d believed the Institute’s promises to safeguard their daughter. They’d vowed to protect Tina and protect others from her. Now, confronted with the chance to make amends in some way, Ava knew that Lewis likely felt the same in his heart that she did. The best way to get back at the Institute was to help this boy refugee whose need of them was apparent.

	Lewis made up his mind and turned from staring at Ava to face the boy again. “What do we call you?” he asked.

	The boy blinked; the question seemed to startle him. “I have no name that I can recall. I was called ‘subject.’” Then the boy shrugged.

	The shock on both Ava and Lewis's faces at the inhumanity of that was apparent.

	“Calvin,” Lewis said suddenly with determination. “I’ll name you for my grandfather, who was Calvin Lewis Mayer. We’ll call you Calvin,” he said emphatically.

	The boy nodded, and Ava added, “Calvin Mayer.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Trending Topics

	Now

	“Sir, are you coming with us on this one?” asked the young private. Lt. Colonel Daniel Cheras looked across the ops table at the young soldier. She wore her fatigues, web belts of ammo and gear, and her hand rested casually near her holstered sidearm. It was a war theater. Daniel and all the soldiers stationed there knew that despite the relative safety of the forward operating base, they were under a daily threat of enemy engagement.

	It was a nerve-wracking feeling, like a constant tension lingering in the muscles. At any moment, mortar fire could rain down and indiscriminately kill soldiers or support personnel. Retaliation would be swift, but the “fire and flee” radicals had a favorite tactic. They would approach within range, set up mortars, fire a salvo, and run out of range. Half the time, they didn’t get very far; that’s how good Daniel’s people were. The U.S. Army was inefficient in many things, except for dealing death. The Army excelled at that.

	“That’s correct, soldier. Join your squad leader,” Colonel Cheras ordered. She saluted him sharply, then scurried off to do just that. He would never forget her face. She had a round face, almost cherubic, with blonde hair. She was wearing her ops gear, which included one of the sophisticated cranial link helmets. The helmet sported an almost invisible reticle that hovered below the helmet lip and over the left eye. The reticle could read several different factors and data through the eye and electrical firings of the brain that were fed back to a mobile command unit as real-time assessments of the wearer’s temperature, heart rate, and emotional state.

	Daniel was alone, looking at the last update from the navcom drones that had already scouted out the relay site that was their destination today. A dead relay could mean several things: broken, unearthed, interfered with, or worse, destroyed. If it was destroyed, it was because someone had been hunting for it and they had found it. That typically meant a forcible incursion and led inevitably to shooting conflict.

	The drones were the ideal mapping tool, but they were not infallible. They could be targeted and destroyed, shot down by random weapons fire, or they could also be clouded and compromised. The latter took a sophisticated enemy, but they faced a sophisticated enemy.

	Daniel wasn’t the least bit tense as he folded the e-pad and placed it in a sling pouch at his left hip. He strapped on his sidearm holster, which attached to his web belts with a satisfying “snap.” He felt the bottom strap stretch automatically around his thigh and secure itself.

	He picked up his field glasses, which could magnify by thirty times what his eyes could see, and he slipped them into his vest’s breast pocket. The wind outside the tent whipped up dirt and dust in a frenzy, and he turned his head away from the entrance until it settled down before stepping out to join the duty squad. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and moved quickly and easily to the waiting trucks.

	~~~

	Daniel had ducked behind a rock outcropping that he recognized as the remnants of a building foundation. It didn’t matter what it had been, though. What mattered was the unrestrained barrage of rifle fire impacting the front of where he crouched. Two of his trucks were burning behind him; the third had escaped this ambush, fired on the ambushers, and called for air support. Most of the squads had taken cover in the still-standing structure behind Daniel. He had been cut off from it, rolling to his left while nearly everyone else rolled and ran right. He could hear the shouted orders roared by his trusted Sergeant Major behind him, even over the insanely loud gunfire reports. Fear gripped Daniel, but he swallowed it; he could not let it interfere with his duty, or the results might be fatal.

	To move out from cover was to die. Daniel looked to his immediate left and right through the lingering smoke remnants. Two young soldiers in his command had rolled left with him as their truck engine exploded. They’d escaped death from the improvised explosive device but were caught in the kill box of this ambush as thoroughly as Daniel was.

	“Get to cover left! Cover left!” shouted Lou from behind him. The two soldiers flanked him on either side. “Air support, danger close in 15 seconds!” Sgt. Major Lou Edison bellowed.

	Daniel tried to recall what he’d seen as he’d taken cover. The assailants were shooting down from a second floor and to the right from another building with an unrestricted view of the berm Daniel was crouched behind. If he stuck his head up, he died. If he moved beyond the berm, he died. His mind thought furiously, but if they did not make the cover of a standing structure to their left, as Lou was urging, which appeared to be a concrete reinforced stairwell shell, the three of them might be killed by their own incoming air strike. There was nothing at all friendly about friendly fire.

	For an agonized instant, Daniel realized saving his own life and that of both soldiers might be impossible. Safety was to the left. He might be able to save the soldier to his left. If all three opened fire or tried to move in unison, they would come under extreme and unsurvivable fire. Even if Daniel chose to provide cover fire so both his soldiers could escape to the left, the soldier to his right likely would not make it; she had to move too far. Daniel also would probably not survive that either. Rolling left, however, could get him and the soldier on his left to safety in time. But the soldier providing cover fire would likely not get the same benefit. She might even be killed by enemy fire. Daniel hoped a thrown grenade would disrupt the enemy’s barrage and provide the few seconds of respite that might save all three of them. He decided and drew the only grenade he carried from his web belt. He shouldered his soldier on the left. “Roll left on 3!” he said and turned to the soldier on his right. “Cover fire on 3, then roll left!”

	He yelled at the top of his lungs, “One!” and threw the grenade without looking, in an arc high up into the intact second floor from where their ambushers were firing. “Two!” he screamed; the grenade was on a short fuse. Daniel heard screams in Farsi as the grenade landed on the second floor, and he shoved the soldier to his left, who lurched sideways into a roll. “Three!” and Daniel rolled left.

	The soldier to his right raised up and unloaded a barrage of fire. The grenade exploded, but the enemy gunfire had not stalled. Daniel heard a yelp and a gurgling gasp from the covering soldier as he rolled behind the staircase foundation. She had been struck and went silent. Damn it. Then Daniel covered his head and screamed, “Brace!” An instant later, the nearby explosive detonation of rocket fire from a strafing helicopter nearly buckled the staircase foundation behind which Daniel and the surviving soldier were crouching. Daniel didn’t know if he had been hit by shrapnel or debris, but the wash of heat and flame suggested everything around him was on fire. The pressure had surely burst his eardrums, and Daniel knew he had screamed as he felt an impact to his chest, and the air was choked from his lungs.

	~~~

	Daniel jerked awake, gasping and clutching at his chest. That was a horrible memory. But for now, he was parked outside a Starbucks off Katella Avenue in Anaheim, California. The blaring Southern California sun was doing a number on the paint of his e-car, even though he didn’t really feel the heat with the excellent temperature control matrix in the car’s interior.

	What had her name been? Daniel asked himself. Damn. He’d forgotten again. He hated that memory, but it was so… recurring. He could see the young soldier, only a young girl really, as she smiled at him with confidence and adoration, and then another image intruded. Her eyes; lifeless.

	He shook away the memory again and tried to focus on the here and now.

	He was waiting to hear from his contact, a prominent city councilman for the city of Anaheim. In recent years, the city had splintered into subdivisions, leaving what was the Old City proper to encompass the area around the civic center, then the convention center, hotels, and the Disney Resort out to the freeway. The industrial areas further west had taken a stab at independence under the name “West Anaheim,” and the suburban residential sprawl that headed south and east toward Santa Ana and Irvine down toward the Orange County Airport had tried its hand at independence too by incorporating portions of northern Santa Ana and Tustin and then calling itself “South Commerce.”

	The power and influence of the city of Anaheim had not waned; instead, it had grown. The smaller splinter cities had been resisted by California’s leading political parties as an effort to splinter their voting support, but in the end, the voters had spoken. But ideas were ideas; the reality was that South Commerce, the previously splintered Anaheim Hills, and West Anaheim all continued to contract with the city for needed services.

	What the city of Anaheim missed more than anything else was the enormous tax base that it had wielded authority over. Its budget was already staggeringly near the tax revenues of the great city of Los Angeles some forty miles to the north, but in Southern California, forty miles might as well be two hundred for the time it took to navigate the oceans of people who called the temperate climate home. In many ways, Southern California had been and still was a land of immeasurable opportunity. The entire state was awash in riches, innovation, and resources.

	The ruling political party, which had consolidated its dominance decades before and effectively ran the state from the distant northern city of Sacramento, always touted the vastness of California as an example of their good stewardship. They emphasized its beaches, weather, standard of living, and the wealth of its people and resources. Most long-time Californians saw through this nonstop public relations campaign. California was awash in wealth and resources despite the mismanagement of the elitist rulers who were concentrated in the state's central region.

	The value of the real estate surrounding the Orange County Airport skyrocketed to near Silicon Valley's levels with the rise of SouthTech. This was the slang name given to the new surging technology-centric business area around the Orange County Airport. Silicon Valley, a technology enclave in the coastal areas stretching north of San Francisco to San Jose, was some of the priciest property in the nation.

	San Jose boasted a more temperate climate than Anaheim, but there was no denying the benefits of locating booming tech businesses in and around the area that boasted the sprawling south corporate campuses of EmoGen, ArcLight, Luris Tech, and R-Space. Innovation and revolutionary scientific advancement had led to breakthroughs in medical science and aerospace exploration and flight. From businesses in SouthTech had come even basic principles everyone now took for granted, such as the fantastic K-servos that allowed for the efficient storage and re-channeling of kinetic energy, the energy of motion itself. K-servos had made the green dreams of electric cars for virtually everyone a reality.

	And those vehicles, churning out of plants just across the Mexican border to the south of San Diego, were seized upon as the new standards. The advent of ArcLight’s true traffic control systems, which integrated seamlessly with millions of modern e-cars and transport trucks, made the traffic that was the bane of California’s populace a livable and tolerable inconvenience.

	It was into this environment that the tax shelters extended to the Disney companies, and later to most major hotel chains that agreed to build and develop, were also extended to SouthTech-based companies. The whole thing ballooned in a matter of a few years. Blighted, aging infrastructure was rapidly being transformed into eco-friendly complexes complete with parks, coffeehouses, gymnasiums, and theaters on company campuses.

	The recent call for Anaheim Hills, South Commerce, and West Anaheim reunification back into the city proper was probably someone’s brainchild. Daniel wanted to know whose. There was no denying the amount of political maneuvering that the issue had spawned up and down the state. There was no denying the millions upon millions of dollars spent to achieve reunification. Daniel suspected, very strongly, that there was a very good story to be told in that somewhere. He’d been looking into it for over four months.

	After months of trying, he had caught what he hoped was a break. One of the city councilmen from Anaheim proper had reached out to him. Daniel was sitting in his car while he awaited word on where they were to meet.

	His onboard computer chirped merrily, notifying him of a message from someone on his VIP list, except for his wife, Megan. Had it been from Megan, he had that set to a gong tone; there was no mistaking that. She had found it amusing when she’d first heard it and then had asked him to turn down the volume. He had smiled and ignored her.

	He’d met Megan when he was new to the LA Times; a cub reporter, they called it back in the day. She’d been an editor- his editor, actually, and at first, he’d found her abrasive. He’d come to know that the forcefulness he found to be abrasive was instead her keen intellect thinking ahead of him, as well as most people around him, and then chafing as they had to catch up.

	They’d been married for over twenty-five years now. During that time, Daniel had been re-commissioned and returned to war overseas and then come back. Daniel returned to a foreign war theater as a reporter, was embedded with a reconnaissance unit, and then he’d come back after his last tour “in” the service, as it was termed in military parlance. He’d been promoted to lieutenant colonel and had served in the Army, this time commanding a reconnaissance unit. In his last two tours, Daniel had commanded 500 men and women.

	Daniel hadn’t spent the whole of his married life abroad. Instead, he rotated into and out of active and reserve status. That was not the ideal method of pursuing a path for the military career-minded, but there was more to Daniel and what he wanted from life than his military service. He served because he was called upon, and he was good at it. However, he was always guarded about his experiences. Most of them were not pleasant topics of conversation.

	In the mid-afternoon heat, Daniel set his musing aside when he saw the message display on his onboard. It was a list of article topics from Karen Davis, the paper’s special assignments editor, and his direct editor and sometime producer at USMedia.

	He keyed the onboard to call her, and when she picked up, he selected “audio only” with a wave of his hand. There was no reason for her to know he was sitting in his car waiting for another call, even if she suspected it.

	“Dan,” she said.

	“Karen,” he replied. He didn’t say anything, and he could almost hear her irritation with him. He smiled inwardly at that because when Megan had been his editor, she had the same reaction when he did that.

	“You called me, Dan,” she said, emphasizing the me. “Do you want to tell me what you need, or do I have to just listen to you breathe?”

	He chuckled playfully. That, literally, was something that Megan had said to him before. “I was actually listening to you breathe,” he replied, and she sniffed in disdain.

	“Stalker. I’m hanging up…” she threatened.

	“What’s with this topic list? We need copy on these from me instead of the staff writers?” he asked.

	“I don’t need copy from you; I was just sending out some prompts. You know… topics to see if you nibbled on them; they’re all trending.”

	“‘Bear mistreatment at the San Diego Zoo’ is trending?” he asked incredulously.

	“I like bears,” she said. “The Boring Company’s new tunnel is always big. You know; big holes in the ground. Drilling. Overtones.”

	“No,” said Daniel, reading down her list. “Rumors of a stock manipulation investigation of EmoGen founder Calvin Mayer? Really? Rumors?”

	“Well, it’s a story if you take the time to run it down.”

	“I don’t do pop culture. That crap runs on the social platforms, Karen. I do real investigative work.”

	“There’s a trending topic for ‘CAVEMan Taskforce,’ which is supposedly the name of a LEO group looking at Calvin Mayer,” she said. LEO meant ‘law enforcement officer,’ and Karen liked to use acronyms to show off that she was tapped into trending topics. Daniel didn’t mind acronyms, but he’d been in the military; everything had an acronym as a label in the military. If you didn’t know your acronyms, you couldn’t keep up with a conversation between military personnel.

	“Come on,” he said in mock exasperation. “Trending euphemisms? Where do they get this crap?” he asked.

	“So…” she replied, “not interested? Bears, Mayer, or the new Boring tunnel? I think a task force called ‘CaveMan’ might be interesting.”

	“Not really,” he answered her.

	“What are you on right now?” she asked.

	“Reunification. I’m meeting a source,” he confided. He could almost see her rolling her eyes.

	“Your hunches are normally right, but you’ve been on this for four months now? Is there a story there?”

	“I’ve already written copy on it!” he protested.

	“You’ve written infomercial pieces on it, basically. I need an old-fashioned ‘Cheras story.’ You know, gangs, or drugs, kidnappings and corruption!” she said enthusiastically.

	“Goodbye, Karen,” he said with a sigh.

	“Get me a good story, Dan. We have to sell papers, or e-papers now, anyway. Hey, why do we still call it paper if we’re not printing anything on actual…?”

	He disconnected and could almost hear her laughing at him. Her banter was entertaining normally, but he wanted to process for a minute. She was hinting, without saying it, that he needed to turn in some quality copy on something soon.

	He was thinking about that while watching the cars driving by, sipping his coffee when his onboard reported an incoming call. It was to his second line, the tip line, he called it. That was the line he gave out to people who wanted to speak confidentially with him about something.

	“Cheras,” he answered.

	“Mr. Cheras. This is Bob Gaines.” Daniel leaned forward in his seat, setting down his coffee into one of the drink cradles in the center console.

	“Councilman,” Daniel said respectfully. “You wanted to meet with me?”

	“No, that’s not a good idea,” said the voice on the other line. Daniel frowned at that. When Bob Gaines had left the message for him, he had indicated he wanted to meet. It’s why Daniel had driven out to Anaheim. “Too much surveillance,” Gaines said. That caused a suspicious tick in Daniel’s eye to vibrate absently with a raised eyebrow.

	“You’re being surveilled?” he asked the city councilman. The councilman only barked a laugh.

	“This is way bigger than any of us thought, Mr. Cheras. Yes, I even think my offices and home may have been bugged.” That made Daniel blink. That was clearly a crime.

	“Did your LEOs confirm that?” Daniel asked, referring to law enforcement officers by their well-known acronym.

	“Yeah. Only, it's all too high-tech for them. Police budgets, you know. They couldn’t confirm they’d gotten all of it. Sheriff drone monitoring even picked up a hoverer hanging over my house.”

	“That’s rather sloppy for a surveillance operation,” Daniel said with an experienced air.
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